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The Tempest

 

 

She is called the Tempest.

 

Giovanni deLuca was a rail-thin man who towered, and leaned, over everyone in New York. He hated America, Americans, the Irish, the French, even other Italians, for their petty squabbles and their coarse urban filth. He spoke rapidly with a punishing staccato accent and made wild gestures with his long, spidery hands. Everything about him was harsh and ugly.

 

There was only one thing deLuca loved, and it was the only reason Fox had anything to do with him--or vice versa, come to that. Fox knew genius when he saw it, and deLuca knew a virtuoso when he met one, and the one thing both loved above all else was enough to unite them, on occasion, despite their mutual enmity.

 

"Good evening, Signore," Fox said, welcoming deLuca into the parlor. The tall man wore his dark overcoat, and carried in his arms an object that made my heart leap with anticipation.

 

"The piece is finished according to your desires," deLuca said. His voice sounded like a creaking old door.

 

"Is it, now?" Fox asked, sitting down opposite the man, who set the case on the table and unsnapped its clasps. "Let's see it."

 

I stayed hidden where I was, just outside the parlor doorway in the shadows, but I could see the gleam of the varnish, the ebony fingerboard, almost glowing in the firelight...my fingers itched to trace over its curves, polished to silken smoothness and stained a deep red-gold. I couldn't take my eyes off of it.

 

Fox lifted the instrument from its nest, turning it over in his hands, examining every inch of it as he had once examined my skin, years ago, when my flesh still bore the warmth and eventual decay of humanity. I thought of all the measurements the luthier had taken of my hands, the length of my arms, and how he had protested that as young as I was, those measurements might still change, and then all his careful custom work would be null and void. I thought that was amusing--I was hardly a child, though people often mistook me for younger than I was. Fox had merely laughed and insisted that I wasn't going to grow, or shrink, ever, and that he wanted an instrument that would last through time, its tone and finish growing more and more beautiful and pure with the passing of years.

 

"I must say, Giovanni, you have quite outdone yourself," Fox told the luthier, who understood the rarity--and therefore the absolute truth--of the compliment. "If she sounds half as perfect as she feels, I will be sure and add another twenty percent to your payment."

 

DeLuca nodded. "Let your...young prodigy...try it out, you'll see."

 

I felt myself blush. Fox was discreet, but there were always some who knew I was more than his apprentice, and certainly more than a servant. On the rare occasion we went into town together there were whispers and knowing glances. I wondered how deLuca had figured it out, given that I had met him only once and hardly spoken the whole time.

 

"Excellent idea," Fox agreed. "Jason, come out and meet your Christmas gift."

 

I left the cover of the shadows reluctantly, and when deLuca saw me, he went pale.

 

"My god," he breathed, more emotion showing on his face than I'd ever seen him display. "You look...different, boy. Have you been ill?"

 

"Yes, Maestro," I replied with a smile, lifting my eyes from the floor to meet his. He didn't flinch, but I could see that he wanted to. "I am feeling better now."

 

I looked over at Fox, who smiled at the luthier's fear. When last we had met I had been mortal, unremarkable. My playing had been the same--skillful, bordering on inspired, but nothing destined to win accolades. When last we had met, I had never lain with Fox, never surrendered to his lips and hands and teeth, and knew nothing of true hunger, nothing of the kind of darkness and desire that were a part of my every cell, aching, calling out for release.

 

I stared at deLuca, watching the pulse of the blue vein at his neck, the branches of veins in his hands--if I listened I could hear the blood flowing within all of them, and I wondered if he would taste as dry and creaky as he sounded, or if his one love, that thing we three shared, would bleed true, and flavor him with the sweetness he drew from his instruments.

 

"Show the Maestro how you've improved since he last heard you," Fox said.

 

I nodded, and he handed me the violin.

 

I touched it at first as they had, my hands running over the body, the wood alive beneath my palms. It was more than beautiful, it was a masterpiece, sized perfectly to me, designed to live as long as I did. I ran my fingertip around an odd swirl in the wood that brought to mind a whirlpool or a funnel cloud. Such a thing should have weakened the wood, but I could feel its density, flawless.

 

"I call her the Tempest," deLuca said, a note of pride in his voice. "The power she can unleash...I am not sure, Duvalier, that your charge here can wield it. Perhaps you should keep him on his student instrument a while longer?"

 

Fox laughed. "I assure you, Signore, he is more than capable. He has...blossomed under my tutelage."

 

I had to bite back a laugh as well. True, my master had taught me the violin, to read and write in six languages, to appreciate art and literature; but thinking of all else I had learned at his side...or beneath him, or in the hay in the stables, or on my knees in this very room...I banished the thought as my body began to burn, and lifted the violin to my shoulder, where it settled against my chin as if it had grown from seed there.

 

I touched the bow to the strings, my left hand pressing into them tenderly, then harder, testing, almost teasing. I smiled and closed my eyes.

 

Oh, she was a skilled courtesan, my Tempest, and I swayed with her as my right arm worked through the air and my left fingers danced over her, slow at first, drawing moans of delight from her building gradually to rapid cries.

 

By the time I was finished I was sweating, panting, and the last note sounded into utter silence. I could hear Fox's heart pounding, see his fingers digging into the chair's arms as he resisted the urge to come to me and tear my clothes at the seams. I let my gaze find his, and I smiled, knowing that the minute deLuca left, that's exactly what would happen.

 

For his part the luthier was gaping at me, openmouthed, rheumy eyes wide with shock. It was the better part of a minute before he could say, "Good God, Duvalier, this boy needs to be on every royal stage in Europe. He could make you an even richer man, and famous all over the world."

 

"I have no need for fame nor money, and I have no love for Europe," Fox replied. "America deserves beauty just as much, and needs it more, for we brought very little with us when we fled the old world. Thank you, Signore deLuca--you have earned every penny and more."

 

I stood silent through their conversation, my attention full of the Tempest, feeling her swell and reside in my grasp. There were things I could do, Fox had said, with the right instrument--he had seen it when he turned me. Only deLuca built violins that were capable of channeling the energy I might one day be able to raise. I believed him--I had popped dozens of strings on the graceful violin he had taught me on, and when I asked to try out his master instrument, a Stradivarius from 1703, he refused. It was too valuable for me to leave scorch marks on with my fingers, he'd said with a laugh, and he was only half joking.

 

I didn't move until I knew the luthier was gone, and heard Fox's footsteps returning to the parlor.

 

"What do you think?" he asked, lowering his voice to its usual softness. He was charming and erudite, even cheerful around others, but this was the timbre he used with me and me alone, and it sent a shiver through me. "Will it do?"

 

I chuckled. "I think so, Master." I smiled at him. "Although I do pity you now, stuck with that antique of yours."

 

He swatted me on the backside with a laugh. "Shut up and play for me, boy. Remember I just sunk a good bit of my fortune into that beautiful creature you're fondling."

 

"I shall have to repay you, then," I replied. "Shall I begin with the new Paganini you brought me last week?"

 

"No, no. Make something up. Compose something to thank me with."

 

I complied, opening myself to the place in my mind where the music lived, a corner of my consciousness that was never silent, filled with strains of melody. I imagined those strains as thread, or waves, washing over Fox as he stood watching me, taking in the essence of my sire, my patron, my lover, and finding expression in string and wood. It was slow, and hypnotic, almost mournful, the endless waltz of darkness and light, love and death, and I gave myself to it, letting it work its will through me.

 

I had a brief flash of memory, of the first month I had been his student, of being locked in a pitch black closet, naked, with only my violin and bow, left there for days, food and water pushed through a flap in the door but otherwise alone, blinded, to learn the contours and nuances of the instrument with my other senses. I had fumbled over the flame of the body, made horrible screeching noises the first day and cacophonic plucking sounds the one after, but by the time he had let me out, I knew the instrument's every millimeter, and was ready to learn real music. I was also so desperate for touch that I had fallen to my knees before him in the hallway, my hands clumsy but my mouth eager, and not risen until he hauled me up to fuck me hard against the wall.

 

I played until my arms ached, which for me was a good long while, and gradually I became aware of hands touching my shoulders, a body pressed warm against my back. I felt his hands slide around to my chest, up beneath and out of the way of my arms, unlacing my shirt, skimming over my skin. I smiled, but ignored him, weaving layers and layers of shimmering melody together around us.

 

I touched my mind to his. [Play with me.]

 

A mental chuckle, and he broke contact, stepping away from me. I heard him cross the room, heard the familiar sounds of him picking up his own violin, Stellara. He returned to where I stood, facing me, and listened a moment, deciphering the structure and rhythm of what I was playing, and a few measures later joined in, adding an effortless harmony that followed me up and down in lazy spirals like two hawks drifting on a thermal in the summer heat.

 

Yes...oh, yes. I had dreamed of a violin like this, that felt like liquid and sang like flame, and she and I were going to rip creation apart together.

 

Electricity, like before a lightning strike, rose from my feet all the way out my fingers, and our two joined songs soared higher, until I forgot where I was, who I was, forgot everything but the burning eternal present.

 

I do not remember when I stopped, or when the intimacy of harmony became the intimacy of touch, but I remember the heat of his mouth taking mine, and I remember that somehow both violins made it to the table before we made our way deep into the house, to the bedroom.

 

"There is so much in you that you don't even see yet," he murmured, kissing my belly, tongue dipping into my navel. "One day you will be a force of nature, my darling."

 

I smiled into the darkness, and my words were half a groan. "Like you?"

 

"Oh, much, much greater." His talented hands freed me from my clothes, and his mind nudged into mine, parting my shielding as easily as he parted my thighs.

 

His fingers closed around me and stroked, and I arched beneath him with a gasp, my mouth closed off with another kiss before I could draw breath. I could still hear the music we had played. It carved itself into my memory along with the dozens of other compositions I had created and thousands more waiting their turn.

 

He pinned my hands up above my head, and I surrendered to our sonata, and old favorite that was somehow always new.

 



*****

 

I shivered in the snow-cluttered air, tears frozen on my face, my breath catching in the frost, a dragon's breath. The stench of smoke and waves of searing heat broke over me even at this distance.

 

"Here," she said, wrapping something heavy around my shoulders. We'd gotten away with the clothes on our backs and whatever she could carry--ever sensible, she'd grabbed blankets and clothes, and at the last possible second before the flames leapt over the parlor's shelves, my most recent folio of sheet music.

 

I had saved only one thing. Two, counting the bow.

 

I couldn't speak. I couldn't think. I stood watching, the screams of the servants reaching me as if from a thousand miles and a thousand years away.

 

Her hand was hot on my arm, and I could feel that she was crying. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm so sorry."

 

I dragged my eyes from the fire to my sister's face. The winter wind blew long black strands of hair across her eyes, and even with the strength of the immortals she looked vulnerable, frail, and so young.

 

I had been young, too, before tonight.

 

She saw something new and hard in my eyes, and fresh tears fell from hers. "We should get out of here before they come for us too."

 

I looked back at the fire. An entire wing of the house fell in on itself with a deafening crash, sending clouds of sparks up into the night sky. They could have come during the day when we had nowhere to run, but they too feared the sunlight, feared the light of day falling on their deeds.

 

"Jason," she said, pleading, "Jason, come away."

 

I took one step back, and another, and slowly held up the case in my hands, not sure whether to throw it or tuck it under my arm and run, run and run, until daybreak caught me and turned my bones to ash. I wanted it. I wanted death, craved its touch, there was nothing else, nothing, nothing…

 

"Please," she said, voice breaking.

 

Nothing, except for her. I couldn't leave her behind, when she'd given up her humanity for me.

 

"Wait," I said softly. "Not yet." I let the blanket she'd wrapped around me fall, and she moved to pick it up, hugging it to her chest. "They can't see us from here. The trees block the view."

 

I knew that, of course, because he and I had made love here once, beneath the full moon, wet leaves and grass sticking to my back, a twig stuck in my hair. We'd laughed…god, we had laughed so much, he and I.

 

I nearly fell to my knees, but held myself upright by sheer force of will and opened the case, dropping it in the snow. She snatched it up as she had the blanket, and moved as if to stop me, but she sensed of course what I was going to do, and with a sigh moved back and away, casting a hunted glance around despite my words.

 

Every song had been our song, once, and there were so many, so many. For a long time I stood there in the cold, unable to find one, all the music in me dried up and burnt to a cinder, blown away by the uncaring wind. Finally, I dragged one note from the strings, then another, the sound eerily like a sob. I let the pain come, let it take me. Together the Tempest and I wailed out our grief on the hillside, my sister weeping quietly in the cover of the trees, until my hands were so numb I could no longer hold the bow, and it fell from my hand, useless, landing softly in the drift.

 

She came forward and retrieved it, then carefully took the violin from my shaking hands and placed it back in its case, closing the lid reverently. We stared at each other for a long moment, she in her soot-smudged dress and I so beyond broken there was no word, and at last she asked me, "What do we do now?"

 

I looked back at our home, and I wondered if he still lay there, or if the fire had already done its work. How long did it take a vampire's body to crumble to dust in a fire? Would there be anything left to identify?

 

They had destroyed the house, the art, the library, all the instruments, even…even Stellara, I realized, choking back a sob. She was worth more than the entire house, and now there would be nothing left of her but cracked ribs and broken strings, if anything at all. She should have been buried, even if he could not be. They both deserved better than this.

 

But they were wrong in thinking this would destroy us. All of Fox's accounts had me as their heir, and I was still young enough to be alive by human reckoning. I had the information we needed to access all the money. Whatever those men had wanted to believe, Fox was loved here in New York, and I had only to give my name to any establishment in the city to get us a place to stay.

 

A place to stay…and a place to plan.

 

I turned to her, and now there was iron determination in my voice that frightened her. "I'm going to kill them," I said, colder than the winter itself. "I'm going to kill them all."

 

She straightened, and I saw the kindling of wrath in her blue eyes, her jaw set as she nodded. "I'm going to help you."

 

He had believed, he told me more than once, that the world could still be saved, that humanity wasn’t an irreversible blight upon the Earth, not while there was still beauty in the world. As long as people were making music, offering it up to love or God or whatever muse inspired them, there was hope for mankind. He wasn't human--had not been, for nearly three hundred years—but he still loved them, deep down. He loved their capacity for creation and through his arts patronage tried to encourage as many as possible away from destruction. Strange, really, a vampire so in love with creation…a balance, perhaps, to what we had to do to survive.

 

But there were some things that could not be saved with harmony. There were some statements that, once made, had only one answer, and that answer was not music, it was blood.

 

First…first we had to find them. That must begin with planning, and cunning, and a safe place to get warm. A bed for Rebecca. Clean clothes. A bath.

 

My jaw itched with hunger, but I would not feed. Not until the throat at my teeth belonged to one of the Brotherhood. Not until I heard them beg for mercy.

 

I reached out and took my sister's arm, and acquiesced to her will to leave, to take the long road toward town, toward safety.

 



*****

 

"Twelve," I panted, letting the body fall in a heap to the floor. The man landed on my boots, and I shoved him away in disgust, pushing him onto his back where his glassy eyes stared up at the ceiling in perpetual surprise.

 

Blood pooled in my stomach and then rushed through my veins, leaving a bitter satisfaction in its wake. I closed my eyes a moment and enjoyed the sensation. There was little other pleasure left to me now, and I allowed myself to bask in this one. The sheer number of lives I was filling myself up with had brought me to a whole new level of strength--I was gaining power quickly, perhaps too quickly, but I didn’t care.

 

Rebecca was pale with shock but not with horror. "I can't believe you did that," she said in a loud whisper. "Do you see where we are?"

 

I looked around and shrugged. "A church. That's good, they don't have to move him to perform the funeral."

 

She stared down at the dead man, a smile spreading slowly over her mouth--a predatory smile I had never believed her capable of, but had come to like. "We should leave him in the confessional."

 

The man's blood had tasted like rancid wine and guilt--definitely Catholic. He might have been here to confess in the first place. Forgive me father, for I have sinned…I murdered a good man because an imaginary being in the sky said he should burn for loving another man…

 

"How many does that leave?" she asked. I held up three fingers.

 

"I think they're onto us," she noted as we walked out of the church, just in time to hear screaming as the nuns discovered the body behind us. "They're getting harder to find and harder to kill."

 

She was right. So far we had relied on our strength and speed to give us the advantage, but it turned out a terrified human fighting for his life was a good match to our rudimentary skills. We could finish what we had started, I knew, but after this…I needed more.

 

"What would you think of going to Japan for a while?" I asked. People scampered out of our way when we walked down the street. I liked it.

 

"Why?"

 

"In my reading I found that they have ways of fighting over there--they think of it as an art, even a spiritual practice."

 

"What good will that do you after this is all over with? How many more people do you intend to kill?"

 

I paused, taking in the busy city streets, the citizens taking advantage of a brief warming spell before the next snowstorm. Did I want to kill them? Did I really care at all about their meaningless little lives, when it came down to it? Or were they just food to me now, like cows?

 

"None, necessarily," I answered her, starting to walk again. "But if we're going to live for centuries, it stands to reason someone else might try to kill us. Humans fear us, there are factions among vampires that will hate us, religious fools will justify our deaths by any means they can. I think we should be able to fight back. If these Japanese teachers can give me the knowledge to keep us alive, I would say it's a trip worth taking."

 

She thought about it most of the walk back to our apartment, but said, "All right. It sounds like fun. You go to study, I'll go to live, and you can teach me whatever's worth knowing."

 

I smiled grimly, the only way I could smile anymore. "It sounds easy enough for you."

 

"This is your adventure, brother, not mine. I would be satisfied with vengeance. I agree that self-defense is a good idea, but what do I need with fighting skill when I have you?"

 

I turned to her and stopped again. "I may not be there," I said, and she looked away. Fox had been alone when they killed him. I couldn't always be right by her side.

 

She took my hand. "Will my being safe make any of this worthwhile?"

 

I laughed humorlessly. "Rebecca, nothing is going to make any of it worthwhile again. This, this city, this world--aside from you, standing here with me, none of it is worth anything to me. I want to keep you safe, and I don't particularly want to die today, so we need a plan. We kill the last three of the Brotherhood, and then we sail for the Far East. I'll try to find what I need there, and then we'll return to America to face…whatever it is that God wants to fuck me with next."

 

Once we had gained the quiet of our rooms above the pub, I stripped off my coat and the long knife I carried and hung both behind the door. As I took the doorway to my bedroom my eyes fell on the violin, resting on a shelf on top of the stack of music we'd salvaged, waiting for me.

 

I had not touched her since the fire. I did not touch her now. I went into my room and closed the door.

 

 

*****

 

“Why are you here?”

 

I lay facedown on the dirt floor, my breath coming in gasps, sweat pouring from my entire body and doubling the mud that covered my bare chest. I looked up at the placid white-haired man seated at the far end of the room, venom coating my words as I hissed, “To learn.”

 

The old man snorted softly. “You could do that anywhere.”

 

“You’re the best.”

 

“But why are you here?”

 

I pushed myself back up to standing. “You know why. To protect my sister.”

 

“You lie, night-walker.” He gestured to one of the others, his assistants, who came at me again, but this time I was ready. I spun around, dodging the staff that sailed toward my head, and dropped low to kick the man’s feet out from under him. He jumped, twisted in midair, and landed, catlike, swinging the staff again and catching me hard in the ribs. I felt one crack.

 

The pain made me react before I could think--I charged the man, going for his throat, but he was of course too fast for me and between one breath and the next I was on the ground again.

 

The assistant stepped back in line with the others, not a hair out of place, and I forced myself up again.

 

“You are here because of rage and hatred,” the sensei pointed out, calm as ever. He was the perfect stereotype of a martial arts teacher—wizened, stooped, but able to kill a man with three fingers, not that he would ever choose to, as he was also perfectly at peace with himself and the world, even speaking of anger. “I cannot tell you how many men have climbed this mountain looking for revenge against the entire world, and gone away empty handed. White men are the worst, it seems. They all think their pain is unique. That nobody else has ever suffered as they have, or lost what they have.”

 

“What do you want from me?” I demanded. “A noble cause?”

 

“You have already killed the men who killed your beloved. You have your vengeance. Yet it is not enough, is it? It will never be enough. You cannot take enough lives to fill the hole in yours.”

 

“I hate philosophy,” I muttered.

 

“Then you will hate this even more. You will never be a warrior, night-walker, until you have let go of your anger. Perhaps your kind cannot die by sickness, but you will poison yourself slowly over however many centuries you live, and the purpose of your life will be lost.’

 

“There is no purpose. Not to me or any of this.”

 

“Again, you lie.” He studied me in silence for a while, and then said, “I will teach you nothing until you are ready to learn.”

 

“Then what am I supposed to do?”

 

“Play music,” he replied, and I felt ice in my veins, a fist squeezing the air from my chest. “You must fight as you play--with passion, and power, but also consideration and reflection. There has been no music in your head for years. You will find it again, and when you do you will come and play for me, and then I will teach you.”

 

I felt myself locked in that dark room again, all my determination and arrogance swept into the darkness with the smell of a snuffed candle. Just me and the music, all over again, with no way out until I gave in to it. The very thought felt like a violation. I had boarded up that part of me and left it derelict with no intention to return, and now this old man, this mortal, wanted to force me back there, back to the smoke and the flame and the breaking of the world.

 

“No,” I said softly. “No.”

 

I turned and walked out into the night, grabbing my shirt from the branch it hung on as I passed, my steps becoming a run by the time I hit the path down the mountain. I ran, and I ran, needles of pain stabbing into my lungs, and I didn’t stop running until I was back at the village.



*****

 

“I’m thinking of getting tattooed,” she said, holding another kimono up to her chest, seeing how the colors matched her pale skin. “No, too bright…there aren’t enough black ones, and I don’t think I could conceal a weapon in this one.”

 

My sister had changed since we left America. She had cropped her hair short. She had developed a taste for fine clothing that showed off her petite figure. She looked men directly in the eye, which made the Japanese rather uncomfortable given how they treated their women.

 

“This world isn’t like our old home,” she had said. “Fox…he never treated me like I was inferior because I am a woman. The rest of them try to. But I’m through living small. I eat their kind for breakfast and it’s time I acted like it.”

 

I had smiled at her. It was such a thoroughly Rebecca thing to say. The world was uncomplicated for her--she was very intelligent, but didn’t care for details. There was too much to see and experience to let such a silly thing as the opinions of men keep her from enjoying herself.

 

So while I hunted for a teacher, she traveled, soaking up the culture like a sponge. I envied her…but then, I always had.

 

I was sitting, staring at the Tempest, afraid to touch her. I had been sitting that way for almost two days since I’d returned from the mountain filthy and exhausted.

 

I wasn’t stupid enough to pretend the sensei was wrong. I had been to other teachers, several in the last two years, and had learned all they had to offer in a matter of months, but always came away hungry, never knowing enough. This man had the reputation, and I could see the truth of it in his eyes; I wanted what he knew. So far, he had taught me two things: he was a perceptive old bastard and I was a fool.

 

“Becca-chan,” I said tiredly, “I hate this thing.”

 

She came over and kissed the top of my head. “No you don’t. You’ve said that a thousand times.”

 

“I want to throw it in the fire.”

 

“You’ve said that, too, and I still don’t believe you. Maybe you’re not ready to play again, but you’ll never hate it. That would be like hating Fox.”

 

“No,” I told her. “The Tempest is a part of me. It would be like hating myself.”

 

She smiled. “And you don’t?”

 

“I don’t know.”

 

She picked up the violin and set it in my lap, then took my hand and placed it on the curved wood. “Then I suggest you find out, before you let that old man’s henchmen beat you up again.”

 

She gathered up her armload of garments and left the room, and I was alone with the violin, my hand still exactly where she’d put it. Once, I had never been able to touch the instrument without caressing it, even unconsciously. Now, it felt like my fingers were burning.

 

“All right,” I sighed. “Let’s get this over with.”

 

I rose, my hands fumbling for their old places. The violin felt like lead in my arms, the bow awkward, as if I’d never played before.

 

I stood in position for several long minutes, trying to force my arm to move, groping in my mind for any piece of music, mine or another’s. Nothing came.

There was nothing there. The well was dry.

 

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Music was emotion, and I had not allowed myself to feel any for a very long time. I was afraid of what would happen if I undammed the river; would a rushing torrent drown me, or would it simply be an empty bed of cracked earth? Once the flood began would it ever stop? Could I survive it?

 

And did I want to?

 

The present was nothing but the empty riverbed. I turned, reluctantly, to the past.

 

Fox, I thought, bringing his image to mind for the first time since he had left me.

 

Oh, my love. I constructed the picture carefully, one detail at a time: his laugh, his hands, the scents of immortality and anise. I remembered his arms around me as he stood at my back; we had watched many a moonrise that way, out on the terrace, just the two of us and the starlight and the ephemeral peace of the night.

 

I remembered the first moment I knew I loved him, before we had ever touched, when I was only a stable boy caring for his prized beasts. I had been on my way to bed at the end of a long day’s mucking out the stalls, and heard music. I followed the sound, mesmerized, until I reached the garden, and there I saw the lord of the house, in silhouette, playing for the moon. I could still remember the song, and the way he turned toward me at my approach even though I thought I was being too quiet to hear. His eyes had met mine, and I felt something… acknowledgment, recognition, a quickening of my heart no human had ever caused. I backed away slowly, suddenly very afraid, and it was days before he found me in the stables, that flash of connection all we needed to fall upon each other, mouth seeking mouth, his surprise and joy surpassing mine.

 

That first song…I remembered it, and it came back to me in full, passing into the strings slowly. Without meaning to I merged with the song of mourning I had played on the hill, and I dragged the music out of me, feeding it to my memories, my whole body shaking with strain and sorrow.

 

He was gone. Oh, god, he was gone. My one great love, my teacher and friend, taken from me, and I was alone, and cold, it was so cold. Great cracks split the surface of my heart, and at last the grief slammed into me, the river unleashed.

 

My fingers slipped on the strings, and I sank to my knees, clutching the Tempest to my chest as I sobbed.



*****

 

The nightmares overwhelmed me after that. Sometimes I burned, sometimes I watched him burn. Sometimes I killed, but every night I died, over and over again, and woke with smoke in my lungs, coughing, crying, fighting my way out of sleep.

 

I kept playing. It seemed now that I couldn’t stop. Some days it was the only thing that enabled me to catch even an hour’s rest. When I wasn’t sleeping, I was working my body beyond even a vampire’s endurance, exhausting myself with all the exercises and routines the other teachers had given me, combining them the way I combined pieces of music, one school of fighting morphing into another until it was all my own.

 

My sister didn’t comment on how driven I was, but she looked worried and clucked over how little I fed. To appease her--and because I needed the strength--I hunted more, prowling the village streets for those foolish enough to walk about alone at night, taking what I needed, never too much. Occasionally we hunted together, but it was best to stay as covert as possible in a small town like this one, and often she ventured into the surrounding areas, to farms and other villages, for her prey. She liked to travel. I liked efficiency.

 

One morning I lay awake, staring at the ceiling, the Tempest resting on my bare stomach, my hand wrapped around the bow. Screaming had awakened me, but for once it was not in a dream—our next door neighbor’s wife was in labor. It had begun the night before and there was a flurry of activity going on, midwives and doctors coming and going, young women sent to fetch supplies, the husband pacing in the adjoining room and steeling himself against the heart-wrenching sound of her cries.

 

I didn’t blame him. I had killed people, but even in my lust for vengeance I had never been interested in causing suffering. Life was already suffering. There was no reason to create more.

 

Finally, I couldn’t bear the noise anymore, and I got up and started to play, something lively to drown out the sounds. The walls of the building were paper-thin, so perhaps the music might lessen some of the tension on the other side; if the woman could take her mind off the pain it might go easier for her. Or perhaps not. I knew next to nothing about childbirth except that it was loud.

 

I half expected someone to pound on the wall to silence me, but no one did. They were probably used to my playing by now--I had been at it for weeks, dusk till dawn and sometimes all morning until sleep found me.

 

I was not an empath, exactly, but had something like the gift that was almost as strong as my ability to read minds; Fox had spotted my ability to read emotion through music, and to manipulate it. He had intended to teach me to master it when I was powerful enough to call it forth at will. It had remained a bit unpredictable, and I was secretly glad we’d never gotten around to working with it, as the idea was frightening--I wanted to create beauty, not change people. It was one thing he and I had never agreed on.

 

It meant, however, that the deeper I slid into the music, the more clearly I could feel what was going on next door. I could have blocked it off pretty easily if I’d wanted to, but something drew me in, and I let my awareness move through the wall.

 

Fear. Fear, and pain. All was not well with the woman; she was too old for this baby, and had been sick and weak for months. Her husband had confidence in the midwife, but beneath it was more fear--he loved his wife, had known her since they were children, and he prayed continuously as he paced that she might live through the birth. She was a part of his soul, without her he would be a hollow thing, a ghost confined to a moving body…

 

I knew that feeling. It had been my life for two years.

 

The village men had laughed at the neighbor, who had two daughters and no sons--girls were worthless, he’d better pray for a boy this time. And it was true that he had been inattentive to his daughters and had hoped for a son--but if his wife could only live, it didn’t matter. If the gods gave him another girl it didn’t matter. They would find a way to afford three dowries. Just let his wife live.

 

The wife, too, was afraid. The pain was wrong, it was sharp and strange. The baby had stopped moving in her belly. The midwife’s face was grave and ashen. There was too much blood.

 

I’m going to die…oh, my poor husband, my poor daughters. Mother and Father, Grandmother, please take care of the little one, I will be there with you all soon.

 

I found myself caught up in their struggles, in the immediacy of their world. I had tried hard to hate humans. I had tried to hold myself apart. Yet here they were, and they were just ordinary people, brave and trying so hard just to live…to live.

 

And here I was--I would live forever, and I would never live at all.

 

I altered the direction of the music, taking it toward a theme I had memorized as I stalked around the village streets. Traditional Japanese instruments were not to my taste, but I had heard something there, something serene and eternal that spoke of the land beneath our feet and the distant past shrouded in mist and memory. I wove that into what I was creating, and reached out to the woman as another contraction hit her.

 

It’s all right, I thought, to her or to myself I didn’t know. Don’t be afraid.

 

There was one last wrenching scream, and silence fell beyond the wall.

 

I knew what I was sensing, but I refused to accept it, and wrapped a blanket of music around the little one who lay unmoving in the midwife’s arms.

 

Was there a purpose to anything? Did my living and loss mean anything in this place? Did anyone’s? There seemed to be no answers, not even for the undying.

I might live a thousand years and never love anything again the way this fisherman loved his wife--but damned if I was going to let something so small and precious slip away, not without a fight.

 

And if there was one thing I knew how to do, it was fight.

 

I imagined I could see the baby’s heart, its tiny lungs that had never drawn a breath of air, and together, the Tempest and I pulled.

 

I heard a low murmur in Japanese--the midwife, telling the woman there was nothing she could do, that the cord had wrapped around the baby’s throat and it was too late. The midwife pressed cloths between the woman’s legs; she had fully expected the woman to die, but somehow the bleeding had slowed and stopped, her womb closing as soon as the baby was out. But the baby…the baby never had a chance.

 

Suddenly there was a strangled coughing sound, and a tiny wail went up--heads all around the room snapped toward the bundle of bloody blankets that was now wiggling.

 

Oaths, curses, exclamations followed, and the woman was weeping, everyone was weeping.

 

Exhaustion swept up over me, and I nearly dropped the violin. I sagged back onto the bed, shaking, overcome by what had just happened—it had to be a coincidence. There was no way, it simply wasn’t possible…

 

There is so much in you that you don't even see yet…one day you will be a force of nature, my darling.

 

The last thing I heard before I passed out was the distant sound of the midwife, telling my neighbor he had a son.



*****

 

The path up the mountain wound and doubled back on itself as it climbed the steep stones. It took hours to reach the top and the night was half over before I surmounted the flight of carved steps that led to the temple.

 

The guards remembered me, and moved back to let me pass. If they were surprised that I had returned, they gave no sign.

 

I knew he would be waiting for me, and sure enough there he was, cross-legged on his mat as if he had not moved this whole time. He looked at me evenly, eyes traveling from my face down to what I carried, then back up again, waiting.

 

I came to stand in the same place I had last time, in the pool of light shining down from the sky overhead. I bowed.

 

He inclined his head toward me, still unspeaking.

 

I smiled, lifted the Tempest, and began to play.

 




 

 


Breathing Lessons

 

 

150 years he has walked the Earth, and in that time he has learned a few things, among them the sad fact that something wished for, longed for, ached for, if obtained, is almost always a disappointment.

 

Almost.

 

They sway, his hands resting at Rowan’s waist, the Elf’s arms around his neck, one hand curved warm beneath the collar of Jason’s shirt. Jason takes a breath, the combination of scents intoxicating: curry, chai, books, Elf. Spice and softness, the ancient and the moment, and he wants to wrap himself up in it and etch every second in his memory.

 

Rowan’s head rests against his shoulder, and he can feel their pulses slowly coming into synch; it’s something vampires do, gradually bringing their prey’s heartbeat lower and lower to calm them and make it easier to feed. Contrary to the myth, it isn’t in his kind’s best interest to harm anyone. Rowan isn’t his prey, but he can’t help it—he wants to disappear into his would-be lover, to dissolve breath by breath and beat by beat.

 

He slides his hands around Rowan’s back, up along his spine, feeling muscle and vertebrae, fascinated by the way he moves. So human, and yet so alien. Jason has had many, many men in his bed, of many shapes and sizes, but few immortals, and never an Elf. There’s something subtly different here, some wild grace that defies description—he hopes fervently that he’ll have a chance to find the words, as he learns every last inch of the slender body in his arms, inside and out, and soon.

 

He has absolutely no idea where to begin. The night has been as close to perfect as he could manage, but now that they are alone in the candlelit safety of his quarters, he is nervous again, his mind trying over and over to run down the list of things that could go wrong. This isn’t a back alley blow job or a quick fuck in the file room…it’s Rowan. His Rowan.

 

His Rowan, who leans back to look in his eyes, smiling. “I’m nervous too,” he says. “All of a sudden this is very, very real.”

 

Jason breathes him in again, wishing for a second that the Elf also smelled like Xanax. “We can stop here, if you want…if you’ve changed your mind.”

 

In answer, Rowan removes his hands from Jason’s neck. The abrupt loss of warmth and the possibility that the Elf might, in fact, have changed his mind both make Jason’s stomach tumble down to his knees. But Rowan takes a step back, reaching up to his ears, and removes the inhibitor, then the control on his wrist. He places them on the coffee table and returns to the embrace, this time ignoring the music as he covers Jason’s mouth with his own.

 

 

*****



Sara had come over to help Rowan get ready, but really all she was doing was making him even more anxious. He’d been trying to think of the evening as just an outing between friends, and not dwell too much on the terrifying possibility—no, probability—of more, but her giggly presence sitting on the bed made him feel like he was preparing to sacrifice himself in some bizarre sexual rite, or worse, a wedding.

 

“So where are you two lovebirds going?”

 

He stared at himself in the mirror, wishing it were autumn. Thanks to the unrelenting sun and humidity of the Texas climate his summer hair was a dusty sort of grey-brown with a few stalwart strands of dark green. In a couple of months it would be a brilliant cacophony of browns, gold, green, and red-maple-leaf scarlet, and it was one of his favorites. At least his eyes were interesting right now, a green-blue-silver combination that mirrored perfectly the reflections of the trees on Lady Bird Lake.

 

“Dinner,” he answered belatedly. “There’s an Indian restaurant I wanted to try. I’m not sure what, after that.”

 

She gave him a Look. “Oh, really?”

 

His hands were far too white, he noticed, as he buttoned up his shirt. “Sara…I’m nervous enough as it is.”

 

“Why? You should be overjoyed. You’ve been wanting this for how many years?”

 

“That’s exactly my point. Years and years, and what if…”

 

She smiled affectionately, reached out, and squeezed his hand. “Honey, it’s going to be wonderful. You’re not starting from scratch, after all. You already know each other. You don’t have to go through half the bullshit of new relationships.”

 

“No, we have unique bullshit all our own,” he pointed out. “What happens if he wants to go to bed? What if I can’t do it, or I do and I have an episode, or worse?”

 

“You can’t go into it like that,” she said. “It’s going to be fine. You love each other, and you’re perfect for each other, that’s what matters.”

 

He looked at himself again, thinking back to before he had come here, before his clan had been slaughtered and his life destroyed. He had been so self-assured back then—everyone knew and respected him, and the honor of his calling had been evident in his every word and step. People had made appointments weeks in advance to spend an evening in his bed. And now, look at him…quaking in fear before a date!

 

Granted, this was all new and perplexing to him, this business of going out and spending time with one person with intent to keep that one person for more than a single night. What if they did become a couple, and he got bored, or Jason demanded monogamy he simply couldn’t give?

 

“You look fantastic,” Sara said, plucking a stray thread from his arm. “If you weren’t going out with someone else, I’d shag you myself.”

 

He turned to her and frowned. “Are you sure you’re all right with this? We haven’t really talked about what’s going to happen now between us.”

 

She pulled her knees up to her chin thoughtfully. “I’m all right with it. I’ve always known that one day you’d be with someone else, or rather, that you’d be with him. I tried to keep in mind that I was helping you heal for exactly that reason. I can’t guarantee I won’t be jealous.”

 

“I don’t want to stop seeing you,” Rowan said. “I don’t want our friendship to change.”

 

“It will, though, one way or another. Things always do. And I’d love to find myself in bed with you again, trust me, but if that’s not possible, I’ll understand.”

 

He hugged her fiercely. “You are remarkable, anama. There will always be room for you in my life.”

 

The knock came, and his pulse barreled into orbit, his nerves turning the butterflies in his stomach into drunken turkey vultures. How on earth was he going to eat? He wasn’t sure about the mating customs of vampires, but usually, vomiting on one’s date was considered rude regardless of race.

 

“I’ll get it,” Sara said mischievously. Rowan nodded, suddenly unable to speak. “You take a deep breath or ten and ground yourself, mister. Remember—it’s Jason. You’ve hunted bad guys together and saved each other’s lives. Surely one meal can’t be any harder.”

 

As she left him in his room for a moment, Rowan couldn’t help but think she was dead wrong about that one.

 

He gave himself one last once-over in the mirror, glad he’d let Sara help him decide what to wear; he wasn’t used to spending time outdoors in Austin summer evenings, and aside from “hellish” he didn’t know what to plan for. He'd chosen green, his best color, and it set off his eyes. It really was too bad it wasn't autumn. He was so much more attractive in autumn.

 

Rowan sighed. He was being ridiculous.

 

He left the bedroom and was immediately confronted with the sight of Jason waiting for him, dressed in his usual black from head to foot, this time in a jacket instead of his signature coat—he was off duty and didn’t need so many places to stow gadgets and guns. He looked magnificent, and the way his blue eyes widened slightly when he saw Rowan made the Elf think the opinion, and possibly the nerves, must be mutual.

 

“Good God,” Jason said, “you look…fantastic.” He held out his hand, and Rowan saw he had been as good as his word—he’d brought flowers.

 

Rowan felt himself blush. “Thank you.”

 

“What, no roses?” Sara asked with a devilish grin.

 

Jason gave her a withering look. “These are his favorite.”

 

Rowan smiled, taking the bouquet of wildflowers—including two giant sunflowers no doubt chosen with some irony by the vampire—and inhaling deeply of them. “You remembered.”

 

“I’ll take those and put them in water,” Sara said.

 

As Rowan handed them off to her, his eyes still on Jason, the vampire produced a second gift: a small paper bag. Rowan took it, still smiling, and peeked inside: blueberries.

 

It was the first time Jason had ever given him his nightly offering directly, and Rowan found his throat constricted with surprising emotion. “Thank you,” he repeated, the words half-whispered.

 

Jason seemed to understand, and took Rowan’s free hand and kissed it. “You’re welcome.”

 

Sara had returned from the kitchen and was watching them, all but beaming. “You two crazy kids go out and have fun,” she said. “Rowan, do you have fifty cents for a pay phone in case he gets fresh?”

 

Rowan raised an eyebrow. “You want me to call and brag?”

 

She snorted. “Go. I’ll put that in the fridge and I’ll lock up behind me. You’ve got the inhibitor, right?”

 

“Yes, mother,” he replied. She made a face, snatched the bag away from Rowan, and swatted him playfully on the ass. He chuckled, and let Jason lead him out the door into the hallway.

 

 

*****

 

Jason is thankful that for once he remembered to make the bed. Somehow the thought of tumbling down onto a rumple of pre-twisted sheets with pillows scattered hither and yon borders on blasphemous. This moment deserves linens far finer than he can afford, but at the very least the room is clean without any random shoes serving as landmines in the dark. He isn’t slovenly by any means, but life as an Agent tends to use up all the energy chasing demons that one might normally use on, say, dusting.

 

He hasn’t been able to tear his mouth from Rowan’s since that first kiss in the living room. They make their way slowly through the apartment, hands seeking bare skin and impatiently undoing buttons, Jason’s tongue snaking between Rowan’s lips. The Elf’s hands tangle in Jason’s hair, his kisses surprisingly hungry. The taste of him is driving Jason slowly mad, and it's a madness he has been craving for years.

 

Rowan nibbles his way along Jason's shoulder, hands gradually pushing his shirt off and onto the floor, and they are a mere inch apart, the Elf's body heat seeming to rise with each kiss. Jason's fingers skim his belt around to the front and fiddle with the buckle, waiting just a little longer to undo it, but using it as a sort of steering wheel to direct Rowan through the kitchen, into the hall.

 

At one point he pushes the Elf against the wall, flattening into him so hard Rowan gasps. He can feel Rowan’s desire quite firmly through his jeans, which is surprising given what Sara has said about his self-control, but now is not the time to concern himself with questions. Jason rocks his hips slightly, pressing against him as if they are still dancing, and Rowan makes a low growling noise and digs his nails into Jason’s arms and his teeth into Jason’s neck.

 

It takes every scrap of will he has not to tear into the Elf’s throat then and there and fill himself with what he knows would be the sweetest blood he’s ever tasted. Perhaps Rowan knows that a vampire's neck is more sensitive than any other body part, and perhaps it’s just chance, but Jason feels the heat wash through his blood, his teeth getting that familiar painful yet delicious itch that precedes their extending like a cat’s claws, into the waiting flesh of his prey.

 

He jerks back, realizing what he’s about to do, and Rowan catches sight of his teeth and draws an astonished breath. Jason knows his eyes have gone silver—everything in the room has taken on a hazy, half-drunken quality, but he can still see the look on Rowan’s face, and it makes him burn with shame. He hasn’t lost control so utterly in over a century. It's appalling for someone of his age and strength; a vampire who feeds on impulse is little better than an animal.

 

He starts to turn away, clamping his eyes shut, but feels the palm of a hand touch either side of his face, holding him there. He opens his eyes again reluctantly, meeting Rowan’s gaze, seeing neither disgust nor fear, but absolute acceptance.

 

Rowan kisses him gently, hands still holding his face as though concerned he might bolt, and draws him along toward the bedroom.

 

 

*****

 

Jason would never have thought that one day he would consider curry a sexy food, but there he was, sitting in the basement room of the Clay Pit, thankful that the table was concealing the way his body reacted to watching Rowan eat.

 

He sipped his wine, not bothering to hide the fact that he was staring, and for once it didn’t seem to make the Elf uncomfortable; Rowan was too busy savoring every last bite of the vegetable concoction he’d ordered, making irresistible little noises of delight. He licked his lips, and Jason shifted in his seat—he was unbearably hard, and at this rate by the time they got to dessert he was going to leap over the table and throw the Elf facedown on the floor.

 

To make matters worse Rowan chose to sit adjacent to him rather than across, putting him within easy pouncing distance. The insane part of his mind that injected random thoughts into everyday situations wondered, briefly, if ghee would work as a substitute for lube.

 

“Do you miss food?” Rowan asked suddenly, and Jason was grateful for the distraction.

 

“Not anymore,” he replied. “I did at first. It only takes once or twice eating something and having it make you violently ill to lose your taste for it.”

 

“So you can’t digest it at all?”

 

“No. Our enzymes are completely different, and we don’t produce enough stomach acid to break it down. Even some liquids, like whole milk, are too much for us.”

 

Rowan grinned. “Which explains why you take your coffee black.”

 

He nodded. “Dessert?”

 

Something decidedly puckish crossed Rowan’s face. He slid one hand across the table and traced the inside of Jason’s wrist, eliciting a shiver that traveled through Jason’s entire body. “What did you have in mind?”

 

The ache in Jason’s cock redoubled, and again he had to adjust how he was sitting. At this rate they were going to be here all night before he could stand up. Still, he returned the grin, as he was pretty sure Rowan was aware of—and enjoying--his effect on the vampire.

 

Confirming his suspicions, Rowan asked innocently, “Is there something wrong with your chair?”

 

Jason narrowed his eyes, reached under the table, grabbed the Elf’s hand, and placed it squarely on the source of the problem. Rowan turned slightly pink, but didn’t withdraw his hand; his smile was touched with wickedness as he squeezed a little, then rubbed, looking pleased at the dimensions of what he'd encountered.

 

Jason bit back a groan and nearly snapped the stem of his wine glass in half. “Bastard,” he muttered.

 

Rowan laughed. “Oh, all right, I’ll be merciful.” He sat up straight again, hands folded on the table. “I guess we can’t leave just yet.”

 

“Talk about grandmothers or something,” Jason suggested, clenching the arms of the chair. “I can’t even feel my feet.”

 

Another laugh. “I don’t think either of us has a grandmother.”

 

“All right, then. You told me once you had a daughter—how did that happen?”

 

Rowan’s energy changed immediately, from mirthful to surprised to melancholy, and Jason regretted asking. It only took a moment, however, for the Elf to recover, and he smiled with mixed grief and memory. “A friend of mine, a regular healer, wanted to have a child. She was part of a trio of women, and they all raised the baby together.”

 

“A trio? That sort of thing is common among Elves?”

 

He shrugged. “Not common, really, but accepted. Our relationship mores are a lot more relaxed. Since the birth rate is so low, any child born to anyone is loved by all, and if someone conceives who doesn’t want the baby there are always a half-dozen parents ready to take it in. I was too busy to really be a father to the child, but we saw each other often, and she knew we were kin.”

 

“What was her name?”

 

“Kaeli.” He stared down into the remains of his food, stabbing a potato with his fork. “She would only be about fifty now. I didn’t see her die, which is a blessing, really. I saw two of her mothers cut down and the other dragged off to be sold into slavery. Given the alternative I hope Kaeli died in the raid.”

 

Jason closed his eyes briefly. He knew the grief in Rowan’s voice all too well, and it tore at him. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

 

“It’s all right. Really.” Rowan took his hand. “Why don’t we go for a walk?”

 

Jason took a deep breath and forced a smile. The past was past—and if he’d had to lose so much to reach this night, with those eyes looking into his, it was all worth it. “I’ve got a better idea,” he said.

 

*****

 

For the first time that night, Rowan falters. He stares up at Jason, breathless, a touch of fear on his face. “I…”

 

Jason pauses, fingers stilling where they were about to unzip the Elf’s jeans, and frowns. “What’s wrong?”

 

He knows the answer, of course, and has in fact been expecting this for the last half hour, while they slowly and reverently undressed each other, finally stretching out on the bed. Jason hadn’t given him time to take control; he had nudged Rowan onto his back, half-pinning him against the comforter, and set to exploring him with hands and lips and tongue, waiting for the inevitable.

 

Rowan’s eyes are shining in the darkness, and he sounds perilously close to tears. “You’re still shielded,” he says almost plaintively. “I can’t read you.”

           

“I know that,” Jason replies. “I don’t want you to.”

 

He stares, confused and hurt. “You don’t trust me?”

 

Jason shakes his head. “I don’t want to be your client, Rowan. I don’t want you to think of me as someone to serve, at the expense of your own enjoyment. I want you to learn to be loved as well as a lover. Nothing else is going to work in the long run.”

 

Rowan looks away. “I don’t know how.”

 

“So you’ll learn. We’re immortal—we have time.”

 

He sighs. “But you don’t understand…I do enjoy myself. Giving pleasure to others is what I was born for. Just because I can’t do it the way I used to doesn’t mean I don’t still have the instincts or the talent. And you’re right; I do have a lot to learn about being with someone…about loving someone and being loved. But I need to connect. Please. Otherwise it’s just physical, and…I need more than that with you.”

 

It has been years, so many years since Jason allowed anyone past his shields, especially to the depth that he knows the Elf will go to join with him…but he knows at heart that Rowan is right about that much. They can’t simply fuck and fall asleep like normal people.

 

They both have a lot to learn.

 

In the end, there is no response he can give except to give everything.

 

 

*****

 

“Oh my god,” Rowan breathed, one hand going to his mouth. “It’s…”

 

“It’s a bookstore,” Jason said with a chuckle. “Are you going to have a stroke?”

 

“I may.”

 

They wandered around the two floors of books for over an hour, Rowan reaching out to touch everything he could, his eyes wide with wonder and joy. It was just like the first night he’d tried the inhibitor in public, when a coffee shop transformed temporarily into Wonderland; Jason watched him trace the spines of hardbacks and paperbacks, turn the pages of a Brian Froud collector’s edition as if it was a religious experience, and actually press his nose into a shelf to fill his lungs with the smell of books. The Elf had been ordering his reading material online for a decade. Book People was a revelation for him.

 

“Thank you for bringing me here,” Rowan told him. The pure unvarnished happiness on his face was enough to melt every bone in Jason’s body and stiffen everything else.

 

“I said I would,” he replied. “Here, let me carry those.”

 

He took the stack of books Rowan had collected, feeling like a high school boyfriend and rather liking it in spite of himself.

 

Certainly they made a striking pair. He wasn’t sure how, but even with his long multicolored hair, faintly glowing eyes, and pointed ears, Rowan had a tendency to pass mostly unnoticed in a crowd of humans. Those that saw he wasn’t average-looking reacted to him as they would any attractive male. Even in Austin there should have been more stares; the most he saw was a small child walking alongside her mother on Sixth Street, freezing mid-stride with wide wonder-filled eyes fixed on the Elf, who gave her a conspiratorial grin and walked on.

 

“How do you do that?” he finally asked.

 

Rowan lifted his eyes from the gardening book he was paging through. “Do what?”

 

“You blend in. I can’t feel any energy coming from you, so it can’t be a glamour. How do you do it?”

 

He gave the vampire an enigmatic smile. “Just because you can’t feel it doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”

 

“You’d have to be projecting on such a low level that a human certainly couldn’t detect it, if I can’t.”

 

“That’s precisely what I’m doing. I’m not actively trying to look normal, I’m just, as you said, blending in. It’s a very weak tendril of energy that shifts people’s perceptions a tiny bit. It doesn’t occur to them there’s anything unusual about me. Someone strongly psychic who was paying attention would see right through it. Children and animals usually can too.”

 

“And you can do that through the inhibitor?”

 

“On this setting, yes. On the highest, no. But I’m hoping never to need the highest setting—this one seems to work fine for fairly uneventful public outings." He handed Jason another book to add to the stack. "A perception shift like that is Magic 101 where I came from."

 

"You must miss it," Jason remarked, helping him up from the stool he had sat on to look through the plant books.

 

Rowan tilted his head to one side, considering. "I do, but in a way…if you could take the time I was captive out of the equation, I might still have wanted to see the human world someday. I heard so many legends as a child, and met a few Wanderers over the years with fantastic stories of great bodies of water with their own tides, and animals that don't exist in our forests. I'd still like to see an elephant."

 

"See, now, Indian food and Book People I could do on a date. Elephants will take some planning."

 

A laugh. Rowan kissed him lightly, but Jason used his free arm to catch the Elf and pull him closer, deepening the kiss. Rowan's teeth closed on his lower lip and tugged slightly, sending sensation through Jason that nearly made him drop the books.

 

There was a polite cough nearby, and Jason looked up to see a bookstore employee pointedly not looking at them, reshelving an armful of volumes. Beyond, there were a pair of little old ladies looking a bit too scandalized to be Austin natives.

 

"Are you ready to head back?" Jason all but purred into Rowan's ear.

 

"Your place or mine?"

 

"Mine."

 

"Where's the checkout?"

 

"Downstairs."

 

"Is there an elevator we can make out in?"

 

Jason seized the Elf's arm and pulled him along. "This way."

 

*****

 

Surrendering, he winds his arms around Rowan and kisses him deeply, lowering all his defenses, every last one, the sudden vulnerability shaking him inside and out. He is terrified of what the Elf can see, the bloody and violent recesses of his past exposed, every emotion as clear as the chapters of a book. Twice now tonight he has felt ashamed of what he is, when he had never questioned it before.

 

And twice, now, he has felt nothing in return but acceptance. He feels Rowan’s senses moving through him, the touch so intimate it multiplies his internal shivering. As deep as he goes, he still leaves some stones unturned, not even touching most of the memories. The level of respect and compassion shouldn’t surprise Jason, but still, it's a rare thing for someone to have the opportunity to plumb the depths of a vampire's mind and not take advantage.

 

He feels, rather than hears, what the Elf tells him: that this is how his kind work, that they only learn what they need to and never violate the sanctity of someone's mind. Besides, so much of love is in the talking—giving out stories and parts of oneself bit by bit, over time—that to learn it all at once would take years away from their walk together. The sound of a lover's voice is far too beautiful to sacrifice to expediency.

 

They are face to face, foreheads touching, shirtless and awash in the most peaceful feeling Jason can ever recall. He could lie like this forever, and he knows exactly how long forever is.

 

Rowan, on the other hand, has different plans.

 

As Jason had to him, he opens himself, one layer at a time as if undressing, the glimmering heat and light of his presence emerging from the tentative shields he has managed to regain in the last few months. Jason has had to admit that Sara was good for him; he would still need the inhibitor to leave the base, possibly forever, but his control over his powers has grown exponentially.

 

Breathless, Jason watches with his mind, his senses overwhelmed by the Elf, who slides into him so easily and completely that Jason nearly comes right then and there.

 

The energy settles into a flow, and Rowan chuckles, nuzzling his ear. "Liked that, did you?"

 

Jason's reply is a distinct affirmative, spoken with his tongue in the Elf's mouth. Amused, Rowan runs his energy through Jason's body in waves, stroking him from the inside, and it's nothing like the vampire has ever experienced—he moans, working his hips against Rowan's, wishing he could remember how to move his hands so he could get the rest of their clothes off.

 

Rowan, now completely calm and in control, eases Jason onto his back and with agonizing slowness unbuckles and zips, pulling cloth down over Jason's hips before echoing the motion with his own jeans. Appreciation travels through Jason's mind as the Elf stretches out beside him and his eyes wander solicitously over the terrain of Jason's body, admiring the way a sculptor might a virgin block of stone.

 

Jason does much the same, taking in the sinuous curve of the Elf's side, his narrow hips and surprisingly muscular torso, all proportioned slightly differently than a human but still perfect, somehow. His gaze travels down, memorizing, and—

 

He blinks.

 

Rowan sees him staring and smiles. "They're on the inside."

 

"No way."

 

"Yes."

 

Jason smiles back. "Too bad. I guess I'll just have to content myself with this…"

 

He reaches over and glides his hand up the length of Rowan's cock, making the Elf gasp and immediately harden in his grasp.

 

"I thought you didn't react this way," Jason murmurs, twisting so they're touching from shoulder to waist, his hand moving up and down, ghosting over the skin. "Aren't you supposed to have total control?"

 

Rowan's eyes are half-closed, his mouth open, and he doesn't seem to hear—his energy, too, is flickering like a light with a short in it, whatever plans he had temporarily derailed.

 

Jason takes the initiative, switching places with him, pushing him flat on his back, biting and licking his way along Rowan's collarbone, then tracing slow spirals over his chest. He pauses to suck on a nipple, and hears a soft cry, one he might mistake for pain if they weren't so tightly wound around each other's minds that any problem would set off blazing alarms.

 

Rowan's kind, the rethla, had their ways; they could absorb a partner's desires instantly through their psychic abilities—but it's really not so arcane, if one is a telepath with a touch of empathy, and a window once opened can be climbed through in both directions.

 

The Elf is panting, unable to summon a coherent thought, and Jason smiles. He pauses in his downward descent for a moment, moving back up the bed to capture Rowan's mouth, and says to him mentally, [I told you you needed to learn to be loved…welcome to your first lesson.]

 

With that, he breaks the kiss, slides back down the length of Rowan's body, and lowers his mouth to suck.

 

*****

 

They intended to go straight back to the base, but on the walk to the tunnel entrance, Rowan was distracted several times—first, by the mammoth Whole Foods market, where he paused, staring up at the edifice of organic commerce, openmouthed.

 

"That's a grocery store?"

 

Jason stepped up behind him, slid his arms around his waist. "No, it's more of an amusement park for food addicts."

 

Rowan gave him a quizzical look. "Doesn't being human make you a food addict by default?"

 

"Not the way these people are. They're about to close down, for the night, though. It's almost ten."

 

"I always thought of produce as more of a second date thing anyway," Rowan replied, and then asked, "Is this where you get my fruit?"

 

"It is indeed."

 

"Then maybe I don't want to go in," he mused. "Maybe it should remain a mystery."

 

"Oh, no, I think you should someday. It's the kind of place you'd love—they have about eighty brands of tofu and weird things like organic bathroom slippers."

 

Rowan's eyes lit up. "Second date, then. What's that over there?"

 

The area around Book People played host to a number of Austin-famous businesses, most of which stayed open late; they crossed the street to Waterloo Records, then followed Lamar a few blocks down to Austin Java, just in time for the last half the evening's poetry reading and the crowds that went with it.

 

A man with a feather in his hat and a beard that looked like it hadn't been trimmed or washed in weeks was waxing metaphoric about the current administration, likening it to a pair of shaven balls or bells or something that started with a b, eliciting periodic cheers from the audience, whereupon he immediately launched into a rhyming diatribe about losing a single sock in the dryer, connecting that, too, to the evils of the government.

 

Rowan and Jason exchanged a look, and got their coffees to go.

 

"All right, your turn," Rowan asked once they were clear of the noise. "Where did you learn to play the violin?"

 

"From my sire," he answered, looking up at the sky, where a few brave stars had burrowed through the city haze to wink down at them.

 

"What was his name?"

 

Jason smiled. "How do you know it was a man?"

 

Rowan made a noise of amused incredulity. "You'd let a woman get that close to your neck?"

 

"Hey, I've slept with women. At least…er…ten, I think." He tested his coffee, still a bit too hot. "I had to sometimes, back then, to throw off suspicion. I wasn't very good at it. They're hard work, women."

 

"But worth it," Rowan informed him.

 

"If you say so. But I scattered a few butcher's daughters and ladies of the evening in amongst my stable boys, when it seemed like people were watching me too closely. Say what you want about this country in this age; at least I won't be stoned to death in the streets for loving you."

 

Rowan's ears turned a little pink at the words, but he returned to the original subject. "You didn't answer my question."

 

"Oh. I guess I didn't." Jason hadn't said it out loud for a long time, and the name sounded strange. "Charles Renard Duvalier. A Parisian aristocrat, musician, traveler, and vampire."

 

"Renard—that's French for 'fox,' isn't it?"

 

"Yes. That's what I called him."

 

"And your violin, was it his?"

 

"He had it made for me. His was…burned."

 

He figured Rowan would ask the next logical question, but he didn't. "Did your sister like him?"

 

"Not at first. She thought he was going to be the same as all the others—sleep with me and then betray me, turn me over to the authorities, fire us. He won her over, though. They fought like cats and dogs, but secretly they were quite fond of each other."

 

"I imagine they bonded over their bond with you."

 

"I suppose so. Over time I learned to trust her taste. Anyone I saw more than once, if she didn't like him, he was history. Not that it happened often. I've…I've been on my own, mostly, since Fox."

 

"I'm sorry," Rowan said, tossing his empty coffee cup in a recycling bin nearby, then taking Jason's hand. "I know you must have loved him very much."

 

"How do you know?"



"By the look you got on your face when you said his name."

 

They reached the tunnel entrance, this one a modern addition to the system that was disguised as a tall storm drain behind a porn store, and Jason entered his security clearance to open the gate. "Well, if it helps," he said, "Beck thinks you're…what was the phrase she used? The cat's freakin' pajamas."

 

Rowan laughed, following him inside. "I'm glad to hear that. I think she's the bee's freakin' knees."

 

*****

 

Rowan makes no sound as he comes, but he is hardly silent—the entire room seems to vibrate, power singing off the walls and time seeming to bend around itself, contracting, then releasing explosively outward, and it's better than any scream Jason has ever evoked from a lover.

 

He swallows reflexively, glad that one bodily fluid is like another to his kind and he won't get sick off his second favorite.

 

He feels eyes on him, and feels the body beneath his shaking, but he takes a moment to bestow a few lazy strokes along the softening length, causing a few residual whimpers and aftershocks, the fingers in his hair clenching, then falling back onto the bed.

 

Finally he raises his eyes, sees tears, not unexpected. He licks his lips. "Are you all right?"

 

A vaguely shaken head is the only reply, but his energy is wild, almost manic, a dozen warring impulses fighting their way free. Jason wonders how long it's been since Rowan was last with a male that didn't hurt him—but he knows the answer to that already, and just thinking of it breaks his heart.

 

He pulls the Elf close, wrapping his arms around his sweat-damp body, feeling a tribal rhythm where there should be a satiated, cooling pulse.

 

"It's all right," he says. "I'm here, love. Just keep breathing. You know I'll take care of you. You can feel it. Breathe."

 

Rowan nods, but buries his face in Jason's shoulder—much better than pulling away, but still an almost childish gesture, and worrisome. Jason thinks of the vial of morphine he has in the bathroom; he procured it from Nava, who gave him a knowing look when he said he wanted to have it on hand just in case. If only life were simpler, and it was a box of condoms instead of a Schedule II opiate. Luckily, even though he has a problem with needles, all Agents have at least some medical training, and he can administer it if he has to.

 

Last line of defense, he reminds himself, and concentrates, imagining he can wrap Rowan up in his emotions the way he has in his arms, a Linus blanket of energy. This is how it has to be, they both know it; the only way out is through.

 

After a moment, Rowan takes a deep breath, and leans back to look him in the face. There is a shaky, almost shy smile playing about his lips. Amazingly, he seems okay, regaining his equilibrium faster than Jason had expected. Again, he can thank Sara for that, he's sure. He'll have to remember to be nicer to her…hell, by the end of the night he might have to buy her a car.

 

"My turn now," Rowan whispers. "What can I give you?"

 

"Just you," is his answer. "All I want is you."

 

Rowan kisses him just below his ear, and says, "Then take me."

 

*****

 

They managed to keep their hands off each other all the way back to Jason's quarters, mostly through conversation. They never seemed to lack for things to talk about—one of the benefits of being immortal and having such a long history. Rowan had three hundred years on him, but most of it had been spent in a quiet day-to-day existence in the forest with his kin; there hadn't been much adventure. Jason definitely had him beat in that arena.

 

"…so the Steward lights the torch, and we're there in the stall, pants around our ankles, and the Duke's horse is just standing there chewing on his oats like teenaged boys roll in his hay every day. And the Steward thunders something like, 'what's the meaning of this?' and the horse snorts at him."

 

"That was, what, the fourth time you were fired?"

 

"Fifth. At least that time I didn't end up escorted off the premises naked by the police."

 

He unlocked the door to his quarters, and the minute they got inside, suddenly neither of them knew what to say; the easiness between them evaporated.

 

Jason made himself busy getting them wine, lighting a few candles, and turning on the stereo, trying not to feel, or act, like a horny teenager after the prom. When he opened the CD changer, he bit his lip—Beck had been there.

 

She'd replaced all five discs in the stereo with Barry White.

 

He reminded himself to smack the crap out of her, and switched the stereo to auxiliary, plugging his iPod into the dock. In a few seconds, a woman's sultry voice and a few piano chords came through the speakers.

 

"Who is this?" Rowan asked. He was sitting on the couch a little too straight, palms on his knees like he'd been wiping sweat off them.

 

"Stella Blue," Jason told him. "Local artist. Sort of Norah Jones meets Poe."

 

"I like it," he said. "Maybe we can see her, if she ever performs in town."

 

"Absolutely. She's amazing live. Even Beck likes her, and she hates anything with an actual melody. She plays piano, 12-string, even the cello—I got to talking to her after a show once. She's also absolutely beautiful, she has these dreadlocks in about eighty shades of blue, kind of like Dru but she's an actual tiny little black girl underneath it all. Skin like 60% cocoa and a voice to match. We were discussing left-hand technique, she had this trick where…" He trailed off, realizing he must be boring the Elf to tears, but to his surprise, Rowan was listening with rapt attention, and seemed to be genuinely excited to hear more.

 

"Aren't you zoning out by now?"

 

Rowan looked offended. "Why would I do that? You're talking about something you're obviously passionate about. In fact I don't think I've ever seen you so animated. It's absolutely riveting. Keep talking."

 

Jason, self-conscious, reined in his tongue, but amended, "Yes, we'll definitely go see her. I think she's doing Stubb's next month. She and I are friends—we email, get a coffee once in a while. She'll probably comp us tickets."

 

"I definitely like this song," Rowan said as the track changed to one with a more pronounced backbeat. He swayed a little, and said, "We should go dancing sometime, too. That is, if you dance."

 

Jason put his hands on his hips. "Did you forget that whole thing about my being gay?"

 

Rowan laughed and stood up, holding out his hand. "Well then, good sir, shall we?"

 

Jason laughed, too, spun the Elf around him once, caught him, and dipped him.

 

Rowan gazed up at him adoringly. "Do that again."

 

He obeyed, dipping the Elf to the left until his hair swept the ground, then lifting him back up and into a more standard slow dance, an easy swaying back and forth, close enough to feel the heat of each other's bodies but not quite touching, not yet.

 

"You lead," Rowan said, drawing his hands up Jason's arms to curve around his shoulders.

 

"As you wish," Jason acquiesced readily, laying his hands above the Elf's hipbones.

 

And as they followed the music, and each other, deeper, Jason couldn't help but think that he'd learned many things in his long life, and the worst lesson had been the sad fact that something wished for, longed for, ached for, if obtained, was almost always a disappointment.

 

Almost.

 

*****

 

He curls up against the Elf, cradling him, trailing soft sweet kisses along his neck and down his spine. "Are you sure you're ready?"

 

Rowan closes his eyes. "Yes."

 

Jason doesn't want to believe him, but the evidence is there, a beautiful hard shaft pressing into Jason's thigh, needing. Jason rises onto his knees, surveying the lovely, ethereal landscape in his bed—the Elf halfway on his stomach, arms under his head, the candlelight bathing him in shadow and shimmer, the way skin like his was meant to look.

 

Perfect. There are no words beyond "beautiful" that sound anything but trivial. Jason leans over to the bedside table and digs around for the tube he's sure is in there; finding his prize, he slides the drawer shut, and sets about sculpting his opus into the perfect form, turning Rowan onto his back, leaning him against the pillows, arms up above his head—not restrained, just resting against the headboard, to give him something to grab onto.

 

He kisses Rowan, and then situates himself between the Elf's knees, reaching down to stroke him as before, earning a groan of pleasure that still makes his toes tingle. He gently kneads and caresses the skin, rubbing his thumb over the head, enjoying the way each new touch makes Rowan's body jump or twitch. He runs his fingernails along the shaft, and Rowan moans deep in his throat, falling back with his fingers in a death-grip on the headboard.

 

Jason opens the tube and slickens his fingers, still using his other hand to keep Rowan focused on the external so that the internal might not frighten him. This is dangerous ground, he knows, but there's only one way to know if the risk is worthwhile.

 

He places his wet hand against Rowan's ass, pressing his legs apart, and Rowan knows what is about to happen, and is visibly trying not to tense up. Warm trust radiates from him, as does fear, but the trust for now is winning.

 

Jason meets his eyes. "You say stop, and we stop. No questions, no excuses. It's all in your power."

 

Rowan nods.

 

Jason strokes him gently, first with the dry hand and then the slick one, first along his cock and then beneath, where the rest of the equipment is normally found but in Elves, apparently, there is only warm, bare skin. He's completely hairless, Jason notices, even his arms and legs; another evolutionary quirk. There is something very sexy about hair, to a point, but it was also nice not having to pick any out of his teeth.

 

He finds what he is looking for, and touches one finger to the cleft, rubbing small circles around the muscle, relaxing it. He gradually works that finger in, to the first knuckle, slow circles, barely applying pressure. The soft mewling noises he evinces tell him all is well.

 

Jason carefully slides his finger in, stroking, then adds a second, and the stretch and tease of it makes Rowan's hips roll against his hand, drawing his fingers in deeper. He obliges quite willingly, this time adding a third, and Rowan moans, painfully, but doesn't say stop.

 

He keeps working his fingers inside the Elf, while his other hand moves to his own cock, coating it with lube, careful to make himself as slick and easy as he can. Finally, he pulls his fingers out—Rowan makes an almost keening sound of displeasure, his breath erratic and his thoughts whirling, only one thing uniting them all: the urge to beg, to plead, to get down on his knees and do whatever it took to make Jason fuck him.

 

There's no need for such indignity…this time. Jason leans over and runs his hands along the hills and valleys of Rowan's body, teasing here and lingering there, all the while rubbing his erection against Rowan's, then against his ass, causing tortured sounds of need each time their skin touches.

 

Jason's whole body is burning, burning, and if this were any other coupling he would have been done with all this foreplay hours ago and pounded into the boy's ass until he bled, but he holds himself off, teasing, shifting Rowan's position for the best angle, lifting the Elf's feet to his shoulders. From there, Jason strokes him open again, then slowly, gingerly, barely an inch at a time, slides inside the welcoming heat of Rowan's body, slick and tight and waiting, god they've both been waiting, so long, so long.

 

By the time they are fully joined together Jason cannot think, can barely move; he's lost, lost in his lover's body, the vortex of their minds so unified that there is no end and no beginning to either. He finally begins to draw out and in, just barely at first, a tiny shift of hips, in and out, growing, deepening, hardening. He tries to keep it slow, but his need to fill and possess the creature beneath him is drowning out any sense of romance or patience, and he slides his arms beneath the Elf, lifting him up, both of them upright, rising and falling against each other's bodies.

 

Rowan's nails dig into his shoulders for leverage, and his hips move in slow figure-8s as he lifts them and lowers, taking Jason deeper inside, then pulling out, over and over, building the fire, over and over.

 

They both speak, but the words don't matter; the energy says what needs to be said, and the rest is just for decoration. They move against each other faster and harder, more force bringing them together each time, the soft wet slap of skin against skin the only sound in the room besides breath, gasping and sighing and rushing breath.

 

Finally Rowan flips over, facedown, and Jason takes him from behind, bone-shattering thrusts, the Elf's body responding in kind, pushing his pelvis back to catch him, each time feeling like he might suck Jason's entire body in and devour him, that they may share a skin. Now they are both moaning, cries building, Jason's nails raking long red welts along Rowan's sides, down over the smooth curve of his back.

 

Another surprise in a surprising night—Rowan comes first, violent waves of orgasm rocking through him, tearing something from his throat in Elvish before he collapses forward onto the bed, Jason still above him, and right behind. Mere seconds later Jason feels a supernova kindled in his head, and stardust erupts from his body, an entire universe formed inside the Elf, who tightens his muscles to hold them together just a moment longer.

 

Long minutes of silence pass, the only sound, breath. The candles burn, distantly the CD still plays, an occasional strain of melody reaching the bedroom; the air conditioner clicks on. The hour changes from two to three.

 

Jason shifts himself sideways to avoid suffocating the Elf, and flops down on the bed, his legs quivering and his back aching. His head, too, aches and spins. He's never felt so wonderful in his life.

 

He starts to draw Rowan closer, but the Elf pulls away, sitting up with a grimace. Before Jason can have a chance to feel rejected, Rowan says, "I'll be right back," and climbs painfully out of the bed. He vanishes to the bathroom, where Jason hears water running, and when he returns he has a warm, damp rag in each hand.

 

Rowan rejoins him in the bed, coaxing his legs apart, and begins to swab gently at Jason's skin, cleaning off the evidence of their pleasure.

 

"Do you always do this?" Jason manages, though he can't quite tell which language it comes out in, his mind is so addled.

 

The Elf nods. "It is customary, a way of honoring the one you have been with, to see to their comfort afterward. If this were my place I'd have warm tea and cool water beside the bed as well, and if I were with a human, some form of food."

 

"I'll remember that for next time. Now, you. Lay back."

 

Rowan looks like he wants to protest that this is his job, but then he nods, breathing out slowly, and hands the second rag to Jason. He lies back willingly and allows the vampire to administer to him the same as he had done, the warmth soothing his swollen and raw flesh. He does insist, however, on being the one to return the rags to the bathroom and comes back with a towel to apply to the bed so that neither of them will have to sleep in a damp spot.

 

Then, he folds himself into Jason's waiting arms, and pulls the blankets up around them both.

 

"Thank you," Rowan says into the darkness, kissing Jason where neck meets shoulder.

 

Jason lifts his chin and touches lips to lips, stroking the Elf's face, which is once again wet with tears. "You're welcome, my love. And thank you."

 

Jason kisses his tears away, for the first time of many to come, and as they drift together into the sea of sleep, listening to each other breathe, they are both smiling.

 

 




 

 


Watching Him

 

 

You are watching him again.

 

You can't seem to stop; you hate the cliché, but he has become a new drug for you, one that shoots into your veins, one that you swallow in dose after dose, one that you would sell everything you own, even your body, to possess more of. Ironic, really, given everything you've suffered, that here in your freedom you would willingly be collared and chained, if the hands binding you were his alone.

 

You have never felt this way, and it is terrifying and exhilarating and ridiculous, knowing that mortals know how to do something you don’t. They negotiate monogamous relationships every day—of course, they don't do it very well in your observation, but then, neither do you.

 

He doesn't ask about Sara, but if he did you would tell him, and he wouldn't object even if he wanted to. He knows that there are conditions to your coupling, the biggest being the lack of the word "couple." Neither of you have made any promises; it's still too new to think farther ahead than the next night, the next kiss. You don't think you could give him more than that just yet, if ever—the thought is too huge and frightening, too counter to the life you once knew.

 

But you watch him, and in that moment if no other, you belong to no one else.

 

*****

 

He is cleaning his favorite gun. You are pretty sure it has a name, but you don't ask. Secretly you call it Vera.

 

You watch his hands, closing around the barrel the way they've closed around you, stroking with the rag, and you can feel his fingers and palm, their strength, their gentleness. Those fingers have been everywhere on your body, and inside, and you know their taste, the way his knuckles feel against your teeth, the extraordinary length of his lifeline. You've seen him filing his nails, keeping them neat and short for work, but also for you, no ragged edges to injure you when he slides one, then two, into your body.

 

Four hundred years living in the forest, making love with dozens of your own kind over the decades, a master of your art, and now you are turned on by a gun. Every time you see it, every time he's armed, your body aches. You think of how he holds it, how easily an instrument of death becomes part of his arm, how he stands when he fires.

 

You think of the time he was showing you his arsenal down at the range and you watched him checking bullets and sights, and how he shot so many holes in the target its head fell off, and how you were so hard by then that you could barely breathe. You said nothing, but went to your knees beneath the counter and reached inside his jeans, taking his gorgeous cock into your mouth and sucking hard while he continued to fire. The clip emptied just as he did, the last round striking the target as he filled your mouth, and he dropped the gun with a snarl and put his hands in your hair. Your head banged backwards on the table leg and the concrete floor hurt your knees, and you savored every second of it.

 

Ever since, the gun gets you hot. Since technically weapons aren't allowed in the base, that means you only see it when he's in uniform, but the coat already turned you on unspeakably—the swagger, the badass professionalism, the testosterone you can practically taste, it all sends your senses into orbit and turns you into a gibbering idiot.

 

He knows it, and he likes it. You're pretty sure he goes out of his way to carry Vera when he knows you'll be with him, just so you'll end up on your knees in an alley somewhere or in the locker room bent over a bench. He can be an evil bastard sometimes.

 

You love him for it.

 

*****

 

He is feeding. You really shouldn't want him right now. It's against the very nature of your kind to crave death, to smell blood and connect that to sex. Yet here you are.

 

His eyes turn silver, and they glow, slitted halfway shut as he drinks. You got him a special glass to keep in your quarters, opaque, so that he doesn't have to feel so uncomfortable. He objected strongly to your staring at first.

 

You are starting to understand that you are not like the rest of your kind anymore. They—those who have survived—are creatures of light and air and sun. You are nocturnal now. You used to keep your shift centered between the two extremes where you could get a few hours' daylight and a few to see him, but now that you are lovers, you have given up the day completely. You know you should miss it. You know you should feel confined in this unnatural indoor life, yet here you are.

 

He takes about a pint per day. You keep one in your fridge now. He keeps fruit in his.

 

He lowers the glass, meets your eyes. Still silver, still alight, preternatural fire burning in their depths. His lower lip is stained, a tiny smear of blood waiting to be wiped away.

 

You take the glass from him with one hand and pull his mouth to yours with the other. You suck the blood from his lip, the coppery salt-sweetness traveling right to your dick, and he growls deep in his throat and shoves you onto the floor. That wildness and darkness you see in his eyes infects you. You pull and twist your way into each other's clothes, both of you still hungry, hardness rubbing against hardness until he flips you onto your stomach and pins you with his weight.

 

You push back against him, your hips meeting his, and he plunges into you painfully, barely taking a second to spit into his hand first. You have felt pain like this, but never wanted it so badly—he fucks you and you fuck back, the force of your bodies meeting ripping cries from your throat. You will bleed from this, you know, and before the night is done you will taste your own blood in his mouth. The thought makes you come even harder.

 

No, you are not like the others anymore.

 

*****

 

He is playing, and he is sweating, and you think you might melt into the bleachers.

 

There are still plenty of surprises between you; this was one of them. You would never have pegged him as the team sport type. You wonder if there are any vampires in the NBA.

 

He steals the ball from Carlos and sails it in a flawless arc from the three-point line. Carlos curses in Spanish, but he's grinning.

 

Another thing: it's Shirts Versus Skins, and he is always Skins, because Beck has to play for the opposing team. That way the unfair advantage of having a vampire center is offset by each team having its own. Beck went topless once, but after she had to punch out one of the Admins for an overly personal foul, she declared she was, from there on out, Shirts only.

 

God, that tattoo. You stare, but in this situation nobody notices; everyone is staring at someone. From here you can see the black lines of the dragon undulating as his corded forearms and hard biceps block a jump shot. He should look odd, being so pale, but what on a human would seem pasty and undercooked on an immortal is almost too beautiful to be real. You catch sight of his other tattoo, the symbol of infinity on his wrist, one you've run your tongue around a hundred times already.

 

Over the squeak of shoes on the floor and the grunts and shouts of the other players you can hear him laughing, and your toes curl.

 

You're going to fuck him in the locker room. As he looks up for just a second, you can see that he's aware of this fact.

 

You can already feel your nails digging into his bare shoulders, taste the sweat you'll lick off the back of his neck. You know that when you flick your tongue against the back of his earlobe he'll claw at the tile wall of the shower stall, and you'll bite down on his wet skin while your hands peel the soaked black cotton down over his ass.

 

Another surprise was that he was perfectly happy to take or be taken. You had figured it would require persuasion and time to get him beneath you, but the first time it had been his idea—in fact, the first time had been after a basketball game, probably in the same exact position you'll have him in in about half an hour.

 

Then, as tonight, you had flattened the length of your body against his, letting his sweat soak into your skin, and he had rocked his hips against your erection in that way he does that's almost like dancing and very much like fucking. You hadn't kissed, you hadn't bothered with any preamble—that had surprised him. Sex being your art and your craft, he is used to a lot of reverent foreplay or at least a bit of banter.

 

You trailed your mouth down his back, snaking over his spine, your fingers kneading your favorite place on the male body, the smooth skin to either side below the navel, just over the hipbones. You straightened, and he made a helpless gesture toward the hook on the door, where his jacket hung, with its prize stashed in the inside pocket.

 

Tonight it's in your pocket: travel-sized for your convenience. You have to appreciate the ingenuity of the human race—Elves, of course, have their own lube, but it has a short shelf life and has to be made from scratch in small batches. If you were ever to return to your own people you'd take a case of your favorite brand with you and make a killing selling it to the other rethla.

 

He moves so fast, almost a blur of motion, though you know both he and Beck are deliberately taking their time, to keep it fun for the others. He has the ball again, and slams it into the hoop, the motion looking so effortless that everyone in the crowd is struck dumb. You smile: that's my boy.

 

You can feel his stomach against your palms, and you imagine running your hands around his waist, parting his legs with your knee, your fingers traveling up to tease his nipples, pinching one hard. He sucks in a tortured breath. Your other hand moves down to his dick, so hard it has to be painful, and you bestow a single upward stroke, bringing a soft whimper to his lips.

 

This is why you took your time after the game, waiting for the others to shower and leave; you hung out in the gym talking to Carlos and Sara, though the latter was giving you knowing looks. She misses very little, including the way you bite your lip when your lover sinks a free throw.

 

You pin him to the wall and enter him slowly, luxuriating in the heat, the way he surrounds you. His eyes are closed, lips parted slightly, concentrating, waiting, letting you fill him up an inch at a time, barely breathing. You love the way he smells, sweat and exertion hitting you along with the underlying scent of the ageless, and you breathe him in deeply each time you move. You rock together, your head lying against the back of his neck, your hands on his hips, his hands on the wall.

 

Everything echoes in the locker room. Especially the sound of tile falling from cracked grout and shattering on the floor.

 

*****

 

He is Chopin's 20th Nocturne in C Sharp Minor, and you are in tears.

 

He moves with the slow-dancing flames of the candles that cast their golden light over his skin, the instrument a living creature writhing beneath his touch just as you do. His whole body sways in time with his right arm, his left fingers precise in their patterns yet still so graceful, you find yourself swaying along with him, longing rising up in you and pouring from your eyes.

 

You have never asked before—the only time you've ever heard him play was when you were coming back from a coma. Finally, you worked up the nerve, and he looked away, fighting with himself.

 

You backtracked; if he didn't want to…

 

He did. He said it was time.

 

You have spent the day here, far below ground, in his apartment, making love and talking, watching Eddie Izzard on DVD and then retiring once again to the bedroom, kisses dissolving into each other, bodies moving in perfect concert, as if you have been lovers for years instead of months. You find deliverance in each other, fingers entwined, lips speaking a language common to every race, immortal or otherwise. When you have rested, the sweat cooled, your heartbeat slowed, you ask.

 

You recognize the piece at first, but within minutes he has turned it on itself, doubling back and then departing the road laid down by its author. It becomes infinitely sadder, yet containing the memory of joy, and you can hear the influence of his ancestors woven into its strains. His eyes are closed, and you are crying, not because of the beauty of the music itself, but because of what you are seeing. He is unshielded, holding nothing back, and completely at peace as you have never known him—and he is letting you see it, letting you into the most intimate part of him. You are privileged, and you know it, and you weep.

 

You reach out your heart to him, as you do when you touch, and a smile flickers on his lips; you feel yourself drawn in, feel something within you open and ease, some deep down pain you didn't know was still there pulled up and out and spun into the music like a gossamer web of past, present, and future.

 

He is healing you.

 

Your hand comes up to cover your mouth, magic you had never thought possible moving through you, and you can feel it, feel love, dark and melodic and so old, kissing every cell of your body, every spark of your soul.

 

At last he lowers the violin and smiles.

 

When his lips touch yours, you understand, at last, that this is forever.

 

 




 


Umbrella

 

 

            Sara lets herself into Rowan's quarters, sure he's there--she sensed his familiar energy beyond the door as she was coming down the hall.

 

            For a rarity, he's not waiting for her on the couch; he always knows she's on her way long before she arrives, and is usually in the living room reading or having a drink and pouring her one as well...that is, when he's home. These days it's a crapshoot whether he'll be in his own quarters or Jason's.

 

            She can hear water running. He's in the shower. In fact, she can hear him singing, and she stifles a quiet laugh. She recognizes the song, she thinks, but she can't place it over the sound of the shower drowning out his voice. It's something she's heard on the radio recently, she's sure of it.

 

            "Hey," she calls. "It's just me--don’t get out, I’ll just leave you a note.”

 

            She knows where most everything is here, probably better than in her own quarters, as Rowan is fastidious and a thousand times more organized than she could ever hope to be. She finds a pad of Post-Its in his desk drawer and starts to scrawl out a message using one of the lovely silver pens he orders special from...somewhere. He is a creature of odd enthusiasms: body care products, fruit, writing instruments, vampires.

 

            But then, who doesn't love vampires?

 

            The water switches off, and she hurries: he wouldn't mind her being here, but she doesn't want to be the kind of friend who just shows up whenever.

 

            "Need to switch our session tomorrow," she pens. "8 instead of 6? Call me. Sara."

 

            She sticks the note to his computer monitor where she knows he'll see it.

 

            As she turns around, she shrieks.

 

            SA-7 is standing in the bathroom doorway in a cloud of steam, his hair damp and sticking out at odd angles, his eyebrows lifted in faint surprise.

 

            Naked.

 

            Before she can stop herself, she looks.

 

            Then she realizes what she's doing and claps her hand over her eyes. "Oh my GOD!"

 

            She hears him snort. "Oh, for fuck's sake, Sara. What are you doing here?"

 

            The fact that he isn't echoing her shock and embarrassment, and is basically just a little annoyed, makes her feel that much more ridiculous. She's sure she's blushing bright enough to look boiled.

 

            Sara peeks around her fingers, trying to keep her eyes on his face. "I...I came to leave Rowan a message. Where is he?"

 

            "Here," comes a sleepy voice, and Rowan pokes his head out of the bedroom, looking tousled and sexy and only about half awake. "What's all the noise?"

 

            He takes in the scene and laughs hard enough that he has to lean on the doorframe.

 

            "Jason, put on a robe or something before her head explodes," Rowan insists, wheezing.

 

            The vampire rolls his eyes and returns to the bathroom, shaking his head, affording Sara a splendid view of his spectacular, muscular ass.

 

            "You were saying?" Rowan asks once he's caught his breath.

 

            Sara looks from the bathroom to the Elf. "Wow."

 

            He gives her a rather smug grin. "I know."

 

            "God, you guys really need to have less sex--you're starting to feel like each other!" She strides back into the living room and plucks the note from the monitor, handing it to the Elf, who has followed her, rubbing his eyes and yawning. Rowan naked, she could handle, and has, dozens of times. Despite her initial crush on Jason, she'd never expected to see more than his bare shoulders. The whole enchilada is a lot to take in.

 

            Literally. Good lord.

 

            "Eight o'clock tomorrow," Rowan says with a glance at the Post-It. "Fine by me. Shall we have dinner first at seven? I have the whole evening free."

 

            "Fine," she replies, backing toward the door. "I'll let you two get back to whatever it was you were doing."

 

            "Getting ready for work," Jason says, emerging once again, this time in a pair of jeans and a snug black "Keep Austin Weird" t-shirt, a towel still in his hand. "I'm on shift in half an hour, thank you very much."

 

            "Sorry. I'll go. Nice singing, by the way."

 

            Jason blinked at her, and was it her imagination, or were the tips of his ears turning the slightest bit pink? "Um...what singing?"

 

            "In the shower. It couldn't have been the radio. You don't sound anything like Rihanna."

 

            Rowan gives his lover an amused look. "Oh, really? I must have slept through that. What were you singing? Come on, tell me."

 

            Jason grabs Sara by the arm and ushers her out into the hallway. "See you later, trainee Larson," he says firmly.

 

            "Sure," Sara laughs, loving his sudden discomfort--he doesn’t mind her seeing him in the altogether, but hearing him sing in the shower, well, now, that's just embarrassing. "Oh, but if you're going on patrol be careful, it's supposed to rain--or you could always stand under my umbrella...ella...ella..."

 

            A wet towel hits her squarely in the face, and she's giggling uncontrollably as the door slams shut.

 




 

 


More Than Kin, Less Than Kind

 

Part One

 

Winter that year was wet and dark and bitterly cold. At first it was a welcome relief from the blistering summer, but by mid-December after the first ice storm had crippled the city for two days, people were already longing for the weeklong Texas spring.

 

Inside the Agency base, however, the climate was always perfectly controlled. Thick walls and mammoth air units kept the temperature even, and each employee’s quarters could be transformed into a microclimate depending on the person’s race—cool and dry for vampires and warm and humid for Naiads, for example. Even in subfreezing outdoor temperatures the staff wore the same wardrobe as it did in summer. It was one of a hundred ways the Agency was its own world apart, and while that could be maddening for one whose race was meant to be connected to the seasons, it also had its benefits.

 

In the sleepy warmth of his apartment, Rowan dozed on the couch, his face turned into his lover’s chest. Across the room he could hear the muffled sounds of the TV, still tuned to the Food Network, and he smiled to himself.

 

"I don't get it," he had said an hour earlier. "You don't eat. And even if you did, nobody here cooks his own food. Why do you watch this show?"

 

Jason had tried to brush the question off, saying something about the subject being fascinating no matter if he ate or not, but Rowan's disbelieving look made him sigh and drop the pretense.

 

"It's him," he finally said.

 

Rowan had sat back and stifled a laugh at the seriousness on the vampire's face. "You're hot for Alton Brown? Seriously?"

 

Jason sighed. "Not exactly. He's...well, if you picture him with more hair, and red, he'd look…remarkably like Fox."

 

Rowan stared at the TV, then back at Jason. "Your sire looked like Alton Brown."

 

"Yes."

 

"That's…well, I mean, it's…I just would have expected someone more…I don't know…"

 

A smile played at the corners of Jason's mouth as he watched Rowan stumble about for a comment that wouldn't sound horrible. "You mean, you thought he'd be hotter, maybe look more like a vampire."

 

"You said it, I didn't."

 

He was afraid he'd offended Jason, but all he got was an amused sort of look. "Not every vampire is as gorgeous as I am, lover. Besides, look at that lower lip. And those hands. I wouldn't mind being that lump of cookie dough right now."

 

Rowan couldn't help but laugh, shifting onto his lap for a kiss. “You, culisen, are wonderful.”

 

“Do you really have to call me that?” Jason asked with aggravation that was mostly feigned.

 

“It could be worse. It could be in English.”

 

“Just as long as you don’t let anyone else hear it. I’d never live it down.”

 

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Rowan affirmed, then slid his tongue into the vampire’s mouth, successfully changing the subject for a while.

 

It was one of those rare weeknights when they were both off-duty and could simply do nothing if they chose, and oddly enough, given a whole night to spend together, they ended up falling asleep on the couch like an old married couple. It had been such a long week for them both, any sort of relaxation was a hedonistic luxury.

 

He heard a faint unintelligible murmur, and smiled, eyes still closed. Vampires apparently didn’t snore, but they did talk in their sleep occasionally. He’d noticed that Jason did so with 100-year-old New York Irish lilt, though his wakeful diction had no accent at all.

 

On the coffee table were two mostly-empty glasses of red wine and the remains of their dinner: a plate with a single abandoned pizza crust for Rowan, and an opaque blue tumbler for Jason. It had taken nearly four months to get Jason over his reluctance to feed in front of the Elf, but finally Rowan had convinced him; and, truthfully, he didn’t mind now that he was used to the smell. He had found, to their mutual surprise, that the faint taste of blood on Jason’s lips was, rather than disgusting, a distinct turn-on.

 

Oh, if the clan council could see him now.

 

He smiled again, but then winced, and his stomach clenched—he'd been fighting off pain all day, and had really hoped that a few hours of calm would banish it, but it was getting worse. He closed his eyes, frustrated; he'd gone nearly two weeks without having to take anything, and his episodes had been few and far between since he and Jason had become lovers, but the thing he feared most right now was a full-blown attack like he'd had with Sara those first weeks. He had been so surprised and pleased that nothing had gone wrong so far…he'd had a few unpleasant dreams, and some aches here and there, but nothing serious…but tonight…he could feel it building, his joints already on slow burn, his mind starting to fog.

 

He carefully extricated himself from the vampire's arms and slid off the couch, forcing himself to his feet and to the bathroom to fetch a pill. He nearly slammed the cabinet door shut in his helpless anger at his stupid wreck of a body and its refusal to leave him in peace. Damn it all.

 

Rowan poured himself a glass of water and swallowed the pill, but as he lowered the glass his mind's eye shifted for a second, and a single frame of the past intruded that made him gasp and fall back against the counter.

 

"Not now," he murmured. "Not this. Not now."

 

Reality skipped again, and again he saw it: fire. He felt rope around his neck and wrists, being dragged…toward a truck…screams…hands searching him for weapons, the stench of burning flesh…hands…he had fought back, struggling, his mind full of his loved ones, some of whom he had already seen thrown on the pyre…

 

Miles away he heard the glass strike the tile floor and shatter, and felt pain in his hands, pain spreading through his body.

 

The images pushed into him hard, sensations tearing through him, forcing him back in time. Before the slaughter was even over, the men had already stripped several of the clan women naked and raped them behind the truck. He could hear them laughing, hear the cries of fear and agony and humiliation, and they were taking him toward it, away from the beauty of his own world, into the world that would systematically brutalize him to the edge of death and insanity over the next two decades. He fought, tried to wrest himself from their grasp, but there were so many, all so strong, armed, and his fear only aroused them more…

 

Hands seized his arms, shook him lightly, and he lashed out, struggling fiercely but getting nowhere. His whole body burned, but not as brightly as his mind, pried open and violated, over and over and over…

 

A pinprick in his arm. Dark, liquid heat trickled down from the top of his head, and suddenly he stopped fighting. His body went limp, but he was panting, breath coming in hoarse gasps, even as the pain melted away and let him become aware again, image by image, frame by frame of the memory exposed to light and reduced to a chemical scar in his imagination.

 

"Easy there," came a voice, low and gentle, and the hands on his body made sense again. Something solid was propping him up, lifting him off the ground. The voice spoke to him again, words that made no sense but still soothed him, and he clung to the sound desperately.

 

He opened his eyes again, and saw a familiar ceiling: his bedroom. He turned his head slightly and met brilliant blue eyes full of concern.

 

"Tell me your name."

 

He answered, earning a frown. "Tell me your name," the command came again.

           

Memory. His bedroom, his quarters, the Agency. "Rowan."

 

"Now tell me mine."

 

He managed a wan smile. "Jason Adams, Shadow Agent 7. You're on my hair."

 

A shift of weight. Jason brushed the strands back away from Rowan's face. "How do you feel?"

 

"My hands hurt."

 

"They're bleeding," Jason explained. "You broke a glass and then fell to the ground, and braced yourself on your hands. Don't move, I'll get something to clean you up."

 

Moments later Jason was gingerly picking shards of glass out of Rowan's palms, and swabbing the wounds with water and peroxide; they'd heal in an hour or two, and in fact had already stopped bleeding.

 

"You drugged me," Rowan said. "How did you know where to find the morphine?"

 

"Sara told me," he replied. "I wanted to be sure I could find it, just in case. I have some at my place too."

 

Rowan felt tears burning his eyes. "I really hoped I was done with all of this," he said, and wept into Jason's shoulder, hanging on for dear life. "I'm sorry."

 

"Don't apologize," Jason said to him, holding him close. "I just wish I could resurrect those bastards who did this to you and kill them all over again."

 

Rowan pressed as much of himself into Jason’s body as he could, wishing he could disappear. The arms around him tightened protectively, and he sighed, realizing that episodes or no episodes, pain or none, he nonetheless felt safe…completely safe. It was such a rare and beautiful feeling he nearly wept again.

 

Finally, they both started to doze off again, and Rowan drifted back into the dream of peace he had almost achieved earlier, this time without anything to interrupt…

 

…until a loud beeping noise jolted them both awake. Jason nearly smacked Rowan in the head trying to hit the snooze button, but it wasn’t the alarm clock going off, it was the computer in the other room, signaling an incoming video chat over the network.

 

“Damn it,” Jason muttered irritably, pulling a pillow over his face, “it’s our night off.”

 

“I’ll get it,” Rowan said with a yawn, and half-staggered back into the living room, careful as he passed through the kitchen not to step on the broken glass.

 

He plopped down in the desk chair and hit “receive.” A video window popped up, and Ness blinked at him, momentarily at a loss for words.

 

Rowan realized he was shirtless and looked like he’d been doing exactly what he wished he had been doing when she called. “How can I help you, Ness?”

 

She recovered quickly. “I’m sorry to interrupt whatever it was you were doing—and please feel free to give me details later—but we have a bit of a situation. I’m assuming SA-7 is there with you?”

 

“Here,” Jason said, stepping into view, looking the same as Rowan except with the addition of a ribbed tank he called a “wife beater.” Rowan still couldn’t decide whether to be amused or deeply offended by that. “What sort of situation?”

 

“Eyes have located the base of operations of the slave ring you’ve been tracking, outside of Pasadena.”

 

“Shit. I’ll be in your office in five minutes.”

 

“Good. Ness, out.”

 

The window closed, and Jason went back over to the couch to dig his shirt out of the cushions. “Where did I leave my belt?” he asked.

 

“Hanging off the bathroom door.” Rowan glared at him, accusingly, until he stopped and looked back. “What slave ring?”

 

Jason paused, shirt halfway on, and took a breath before replying. “It’s a new case,” he told the Elf. “We found evidence of a group trafficking slaves in the Houston area, selling all over the state and as far away as Louisiana.”

 

“What kind of slaves?”

 

“Mostly human. Children. But there was proof of at least one Naiad, possibly a siren, and…”

 

Rowan swallowed hard, suddenly cold. “Elves?”

 

“There may be. We haven’t seen any evidence of them, but it’s possible.”

 

“When were you planning to tell me?”

 

Jason pulled on his coat, guilt written on his face. “Not until I had to. I didn’t want to upset you so early in the case. I wasn’t expecting it to break so soon. We won’t be sure what we’re dealing with until we get inside.”

 

Rowan looked down at the floor, then back up at him, jaw set. Then he rose and grabbed his shoes. “I’m coming with you.”

 

Part Two

 

"Here are the satellite and infrared images we have of the building," Ness said, bringing them up on the screen. "As you can see it's a simple layout—a front office with a false back wall concealing a large interior chamber where most of the prisoners are being held. Behind another false wall are two smaller rooms, one empty. The other has a single life sign, and temperature readings suggest human, preteen or teenaged. Here in the main room—" She hit a button, and another image lay over the first, this one of red shapes around the wall. "—we have ten more, plus one with a lower body temperature we're assuming is the Naiad."

           

"Do we have any info on their condition?" Jason asked.

 

"No. I'm going to send in two medical units in addition to the team you assemble, and the local cowboys will cordon off the block once you're in. We alerted CPS that there may be several human children in need of pretty serious care."

 

Beck narrowed her eyes at the screen. "Why would they keep that one isolated?"

 

Ness didn't seem to have an answer, but Rowan spoke up from his seat at the end of the table, where he'd been sitting in silence, the darkness on his face almost frightening. "She's probably a virgin," he said quietly. "They would keep her locked away and accessible only to the person in charge. The guards have probably been molesting the others at will, but if she's pure she'd be worth three times as much, even more if they sold her to a black magician."

 

There was a moment of silence, all of them horrified at the thought, but finally Ness continued. "Tell me what you need, SA-7."

 

"I want a small strike team, a quick in and out—if we make too much of a fuss they might start using the prisoners as humanoid shields. Four Agents max, plus two on standby at the vans. I'll take SAs 8, 13, and 21 for the team. I'd also like to bring Dr. Cunningham; her experience with trauma victims may be useful."

 

Ness nodded her agreement. "How soon can you be ready to roll out?"

 

"It's eleven-thirty now…I could have everyone assembled by two, but it's several hours to Pasadena, and it'll be sunup before we get there. We'll have to take one of the blackout vans and then wait for dusk."

 

"Right. I'll have rooms secured for you at a local hotel by the time you reach Houston."

 

Rowan spoke up again. "I want to go."

 

"Absolutely not," Jason said without even thinking.

 

Rowan started to protest, but Ness was shaking her head. "I don't think so, Rowan. You're still not cleared for this kind of mission, and I can't run the risk of you having some sort of flashback in the middle of the operation. As far as we know all the victims are human except for the Naiad. There's no reason for you to go."

 

"I can help," Rowan insisted. "I know what these people have been through."

 

"You'll make it personal," Ness said. "I don't want you going in there armed and vengeful."

 

Rowan shot Jason a look of entreaty, but Jason resisted; he had to act as an Agent, and as a leader, not as a lover—although it helped that both leader and lover were in perfect accord on this one. "She's right."

 

The Elf's face went stony, as did his voice. "Fine. Ness, if you'll excuse me, I can see I'm not needed here."

 

He rose and swept out, leaving an uncomfortable silence in his wake until Beck made a clicking sound with her tongue and said, "Looks like you're sleeping on the couch, bubba."

 

Ness looked at Jason seriously. “SA-7, is this going to be a problem?”

 

“No, ma’am. I agree with you one hundred percent—he has no business going with us. If he’s angry at me personally, we’ll deal with it personally. Don’t worry.”

 

"Good. I trust you both to be professional, relationship or none. I can understand his anger given the situation, but that's all the more reason he should stay here."

 

"Again, agreed."

 

"All right, then. Have your team assembled and ready to leave at 0200."

 

*****

 

 

            “You’re really pissed off,” Sara observed, watching him jab his spoon into the non-dairy ice cream the cafeteria had started carrying that summer.

 

“Thank you, Empress of the Obvious,” he snapped, then relented. “I’m sorry.”

 

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this angry. Why did you want to go with them so badly? Wouldn’t it just bring up old trauma you don’t need to go through again?”

 

Rowan abandoned his dessert, no longer able to taste it, and didn’t answer right away. She slid his bowl across the table to herself and picked up the spoon. “You know, this stuff’s pretty good—is that coconut?”

 

He nodded absently. “Yes. The base is coconut milk instead of soy. I guess…I’m just tired of being stereotyped and overlooked. We’re not all tree-hugging pacifistic hippies, you know. Well, we are, but we have our warriors.”

 

"But you weren't a warrior. You were a rethla, a healer. That's every bit as important."

 

He sighed, leaned on his hands, and looked around the room at the handful of other people up late enough for a midnight snack. "I suppose I'm being an ass. An impatient ass. I just…I'm getting better, but I still can't do what I once did. There's no place for rethla here, but I don't know what else to be now that I'm not so broken anymore."

 

“And you think that going out on the case with the others would prove that you’re recovered?”

 

“I don’t know.” He looked down at the table, tracing the pattern on its surface with his index finger. “I had an attack tonight.”

 

Her face changed completely, from critical to concerned. “Oh, god, honey, I’m sorry—are you okay?”

 

“Yes, I’m all right, I just…it was bad. The worst it’s been in a long time. I thought…I hoped…that it was over now. Next thing I knew I was on the kitchen floor with broken glass in my hands.”

 

She raised an eyebrow. “It didn’t happen right after sex? That’s new. Or were you having sex in the kitchen?”

 

“No…we were on the couch, watching TV and napping after dinner.”

 

Sara nodded, thoughtful, and mused, “Maybe it was just an aftershock. You were so hurt for so long, you can’t expect it to just go poof overnight, right? There are bound to be tremors for a while. From what you’ve told me they’ve been decreasing in frequency; maybe in another few months they’ll be completely gone.”

 

“I hope you’re right. That would be wonderful.”

 

“Aside from that,” she asked, “how are things going with you two? Still jumping each other like rabbits on speed?”

 

He finally smiled. “Maybe not that often, but…it’s going quite well. Phenomenally well.”

 

She sat back, whooped, and punched the air. An R&D tech walking by started at the noise, nearly dropped his stack of notes and books, and gave her an aggrieved look as he passed. Rowan nearly inhaled his iced tea laughing.

 

“He hasn’t mentioned the ‘m’ word, has he?” she wanted to know, licking her purloined spoon.

 

“Michigan? Masonry? Ménage a trois?”

 

“No, dumbass. Monogamy.”

 

Rowan shook his head. “Not once, thank god. And none of that crazy human stuff like cohabitation or matrimony—there’s another ‘m’ word for you. I love him, but I want my own bathroom.”

 

“So how would you feel if he slept with someone else?”

 

“I don’t know,” he replied truthfully. “I could hardly expect him not to, if I can. In theory I would be fine with it; I’ve never had one person all to myself before, but then, I’ve never done anything like this before at all, so who knows? I guess we’ll deal with that when it happens. If it does. He doesn’t seem to be as restless as I am.” He offered her a wry smile. “Did you really mean to ask if he’s said anything about you?”

 

“Well…yeah.”

 

“We talked about it. He said he has no claim to me, no say over what I do with my body, and he knows you and I care about each other. I made him promise to speak up if his feelings change. I can’t intuit everything, after all.”

 

“You immortals,” she said, shaking her head with a grin. “You’re so much cooler than we are.”

 

He shrugged. “As with anything, what’s important is to talk about it before there’s a chance for resentment to build.”

 

“Thank you, Dr. Phil,” she replied, sticking out her tongue. “Now…I seem to recall that Pasadena is several hours from here.”

 

“It is indeed.”

 

“Which means that your plans for the evening are effectively derailed.”

 

“Yes ma’am.”

 

“Pasadena’s a shithole,” Sara commented, standing up. “Serves him right for running off in the middle of the night and leaving such divine hotness at home alone.” She quirked her eyebrows suggestively. “I happen to have a bottle of Captain Morgan in my quarters. Shall we retire to my place where I can show you my etchings?”

 

“Terrible, terrible come-on,” he told her. “You might as well ask me for my sign.”

 

“I already know what your sign is: ‘Parking in Rear.’”

 

He groaned. “Even worse. Are you trying to talk yourself out of sex tonight, or what?”

 

She offered her hand, and he took it, giving it a squeeze; he stopped long enough to drop the empty ice cream bowl and their glasses off at the conveyor belt, then followed her agreeably out of the cafeteria and down the hall toward her quarters.

 

“Honestly,” she said, “I’d be happy just to watch a movie and get liquored up. I hardly see you anymore, what with my training and you in a relationship and all. Don’t be surprised if my cat pretends not to know you.”

 

She paused outside the door to her quarters to dig out her badge, and by way of response to her words, Rowan moved up behind her, put his hands on her shoulders, and leaned in to nuzzle the back of her neck.

 

She dropped her badge, but instead of bending to pick it up, she turned halfway against him and smiled. He smiled back and kissed her, sliding his hands down her arms and around her waist, and they ended up pressed back against the wall, her nimble fingers already seeking his buttons, one leg wrapping around him to pull his hips against hers.

 

Sara breathed into his neck, “I realize I’m probably a poor substitute…”

 

He pulled back and frowned at her. “Don’t be ridiculous, woman. How long do you seriously think I could survive without this mouth…” He ran his tongue over her lower lip; “…or these shoulders…” He bit her hard on the left, “…or, mother of God, these breasts…”

 

His hands sought beneath her shirt, and she moaned. “Good point…most men are lacking in the breast department.”

 

“…and thighs…men are many things, but they aren’t soft, like you are right here…”

 

“God…damn it…where’s the badge?”

 

“Here,” he said, sinking to his knees to fetch it, handing it up to her while he stayed where he was, busy unzipping her jeans, chuckling at her cheerful blue panties with the Scotty dog pattern.

 

She groped backward and got the door open, then all but tumbled into her quarters, hauling him up and against her long enough to clamp her mouth to his while she kicked the door shut behind them.

 

As she dragged him toward the bedroom, both shedding clothes along the way, Rowan glanced over at the couch, where Pywacket was curled up glaring at them, and he could have sworn he saw the cat roll his eyes.

 

 

Part Three

 

It was very, very difficult to shock a vampire, especially one who had been working for a secret government organization that hunted demons and investigated paranormal crimes.

 

On the other hand, vampires did have an attribute that was both a significant advantage and disadvantage: heightened physical senses, especially smell.

 

A room that had held ten starving, naked people for over a month chained to the walls in their own filth would have been more than enough to send even the most stoic Agent back outside to retch into the gutters. Several of the Agents did just that, and so did Beck—Jason heard her boots clomping on the sidewalk, heard her empty her stomach violently into a trashcan under the watery pale December moon.

 

He would have liked to join her, but he couldn't move.

 

He couldn't move because the second the interior door was thrown open, the second stench froze him in place.

 

Overpowering the piss and shit and god knew what else in that room was a smell he knew far better than any breathing creature on the Earth should ever know.

 

Decay.

 

"SA-13," he rasped out, "distribute ventilators. I'm going to have a look."

 

Every atom of his being begged him to stay in the outer office, but he had a job to do.

 

He stepped over the bodies of the guards and crossed the threshold, reaching out sideways to hit the overhead light.

 

Oh, God.

 

There were, as reported, ten people in chains, most of them so weak and emaciated they barely seemed to notice anything had changed.

 

There were also at least that many corpses scattered in amongst the living, still chained to the walls, some in an advanced state of decomposition that meant they had been here just as long as everyone else. Some of the bodies already had exposed bone, but most were still mid-putrefaction, green around the abdomen, swollen. Flies choked the air, swarming all around the bodies and the victims.

 

Most of the bodies, live and dead, were naked at least from the waist down.

 

Half of them were children.

 

Jason turned on his heel and walked back out, through the office that had served as the operation's disguise, back out into the night, where an Agent was holding the one remaining member of the ring still alive.

 

"Stand down, SA-21," he said quietly. The Agent quite willingly let the man go and stepped back.

 

"Why are those children dead?" he asked, his voice low and dangerous.

 

The man didn't look especially upset, and replied, "We couldn't sell them. Too risky with the police onto us. Management said to stop feeding them, so we did."

 

"By management you mean Derrick and Chelsea Cole?"

 

A nod.

 

"What were the captives being sold for?"

 

Jason knew the answer, but he had to hear it.

 

The man looked at him like he was an idiot. "Fucking, of course. Kids are worth six figures these days, especially clean white ones. The women were all ethnic, that's popular here in the South, the rich bastards like to dress them up all tribal and make them talk like they're from Africa and shit. But once word got around with the cops about the merchandise, nobody was buying. The only one we had an offer for was the little one in back."

 

"In back where?"

 

"The back store room. It should still be alive. They kept us feeding it. Worth a million, easy."

 

"All right, Mr…"

 

"Smith," the man said, lying. "John Smith."

 

"Right, Mr. Smith. You've been a tremendous help. One more question: did you and the rest of the staff ever use the merchandise?"

 

"Sure we did. Who's gonna turn down free pussy?"

 

Jason nodded and took three steps back.

 

Then he pulled his gun and shot the man six times, including twice in the crotch.

 

Jason breathed through the rising tide of rage, allowing the feeling of righteousness, of vengeance, to banish it one breath at a time. He looked over at SA-21, who had jumped back in shock but was now staring down at the body, smiling grimly.

 

"Let the record show that John Smith was killed while resisting arrest," Jason said as he holstered his weapon.

 

SA-21 nodded. "Yes, sir."

 

Jason turned back to the building and went into the office again; medical teams were already inside, using the confiscated key ring they'd found in the office to unchain the prisoners.

 

A few had realized what was happening, and were sobbing. Most were unresponsive.

 

It was eerily like Pentecost, and yet so much worse.

 

Jason's memory took him, and one of the victims' gaunt, hopeless faces was suddenly Rowan's, his slender hands shaking as they held the gun, standing in a pool of blood, about to shatter into a thousand jagged pieces. Jason found himself fighting back either a scream or a banshee wail of mourning—lost souls, more lost souls, and they'd been too late to save them. Starved to death, raped to death, abandoned and forgotten, locked away in their private hell, forever and ever, amen.

 

It hadn't been so long ago it had been Rowan, his Elf, in those chains, and even now he still suffered, the luminous wonder of an immortal reduced to pills and needles because of people like the Coles…

 

Beck touched his arm. "You okay?"

 

"No," he said where only she could hear. "I'm very much not okay. You?"

 

"I wish there were more of those motherfuckers alive so I could shoot one too."

 

"Yeah. Is CPS here?"

 

"Outside and waiting."

 

"Don't let them come in. We'll bring the living out to them. They don't need to see this. Get the ME to bring in sterile evidence bags and body bags; we'll need IDs for all of these people, even the living, if they can't speak for themselves. Radio Sergeant Grant and let him know what we've found so his boys can keep the area secure while we clean up this mess." He fought away another bout of nausea at the stench. He could handle the smells of death up to a point, and corpses were easy enough to handle one or even two at a time, but this…this was straining even his limits.

 

Jason looked around at the derelict, hopeless building whose floors would be forever stained with the blood and dissolution of innocent human bodies. “When all the evidence has been collected, burn it.”

 

"Yes, sir." Beck started to walk away, then said, "I'm glad you didn't let Rowan come." The disgust and pain on her face was clear; she looked around at the scene, then said, "And they call us monsters."

 

Jason couldn't look any of them in the faces. He'd seen all of this too many times. Instead he walked among the bodies and helped smash out the boarded-up windows, allowing in desperately needed air and moonlight, and allowing him to channel some of his anger into splintering wood and shattering glass.

 

A hollow voice at his ankles said, "Thank you."

 

He looked down and saw not a child, but a woman in her early twenties, lying on her side, looking up at him through haunted dark eyes with huge black circles around them. She must have been beautiful, when she was brought here—there was dried blood on her thighs, a lot of it, and she'd been beaten recently enough that her torso was mottled with bruises. But she was smiling, just barely smiling, as she patted the top of his boot.

 

"Can I go home now?" she asked.

 

Fighting back emotion, he knelt beside her. "What's your name, pretty lass?"

 

"Melanie. I'm a junior at Rice University. Melanie Krnavek. My mom…my mom will want to know where I am…" She trailed off, crying, shaking so violently he called a medic over to check her next. The doctor gently turned the girl on her back and started his work, and Melanie reached out and took Jason's hand.

 

"I want to see my mother," she whispered. "My head hurts…it hurts…they hurt me so much…when can I go home?"

 

"Soon," Jason told her, squeezing her hand. "We'll need to take you to the hospital and get you well again first. We'll call your mother and have her meet you there, all right?"

 

Melanie nodded, satisfied with his answer, and drifted off as the doctor gave her a sedative; aside from a cursory check to make sure the victims were travel-worthy, all that could be done in the field was first aid and sedation to get them to the Medical Center where they could receive full care. Melanie looked to be one of the more fortunate, if such a distinction existed here; she was coherent, her vitals weak but stable, and would probably survive provided her organs didn’t go into shutdown before they could get nourishment into her.

 

Few of the rest would be so lucky. One of the children died on scene, and Beck had to excuse herself again so nobody would see her cry. She'd never been maternal, exactly, but something about little girls always got to her, perhaps because she'd been an abandoned little girl once and she remembered how it felt. That was another problem with being a vampire: they remembered every moment clearly and completely. Nothing ever became hazy, nothing was consigned to the distant past. It was all there, all ready to be accessed.

 

Jason gave the doctor the girl's ID and told him to be sure and find her mother, then moved back out of the way as the teams carried the victims, stretcher by stretcher, out of their prison. He sagged back against the wall, at that moment wanting nothing in the world more than to be home, to walk into his quarters and find Rowan there, to take the Elf in his arms and hold him, and let himself feel all of this, no matter how many tears it cost. Only Rowan would understand what had been done to these people.

 

He was almost alone in the room when he heard the noise.

 

"We're good to go," Beck said, coming back in the room. "Everyone here was human except for one dead Naiad in the corner. We're taking her remains back to the base for identification and burial, but the rest can go with the temporal authorities if…you sign off on it…what are you doing?"

 

He held up his hand for her to be quiet. "Listening. Do you hear that?"

 

She came to stand beside him, eyes narrowed. "Hear what?"

 

"Listen."

 

There it was again—someone crying.

 

Jason followed the sound to the wall, and then remembered John Smith's words about the back room—as well as Ness's, and the hidden room on the satellite images. "Damn it--there's one more alive in here!" he yelled back over his shoulder. "Get me a pry bar!"

 

"No need," Beck said, pulling something from her belt. "Frog gave me this new gizmo to try out—it uses sonic wave technology to open almost any lock. Very Doctor Who. Stand back."

 

She pressed the rectangular device against the wall, and there was a dull thud and a click. One panel of the wall was suddenly a quarter-inch out of kilter from the others. Jason grabbed its edges and pushed, sliding it out of the way, revealing a closet-sized chamber beyond the main room.

 

He unclipped the flashlight from his belt and whipped it up, aiming the beam into the room.

 

The crying noise stopped, replaced by…

 

An energy signature he'd only ever felt once in his life.

 

The energy reached toward him, curious, though it was half-formed and very basic, like a…

 

"Fuck me running," Jason said, borrowing the phrase from Sara. "It's a baby."

           

He moved toward it, trying to project calm energy of his own. "Hello there."

 

The infant was curled up in the far corner, in a pile of baby blankets and a crib mattress thrown carelessly on the floor; she had made it into a nest, and had her few meager toys arranged nearby. A set of alphabet blocks on the floor spelled out words that were certainly not in English.

 

She was chained, a single metal band around her neck tethered to the wall, but otherwise looked unharmed…just as Rowan had said, she was too valuable to break.

 

Beck had moved up behind him, and was gaping openmouthed at the little creature, who showed no signs of alarm at their approach. "Is that what I think it is?"

 

Jason went to his knees at the edge of the mattress and looked the infant in the face. "Hello," he repeated. "Don't be afraid, we won't hurt you."

 

She couldn't have been more than two years old, but she sat calmly, watching them through pale grey eyes under an unbrushed snarl of hair the watery greys and browns of winter in this part of Texas. Her skin was a soft nutty brown, lightly freckled across her nose, and the tips of her ears poked up through her hair. She was playing with a stuffed elephant. Jason remembered, oddly, Rowan saying he’d never seen an elephant, and he wondered what the child must think of it.

 

She considered them a moment before asking in perfectly clear, if accented English, “Do you know the words?”

 

He smiled and repeated the Elvish phrase that Rowan had taught him long ago.

 

The little girl's eyes lit up. "Paladin," she said, looking from Jason to Beck, beaming. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

 

He took the unlocking device from Beck and held it clumsily to the padlock on the wall, which clicked open and fell off.

 

The child set aside her toy and held out her arms. "Up!"

 

Jason rose, lifted her up into his arms, and carried her out of the dark little room; automatically she laid her head on his shoulder where she couldn't see what they were walking through as they made for the outermost doorway.

 

The minute the Child Protective Services people saw them, they descended like locusts, each of the social workers citing a different reason why the child absolutely must be remanded into their care, immediately.

 

"No," he said simply. "This one comes with us."

 

"But Agent 7, this is a child—"

 

"This is an immortal child," he said over them, "and as such she belongs to us. Your department has no idea how to care for a baby Elf. Now, if you'll please see to the human victims, we'll see to our own."

 

He carried her over to where Dr. Cunningham was hovering near the van. The doctor looked shocked to see the child, then smiled broadly—the girl was insanely cute, after all, and he imagined even harder to resist than a human baby.

 

“Um…do we actually know how to take care of a baby Elf?” Beck asked as Cunningham climbed into the van. "What do we do with her?"

 

Jason shook his head, shrugged. “I don’t know. Run tests to be sure she’s all right, then find her a home, I suppose.”

 

“You don’t think Rowan’s going to want to keep her, do you?”

 

The idea hadn’t even occurred to him. “God, I hope not. I don’t really think he’s the paternal type.”

 

Beck giggled girlishly and said in a singsong voice, "You're gonna be a daddy…"

 

He rounded on her. "You do remember why we're here, right? Dead rotting humans, people who've been tortured and raped?"

 

Her grin faded. "Fuck you," she snapped. "Like you're so in tune with humanity."

 

She stalked off, and he felt bad for taking a shot at her sincerity; this kind of thing affected them both the same way, she just let her emotions hit her as they came instead of dwelling on them for months the way he did. This was why she laughed so much more than he did, and why she drank so much less.

 

He turned back to the scene. The last of the victims was being carried out, the forensics people had made their evaluations; they already knew who was at fault but needed hard evidence to indict them. That was the part he hated—the American legal system, such as it still applied to the Agency, was an antiquated piece of rusty machinery that let evil slip through past its cogs every day. His preferred way of dispensing justice involved bullets and the occasional roundhouse kick.

 

For that reason, and knowing how easy it was for people like "John Smith" to worm their way out of punishment, he felt no guilt whatsoever for leaving the human's blood in a smear over the sidewalk.

 

The only shit thing about it was the paperwork.

 

 

Part Four

 

Rowan stood on one side of the window, staring into Isolation Room 1, his brain having difficulty processing what he was looking at. Sara stood beside him, arms crossed, wonder plain on her face.

 

“I can’t believe it,” she said with a slow shake of her head. “She doesn’t even look real.”

 

He continued to stare, thinking back to the last Elfling he’d seen…it had been so long ago. There had been celebrations long into the night, the entire clan moved to joy by the rare, precious creature Olisa had brought forth that day—her daughter, and his, the last child ever born to the clan.

 

Dr. Nava, who had a good deal of experience with Elven anatomy but none with their young, was still best qualified to treat for the girl, and was recording something on her computer as she walked around the bed. Dr. Cunningham was acting as the child advocate in the case, and sat in the corner, watchful, even though there was nothing to object over. Nava was treating the baby—and baby she was, she might be two if a day—as if she were made of spun glass.

 

The child, for her part, was sitting patiently and quietly, answering questions in her unnervingly clear English. Rowan thought it amusing that everyone was so surprised at how articulate the child was; they expected her to act like a human child and babble and coo. Elven children were able to speak in full sentences at six months, and could learn languages intuitively, absorbing information telepathically the way he’d taught Sara to use her powers. He would have told them that, if they’d asked him, but at the moment they were too busy making sure she was healthy for the idea to occur to them that they had an expert on Elven babies right here in the building.

 

Well, he wasn’t necessarily an expert, but he was the closest thing they would find. He’d never had much interest in children, and had been involved in Kaeli’s life more as a friend and confidante than a parent—she had come to him when she needed to talk, the way most people did, but less because he was a rethla and more because he was her kin.

 

He thought of her as an Elfling, tiny and sweet like this one was, and then as the strong, brilliant woman she had grown up to be…he had been privileged to see her grow up. The last child of the clan, and now she was gone…they were all gone.

 

Finally, Dr. Nava looked up at the window and nodded.

 

Rowan said to Sara, “You can come in if you want.”

 

She nodded mutely and followed him into the isolation room, but hung back near the doorway while he approached the bed.

 

The little girl caught sight of him and a sunny smile spread over her pixie-like face. He could practically hear the others in the room thinking, “Aww…”

 

“Blessings upon you this day, young one,” he said in Elvish, the greeting she would be used to.

 

She was still grinning. “And on you as well, elder.”

 

“What is your name, and what clan are you from?”

 

“Elora, from Clan Birch,” she replied. “May I ask yours, elder?”

 

“Rowan,” he said. “Clan Oak.”

 

She looked puzzled. “That’s not an Elvish name,” she pointed out.

 

He smiled. “No, it isn’t.”

 

“Why did you change it?”

 

He sat down on the edge of the bed, and her tiny hand sought his, her fingers wrapping around his thumb; they were so small, so perfect, and had the faint shimmer of an Elf’s hands…he hadn’t seen it in so long…one of his own kind…

 

“When my clan was killed, in their honor I let my old name die as well.” The girl nodded, understanding, and squeezed his hand in sympathy. “Where is your clan?”

 

“I don’t know,” she said. “They were sending me away, somewhere safe. There were six of us together, and we were attacked on the journey. I don’t know what happened to the others…or my father. We got separated.“ Her voice shook a little as she added, “My father’s name is Ardeth. Please…please find him.”

 

“We’ll do everything we can to find your father, and the others,” he assured her. “In the meantime you’ll be safe here with us. I think the doctors want to keep you here for a day or two to make sure you’re all right, and then you’ll stay with me.”

 

He looked her over as he spoke, noting that she was not starving but was still far too thin for her age; she also looked exhausted, worn out by habitual fear and the psychic echoes of unspeakable violence, though she was perfectly calm. Elves were usually calm, even when dragged in chains to the stake to be burned. They were endlessly polite even to their killers. It was one of many attributes of his people that Rowan knew he had lost. He might be more tranquil than ninety percent of the humans here, but he had been angry, and he had hated.

 

He had killed, more than once, and try though he might he no longer felt any remorse. Would Kaeli even know him now?

 

Certainly not by name, he reflected, and his heart ached at the thought. So much gone. So much had been murdered…even him. He had only told Elora part of the truth—he had left behind his old name not just because of the clan, but because as he lay in his own blood in a cell waiting to be taken out and used, waiting for what he knew would happen again and again, he knew also that even if he survived, whatever creature he became would not be the same as the one who had lived, and died, in the forest. Most days, he barely even remembered his birth name; there were times that he would try to speak it, and find himself unable to summon even the first sound.

 

Elves had a cultural taboo against speaking the birth name of someone who had changed it for traumatic reasons. Beyond that, though, part of him was afraid to invoke his own ghost.

 

He felt a small hand on his face, and looked at Elora, who had tears shining in her eyes even as she gave him her babyish smile. “Don’t be sad,” she said. “You’re all new now. That’s good.”

 

An empath, he realized, and a damned strong one. “Thank you, Elora,” he replied, placing a kiss on her forehead.

 

Just then the isolation room door opened, and a member of the Food Service staff entered with a cart bearing several covered trays. Rowan stood and went to check them over—they were used to feeding him, but Elora’s needs would be a little different, and she wouldn’t be able to tolerate some of what he was used to.

 

Still, it looked like they had done right by the girl, bringing her mostly fruit and some vegetable soup, juice, and hot cocoa made with almond milk and nectar rather than sugar. He’d requested that they add some ginger to it to help soothe her stomach.

 

“Here you go,” he said, handing her the warm cup. “Try this—it’s sweet.”

 

She sniffed it experimentally, then took a cautious sip and grinned again. “It’s good.”

 

“Go slowly, little one. You’ve been a long time without good food and there’s plenty here. I’m going to leave you to it now, and afterward you must sleep—if there’s anything you need, just let the doctors know. I’ll check in on you soon.”

 

“Thank you,” she said, her hands already reaching out for a fat strawberry. There were many drawbacks to human agriculture, but he had to admit he liked being able to get fruit all year; it might not be as delicious out of season, but it was more appealing than living off winter melon, preserves, and root vegetables the way he had in the forest.

 

He left the room, Sara in tow, and she asked, “So what did she tell you? What’s her name?”

 

“Elora,” he answered, realizing that he hadn’t been speaking English at all while they were in the room with the child. When he switched back, he could hear his accent more strongly than usual. “She’s from a different clan than mine—one that was still intact when ours was destroyed. I don’t know if they’re still alive. It’s going to be hard to find her a permanent home if we can’t locate her father.”

 

“She seems awfully smart for her age…or is she? Do Elves mature faster?”

 

“Much. A two year old like Elora would be the rough equivalent of a seven or eight year old human. We have a longer gestational period so we’re born with a more developed brain; plus, we can learn telepathically.”

 

“Wow. Are you okay? You seem a little…freaked.”

 

“I’m not sure.” Rowan headed toward the elevators, knowing there was only one place he wanted to be right now. “It’s been twenty years since I’ve seen another of my kind, and it’s stirring up some memories…”

 

“Memories of your daughter?”

 

“Yes, and of the clan, and my life before this. It’s…a lot to take in.”

 

“Are you going down to see Jason?” she asked. “Where’s he been since they got back?”

 

“Debriefing with Ness. He sent me a message through Sage that he’d be back in quarters as soon as he was done with the conference. I thought I’d go wait for him, if you don’t mind my vanishing on you.”

 

“Not at all,” she said, hugging him. “I have a feeling he’s going to need you tonight—even if you didn’t need him. I’ve got Policy and Procedure homework to do anyway. Test tomorrow. Tell your culisen I said hi.”

 

Rowan knew he was turning red—he’d accidentally let the pet name slip to Sara a while back during a night with too many margaritas, and so far she hadn’t let on to Jason that she had heard it, much less that she knew what it meant, but because she thought it was so nauseatingly cute she liked to drop it once in a while just to see Rowan blush.

 

“Good night, anama,” he told her, and took the elevator down to the subsurface levels, where the vampires’ quarters were located.

 

Jason and his team had been gone for almost a full day; they’d waited until sunset to leave Houston, and he and Beck had no doubt been shut up in the back of a windowless van for three hours after whatever they had been forced to deal with in Pasadena. They were safe enough that way, but with only an inch or less of metal between them and death, they were under considerable distress and would no doubt both have raging headaches at the very least by now.

 

Rowan had reached across the base and tentatively touched Jason’s mind after they’d arrived, and found him exhausted and heartsick; Rowan could only imagine what they’d seen.

 

Rowan let himself into Jason’s apartment. The Agent wasn’t back yet, so he set about fixing things to help Jason unwind when he did return; he turned on the stereo, put a few things away, lit candles in lieu of the electric lights. Rowan made the bed, made sure there were clean towels in the bathroom, and otherwise busied himself, trying not to worry.

 

After that he got himself some wine and curled up on the couch to wait. He’d just started to doze off when he heard the door lock beep, and Jason entered looking absolutely awful--he was more worn out than Rowan had ever seen him, and had a haunted expression on his face that made him look nearly as old as he actually was.

 

“Thank God you’re here,” he said bleakly, shedding his jacket.

 

Rowan immediately sprang up and took the garment from him, hung it on its hook, and pulled the vampire into his arms.

 

Jason held onto him almost too tightly, periodically moving his hands over Rowan’s back, as if assuring himself that the Elf was really there. “Are you still angry?” he asked, voice muffled by Rowan’s shoulder.

 

“No,” Rowan responded. “You and Ness were right, and I'm sorry. Come on, let’s get you cleaned up and fed. You go take a shower, I’ll cook.”

 

Jason nodded vaguely and headed for the bathroom. After a moment Rowan heard water running.

 

Rowan went to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and removed a plastic pint jug of blood. Food Service delivered a three- or four-day supply at a time, as any longer than that and the blood would lose the life energy that nourished the vampires. It was taken from donors at a perfectly average-seeming blood bank, according to a list of biological and physical specifications that ensured it was as strong and healthy as possible. The whole process was disturbingly civilized.

 

This part, he knew, should sicken him, but it had become mostly normal to take out a glass, unscrew the cap on the container, and pour half its contents, then put it in the microwave long enough to warm it slightly. He put the rest back in the fridge with the two other still-sealed bottles. Aside from the blood, a six pack of beer, a couple of limes, and a pint of strawberries, there was nothing else in the fridge.

 

Rowan left the blood on the counter and returned to his wine; he heard Jason emerge from the bathroom a few minutes later and called, “Dinner’s ready.”

 

He could sense the change in Jason’s energy immediately: feeding got them high, and produced a sense of well-being and relaxation almost as good as sex. It was, in fact, sometimes better, if the blood was taken from a live human. Being domesticated had its drawbacks.

 

Jason was still weary, though, and after rinsing out the glass he came to join Rowan on the couch, stopping by the liquor cabinet to pour himself a rather large whiskey. He knocked the drink back in a single swallow, left the glass on the bar, sank onto the sofa, and laid his head on Rowan’s lap with a sigh.

 

His hand curved around Rowan’s thigh, holding on, and Rowan twined his fingers in Jason’s hair, stroking his head and neck, just listening. “We thought there were only ten captives, but there were twenty-one. There were so many bodies…Only ten, plus the baby, were still alive. Three more died either at the scene or en route to the hospital. They starved them to death, Rowan. They just locked them up in there, chained to the wall, and let them die one by one. They came in and sprayed them with water once or twice a day. And while they were lying there, begging for food, surrounded by the stink of rotting bodies and their own shit, the guards…they…”

 

Rowan opened himself to his lover, feeding him strength and love, and Jason drank it in as if he, too, were starving to death. After a moment, Jason said softly, “All I could think of was you. That night I found you. Every face was your face. And those people…women and children…to have been born and walked this earth only to leave it like that...and all of them have families out there who may never know what happened, what they suffered…”

 

“I know,” Rowan said. “But you saved me. And you saved as many as you could.”

 

“Not enough,” he whispered. “Not enough.”

 

This was what no one ever saw—the aftermath. They saw guns and the swirl of a black coat, and they saw calculated dispassion as justice was meted out and perpetrators were either detained or shot. The other Agents saw strength and power, a man who could outrun and out-fight anyone, who was unmoved by pleas for mercy. They saw immortal beauty contained in flashing blue eyes. A leader, perhaps even a hero, to some.

 

Only Rowan saw what happened after the blood had been washed away and the reports were made. Jason turned his face into Rowan's lap, visibly shaking, dying over and over again—once for every life he'd been too late to save. He didn't weep; even Rowan had not yet seen him do that, but he knew well that there were some kinds of anguish too raw for tears.

 

After a while, Rowan coaxed Jason into the bedroom and undressed him, guiding him to lie down on his stomach on the bed; Rowan dug in the nightstand drawer for a bottle he'd left there a few weeks back, an oil scented in the same blend he used in the shower. He knew that aside from enflaming Jason's libido under the right circumstances, it also had the effect of relaxing him after an unduly stressful shift. Rowan poured some into his palms and straddled his lover's middle, opening the link between them to read and interpret what Jason needed.

 

Soon he was kneading the tension out of the vampire's shoulders and back, expert hands knowing just where to press, and how hard, to bring the deepest release. Rowan let himself slip into a healing trance, energy flowing between them, Rowan lifting the pain from Jason's body and heart and washing them away with energy like a sun-warmed stream. It was an elementary part of his training, but he'd found over the centuries that the easiest methods were often the most effective. Despite the basic function and reputation of the rethla, more often than not, people needed touch and comfort more than sex.

 

His fingers worked into the muscles of Jason's back, the heels of his hands dug in beneath his shoulder blades, and as he worked his way down Jason's body he felt him drifting off to sleep, peace returning to him long enough to carry him into dreams that Rowan hoped would be kind, or at least forgettable.

 

Nights like this didn't happen often. The strength was not a façade…but even the strongest heart had its breaking point. Rowan knew there were things that Jason had seen and done that he couldn't even conceive of, and didn't want to, but sometimes past and present would meet and something inside him would crack. Rowan wondered how he'd coped before, when he had to face it alone, in the dark, in the echoing silence.

 

Rowan pulled off his own clothes and lay down alongside the vampire, touching as much skin to skin as possible. Jason stirred and kissed his ear, murmuring something appreciative.

 

"Sleep," Rowan said softly. "It's safe to sleep."

 

"I know," came the equally soft reply. "You're with me."

 

 

Part Five

 

Sara crouched behind the stack of crates, ignoring the ache in her thighs from maintaining the same position for so long, and listened hard for footsteps. She could barely see in the darkness but that was all right—in the mostly-empty warehouse every noise echoed, and she followed the clomp of heavy boots as it moved toward her and away, clockwork, letting her memorize the pattern of the guard’s steps.

 

There. At the apogee of his circuit, she shoved herself away from the crates, running silently for the next stack.

 

Once behind the shield she reached into her belt and pulled out her gun, sliding the clip in carefully, timing the click to the guard’s step. She tried not to pant; it was amazing how much easier it was to move that fast after months of working her ass off with Carlos.

 

The headset she was wearing wasn’t an Ear, so it was a little cumbersome, but she adjusted the mic and said quietly, “Target in twenty yards.”

 

The voice on the other end replied, “Access code 4478983.”

 

“4478983,” she confirmed, committing it to memory and hoping to god she wouldn’t forget it between here and the door. “Going in.”

 

Sara listened one final time for the guard’s retreating tread, then crept out from behind her shield and made for the locked door at the far end of the warehouse, arms pumping, sprinting as if her life depended on it.

 

“FREEZE!” she heard the guard yell, and suddenly there was light everywhere. Temporarily blinded, she hit the ground in a roll and came up shooting.

 

The first guard went down with a grunt, but there were three more; two up on the catwalk, another on the far end of the room that she’d snuck past on her way in. They were all running toward her, taking aim, and she had seconds—there was no cover, no way out.

 

Sara rose up on her knee and lifted her gun again, taking out the far end guard, then dove across to the first she’d shot, who lay with his rifle falling out of his hands. She seized the weapon and ran backwards toward the door, aiming up on the catwalk—two shots, and both men fell over, weapons clattering awkwardly to the metal floor.

 

She slung the rifle around to her back and flattened herself up against the door, opening the keypad’s outer casing. Behind her she could hear the rush of feet as more guards—at least ten—came thundering in to stop her, but she concentrated, and entered the code: 4478983.

 

The lock opened with a loud chunk, and she ducked inside.

 

The door swung shut behind her, and silence fell, Sara’s breath coming hard as she let the rifle slide down her shoulder to the ground.

 

She lifted her head to regard the row of people sitting at the table opposite her.

 

They were all smiling.

 

A beat, and they began to applaud.

 

*****

 

There were a handful of children living in the Agency base. For the most part they went unnoticed; their parents had a social network of their own, and the children themselves spent their time in day care aboveground, or out in the garden or the playground behind the main building. They had classes, they went on outings, and behaved themselves so well that Sara might never even have known they existed, if not for Elora’s sudden appearance in their lives and the question of what to do with her.

 

Sara and Rowan stood at the edge of the yard, hidden among the shrubbery, watching the children at play. The kids ran up the steps to the slide and shrieked gleefully as they shot down it, and they pumped their legs on the swings, and they jumped rope. Sara counted seven total.

 

Seven total, plus Elora. The Elfling, however, wasn’t really playing; she was sitting in the grass nearby, holding the stuffed elephant they’d found her with in Pasadena, and she was watching the others with a bemused sort of expression as if she were an anthropologist studying pantsless tribesmen in the outback.

 

The other children seemed a bit unsure as to how to relate to her; it was obvious she was different, even aside from her appearance. She was too quiet, too self-possessed for her age, and the fact that she could walk and run and move as well as the ten-year-olds—and was far more articulate than many adults—made them uneasy. But for all her maturity, she still held onto her elephant, and she still looked a little lost, torn away from her family and all she knew, confronted with these strange mortal creatures.

 

“She looks so sad,” Sara commented. “Do Elflings play like human kids?”

 

“Yes,” Rowan replied. “If there were others here she’d be laughing and singing, probably dancing. She looks interested in the swings, too. But she’s a fish out of water here.”

 

“Poor thing. I know it was hard for you, and you were an adult. I can’t imagine what she must be feeling.”

 

“She feels like an orphan,” Rowan said. “And as far as we know, that’s what she is.”

 

“Is she going to stay with you now that they’ve released her from the infirmary?”

 

“Probably. I’m hoping we can turn up a better home for her, though. There are a few other Elves working for the Agency—I’ve put the word out to all branches that we’re looking for anyone from Clan Birch, especially Ardeth.”

 

“At least she’s not a human baby. She’d be in diapers and maybe even still breast-feeding. Still, it’s hard to imagine you with a kid.”

 

“Tell me about it. But I’d rather her be with me than in a human’s custody—she’s already been through enough, at least she can have someone nearby who doesn’t think she’s a freak.”

 

“They’re young,” Sara said. “They’ll get used to each other.”

 

As Sara spoke, one of the little girls approached Elora cautiously and said something to her Sara couldn’t hear. The Elfling looked up at her, considering, then replied.

 

The little girl, who had curly brown hair pulled up in springy pigtails and looked about seven or eight, held out a hand, and after a moment Elora took it and stood up. The human child pulled her along to the swings, and in a few minutes was pushing the Elfling, who seemed confused at first as to what to do, but caught on quickly and even cracked a smile.

 

“There,” Sara said. “She’ll be okay. Don’t worry.”

 

They walked together back into the building, Rowan brooding—he was doing that a lot these days, she’d noticed, and it saddened her. He’d been doing so well until that attack a few nights ago; being with Jason had done so much to heal his remaining wounds. Now he seemed vulnerable again, even fragile, and she knew he was dwelling on the past and it wasn’t good for him.

 

“Come on,” she told him. “Let’s go have a massive ass ice cream. I feel like celebrating.”

 

Now he smiled. “Yes, congratulations are in order—I hear you passed your six-month practical with flying colors.”

 

“Looks like. I think they were just glad I didn’t shoot myself in the foot.”

 

He made a face. “Don’t start that, Sara. You’ve made excellent progress since then—everyone’s pleased with your work. Otherwise they wouldn’t be sending you out in the field.”

 

“Yeah…I don’t know. The test was a simulation. Holographs. It’s different.”

 

“You’ll do fine. The other SAs will take care of you. Whom did they team you up with?”

 

“Jason,” Sara said with an inward groan. “I’m not sure who’d be worse, him or Beck, but she’s not on patrol this month, so he and I are stuck with each other. So I’ll be tagging along with him twice a week and starting on the hard stuff in the meantime—like the Ears, only the Agent end rather than the console. My third eye’s going to be crispy fried.”

 

They entered the cafeteria, which was buzzing with the dinner crowd, and Sara rewarded herself for a job well done, or at least done and over with, with a bowl of macaroni and cheese. There was also some sort of curried vegetable mess that Rowan looked positively gleeful over, so they retired to a table in the corner.

 

A moment or two in and she noticed that the Elf’s cheeks were a little pink. “Is it that spicy?” she asked between bites.

 

He looked up, surprised, and then bit his lip sheepishly. “No…Indian food is sort of…well, if you remember that first date…”

 

She laughed, hard, nearly choking on her macaroni. “So what you’re saying is, curry turns you on? That’s awesome.” She gave him a mischievous, if rueful, grin. “Too bad I have a review session with Policy and Procedures in an hour, or I’d take care of that for you.”

 

“I appreciate the offer.” He glanced up at the clock. “Four more hours before he’s off shift, damn it.”

 

“You’re going to ambush him in his office again, aren’t you.”

 

“Oh, probably. If not in the locker room.”

 

Sara saw one of the Admins approaching their table in something of a hurry, and sat back, lowering her fork. She recognized him: Steve, Ness’s assistant, dressed as always in his impeccable suit with his nose firmly planted in the air.

 

When he reached them, though, he cleared his throat a bit nervously, and shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other as he said, “Excuse me, I’m sorry to interrupt, but SA-5’s presence is urgently requested in the Director’s office.”

 

Rowan met the Admin’s gaze, and Steve looked even more discomfited. “Did she say what it’s regarding?”

 

“Something to do with the Elven refugee, sir. A message has been received from a delegation seeking custody of the child, and they refuse to speak with anyone but you directly.”

 

“I see.” Rowan nodded, not seeming surprised. “I’ll be right there. Thank you.”

 

Steve all but sprinted off, and Rowan chuckled. “What was that about?” Sara asked.

 

“Oh, nothing—he has a crush on you, is all, and he thinks I’m terrifying. The usual.”

 

“A crush on me? You’re joking, right? He doesn’t even know I’m female.”

 

The Elf smiled sagely. “Trust me, I know these things. I should run—would you mind putting this up for me? I hate to miss the ice cream—I have tomorrow evening free, we could get wasted and have sex in your honor.”

 

“Sounds like a party. As long as you keep me up to date on all the Elf-baby gossip.”

 

“Yes, ma’am.” He rose fluidly and left the room, and Sara reflected as she watched him walk away that her life, while certainly strange and getting stranger by the day, was really going pretty well these days.

 

*****

 

It had been years since Rowan had laid eyes upon one of his own kind, child or otherwise, and now in the space of three days he’d seen two: Elora, and now Sedna, the woman staring back at him over the video network.

 

“Blessings upon you this day, elder,” Sedna said, bowing to the camera slightly. “I am Sedna of Clan Yew.”

 

He returned the gesture and the greeting. “Rowan, Shadow Agent 5, Austin.”

 

She looked mildly taken aback at his identification—no clan, no Elvish name—but didn’t comment. He noticed that her appearance was a more extreme version of his own; her hair was stark white with only a few strands of grey, and her eyes were a silvery blue that almost seemed white themselves.

 

“Clan Yew,” he said. “I do not remember hearing of you before now.”

 

“We are a refugee Clan,” she replied. “Yew is made up of the remnants of other Clans that have been destroyed in the last fifty years. We have among us former members of Birch.”

 

“Excellent. I trust you’ve heard of our own little refugee.”

 

“I have indeed. I would like to send a delegation to collect her.”

 

Rowan couldn’t help but bristle a little at her choice of words, and at her tone, which touched on imperious and awoke his rebellious streak. “I would like to meet your delegation, to ascertain whether the situation is safe for Elora. I know nothing of your Clan’s location or membership, and if it’s unstable I won’t feel comfortable giving up custody of the child.”

 

Now it was Sedna’s turn to bristle, but she was obviously a born diplomat, and held her tongue. “Very well. Shall we arrange a rendezvous point? I assume you are loath to give out the address of your secret military base.”

 

“You assume correctly. Transmitting coordinates now.” He leaned forward and hit “send.” “Tomorrow evening at sunset at this location, you’ll be met by two Shadow Agents who will bring your delegation here to the base.”

 

“As you wish.”

 

The connection was severed, and Rowan looked over at Ness, who had stayed off to one side during the conversation. “A bit presumptuous, isn’t she?” the Director asked, leaning back in her chair thoughtfully.

 

Rowan closed the conferencing window. “I suspect she was part of the governing council of whatever Clan she hails from. Do we have a location from the trace?”

 

Ness looked at her own screen. “Somewhere near Santa Fe.”

 

He frowned. “Well, she’s not from Santa Fe.”

 

“How do you know?”

 

“Wherever Clan Yew is living has a hard winter, with a lot of snow. I can tell by her hair. Which means she was calling from a dummy location, which means she doesn’t trust us. Which means I don’t trust her.”

 

“Since when are Elves the scheming sort? I thought it was all white light and bunny rabbits with your folk.”

 

Rowan made a face at her, and she chuckled. “We tend to be a bit more cautious now that most of us have been murdered. It may simply be that she wants to keep the whole thing secure and their location secret. Or she may have something to hide. I’ll know more when we meet in person. She’d have to have shields of steel to pull one over on a rethla.”

 

“So she obviously didn’t know you personally—how did she know to call you ‘elder?’ She didn’t look any younger than you.”

 

“Oh, she could tell. Just as I could tell she’s about a hundred and sixty. If she’s the spokeswoman I’d wager she’s one of the oldest of Clan Yew.”

 

Ness regarded him seriously for a moment before saying, “You don’t like this.”

 

“I don’t like feeling suspicious of my own people.”

 

“You think they have ill intentions toward the girl?”

 

“No. They wouldn’t hurt her; she’s a precious commodity. But they may have ill intentions toward the Agency. I’d like to request extra backup for this excursion—at least four Agents visible and another team covert.”

 

“Done,” Ness agreed. “I’ll send SA-7 and 8 to be your immediate bodyguards. Jason has full Agency authority so if any decisions need to be made—“

 

“—meaning if things go south and someone needs to be shot,” Rowan cut in.

 

“—he can handle whatever they throw at us. If you decide that this is in any way a scam or an ambush, I authorize you to break off diplomatic relations or whatever you deem necessary.”

 

“Thank you. I hope it won’t come to that. I hope I’m just being paranoid.”

 

“Paranoia is part of the job,” Ness told him. “I’m proud of you, these last months—finally getting out of the base has been good for you. You’re thinking more and more like an Agent.”

 

“Perhaps,” he replied, feeling suddenly tired and old from the sheer weight of memory. “But I’m becoming less and less like an Elf.”

 

 

Part Six

 

“Here we are,” Rowan said, holding the door open. “This is where you’ll be staying for the next few days.”

 

Elora walked into the apartment, her long braid swinging behind her and her arms around her elephant, and surveyed the living room with interest. He knew she was seeing more than the physical—at her age she wouldn’t be terribly good at shielding, so she’d pick up psychic and emotional impressions the way a human child would pick up overheard curse words.

 

“Does the night-walker live here with you?” she asked, looking back at him.

 

He paused where he was settling her bag of meager belongings onto the couch. “No,” he answered. “He has his own quarters down below the ground.”

 

Elora nodded. “Where the sun can’t reach,” she noted. “Did they let you bring the picture I was drawing?”

 

“They did.” He fished the sketchpad out of the bag, along with a box of oil pastels—more adult than crayons, but still vibrantly colored. He handed both to her and she plopped down at the coffee table, propping her elephant up against the table leg setting up her miniature studio carefully with tiny hands.

 

“That’s a lovely tree,” he said when she opened the sketchbook. “Is it one you remember from home?”

 

“Yes. I used to climb in her branches. She called me her little squirrel.”

 

Rowan lay a hand on her head, and she looked up at him, a moment of shared sorrow passing between them. It had been a long time since he’d been around someone who understood the depth and breadth of what he had lost.

 

She returned to her drawing and he went into the kitchen to deposit the grocery sack of snacks and drinks the childcare people had sent along; he examined each item, approving, and called to her, “Would you like some juice?”

 

“Yes, please.”

 

He tried not to think about how weird he felt taking care of an Elfling, even for a few days; he was still sure this was the right place for her, but that didn’t make him parent material. Sara had been right—he was lucky there were no diapers involved.

 

As he brought Elora her juice, the apartment door beeped, and the door swung inward, revealing Jason on the other side. He started to walk in, then saw the child on the floor and froze.

 

“Oh, I forgot,” he said, momentarily flustered. “I can go, if…”

 

Elora smiled up at him broadly. “Hello!” she sang around her juice glass. “I remember you! You rescued me, and you live underground.”

 

The vampire blinked and didn’t seem to know how to respond to that, but Rowan gestured for him to come in, and he locked the door behind him.

 

Jason sat gingerly on the couch a few feet from Elora, but she jumped up and went right over to him, climbing up into his lap for a hug.

 

Rowan hid his laughter at the vampire’s stricken expression.

 

Finally, Jason squeezed her round the middle, and satisfied, she went back to her work, humming quietly…and blessedly on key.

 

“Don’t be scared,” Elora said reasonably. “I’m a lot smaller than you.”

 

Something changed in his face, and he said, “True, but I heard that Elflings are poisonous.”

 

She giggled. “Then you shouldn’t eat me. I’m Elora.”

 

He laughed at that. “It’s nice to meet you, officially, miss Elora. You can call me Jason.”

 

“You and Rowan are…” she frowned, looking for the right word in English, and turned her face up to the Elf. “Amori?” she asked.

 

“Lovers,” he clarified.

 

“Small word,” Elora said, pursing her lips. “Wrong word. This language stops too soon.”

 

“Yes, it does.” To Jason’s puzzled look, he said, “There isn’t a direct analogue for amori in English. To us, ‘lovers’ is too small, too limited in its meaning.”

 

“How many kinds of lovers are there in Elvish?” Jason asked.

 

“About a dozen, plus some that overlap with ‘friend.’”

 

“And what kind are amori?”

 

Rowan started to try and find an answer that wouldn’t make Jason uneasy, but Elora spoke before he could come up with anything. “The kind that are always,” she explained. “The kind that are spirit and heart. The kind that wear bands, like my mother and father did.”

 

The Elf cringed—there, she’d brought it up, now he was in for it.

 

Jason raised an eyebrow. “Bands?”

 

Elora either didn’t notice Rowan’s discomfort or didn’t care—given the smile it was probably the latter. He'd forgotten how devilishly clever the young ones could be. “Around here,” she said, touching her right wrist. “Silver means amorea. Mother had one with Father’s name, and he had one with hers. Sometimes they spent nights with other people, but they always came back, always.”

 

Rowan cleared his throat. “The suffix is a gender. The ‘ea’ on the end indicates one male and one female, the ‘I’ is two male, an ‘a’ alone would be two female. For a trio you’d have a whole different set of endings.”

 

Obviously the suffix wasn’t what was on Jason’s mind, but he nodded. “Oh.” He managed a wry smile. “Is there a word you use when two people love each other but have only been together for a few months and really haven’t quite reached that whole jewelry stage yet?”

 

“Yes,” Elora said, nodding at him very seriously. “Denial.”

 

There was a knock at the door, and Rowan said, “Thank you god,” before he could stop himself.

 

“I’ll get it!” Jason said hastily and sprang up.

 

Beck was standing out in the hallway with a box wrapped in sparkling glitter paper. “I came to see the little critter,” she announced and pushed past her twin. “You look like someone hit you in the head with a brick, bubba—everything okay?”

 

“Elora was just educating us on Elven customs and terrifying us beyond all rational sense,” Rowan informed the mop-headed vampire, whose hair was currently streaked both red and green in honor of the holiday season.

 

Beck knelt in front of the Elfling, who was staring at her openly, and handed her the package she was carrying. “It’s a present for you.”

 

Elora might not be human, but wrapping paper was a universal enticement for children, and she tore into the packaging with gusto, revealing two things: the first Harry Potter book, and a chessboard.

 

“I like books,” Elora said, sniffing the pages with a smile. “Tiomi Rowan, can you teach me to read English later?”

 

“Of course,” he said with a smile at the title: Uncle. He caught Beck’s eye and added, “I can teach her telepathically in a matter of minutes, don’t worry.”

 

“Cool.” Beck pulled the chessboard out and said to the child, “This is a game—I’ll teach you how to play. I figured Candyland might be a little young for you.”

 

Elora was grinning again, and hopped up to give Beck an enthusiastic hug around the neck. “Thank you.”

 

Beck hugged her back, and the two got down to the business of opening up the chessboard and arranging the pieces, while Beck started to explain the different sorts of moves.

 

Jason rose from the couch and came to stand by Rowan at the bar. “I could use a drink. A big drink.”

 

Rowan nodded and poured them both a whiskey. “Are you freaking out about what she said?”

 

Jason swallowed his entire glass and shook his head. “Not at all. You?”

 

“No, of course not. Okay, maybe a little.”

 

The vampire looked relieved. “Isn’t goading us into marriage supposed to be a mother’s job, not a two-year-old’s?”

 

“Well, it’s not marriage, really, we don’t have…um, right. Just remember, she’s smart but she’s still a child. The world is a lot simpler to her.” He looked his lover directly in the eye and said, “Just to be clear, I don’t expect any sort of commitment from you, ever. I’m perfectly happy with how things are.”

 

“Good. Me too. Now, Ness tells me we may have a home for the little Yenta?”

 

“We may. We’ve got a briefing on the rendezvous at five tomorrow in Conference One.”



“You’re expecting trouble.”

 

“I’m expecting drama. Whether that translates to something worse, we’ll see. I’d rather be prepared than caught off guard.”

 

“What makes you so suspicious? They’re Elves, aren’t they? They may be a ragtag Clan, but they’re still a Clan.”

 

“Maybe. But I still don’t like it. I won’t like it until I meet them face to face.”

 

"Why not?"

 

Rowan looked away, out into the living room where Elora and Beck were starting their first match, the child's bare feet swaying back and forth as she hummed, one hand grasping her stuffed elephant and the other sliding a pawn forward two spaces.

 

He took a long drink off his whiskey and said, softly, "Yew trees are poisonous."

 

*****

 

Mayfield Park and Preserve was one of Rowan's favorite places in Austin. He'd been perhaps three times, once back before he had the inhibitor, but there were usually few enough people wandering through the garden and nature trails that he had been able to withstand the mental pressure with only a migraine to show for it later. Since then he'd been twice with Sara on days when they were actually out with the sun. Once, they'd accidentally crashed a wedding being held on the grounds and been treated to champagne and cake by cheerful revelers.

 

The former owners' house and gardens were situated at the front of the land, with the preserve spreading out behind it to the lake. There were peacocks roaming the garden, sometimes perched majestically in a low-branched tree, their eerie wailing cries piercing the air and scaring the hell out of passersby.

 

The park closed at sunset and was close to the base, making it an ideal spot for the rendezvous. Rowan climbed out of the Agency van with Beck, Jason, and two other Agents in tow; the rest were already here, covering vantage points around the garden where the meeting would take place.

 

Rowan had chosen to dress in uniform like the others instead of wearing something more typical of his race—he wanted it clear where his loyalties lay. He also wore the inhibitor…and his gun. He wasn't armed to the teeth like the twins were, but he was wary.

 

For their part the Adams Agents had not bothered concealing their arsenals; even with Beck's multicolor hair the two of them together were an impressive, and disturbing, pair.

 

"This way," Rowan said, inclining his head toward the gardens.

 

Jason fell into step beside him, his gaze darting around and sizing up the place instantly. "I'm not sure I like this. There are a lot of hiding places."

 

"Yes, and we have Agents in most of them. But this ground is sacred—generations of Witches have practiced here. The delegation will feel it and it will put them at ease. If we can avoid any tension, so much the better."

 

"And this show of power you're going for—that's supposed to relax them?"

 

"It's supposed to let them know whose territory they're on," Rowan replied sharply. "Don't tell me you're suddenly against the idea of being intimidating, in that getup."

 

Jason smiled. "You're one to talk." As they reached the open area paved with stones in among the koi ponds, Jason grasped Rowan's hand just for a second and placed it on the gun he had strapped to his right hip.

 

Rowan looked down and made a noise halfway between a groan and a laugh. "Did you have to bring that one?"

 

"Of course. It's your favorite." With that, Jason took position behind him and to his right, with the gun—Vera—on obvious display. Beck stood on the left, and nodded to one of the additional Agents, who was at the house; he threw a switch and a floodlight came on, pointed indirectly across the garden so it was easy to see by but not blinding.

 

"We're in position," Rowan heard Jason say quietly, the sentence echoing telepathically over his Ear.

 

Minutes ticked by, the night deepening, the cicada song and crickets almost deafening. In the distance a dog barked and plane flew overhead.

 

"Greetings," came a voice. "Blessings upon you this night."

 

Rowan turned toward the sound and bowed. "And upon you."

 

As one, the delegation stepped out from the shadows, and Rowan heard Beck's indrawn breath at the spectacle before them.

 

Five Elves, one in front and four behind just like the Agency team, approached, the leader definitely Sedna. Her white hair and silver eyes were luminous in the darkness, amplified by the flowing pale blue robes she wore trailing down to the ground. She was as slender and graceful as a doe, and to a human would appear no more than twenty.

 

Her companions…there, even Rowan was shocked. They were not in traditional Elven garb of robes and cloaks, but in warrior's clothing—fitted close to the body, in dark forest colors that would blend into the shadows and the trees. All four were armed…and not just with blades.

 

A cold pool of dread formed in Rowan's stomach. "Good evening, Sedna and representatives of Clan Yew," he said, stepping forward. "I trust you had a safe journey to Texas."

 

Sedna nodded once, graciously, and again he felt the mad urge to slap her. Had his people always been condescending, or was this new, like the guns? Were they changing, or had he, or both?

 

"We wish to see the child," Sedna said, her tone very clearly a command.

 

"You will. First I would like to meet your fellow delegates."

 

"These are my bodyguards. You can understand, of course, why in this day and age I would be cautious meeting with a group of humans…or whatever these are."

 

Rowan smiled. "Vampires."

 

Sedna blanched visibly, and he had the pleasure of seeing her flabbergasted. "I…I see. This Agency of yours has extremely permissive hiring practices, it would seem."

 

Time to cut to the chase, he decided. "Our child custody practices are not so permissive, Sedna. We are still searching for her father, and even though I would like to have Elora among a Clan where she’ll feel more comfortable than at the base, I'm not turning Elora over to you until I'm sure she will be safe and that this Clan of yours is legitimate and a good home for her."

 

Sedna looked about ready to say something derogatory about either Rowan or the SA, but thought better of it and glanced back at her guards. "Very well, then, I shall introduce them to you, if you will do the same."

 

"Of course."

 

Rowan turned his attention to the guards—three male and one female, all of them dangerous looking…and all of them with short-cropped white hair. He'd never seen anything like it; Elves, all of them, let their hair grow long, at least to the shoulders. Even the warriors did so. Elves in general had similar features, but with the short hair the four were virtually indistinguishable, though after a moment differences began to emerge that he doubted the others of his party could discern.

 

He was so unused to looking at his own people that their uniform beauty seemed almost boring. Humans had a splendid variety of faces and shapes. He hadn't been joking, months ago, when he'd told Sara he preferred the women of her race to his own. Looking at the Elven guardswoman before him, he could say she was beautiful, but…

 

He stared, mouth going dry.

 

The guardswoman came forward first to be introduced, and when she got a good look at him, she, too, froze.

 

"It can't be," he whispered. Behind him he felt the Agents tense, Jason's hand twitching toward Vera at the shock in Rowan's voice.

 

The Elven woman stared back at him, a thousand emotions passing over her face. Sedna, who was about to speak, paused mid-word at the look on their faces, and looked from her guard to Rowan and back again several times, mouth dropping open.

 

"Well," Sedna stammered, "at least now we know who you really are, Agent."

 

The guardswoman met his eyes. "Hello, Father."

 

 

Part Seven

 

Jason stood silently watching the Elves settle into the guest quarters, noticing that the guards were as wary as he was, visually cataloging everything in the modest sitting room as a potential threat. Sedna had dismissed the entire place with a slight curl of her upper lip that made her look surprisingly unattractive for an Elf.

 

He had decided, between Mayfield and the base, that he didn’t like her. In fact to be honest he didn’t like any of them—the judgment was handed down swift and sure by his subconscious, and he had long ago learned to trust that voice, even when it flew in the face of all logic. This time logic agreed. These people, whatever they were, were nothing like the Elves Rowan had described in the memories of his people. They were something different, perhaps something new, and Jason didn’t like it at all.

 

Sedna especially pissed him off. She was condescending and cold, and treated Rowan like a second-class citizen even though she clearly understood this was his territory. She demanded to see Elora, and was refused; she made backhanded compliments about the base and the Agency with her disdain so thinly veiled he could practically smell it. She was either treated like the second coming by Elvenkind or she was just a complete bitch, and he had his theories on which of the two it was.

 

SA-7 had a sinking feeling that this whole affair was going to go badly. The way the Elves reacted when forced to give up their guns in the base only seemed to back up that feeling.

 

He surreptitiously tapped his Ear and told Sage, [I want a guard posted in front of this door at all times. And reprogram the hallway security camera to a two-second delay instead of a six. If anyone goes in or comes out of this place I want to know about it.]

 

[Yes, sir,] she said without comment, which told him Sage didn’t like it either.

 

“If I may ask,” Sedna said, bringing his attention back to their guests, “Why must our meeting with the child wait until tomorrow evening? I do not understand why the Agency does everything under cover of darkness.”

 

Jason smiled. “Well, Ms…what term of address would you prefer?”

 

She seemed taken aback that he bothered to ask, but protocol was protocol. “I am an Elder of the Clan Yew Governing Council; 'Councilor' will suffice.”

 

“Very well, Councilor. Most of our senior Agents are nocturnal, as are many of the creatures and people we deal with in our work. Activity goes on at the base at all hours, however.”

 

She sniffed. “I have never heard of such a thing—a nocturnal Elf.”

 

“And I have never heard of Elves carrying guns, so it’s been a big day for us both, hasn’t it.”

 

She glared at him but went back to her unpacking.

 

Strangely, the guards seemed more accepting of his presence. One of them, a male, even shot him an appraising look that he was well aware had nothing to do with the mission. He’d returned it with a raised eyebrow, and the guard looked away quickly, biting his lip.

 

So they weren’t made of stone; that was good, if not exactly comforting.

 

“When will my fourth guard be returned to me?” Sedna asked.

 

“As soon as she and SA-5 are finished talking. I imagine they have a lot of catching up to do.”

 

The way she referred to Kaeli, she must think of the others about as highly as she thought of Rowan himself—she treated them dismissively, almost as property. She probably thought of Elora as a prize she was tasked with winning.

 

His dislike was coming dangerously close to outright hatred by now.

 

“What provisions have been made for our nourishment?”

 

He gave Sedna another smile. “Your meals will be catered here in your quarters. Food Service is accustomed to caring for Elves, so I’m sure you’ll find our provisions adequate.”

 

She looked doubtful, but nodded. “Good. We would prefer not to…mix company…while we are here. I hope that Elora has been kept isolated from outside influences as well.”

 

“Actually, Councilor, she’s been making a lot of friends among the children here. She’s quite a charmer. We’re all very fond of her.”

 

The Elf stared at him, mouth working silently, trying to figure out what to say to that. Finally she managed, “I would have hoped that the Agency would understand her importance enough to provide her with more suitable companionship, but if Elves here are willing to accept the presence of the undead, I suppose I cannot expect much.”

 

Jason stepped forward, coming to stand directly in front of her, and looked down at her, schooling his expression carefully into neutrality. “Councilor, I will remind you of two things: one, you are a guest here. Two, if you continue to insult either myself or Rowan, you will find yourself tossed out of this facility on your divine immortal ass.”

 

Her nostrils flared; again, not attractive. “I doubt, Agent, that you have the authority to issue such threats against a visiting dignitary, let alone the capability of carrying them out.”

 

He gave her a predator’s smile and had the satisfaction of seeing her pale a shade. “I am second in command of this entire branch,” he informed her. “I was also the Agent who found that child in a building full of corpses and the stench of decay. You will show this Agency and its representatives the appropriate respect or you will find out exactly what I am capable of.”

 

With that, he walked out of the apartment, adding, “Please feel free to call Housekeeping or Food Service at any time if you have needs. SA-5 will come to collect you tomorrow at sunset. Enjoy your stay.”

 

He didn’t look back to see the expression on Sedna’s face, but it was probably priceless.

 

*****

 

“I searched for you,” Rowan said, keeping both hands around his cup of tea to stop himself from reaching out to touch Kaeli and prove to himself she was really there. “As soon as I was able I put the word out, but heard nothing.”

 

She had refused offers of food and drink, and simply sat there, sometimes looking at him, sometimes staring around at the lounge. There were only three or four other people there, on the far side of the room, but she was clearly uncomfortable being around humans at any proximity.

 

When she didn’t reply, he asked, “How did you survive?”

 

“I ran,” she said simply. “There were about six of us who escaped and hid up in the trees. When the raid was finally over and the enemy gone, we came down. We lived in the ruins for a week before Clan Yew found us and took us in. I’ve been with them ever since.”

 

“Did you see…what happened to your mothers?”

 

“Dead,” Kaeli replied, her tone emotionless, or perhaps simply holding back too much. “I saw it…the only one who even survived the battle was Olisa, and they took her away. We found out later she died of her injuries before she could be sold.”

 

“God.” Rowan closed his eyes, thinking of Olisa’s spiced-wine laughter, the swing of her summer-toned hair. She had been a powerful healer and beloved of the entire Clan, as had her child, who sat before him now shaven and hard, armed.

 

“Why did you cut your hair?” he asked.

 

She countered with a question of her own. “Why did you change your name?”

 

He smiled a little. “You first.”

 

“It’s standard uniform for warriors in Clan Yew. Over half the Clan is made up of warriors—we won’t repeat the mistakes of the past and be caught unawares by the enemy.”

 

“And that’s why you carry guns?”

 

“Swords don’t do much good anymore. The elegance and mystery of the past is gone now—we have to survive however we can. If that means using these barbaric weapons, so be it. We’ve been trying to convince the remaining Clans to do the same before it’s too late, but they don’t listen.”

 

“Elves have never loved change,” he observed. “We want everything to be as timeless as we are. Everything is tradition and history.”

 

Kaeli nodded. “That’s what we’re trying to do—preserve that history. Preserve the bloodline. We’re a dying race, Father. You know that.”

 

“I do,” he agreed softly, staring into his tea. “I hear there are only seven intact Clans remaining.”

 

“Six, now that Birch has fallen.”

 

“How many are there in Clan Yew?”

 

“Thirty-seven. Only five children and no more on the way.”

 

“So Sedna wants Elora to make it six.”

 

Kaeli’s face darkened. “She should be with her people. Not living underground amongst the animals that killed her entire family.”

 

Rowan sat back, surprised at the anger in her voice. “The people here didn’t kill any of us. In the United States the Agency has rescued twenty-two Elves from slave traders, black magicians, whorehouses. Not all humans are evil just because some are.”

 

“They may not all be evil in the same way, but human beings are a blight upon this planet. They’ve destroyed everything our people worked for millennia to preserve. They consume every resource, kill every species they come in contact with, terrorize one another and any other race that’s different—“

 

“They’re young,” he said. “They’re young, and they’re afraid. But they aren’t all bad. Aside from those who attacked us you’ve never even met a human, much less known one personally. How can you judge their entire species?”

 

“I know enough. I’ve seen enough. I don’t need to know any more.” She stared at him as if he were a stranger, or a madman. “If you had seen the death and heard all the stories from the refugees who were tortured by those creatures, you wouldn’t be so quick to defend them.”

 

“Is that so?” Rowan smiled sadly, unbuttoning the sleeve of his shirt and pulling it up so she could see the scars on his wrist. “Do you know what this is from?”

 

She actually gasped at the ugly white and pink lines in his flesh, and after a moment said very quietly, “A neural toxicity implant. The kind they use in the slave trade.”

 

“That’s right. Your mother was lucky, Kaeli. It may sound cruel to say so, but she was, if she died before they could do this to her. For twenty years I was sold from one master to another, used and tortured and poisoned, my training turned against me. The Shadow Agency rescued me, nursed me back to health, and gave me a purpose again. Because of the men who did this I was celibate for over a decade until I met someone—a human—who helped me recover, and now I can finally go out in public, live my life, and love…yes, love, even after everything.”

 

There was shock and disgust in Kaeli’s voice as she asked, “You have a human lover?”

 

“Yes, I do. She’s a dear friend. And she isn’t the only one, although my other lover…my beloved…is not a human.”

 

She didn’t look like she wanted to know any more, but she said, “I thought you were the only Elf here.”

 

“I am.” He decided to use the word even though Jason would probably kill him for it—he wanted to make a point, and the only way to do it was to be as shocking as possible. “My amori, SA-7, is a vampire. He was with me in the park.”

           

Kaeli put her head in her hands, unable to look at him any longer. “I cannot believe this.”

 

He sighed and took a sip of his now-cold tea, his heart heavy in his chest. “I understand how you feel, Daughter, but I’ve made my choices.”

 

“We all wondered,” she said softly. “We know the identity of every Elf working with these people, but no one could figure out who you were. If you’ve renounced even your name, then that means you’re dead, doesn’t it?”

 

“It means that the person I was died with the Clan.”

 

“But you could take it back. It’s not irreversible. You could leave here and you and Elora both could come with us.” There was pleading in her voice now, and he could see the conflict in her eyes. "I’m sure if you sever all your ties with this place, and undergo the appropriate purifications, the Clan will take you back—"

 

“Purifications? What are you talking about?”

 

“It’s the Way,” she said, as if it were obvious. “The Way of the Goddess. The Clan Council codified it when Yew was first created. There was chaos in the old days and we needed new laws to keep order.”

 

“I don’t understand. There have never been codes and laws, only traditions.”

 

“It was necessary. We all have to work together to save our race. So when someone strays from the path and violates the Way, they have to be purified before they can be considered part of the Clan again. Everyone who joins is initiated, and then expected to keep to the Way. It unifies and protects us. The Council makes sure of it.”

 

“Or else what?”

 

“It varies. Most of the time you can be let back in if you show remorse and perform the proper penance. For something like this, though…the Council might vote for leniency because of what the humans did to you, but you’d still have to be purified. It would be painful, but think about it, you’d be among your own kind again, back where you belong, not here with these…”

 

She made a gesture that took in the entire Agency, and though he wanted desperately to believe she wasn't serious, the earnestness in her face dashed his hopes. He wasn’t quite sure how to react to her words, except to say, “You have got to be kidding.”

 

“Father—I can’t even lawfully call you that if you aren’t part of the Clan. Not if the old you, the real you, is considered dead. This life you’re living now, it’s not acceptable. Elves don’t live with humans. They're murderers, rapists, and thieves. And the thought of you lying down with a…” She swallowed hard, then went on, “…vampire…someone who feeds on the life of others…it’s blasphemy. But you’re not to blame, and I'm sure they'll see that. I can talk to Sedna for you.”

 

She wasn’t kidding. He could see it plainly, and moreover he could feel it..

 

“You’re not really a warrior,” he said, feeling sick. “You’re a soldier. Police. I’m guessing you enforce this Way, according to the Council’s mandate?”

 

“Someone has to. There are always those who resist, who want to go back to how things were. But we can’t. The humans have destroyed the order and harmony that we used to know. We have to do what we can to keep alive what’s left.”

 

“I see.”

 

Rowan looked at the girl, all that remained of his bloodline and one of the last precious remnants of his home. Her spiky white hair, her silver-blue eyes with a hint of lavender, her slender limbs; he thought of the submachine gun she’d been carrying and god knew how many other weapons she still had concealed. She was wearing a uniform just like that of the other three guards—and not all that different from the one he had on himself. She also wore a black choker with a silver insignia in its center, one he assumed either stood for the Clan as a whole or the “warriors” who enforced its laws. It was not a symbol he recognized.

 

His own people. His own family. He had missed them so much, their deaths a hole in the back of his heart, kept away from everyday view but still present, still hurting.

 

“All right,” he said. “Tell me more about the Way.”

 

 

Part Eight

 

Rowan was waiting in the conference room when Ness, Jason, and Beck answered his summons. He looked like he was about to jump out of his skin, and also like he’d been either crying or drinking, which immediately put Jason on edge. The Agent had to stop himself from flying to the Elf’s side to comfort him; but they were on the clock, and he had promised Ness professionalism.

 

“What’s going on, SA-5?” Ness asked as they sat across from him.

 

His eyes had the haunted look that they often got when he had just emerged from an episode. His energy wasn’t as discordant as it could have been, but he still felt psychically shaky, and his emotions were roiling dangerously close to the surface. An empath as strong as Rowan could send the entire base into a black depression if he lost control of his projective ability. Usually it was the receptive talent that went rogue and drove people mad, but the reverse had been known to happen.

 

Rowan took a deep breath and said, “There is no way in hell we can let those people take Elora.”

 

Jason and Ness exchanged looks. “Why not?” he asked. “What did Kaeli tell you?”

 

He made a helpless gesture. “Those people, that Clan—they don’t even deserve to use the word Clan—they’re all under the rule of some kind of theocratic oligarchy. They have a militia, they have laws that allow what amounts to magical torture, and they hate humans. Hate them. Them and any other race that isn’t Elven.”

 

“What do you mean, torture?” Ness asked.

 

“Their system of punishment involves what they call purification—it’s some kind of ritual that is supposed to cleanse the transgressor of her sins. I can’t even conceive of what it really is; we’ve never used that kind of magic in all our history. All Kaeli could tell me is that it’s hideously painful and those who survive it are never the same. She seemed to think that was a good thing. This Council that’s behind it is misusing sacred power given to us at the dawn of the universe, turning it into a mockery of its purpose. If we let them take Elora they’ll force her to undergo an initiatory rite and swear to uphold this Way under pain of torture.”

 

“Whoa,” Ness said, looking absolutely astonished for once. “If they hate humans so much, how can they act so much like us?”

 

“It’s obscene,” Rowan said, looking torn between rage and grief but unable to process either yet. “Kaeli tried to convince me to leave and join up with them. Of course since I’ve been involved with humans so intimately and have—in the words of my own offspring—engaged in sexual deviance with an abomination against the Way, I would have to be purified and renounce my entire identity to be accepted into the loving bosom of my people.”

 

“All this before they make you drink the Kool-Aid, I’m sure,” Ness muttered. “So we have a group of militant fundamentalist Elven zealots in the base. I’m doubling the security on their suite.”

 

“I don’t want them anywhere near Elora. I want them gone.”

 

Jason shook his head, his own bewilderment giving way to an almost cynical practicality. “We can’t just throw them out if they haven’t actually done anything, Rowan. If we do, and they’re as bad as you say, it’s likely they’ll consider it an act of war. If they’re willing to torture their own people for the sake of this cult, what kind of magic would they turn on us?”

 

“What are you saying? We should let them intimidate us into giving them an innocent child?”

 

“No, of course not. But we have to tread carefully here. They’re armed and they’re crazy. Historically that combination has never yielded positive results.”

 

Ness seemed to agree, and fortunately despite his emotions Rowan didn’t argue. “Point taken,” the Elf said. Jason hated that he sounded so old and tired. “What do we do?”

 

“Stall them,” Ness replied. “We’ll go through with the initial meeting and then draw the process out. We can tell them we’ve had contact with someone who knows where Elora’s father is - they can’t object to us wanting to reunite her with her blood kin, and I’m sure once we do find this Ardeth they’ll want a chance to indoctrinate him too.”

 

“We lie our asses off to visiting dignitaries?” Jason asked.

 

“Yes, we do.”

 

“That’s not exactly a long-term solution.”

 

“No, but it’s a perfectly legitimate reason not to turn the girl over just yet. If they try to force the issue, and show their true colors, we’ll have grounds to eject them from the premises. If not, we’ll still have a few more days to learn more about them and see if we can find another route.”

 

Rowan didn’t look satisfied, but he nodded his agreement. “I’d like to make one more recommendation—if we can spare it, have one of the Eyes divert to an internal scan. They may not have their guns, but I know they’re still dangerous. They’re using magic that has never been permitted among our people; I wouldn’t put it past them to have a whole arsenal of curses at the ready.”

 

“Good idea,” Ness said. “I’ll authorize it. For now, you two code off and get some rest. We’ll proceed tomorrow as planned but with more guards and more caution. If these people think they’re going to cause trouble in my branch they’re in for quite a surprise.”

 

*****

 

By the time Rowan picked Elora up from day care, the girl was half-asleep from an evening’s play. He made sure she had her elephant and her Harry Potter book, which she had been reading aloud to the other children, and carried her back to his quarters with her head on his shoulder.

 

Jason was there waiting for him, but said little until Elora was tucked into her makeshift bed on the couch, sleeping peacefully with an innocent, almost beatific smile on her face. Rowan stood over her a moment, his heart sickness steeling into resolve.

 

Jason came to stand beside him, offering an arm, and Rowan leaned into him, saying almost to himself, "Clan Yew isn't going to lay so much as a finger on her. We'll find her another home or I'll keep her myself if I have to, but she's not going with them."

 

He looked up at his lover, expecting some sort of disagreement, but the vampire's expression was also one of determination. "No, she's not," he replied, "unless it's over my cold twice-dead body and my big fucking gun."

 

"Thank you," Rowan said softly, turning in the embrace to lay his head on Jason's chest. "I knew you would understand."

 

Jason took his hand and led him to the bedroom, pulling the door to behind them so they could speak more freely. "I won't lie to you. I'm not too wild about the idea of having a child around, and I’m hoping we can work something else out. But if that's what you want to do, then that's what we'll do, and I'm behind you one hundred percent."

 

Rowan felt tears burn in his eyes—tears of relief that Jason would so easily back him up on this. He'd known that the vampire wouldn't simply hand her over to them, but hearing his resolve to protect her made the whole situation that much more bearable. As long as Jason was on his side, his side was the one that would win through. He knew that as strongly as he knew he could never, ever set foot on the lands of Clan Yew and come back alive.

 

Jason seemed to sense his confusion, and steered him gently toward the bed, helping him out of his clothes a little at a time without making it obvious he was being undressed. Before Rowan really knew what had happened, he was naked beneath the comforter, and Jason was removing the last of his uniform and joining him in the familiar, Elf-and-vampire scented nest of linens and pillows where much of their lovemaking took place.

 

Rowan's bed was hung with layers of sheer fabric and tapestries that cast various tones of shadow around the room, like sleeping beneath the canopy of a tree. The bed was on a platform, and its browns and purples balanced against the pale blue walls that faded from a dark water color at the floor to the airy blue of midheaven near the ceiling. Rowan had added blackout shutters to the two bedroom windows to protect Jason, but other than that, the whole place was full of light, and air, and rest, and peace.

 

They curled up under the blankets, Jason's head resting sideways on Rowans' shoulder, his hand ghosting lightly over the Elf’s bare thigh. Rowan's fingers traced circles and spirals along Jason's side and over his bicep. For a while they simply forgot where they were, and thought only of each other.

 

"I love how soft your skin is right here," Jason murmured, stroking along the inside of Rowan's leg with his fingernails. "And how warm the rest of you is, all over."

 

Rowan didn't reply, although he was enjoying the contact, and after a moment Jason said, as gently as before, "We're going to figure this out, Rowan. One way or another we'll find a good home for that child, and we'll come to some sort of truce with Yew, and maybe you can even convince Kaeli to come and visit someday. But it will take time. We've got matters of politics and race pride and genocide and bloodlines and families and personal vendettas and all manner of other crap tied up in this, and untying the knot will take care, but we can do it."

 

The Elf sighed and burrowed into Jason’s neck, his voice muffled as he said, “The Clan I knew celebrated love in all its forms. Now only twenty years later my own daughter thinks I’m a deviant. Back when I was only a hundred or so we had other races travel through our lands all the time, and they were given respect and safe passage. Sometimes one of our own would go with them and return months or years later full of stories, passing wonders, great adventures to fire the imagination. We called them the Wanderers. Now, if someone were to wander into Clan Yew, they'd be imprisoned as a race traitor and either brainwashed back into the Clan or killed to keep it pure. How did it come to this? How can they…we…god, I don't even know who I am anymore."

 

Jason said nothing for a moment, and then surprised Rowan by asking, "Can you teach me Elvish?"

 

"Of course I can. I could give it to you right now. Why the sudden interest?"

 

"A lot of reasons. Obviously the delegation thinks I'm a subspecies of deaf cockroach—they talk about me constantly while I'm in the room, and I know they are but I can't understand exactly what they're saying. Plus, if I don't let on that I do, they might let something slip. And it would be nice to be able to interpret the things that Elora says, like when she tells us we’re married. Also I want to know what you're screaming while you come in my mouth."

 

Rowan chuckled, felt his face heating up. "Oh…well, if you put it that way, it sounds rational."

 

Jason smiled and kissed him, both getting lost in the heat of each other’s lips and hands, until Rowan pulled back a little and said, “Open up and let me in.”

 

“Now? All right…is there anything else I should do?”

           

Rowan wrapped one leg around his middle and pulled them firmly against each other. “Don’t stop.”

 

Kisses melted into kisses, and while Jason’s mouth traveled along the line of his clavicle, Rowan reached into his mind with a light touch and opened a channel between them, drawing their minds together so that he could impart the knowledge of his ancestral language to the vampire, a process remarkably like downloading music. It was easy, so easy—they had a connection already, and it seemed to become stronger with each month they were together. Two beings with the kind of power they had between them could be a force to be reckoned with, or at least an incredibly efficient partnership in the field.

 

Jason gasped and froze as the entirety of the Elven language arranged itself into his head; his hands tightened around Rowan’s arms, and a tremor ran through him. “Holy…god. That was different.”

 

“Languages are more intense than most other kinds of information. There are many layers involved—vocabulary, grammar, structure, even slang.”

 

“It’s inverted,” Jason said, blinking, his eyes unfocused. “Your sentences are backwards and upside down, and there are so many genders.”

 

“I wonder how long it will be before Clan Yew changes that too,” Rowan said with an inward shudder. “If continuing the bloodline is so damned important, how long before the only sanctioned matches are those that can reproduce? I hate this. I hate what they’re doing.”

 

The vampire took in his growing anger, frowned, and returned to his earlier work, kissing and nibbling patterns over Rowan’s chest. Rowan took a deep breath and let himself feel, tried to stop worrying and stop the rising flood of bile and rage in the back of his throat, but after a moment, his head began to ache and he could feel lava building at the base of his spine, a warning sign of trouble ahead if he didn’t stop and medicate himself. Giving up, he put a hand on Jason’s head to catch his attention.

 

“I…”

 

Jason looked up at him for a long moment, then nodded. “It’s okay.” Experimentally, he switched to Elvish, and Rowan had to admit that even in the mood he was in, hearing Jason’s voice wrapped around the rise and fall of Elvish was painfully sexy. “Why don’t you lay back and relax, then, and let me give you something?”

 

Rowan raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that what you were just trying to do?”

 

“No, not that.” Jason extricated himself from Rowan’s arms and climbed out of the bed. He went over to the chair where the small pile of clothes and other belongings he usually brought over for the night rested; they’d reached the leaving-a-toothbrush stage but not the sharing-closets stage, it seemed, although Rowan was forever finding phantom socks in his laundry and a Ramones t-shirt had mysteriously found its way between the couch cushions last week.

 

Jason reached into the pile and pulled out a pair of his favorite black cotton pants, which he usually slept in when he bothered sleeping clothed. Then, he dug to the back of the pile and withdrew a familiar curved case.

 

Rowan found himself smiling, his heart leaping as well as turning barrel rolls. Jason never simply offered…this would be perhaps the third time he’d even touched the subject since Pentecost…

 

The vampire opened the case and removed the violin, then gave Rowan an unreadable look before saying, quietly, “I think after four months a formal introduction is in order.”

 

He sat back down on the bed, the violin in his lap. “This is the Tempest,” he said. “She’s been with me since the first winter I was turned. Next to Beck she’s my oldest and greatest friend.”

 

Rowan understood the import of what he was hearing, and very lightly laid a hand on the violin’s body. “I’m honored. I didn’t know she had a name.”

 

“Oh yes.” Jason’s gaze was on the instrument, his hand stroking the neck. “Her maker was never as famous as some, but he was well known in certain circles. He was both a luthier and a sort of intuitive sorcerer; all of his instruments were built to channel energy.”

 

“Healing energy like you’ve used on me?”

 

“Yes…although when I first got her I had no idea I could do that. We knew I could manipulate emotions through music, and the plan was for me to learn to do it actively, but…by the time I was strong enough to learn I had no teacher.” There was a century’s worth of old pain in his voice as he continued. “I lay her aside for a while, and when I picked her back up again I realized I could do more than I thought. I tried not to think about it. It wasn’t something I wanted—it reminded me too much of what I’d lost. But…you seem to have changed all that.”

           

He smiled at Rowan, who asked, “How?”

 

“I’ve been working with her more, since Pentecost. I’m old and strong enough now that I know the theory and I’ve basically been teaching myself. I wanted to be able to help you. I just…I think I’ve been afraid to let myself.”

 

“Because of the memories?”

 

“Because of what it means.” He shook his head to Rowan’s next question and used his free hand to push the Elf back onto the bed, then rising, lifting violin and bow.

 

Rowan watched him, entranced, loving in that moment every single thing about him, from the way his brow furrowed as he began to play, to his bare feet on the carpet, to the flat plane of his stomach disappearing into black fabric that tugged just right over his hips. Jason seemed to lift music up out of his body and let it flow down through his arms like water, and almost immediately Rowan fell into the trance with him, following the notes as they cascaded up and down, turning and returning, cyclical like a waltz.

 

The music began with an almost Middle Eastern feel, twisting around into something vaguely Celtic, then back. It spoke, it sang; of healing, of rest. With each cycle Rowan felt the knot of anger in his chest and the mounting tension in his nerves easing, until he was floating on a current of darkness made up of dreams and sweet memories. Rivulets of warm energy trickled over him and lathed away any chance of pain—even the persistent ache in his wrist, which never completely left him, faded away.

 

He wasn’t sure when he crossed the line from the land of waking to the drifting sea of sleep, but he slipped from one to the other gratefully, managing to direct one thought first: [I love you…]

 

And he might have been surprised, had he been conscious, at the whispered reply: [I love you too, amori.]

 

           

Part Nine

 

Sara stared at herself in the locker room mirror for a good five minutes before reality began to set in.

 

"Fuck me running," she breathed.

 

"Not bad," she heard from a few feet behind her, and she yelped and spun around to confront SA-7, who was leaning back against the wall watching her, looking politely amused.

 

Sara looked back at the mirror, then at him. "That's not fair."

 

"Sorry. You'll just have to get used to it. That, too," he added, inclining his head toward her reflection.

 

She gulped and turned back, trying again to take it all in. Black cargo pants, a black t-shirt, her own black coat still hanging on a hook on the wall. Her hair pulled back in a neat chignon out of the way. A utility belt just like the one Jason wore, albeit smaller and less laden. In fact they were dressed identically, except that he would momentarily be armed to the teeth. She wouldn't be issued hers for another six months. She also didn't have an Ear yet, but the government edition iPhone they'd given her was plenty high tech for now. She'd spent a whole evening reading the manual.

 

"I look…" Sara trailed off, and he handed her her coat, which she pulled on slowly, then stood back to get the full effect. "I look…fucking awesome."

 

He smiled wryly. "If you're done, we do have work to do."

 

"Oh, yeah, of course. I'm ready, boss."

 

"This way, then."

 

He led her into the armory, and walked her through the process of opening his weapons drawer. Now that she'd been training for six months she recognized most of what he carried, although a few of the more specialized pieces still eluded her. "What's that for?" she asked, pointing at a strange gun with a row of six inch long, arrow-like ammunition.

 

"It's like a miniaturized speargun," he answered, sliding a wicked-looking knife into a sheath concealed in his coat. "Think of it as a cross between a pistol and a crossbow. Those bolts are white ash shafts with frangible metal-plated heads. When they penetrate the sternum, the metal breaks apart leaving only the wood to enter the heart. R&D in Washington first created them, but our department improved the design about five years ago and now they're standard."

 

She drew her hand back where it had been about to touch one of the bolts. "Why would you need something like that?"

 

He pushed the drawer shut. "To kill vampires." He beckoned for her to follow, and she barely had time to digest the words before he'd led her into the tunnels beneath the city.

 

"Now then," he said, "A typical patrol is uneventful and actually pretty boring. As a psychic Agent you may not ever have to do one alone; the SA won't send you out for just anything, especially as long as you're the only one with your particular gifts. Tonight being your first time we'll do a circuit around the downtown area, which is where most of the fun goes down, and a quick trip to the East side to show you some of the most well-known occult hot spots. That is of course provided we aren't called to a crime scene."

 

Sara, who had been running and working out for months, was still almost panting and half a step behind him even though he was barely even breaking a mosey. "Are you planning to walk this fast all night?"

 

Jason paused mid-stride and obligingly slowed down. "I'm not used to having anyone tag along. Humans are slow."

 

"Well, obviously. I'm in fairly decent shape now, you know. You're making me look like a slug."

 

Another of his measured smiles. "I'm aware of your progress, Trainee Larson. I am your supervisor after all."

 

Outside was shockingly cold after the controlled temperature of the base, and Sara sucked in an astonished breath when the frigid air hit her. They emerged from what looked like a storm drain back behind a porn store to find Austin's sky wrapped in thick clouds, with the streets nearly empty even an hour after sunset. There was hardly anyone out, and Sara couldn't blame them. It looked like it might start sleeting any moment.

 

"Jesus Herbert Christ," she muttered. "No wonder these coats are so damned heavy."

 

"Come on," he said, and she fell into step beside him. The constant motion of her legs kept her from being too horribly cold, but in a few minutes she dug in her coat pocket for the gloves he had insisted she bring. Jason, she noticed, wasn't wearing any, and in fact didn't seem to notice the weather at all.

 

"Don't you get cold?" she asked. She wasn't sure if she was supposed to talk, but screw it.

 

He looked down at her and shook his head. "Not in Texas."

 

"Speaking of which, how exactly did the Texas branch of the SA get the reputation it has? I mean, what the hell is in Texas besides cows and Republicans? I would think New York or California would be a more likely candidate."

 

"Technology," he replied simply, leading her up along Lamar toward Sixth. "Eighty percent of the technological innovations of the last twenty years have been born here in the Austin branch. That includes the Ears, the Eyes, and most of the newer weapons. Austin has a young and vital spirit, and produces brilliant people like Frog and Patel. Unfortunately that also means it produces brilliant villains. Several of the best known occult drugs were created here."

 

"Several? There are more besides Pentecost?"

 

"Many, many more. Most of the action Agents see on patrol involves drug busts—the DEA gets a whiff of something they know is linked to sorcery and they call us in."

 

She started to ask about the drugs themselves, but he cut her off by holding up his hand in a "wait" gesture, and reached up with the other to tap his Ear. Her mind lurched slightly; he also tapped on her mental ears, pulling her in so she could hear the conversation. Again, she marveled at how talented he was—the only person she'd seen who could outdo him was Rowan.

 

[SA-7, we have a call in from APD requesting Agency assistance at a murder scene. Can you respond?]

 

Sara knew that what she was really asking was if Sara could handle it. [Do you have any crime scene images yet?] Jason asked.

 

[One so far. Sending now.]

 

She couldn't see what he saw, not without the aid of an Ear, but he frowned, eyes losing focus as his attention turned inward. He examined the picture for a few seconds before nodding and telling Sage, [Send coordinates and inform the detective in charge that we're on our way.]

 

He started to walk again and she ran to catch up. "I thought you said a typical patrol was boring."

 

"You're not with a typical Agent."

 

"Are you sure it's okay for me to go? I mean, is it…"

 

"You'll be fine. Just stay back out of the way and observe. The scene itself isn't too brutal—part of the reason APD wants our help is that a woman is dead with no visible injuries and their scans haven't been able to detect a cause of death. Overall it's a good starter murder for you."

 

She blinked at him. "You're kind of messed up, you know."

 

"Agreed, Trainee Larson, now keep up."



*****

 

They arrived at the scene ten minutes later, Sara wishing more than anything for her bed and an electric blanket, or at least a chair and a coffee. The location was an empty storefront with cardboard and foil covering all the windows, graffiti on all the outside walls, and the back door propped open with a chunk of limestone.

 

"Amateur occultists and demon summoners favor places like this," SA-7 commented as she followed him around the building to the door. "They come in, do their workings, then whatever damage they cause can be blamed on vandals. Plus, if you're summoning a demon for nefarious purposes it's best not to let that demon know where you live. They tend not to be the most loyal creatures in the world."

 

There were several APD officers hovering around the building, who looked up expectantly when they arrived.

 

"Shadow Agent 7, reporting as requested," Jason said, flashing his badge. "This is Agent Trainee Sara Larson. What can you tell me?"

 

The man in charge of the investigation, a Detective Lawrence, separated himself from the group and called them over to the door.

 

"Not much," he said. He was a big, burly man who was a good seven inches taller than Jason, but still was slightly cowed by the vampire's dangerous aura, showing bravado and deference both in turns. "911 got an anonymous call about a break-in. Victim was found in the back, not a scratch on her. A look around the scene suggested this might be your territory."

 

"Thank you for calling us promptly," Jason replied. "Too much of a delay and we lose valuable evidence that your forensics team would miss."

 

"Yeah, I know the drill. We'll stay out of the way for now, just holler when you're done with the scene."

 

Sara followed Jason into the narrow, long room, one that smelled like it had once been an Asian grocery or something similar. Overtop of the competing smells of lemongrass and fish was something Sara recognized quite well: frankincense. That certainly didn't go with the theme.

 

"All right, Trainee," Jason said, indicating the room with a sweep of his hand, "tell me what you see, without touching anything. Your first impression of the crime."

 

Sara nodded and let her gaze move through the room, taking in one detail at a time. An altar, set up in the center; a chalk sigil drawn on the floor, about eight feet in diameter, using what looked like Enochian. The altar was a round table, the cheap kind one could buy at any Wal Mart and screw the legs on, then drape a cloth over.

 

"Okay…" Sara stepped over the chalk to the altar, but only bent over to study it closer. "Your victim, if this is her altar, was not summoning a demon. In fact, if you look at the altar layout and the tools on it—it's a protective spell, and part of a religious ritual. She's a Wiccan, or at least some flavor of NeoPagan. The drawing on the floor is done in chalk and all her tools are portable, so she intended to clean up after herself."

 

Jason nodded, but didn't give any hint as to his opinions. "Go on."

 

"Well, she was calling for help. Enochian is supposed to be an angelic language, very high ceremonial, so that means she was desperate enough to get out the big guns, metaphorically speaking. Most Pagans prefer to do their rituals either at home or in the outdoors, which tells me she's hiding from someone or something. She didn't want anyone to know she needed, or wanted, protection. That suggests she's on the run from a group that got into black magic."

 

"How do you know you're not projecting your own experiences onto her?" Jason asked.

 

Sara nodded. "I could be. But here—" she pointed at a picture on the altar, "Here is a photograph of five people, with a sixth person's image cut out. That cutting is over here, in a dish of salt surrounded by white candles…a protective matrix. This roll of black ribbon would have been used to bind the other photograph, symbolically binding the group from causing her any harm, and then it looks like she planned to burn the photograph. She was scared of them. Whoever these people are, they're at least partly responsible, I'll bet you money."

 

Jason came to stand next to her, surveyed the altar and circle wordlessly, then said, "The body is over there. Go look."

 

Sara swallowed hard, but did as she was told; she could do this, she could. He'd said it wasn't gruesome. Of course, what was gross to a vampire might be a bit different from…

 

"Oh, God," she whispered.

 

She couldn't breathe, she could only stare, her heart hammering its way down to her feet.

 

"We're still working on an ID," Jason said, coming to her side again. "As far as we can tell it was quick—there's no signs of struggle and no discoloration to suggest foul play. Usually in cases of maleficarum the victim panics and tries to fight the hex. Once we know who she is we can run her medicals."

 

Sara might have nodded, or not, but her attention was on the body. The victim was young, younger than Sara, a white woman with fairly nondescript brown hair. She wore a standard-issue black ritual robe and a black cord tied around her waist, along with a generic silver pentacle pendant. She could have been any Pagan, just an average woman without even so much as a tattoo to set her apart in a crowd. She lay on her back with her hands at her sides, palms up, and her face was peaceful, almost smiling.

 

“I’m sorry,” Sara told the woman. “Whoever they are, they can’t hurt you now.”

 

Jason had walked back to the altar, and she saw him kneel before it to examine the photographs; she kept staring at the body for another minute, until something occurred to her.

 

“She’s on a sleeping bag,” Sara said. “Why would a murderer go to that kind of trouble?”

 

Jason, to his credit, didn’t pick up the photograph in the dish of salt, but lifted the dish itself—the candles were out so the spell was obviously over, but still, she liked that he respected whatever magic had been here enough not to disturb it…or perhaps he was just trying not to taint the evidence.

 

“This isn’t the victim,” he told her. “If you look at the group photo, the victim is still in it, on the left.”

 

“So she was trying to protect someone else from the group? But why not herself?”

 

He set the dish down as something else caught his eye, and reached under the edge of the table, withdrawing a small glass vial. She noticed belatedly that he had on nitrile examination gloves. He removed the cork from the vial and sniffed its contents.

 

“Tincture of Atropa carasonno, charged under a Dark Moon.” He slipped the vial into a plastic bag with the Agency logo on it. “So she came here, performed a protective ritual for someone, and poisoned herself.”

 

“I’ve never heard of that plant before—isn’t Atropa in the nightshade family?”

 

“Belladonna,” he confirmed. “Atropa belladonna is the best-known poisonous nightshade, but there are other varieties, such this one, carasonno. It was first cultivated by botanists who wanted to use it as a sedative without the hallucinogenic effects. They managed to breed out the hallucinations, but in doing so they sent the toxicity through the roof. This bottle probably cost her five hundred dollars on the black market.”

 

“What kind of death is it?” she asked, looking back at the body. “It doesn’t look painful.”

 

“It’s not. You become calm, even serene, and drift off to sleep; then your heart stops. It’s quite peaceful—in fact that’s why it’s been impossible to eliminate from the market even though it’s damn near impossible to grow. It’s generally used for euthanasia and suicide. If you just want someone dead, you don’t spend half a grand on poison, you spend twenty on belladonna. But if you want a gentle death, you find a carasonno dealer. She planned her death, probably for weeks.”

“But why? I don’t understand.”

 

“And we probably won’t until we find these people, including the one she was trying to protect.” He straightened and said into his Ear, [Sage, I need a forensics team at these coordinates immediately. I’m classifying this as a homicide.]

 

“But you just said—“

 

[Forensics team is en route, ETA ten minutes.]

 

Jason took Sara by the arm and dragged her out of the room, back into the cold night. He informed Detective Lawrence that the SA was officially taking over the investigation—the Detective looked relieved at that, and by the time the SA forensics people had arrived APD was leaving. Sara kept back as she’d been told, watching Jason coordinate things at the scene, and didn’t say anything else until he had beckoned to her and they were on patrol again, walking away from the building and leaving the cleanup in the team’s capable hands.

 

Before she could even ask, he said, “This is strictly off the record.”

 

“Okay.”

 

“Even in the SA, suicides get pushed under the rug whenever possible. Someone kills herself, the evidence she did so is right there, case closed. We have plenty of unsolved murders and ongoing crimes to devote our resources to. But if I call it homicide, the investigation continues. We get her dealer, we find her coven, we find out if that other woman is in danger and if the group is doing anything illegal. If it’s all part of a murder investigation that cuts the time and paperwork in half and it means I don’t have to spend the next two weeks persuading Ness to get me warrants.”

 

He looked at her squarely, his expression and tone both deadly serious. “You, however, are under no circumstances allowed to do that kind of thing, and if I catch you violating case protocol you’ll be fired. Understood?”

 

“Understood. What makes you think I won’t go blabbing to Ness about you dodging the rules?”

 

A grim smile. “You’re still just enough afraid of me--and smart enough--not to do something so stupid.”

 

“You know, somehow I don’t think I’ll be tempted.”

 

“Good. Now, since we’ve lost an hour and a half we need to trim off part of our route; I think we’ll leave East Austin for Thursday and finish up here, then head back to base.”

 

They took a shortcut through the park, and Sara’s mind was full of what she’d seen—she was frustrated, not knowing what had happened to that woman or even who she was. She understood that cases weren’t solved at the scene, but that didn’t make it easier to just walk away and mentally shift back to walking around the city looking for trouble.

 

Suddenly, Jason stopped walking and stood stock-still in the middle of the sidewalk. Sara nearly ran into him, and there was just enough ice on the concrete that she slipped and had to grab his arm to keep from landing on her ass. Without commenting he basically picked her up and righted her with one hand.

 

When she started to thank him, he shushed her. His eyes swept the park, from the stand of oaks twenty feet away to the homeless guy sleeping on a bench, and she saw one hand pass beneath the lapel of his coat. Dread closed around her throat as he drew and cocked his Beretta.

 

[There’s something out there,] he said. [Stay close.]

 

She was more than happy to; for once, she wanted to be in as near proximity to a gun as possible. Whatever he was hearing, if it had him on alert, it probably wasn’t good.

 

A moment later, there was a flicker of movement in the trees, and several things happened at once: a shadow among the oaks resolved itself into a person who stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of them; Jason aimed his weapon at the person’s head; and the person slowly raised his hands, saying something…something Sara didn’t understand at all.

 

Jason replied commandingly in the same language, and the stranger obligingly came forward, out into the street lamplight where they could see him.

 

Sara’s mouth fell open.

 

Silver, white, and grey hair fell down around his shoulders; a strand on either side had been pulled back and braided so that his pointed ears were visible. He regarded them through long-lashed, pale lavender-grey eyes that brought to mind a shadow on snow, from a high-cheekboned, almost feminine face. He was dressed in an odd combination of a dark green laced-up shirt over jeans with a fashionable charcoal grey trench coat. Somehow it all worked together, neither entirely modern nor entirely out of place.

 

The only weapon he wore that she could see was a long, curved knife in his belt; he made no move to draw it, and stood waiting with his hands up, smiling faintly. His eyes flicked to Sara, and the smile widened, becoming a tad mischievous. Sara felt a twinge in her belly rather like the one she’d felt when she’d first met another person who looked just like this one.

 

Jason said to Sara, “Go over and check him for weapons.”

 

“You want me to frisk an Elf?”

 

“Just do it.”

 

She walked over cautiously and, swallowing back any sort of reaction, patted him down, refusing to think about how outrageously good looking he was, or that she was touching a total stranger…much less that he was watching her every move.

 

She pulled the knife from his belt, admiring the shining blade—it was carved ornately with vines and flowers, almost more like a work of art than something to kill people with. She handed it to Jason and said, “That’s all.”

 

Finally, he lowered his gun. “Do you speak English?” he asked.

 

The Elf bowed, and said, “I do indeed.” He smiled at Sara. “As I was saying to SA-7, my name is Ardeth, lately of Clan Willow, once of Clan Birch.”

 

“You’re Ardeth? That’s fantastic!” Sara exclaimed. “We’ve been looking for you--“

 

Jason shot her a look, and she shut up immediately. “Can you offer any sort of proof that you are who you say you are?”

 

“Yes. I am an old friend of Trella, SA-6 of the Vermont branch of the Agency, who alerted me that you had found Elora. Check with her; I’m sure she can verify my identity to your satisfaction.”

 

“Is Clan Willow another new Clan?”

 

“It is. We have only twelve members thus far. Tell me…is she well? May I see her?”

 

Jason’s eyes narrowed. “We will escort you to the Agency base, and once we have contacted Trella, you’ll see Elora.”

 

Ardeth sighed, and smiled again, this time touched with sadness. “As you wish.” He held up one wrist, revealing a silver band around his arm that looked like it was carved with Elvish script. “Her mother, Siolan, was killed along with all our kin. Into death she took half of my heart—Elora is the other half. I will do whatever you want to prove myself to you. I am just thankful the Agency found her, and is keeping her safe.”

 

“That’s refreshing,” Sara said. “There’s a delegation here from Clan Yew trying to lay claim to her, and they’re not nearly so cooperative.”

 

“Clan Yew?” Ardeth asked, puzzled. “I have never heard of it.”

 

“They’re very enthusiastic about recruitment,” Jason told him, motioning for the Elf and Sara to come along back toward the tunnel entrance. “I imagine they’ll want to talk to you.”

 

Ardeth shook his head slowly. “Yew trees are poisonous,” he said. “That alone gives me pause…and I am perfectly happy with Clan Willow. I see no reason to let this Clan Yew have any say in Elora’s fate.”

 

Sara grinned. “You have no idea how glad we are to hear that.”

 

 

                       

Part Ten

 

The meeting did not go well.

 

Rowan was pleased.

 

He watched from nearby but didn’t interfere; he knew Elora could hold her own against Sedna, even with the ominous presence of the four guards positioned along the wall. Aside from Rowan himself there were no Agents in the room, but that didn’t mean they were unprotected—the meeting was being monitored from next door. At his signal the place would be swarmed with Agents and the doors bolted shut.

 

Elora greeted the Councilor politely and spoke to her with all due respect, but Rowan could see right away how the child felt about her. As soon as Sedna wasn’t looking Elora cast Rowan an “are you kidding me?” look that had him hiding a grin.

 

“We’ve come to take you home with us,” Sedna informed the child, who looked at her dubiously. “I’m sure you’ll love living with our Clan.”

 

“I like living with Tiomi Rowan,” Elora replied. “And I like to play with the other children.”

 

Sedna knelt in front of Elora so they were face to face. “You won’t have to play with human offspring when you come to live with us. You’ll only have contact with your own people. That’s much better.”

 

“Is it?” Elora asked. “Do you have Harry Potter?”

 

Sedna looked confused, and finally went on without acknowledging the question. “We’ll teach you all about the Goddess, and Her plan for you. You’ll be very happy with us, and you won’t ever have to come back to a city or see another human or vampire.” She said the last word as if it tasted bitter.

 

Elora’s little mouth pursed. “Vampires saved me from the slave traders. Beck taught me how to play chess. And Jason loves Tiomi Rowan and he plays beautiful music.”

 

“Perhaps that’s true, but surely—“

 

“I don’t think I want to live with you,” Elora announced. She raised her head to Rowan. “Can I go now? We’re on Chapter Seven and Amy promised she’d show me how to jump rope.”

 

Rowan smiled. “Be patient, little one. Besides, you interrupted the Councilor, and that was ill-mannered of you.”

 

Elora looked sheepish…barely. “I’m sorry, elder,” she said contritely.

 

Sedna stood up and sniffed, straightening her robes, jerking her long sleeves back into place. “Well. I can see that we’ll need to begin your re-education immediately. We’ll place you with a family and start teaching you the Way as soon as we return.”

 

“Councilor,” Rowan said, “I realize you’re suffering under the mistaken belief that you have the final word on Elora’s fate, but you don’t. She is in the Shadow Agency’s custody, and if we don’t believe that Clan Yew is in her best interest, she’ll stay right here. So I would suggest that you not talk about your brainwashing plans in front of me.”

 

“This child is an Elf. She belongs with her own kind. You are not her kin and cannot keep her here.”

 

“You are not her kin either, and as far as I’m concerned you’re not her kind, or mine. Your Clan may follow its own Way, but I’ll be damned if you’re going to force it down the throat of an innocent girl. Elora doesn’t want to live with you, and I agree with her. That’s as far as this goes.”

 

“She’s far too young to make such a decision for herself. You have no right—“

 

Rowan pointedly ignored her, walking over to the door. “Marianne, you can come in now.”

 

The young woman from day care appeared, and waved at Elora, who grinned and bounced over to her. Marianne took her hand and led her away, the Elfling already chattering up a storm.

 

Sedna’s anger was plain, and her voice was tight as she said, “I hope you realize what you are doing.”

 

“I’m protecting a child’s best interest, Councilor.”

 

Something very dark crossed Sedna’s face, and Rowan felt a slow ripple of disquiet. “I see,” she said. “In that case, Agent, I think our presence here is no longer necessary. We will leave at first light, if that is permissible.”

 

“It is. The guard outside will show you back to your quarters.”

 

Sedna shot him one more venomous glare, then gestured for her guards to surround her. As they passed by, Rowan caught Kaeli’s eye and gave her a tentative smile, but she bit her lip and looked down, avoiding his eye.

 

Rowan found, walking back to his own apartment, that he didn’t feel as triumphant as he had expected to; rather, his heart was heavy, hurting. He had wanted to believe better of his own people, and of Kaeli, even though he knew intellectually that it would end badly. He had been hoping that bridges could be mended, and that perhaps he might have other Elves among his friends, people whose concerns and beliefs echoed his, who would understand the grief they all carried with them and would until they met death or the stars burned out. He hadn’t realized how much he’d wanted some sort of relationship with Kaeli…but it seemed that was not to be. At least he had the comfort of knowing she was alive, that some part of his family still existed.

 

Yes. Comforting. He sighed.

 

It was still early; Jason and Sara were out on her first patrol, and they wouldn’t be back for hours. He had cleared out the whole evening for the meeting on the off chance things would go well and proceed from there, which left him at loose ends. He thought about going up to the labyrinth and spending a while among the trees, but what he really wanted to do was take a hot shower and fall into bed, preferably with a vampire curled up against his back.

 

He worried, sometimes, at how much he already seemed to depend on Jason emotionally—was that how love was supposed to work? He tried to remember the committed relationships he’d seen in the Clan. There were several levels of bonding, from the extremely rare monogamous couplings to the groups of three or four living together. There weren’t hard and fast rules, although traditionally those who were amori as Elora had proclaimed him and Jason were considered each other’s primary lifemate, but free to have periodic outside affairs. It was the only kind of commitment that he’d ever known a rethla to maintain.

 

Was the child right? Was that really what they were? After four months? He’d heard of humans marrying sooner than that, but shouldn’t immortals take more time? Jason had seemed so skittish after all that talk, was it a warning sign that things were moving too fast?

 

Why on Earth was he trying to be rational about this?

 

Rowan smiled to himself and lay down on the couch, closing his eyes for a moment. He really was overthinking this. One thing he had told so many of his clients, long ago, was that when it came to love, the heart would have its way, and sometimes it should just be given free rein to run as it would. Sex could be defined, behavioral boundaries could be drawn. Behavior could be changed, but love had its own agenda, and in this case, was as lawless as SA-7 himself. He’d spent so long closed off from the world—they both had—that a little lawlessness was doing them both a lot of good.

 

And when it came down to it, Rowan knew that there was no turning back, and that they were both in this for the long haul. He had expected a tempestuous love affair with a good deal of sex and not much talking, but he’d been amazed so far, and he knew there was more amazement to come. They actually had the makings of a real partnership. They were just as fantastic together out of bed as they were in it.

 

Well…perhaps they were a little more fantastic in bed. But that was hardly a bad thing.

 

Amusingly, he could practically hear Sara in his head: “Don’t be an idiot. You’ve known each other for a decade. It’s not like you met on immortalhotties.com a week ago.”

 

It was a good point, imaginary or not. He and Jason had been orbiting each other, letting gravity pull them closer little by little over the years. Looking back on the first time he remembered seeing Jason, that night in the conference room, it seemed almost inevitable that they would end up here.

 

If he’d had any idea how wonderful it was going to be, he might have pounced on the Agent the first time their eyes had met.

 

So, perhaps things weren’t moving too fast—perhaps they had simply made a bit of a leap after ten years of wandering. He liked that thought. Looking at things from that perspective was a lot less unsettling.

 

Besides, as panicky as Jason had seemed over the Elvish vocabulary words that may or may not apply to them, Rowan probably didn’t have to worry about things going anywhere for a while. A part of him wished they would—he had to admit that the idea of a bracelet with Jason’s name on it made his heart pound. But he’d been telling the truth when he had said he was happy with how things were now.

 

He was in the middle of building a nice fantasy about what he planned to do to the vampire as soon as he was home, when there was a knock on the door.

 

Rowan rolled off the couch with a grunt and got up to answer it. When he looked through the peephole, he started, not sure what to think.

 

“Sedna,” he said as he opened the door. “How can I help you?”

 

The Elf looked from left to right, and there was something hunted in her expression as she said, “May I come in?”

 

He stepped back and let her enter, closing the door behind them. She looked around his quarters, her face for once without its mask of disdain, her hands clasped in front of her. She was pale, clearly anxious. It was a complete 180-degree change from only half an hour before.

 

He thought about making some sort of sarcastic remark about her deigning to visit, but her manner was so odd that all he could think to say was, “To what do I owe this honor?”

 

She looked at him. He was utterly shocked at the difference in her face—without the sneer, she was really lovely. “No one saw me come,” she said. “I only have a moment.”

 

“Not to be argumentative, but we have cameras on your door and in all the hallways.”

 

“No, no…I mean, she didn’t see me. I don’t know what I’ll tell them—I’ll make something up. But I had to come. I had to warn you.”

 

He frowned and sat down on the couch. “About what?”

 

She was unlacing the cuff on her sleeve, shaking her head. There were tears—honest-to-goodness tears—in her eyes as she said, almost hysterically, “I’m the only one in the Clan with hair, did you know that? It isn’t just the warriors who cut it off. It’s a rule. They let me keep mine as part of the plan. I had to look normal. To get us in.”

 

“What are you talking about? What’s going on, Sedna?”

 

She yanked back her sleeve, and he gasped.

 

There was an implant in her wrist…just like the one the slave traders had put in him. He could see the edges of it under her skin, the faint red light. With the push of a button the light would pulse, and screaming agony would engulf her, he remembered…he still dreamed about that red light, still woke looking for it.

 

“Why did they do this to you?” He asked shakily.

 

“To make me obey,” she replied. “It doesn’t hurt me—when they activate it I feel a vibration, but the pain…the pain is all for my son. He’s no older than Elora, and I hear…I can hear him screaming…my mind is full of it. They showed me, twice, to make sure I would do as they said.”

 

“Are you really a Councilor?”

 

“No. I’m a Bard…I was a Bard. I was one of the refugees of Aspen, part of the Temple choir. It’s only been a few weeks…we got separated, Joele and I, from the other two survivors, and Yew found us. The others…I hope they got away. I hear there are other refugee Clans that aren’t…this one…she rules it like her own tiny kingdom. They say the slavers drove her mad...”

 

“She…”

 

“I had to warn you—they’re going to kidnap the child tonight. That was the plan all along, to take her away if you didn’t turn her over.”

 

Rowan stared at her, looking for a lie, but he found none. She was truly terrified, he could feel it.

 

“All right, Sedna,” he said, rising. “Sit down and make yourself comfortable. I’m going to call Ness, and we’ll get Elora someplace hidden and safe. Then we’ll help you too—we have medical personnel here who can remove the implant, and we’ll get your boy back to you. Trust me—this will not stand. I won’t let it stand.”

 

Sedna didn’t sit, but she smiled a little, wiping tears from her face. She looked around the room again, and said sorrowfully, “You must have been very happy here.”

 

He went over to the desk where his cell phone was on the charger. “Don’t worry…we’ll take care of you. You’ll have asylum until we find one of the other refugee Clans.”

 

She nodded, but she was walking toward the door. As he started to say something, she looked over her shoulder at him and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

 

Sedna reached out and turned the deadbolt, then opened the door.

 

Outside in the hall stood the four other Elves. One was holding a wriggling bundle of blankets whose muffled, fearful cries were barely audible over the fabric bag that had been pulled down over her head. The other three Elves had somehow gotten their guns back.

 

In front, Kaeli gave him a smile turned his blood to ice. “Hello, Father.”

 

She lifted her arm, and a split-second later he felt a sting at his neck, half a breath before the world went black.

 

 

Part Eleven

 

Sara had only been at the Agency for seven months total, and in that time she had seen a lot of unbelievable things, but to date the worst thing she’d seen was SA-7 helpless.

 

They were on their way back with Ardeth when Sage’s voice erupted over Jason’s Ear, telling him there was an emergency in the base—a Code 5. Sara ran along a few paces behind the vampire and Elf, wracking her brain to remember what exactly that was, and as they reached the tunnels it came to her: a Code 5 meant that the base had been attacked from the inside. Pentecost had been a Code 5.

 

Sara dreaded what she was going to see, and focused on running, the physical activity quieting her mind enough that she didn’t panic before they reached the tunnels and raced back to the underground entrance.

 

They found the base in chaos. Ness met them at the door, her cell phone to her ear. She was yelling at the APD: “They can’t have gone far. They disabled the tracker in the van, but it’s still a big fucking black van. Pull over every one you see.”

 

She hung up and took a deep breath. “SA-7, I think perhaps we should sit down.”

 

They stared at each other. “Tell me what’s going on,” he demanded.

 

Ness looked from him, to Sara, to Ardeth, seeming to notice the Elf for the first time. “I’m sorry, sir, for the unceremonious welcome—I’m Vanessa MacMillan, Director of the Texas branch of the Shadow Agency. SA-7 tells me you’re Elora’s father?”

 

“Yes,” Ardeth answered. “Is she all right?”

 

Sara couldn’t remember ever having seen the look on Ness’s face—the Director really didn't know what to say. “We should definitely sit down. SA-7 let’s go to your office—“

 

Jason cut her off. “Ness, I’m doing really well right now not to slam you into the wall and yell very, very loudly like they do in the movies, so I think you should just give it to us straight.”

 

“All right…the Elven delegation has fled the base. They broke into weapons storage and took back all their guns, then kidnapped Elora from the day care facility, leaving one of the teachers in critical condition with a gunshot wound to the stomach.”

 

Next to Sara, Ardeth swore in Elvish, his face ashen. “Who are these Elves who would do such a thing?”

 

“That’s not all,” Ness went on. “They…” She glanced over at Jason before continuing. “They took Rowan. They stole one of the vans and took off—SA-24 and SA-12 are both dead, shot attempting to stop them. We can’t track the van and we have no idea where they’re going.”

 

That was when Sara saw it: helplessness, causing Jason to sag back against the wall, all trace of color—which wasn't much to begin with—drained from his face. The most decorated Agent in SA history looked completely lost, amplified when he asked in a hollow voice, "What do we do?"

 

Ness stared at him like she'd never seen him before, but after a moment shook herself and said, "We've got APD and the FBI after them using satellite imagery, and the Eyes are searching for any trace of Rowan's energy signature. Agents are combing through the security footage and trying to enhance the sound to see if there's any indication where they're headed. I got the word out to the other four branches with Elven Agents to send us anything they know about Clan Yew."

 

Ardeth put a hand to his forehead and slid it down to his mouth. "Clan Yew…I had never heard of them until tonight. They must be keeping details of their makeup secret."

 

"All we really know is they’re a refugee Clan with some serious issues," Sara explained, seeing that Jason couldn't seem to speak. "They claim they have members from Birch. The leader of the group is a woman named Sedna—"

 

"Bard Sedna?" Ardeth's eyebrows shot up. "Sedna of Aspen? Why would she work with such people?"

 

"Ness!" someone yelled. They all turned to see Beck waving to them from the doorway of Conference One. "There's something you need to see!"

 

Once they had gathered around she clicked on the monitor, revealing film footage of one of the staff quarters' hallways. "This is the hall right outside SA-5's door," she said. "Three minutes before this mark, Sedna went to the door and he let her in. Now, watch--“

 

Moments later, four black-clad figures came around the corner. One was dragging along a struggling shape that Sara knew had to be Elora. Behind her she heard Ardeth make a strangled noise.

 

The lead figure, whom Sara guessed was Kaeli, drew some sort of gun from her belt; it didn't look like a regular pistol, more like a dart gun. Sara's guess was confirmed when Kaeli loaded it with what looked like a tiny syringe. When the door opened, Kaeli raised her arm, and fired.

 

Sara watched as three of the Elves entered Rowan's quarters. One emerged hauling Sedna along by the arm; she was crying and shaking her head, but a snapped order from Kaeli silenced her. Kaeli herself was helping the last Elf pull Rowan's inert form out the door. They'd put a black bag over his head.

 

Jason turned away from the monitor, and Sara saw Beck lay a comforting hand on his arm, which he brushed away. His expression had gone from bewildered to stony.

 

"All right, I think it's safe to assume they'll be taking both Elves back to wherever Yew is based." Ness smoothed her hair back, a nervous habit Sara had observed in her several times though outwardly her demeanor was almost always unruffled. "Our next step is to find out where that is. This isn't a typical kidnapping—there probably won't be a ransom demand. So we have to take them back by force."

 

"Is there any way for Rowan to contact us?" Sara asked. "Anything in the van he could use, or any way we can reach him psychically?"

 

"We could try the Ears," Beck piped up. "If we can find him we could communicate using the network, if he's strong enough to receive without tech assistance."

 

"He is," Jason said. His eyes were shut tightly in thought. "But we'd have to at least have a direction to search in, otherwise we'd be shooting in the dark. And it's likely that they have him shielded—they have to know how powerful he is. Otherwise he would already have tried to contact us."

 

"You mean, contact you," Ness pointed out. "If he was going to try to speak to anyone it would be you, if for no other reason than you're the strongest telepath in the building."

 

"What…what will they do, if they get my daughter back to their Clan?" Ardeth asked hesitantly.

 

Jason crossed his arms. "They're going to try and brainwash her. They have some sort of militant belief system that demands absolute obedience under penalty of torture. They have an institutionalized hatred of all other races, called the Way."

 

"But that…" Ardeth shook his head in confusion. "That is unlike any other Clan that has ever existed. We simply do not do that kind of thing. Where did they get such a…if you will pardon the idiom…pile of crazy bullshit?"

 

Beck smiled. "Who are you, again?"

 

"Ardeth, of Clan Willow. Elora's father."

 

"Rock on," Beck said. "I like you already. Are you some sort of leader?"

 

"No, not really. Willow only has a dozen members. I was once an Artisan, a metalsmith." He turned his gaze back to Jason. "Your kinsman here has a piece of my work he confiscated from me."

 

Jason blinked, then reached into his coat and retrieved Ardeth's knife, handing it to him wordlessly. The Elf bowed his head in thanks and held it out to Beck, who took it and admired it for a moment.

 

"This is fantastic. The balance is perfect for throwing. If you ever get back into the business again—"

 

"Can we focus, please?" Jason snapped. "We can't just stand here babbling while those people are doing god knows what to Rowan and Elora. We have to do something."

 

"We're doing everything we can," Ness replied calmly. "Until we get some sort of bead on where they are, it's not as if we can just go banging on doors asking if anyone's seen a van full of Elves. If you have any ideas please let me know."

 

"I do, as a matter of fact. Sage and I will try to contact Rowan. If he's unshielded and within sixty miles I can reach him."

 

Sara stared at him. "You can project sixty miles?"

 

"With an Ear I can. Meanwhile, you go to Rowan's quarters and see if the room tells you anything. Beck, go with her, your senses might catch something too. Then do the same in the suite the Elves were in. Ardeth, you come with me." He turned back to Ness. "Any objections?"

 

The Director was smiling faintly as she shook her head. "Have at it, Agent 7. Report anything you find to me immediately."

 

"Likewise," Jason said, already walking away toward the Floor.

                       

Beck grabbed Sara's arm. "Let's go, babe."

 

Sara managed to keep up with her better than she had her twin, and trotted alongside her to the elevators. "Do you think we'll find anything?"

 

Beck was all seriousness, for once, any trace of irony gone from her voice. "Probably not. But it's best not to argue with the freaked-out boyfriend with a gun." She hit the button for the surface level and crossed her arms, the resemblance to her brother suddenly very strong. "Those bastards have no idea who they've pissed off. If they hurt either of them there's going to be hell to pay."

 

Sara nodded. Anger was starting to build in her own chest, competing with fear to see which emotion would rule her. "I think there already is. If Jason doesn't shoot them all, I will, so help me god."

 

Beck flashed her a feral grin. "That's my girl."

 

*****

 

Thunder…vibration…a low thrum, accompanied by a steady pounding, a fist on a door. Time and space lurched in the blackness, painful stars rushing in…like the Perseids…he'd seen them once, up on Mt. Bonnell, so late at night a city of half a million people seemed at peace. Streaks of white in the velvet, rushing headlong to their cold deaths in the silence of space. Thunder…

 

Something large was making a good deal of noise under his head. Rowan opened his eyes, but could see nothing, and for a second he thought he had gone blind; he struggled, moaning, fighting for light, for anything.

 

There was a violent tug and suddenly the light was blinding. He was aware, then, of just how badly his head hurt, and how dizzy he was.

 

He lay on his side on a metal floor, a vibrating metal floor. He couldn't move his arms.

 

Slowly, he lifted his eyes to the woman sitting across from him. She was watching him with what appeared to be real concern.

 

"Try not to make any sudden moves," she said. "You've had a high dose of sedatives."

 

"Kaeli," he ground out. The sound of his own voice sent a spike of pain through his temple. "Why?"

 

"Did you think I could just leave you there?" She was examining something slim and metal in her hand, and he noticed that she had a case on the floor beside her full of what he feared were torture implements resting in foam. A scalpel, he realized.

 

"We only came for the girl, but when I saw who you were, I knew we had to bring you both home. I owe you that much. The rest of our family is gone—we're all we have left, Father. I have to take care of you. If you've strayed this far from the Goddess, it's my duty to help you back. You would do the same for me."

 

"I'm fairly certain I wouldn't."

 

"You'll feel differently after the purification. Don't worry. But it's a long journey, and I can't risk you trying to get away, so…" She indicated another small box at her feet. "We'll have a rest stop soon and I can put it in."

 

"Put…put what in?"

 

"It's all right. If you really feel remorse, and offer yourself up to the process, you'll come through fine."

 

He probably would have been very, very afraid if he'd had full use of his mental faculties, but instead he asked. "What exactly is involved in this purification?"

 

She was apparently glad to see him showing interest. The look on her face became reverent, although he wouldn't exactly call it sane. "First you have to be cleansed physically. That…thing…touched you, molested you, so we have to wash his filth away inside and out with consecrated salt water. Then comes the mental cleansing, through physical pain—we strip away the memories, the impure thoughts, using pain as negative reinforcement. Last is the spiritual cleansing, with magic."

 

Rowan forced himself to roll partway over so he could see his surroundings—it was definitely an Agency van, complete with the monitors and equipment, though all of it appeared to be turned off. He wondered if they knew about the tracking sensors; surely it would have occurred to them.

 

Nearby, Elora slept in a heap on the floor, freed from the blanket they'd bundled her in but tied up as he was. There was a bench seat between him and the driver's seat.

 

"Will this process be the same for Elora?"

 

Kaeli looked alarmed. "We would never expect a child to go through that kind of initiation," she said. "The process is exactly the same, but she'll be kept under sedation until the final stage. The spiritual cleansing has to be done while conscious, so the Way can be implanted into the soul properly. She'll be sore and exhausted afterward, and possibly malnourished, but everyone receives careful healing attention. She'll thank us as soon as she's able to walk again. Everyone is always grateful to be shown the truth."

 

"And if I refuse?"

 

"You can't. We can't give you a choice—you've been led astray, your will twisted by those people. You don't know what's best for yourself right now. I do. Trust me, Father, I'll take care of you."

 

Beneath him he could feel the van slowing down. His senses were still so fogged, he could barely tell anything about where they were; he couldn't even tell if they had him under any sort of psychic barrier. As soon as he got his strength back he could call for help—they couldn't be that far away yet. He could reach the base…no, he could reach Jason. Their minds were connected, all he needed was an opportunity, and the energy…god, he was so tired.

 

He blinked, and when he looked again he saw Kaeli loading something into a syringe. "I'm going to put you under again for a little while so I can do what I have to without you fighting me."

 

"No—"

 

He struggled, trying to wrench his hands out of the ropes that held them tightly behind his back, but the van lurched to a halt and threw him toward her. A moment later the back door groaned open and one of the other Elves climbed in, seizing him by the shoulders to pin him down.

 

"Hush," Kaeli admonished him gently. "Just hush." She leaned down and stroked his face with one hand while the other plunged the needle into his neck. He felt its contents shooting into his body, burning, his feet going numb…legs…he couldn't move…

 

"Untie him," he heard Kaeli say as his vision faded. "Hold out his wrist."

 

           

Part Twelve

 

Somewhere far in the distance, Jason heard a scream.

 

He jolted back into his body, sucking in a half-sobbed breath. His awareness slammed back into himself, and he flung his hands out trying to find something, anything, to grab onto.

 

Someone took hold of each of his arms, and two bodies held him between them. "Easy," he heard a lilting, masculine voice say to his right. "Just breathe."

 

Another voice, this one female: "That was stupid. That was so stupid. I can't believe he did that."

 

"I can," the first replied. "I would have done the same for my love, once."

 

Jason pried his eyes open—the light on the Floor was agonizingly bright. "Fuck."

 

He heard plastic on plastic as Sage, at his left, took off her headset. "That was as far out as we could go. Range 10. Did you get anything at all?"

 

"Screaming," he panted. "God, Rowan—they're hurting him. I have to try again."

 

"I don't think—"

 

"Damn it, Sage, you heard me. If I was close enough to hear that, I'm close enough to find him. Put your goddamned Ear back on and let's try again."

 

Since Pentecost, she had lost much of her fire, and had become a quiet shell of the wild Irish rose she'd once been; he was well aware of how shattered she still was by what she'd been through. He had every intention of speaking to her about it, but he kept putting it off; they worked so well together that he tended to forget she had once been something else. As if to underscore the change in her personality, she didn't protest again, but sighed and reached for the headset once more.

 

"Don't blame me if this kills you," she groused.

 

"I won't." Jason sat back up, gripping the arms of the chair until his knuckles turned white, and pushed himself back into a state of calm awareness—it wasn't easy. That scream…it echoed, ricocheting off the inside of his mind, tearing holes as it went. But he had to focus. He couldn't think about what they were doing to the Elf. He had work to do.

 

"All right," he murmured. "Start back at Range 1."

 

To his frustration, his telepathic ability was growing shakier with each attempt; this was the fourth, and while last time he'd reached farther than he could recall any Agent ever reaching on the system, this time, his mind was already straining under Range 4.

 

Rowan. This is for Rowan. Find him. It's all right if you don't make it. He's what matters.

 

In all his years, Jason had devoted himself to many causes, but never once in his life had a thought like that entered his mind…that there was something, or someone, he was truly willing to die for…and it was true. He summoned as much strength as he could and reached, farther and farther, trying to bridge the distance between them.

 

North…they were somewhere north of Austin. Georgetown? No, farther…Waco. They'd taken the interstate toward Dallas/Ft. Worth. But right now, they were stopped…where…where?

 

"Range 9," he heard Sage say.

 

He reached…listening…trying desperately to hear anything, even another scream, that would tell him the location. Just a little farther…

 

"Losing it. Range 8. Range 7."

 

Jason tried to ignore the weakness that was swiftly overcoming him, but it was no use—he was falling back into his body again, the distance simply too great to cross.

 

His head was pounding and he knew it would get worse. He might, in fact, pass out if he tried again, and not wake up for days.

 

"Tell…send a message to Ness. Tell her they're in Waco. I don't know where exactly, somewhere just off IH35 probably, but they're parked for now. Hurry, Sage."

 

She obeyed, hitting the number to Ness's office and then to her cell phone, and relayed the information.

 

"All right, will you stop now? They're sending every available Agent to Waco and they've got the local cowboys searching the entire interstate corridor between there and DFW."

 

"No…I have to try again."

 

"You're out of your fucking mind!"

 

"If I may," Ardeth said before the argument could escalate, "I have an idea that might help."

 

Jason managed to turn his head toward the Elf. "What?"

 

"This Rowan—what is his strongest gift?"

 

"He's a level 9 empath," Jason answered. "He was a rethla, back in Clan Oak."

 

Ardeth just looked at him, waiting, and after a second Jason sat up straight. "Son of a bitch," the vampire said. "I've been going about this all wrong. Sage, I need you to do something a little unorthodox."

 

"So what else is new?" She snorted. "What this time?"

 

"Recalibrate the Ear to work off of empathy, not telepathy."

 

She sat back hard in her chair, gaping at him. "We can do that?"

 

He nodded. "Just do as I say, and I'll walk you through it step by step. First code us temporarily off the network, then take the primary relay offline. A window will pop up on your screen asking if you want to load the secondary relay; tell it yes, and the calibration menu will appear."

 

"Right, right, hang on…"

 

Jason closed his eyes a moment, trying to still the whirling ache in his head, but kept talking, rattling off instructions. Most people at the Agency didn't know he'd been one of the initial test subjects for the Ears, so he was a lot more familiar with their inner workings than the average Agent; they had, in fact, been designed based on his limits, assuming he couldn't exceed Range 8, with Range 10 built in as an absolute maximum.

 

But any good engineer, he knew, added a little padding, just in case.

 

"Okay. It's recalibrating. It wants to know your empathy level."

 

In truth he had no idea; strictly speaking he wasn't really an empath. His secondary gift, the musical one, was all he had to go on. "Six."

 

"Range?"

 

"Push it up to 12."

 

Sage made a noise like someone had punched her in the stomach. "Um…this thing only goes up to 10."

 

"Just tell it 12 and see what it says."

 

She shook her head in disbelief but punched in the number. "It wants authorization."

 

He reached up and tapped his Ear. "Shadow Agent 7. Adams, Jason. Authorization 47075-9."

 

There was a whirring noise and a series of beeps, and he felt the Ear inside his head, its energy shifting, realigning. Empathy worked through the brain too, of course, but from different locations and along different pathways.

 

His consciousness spun around itself, then settled into the familiar back-of-the-mind buzzing he was used to.

 

"All right," he said. "Let's do this."

 

*****

 

Rowan heard himself screaming a second before searing agony ripped him from sleep and back into the world. He knew he was writhing, but couldn't stop; he knew he was going to beg for release, starting any minute now, as he always had. He heard himself, heard the screams, but inside he was remembering what happened next, what always happened next: cold air on his back as the rags he wore were pulled down or up, and the sickening, thick wet sounds of being fucked, thighs slapping against his, white hot pain clawing through his middle.

 

Instead, there was sudden relief, and he lay still, gulping in lungfuls of freezing-cold air.

 

"Good. It's working. Be ready to get back on the road in twenty minutes."

 

As if from miles away, he heard someone crying, and eventually his mind supplied a name: Elora.

 

The first voice spoke up again. "Be quiet, child. If you misbehave I'll push this button—do you see this button?—and it will happen again. It will be your fault if I have to hurt him again. Do you want that?"

 

Rowan fought his way awake. His entire body ached from the muscles clenching so tightly, and his arm was burning and itching and felt hot. He got his other hand to move, and reached over to touch where it hurt. His fingers encountered a ridge of skin, something hard, and the rough outline of clumsy stitches.

 

Oh god. No…no.

 

He opened his eyes.

 

A dull red light shone from beneath the skin of his wrist, surrounded by a rectangular shape sewn up on one side with black thread. The stitches were red and puffy, the skin hot with the first blush of infection.

 

He heard a door slam, and looked up, trying to make sense of what was happening. He was on a carpeted floor, the room nondescript, with a king-sized bed in a hideous polyester spread. A motel. They were in a motel.

 

When the door closed, something moved across the room, and Elora's terrified pale face appeared over him. "Tiomi Rowan? Are you all right?" She was crying, and she patted his face, his neck, his shoulders with her little hands. "Please be all right."

 

They had made her watch. Rowan was sure, briefly, that he was going to be sick, but clamped down on the urge. "It's…I'm all right, Elora. Where are the others?"

 

"Outside. They're going to take us to where they live, it's in…Colorado." She pronounced the name slowly, unaccustomed to the strange syllables. "They're going to hurt you more, a lot more. The woman with the long hair tried to make them let you go, but they hit her and put her back in the van."

 

Rowan turned onto his stomach and tried to get up, but he was simply too weak, which was probably a good thing. He had no inhibitor, and if they were near any sort of crowd, or in a city, he wouldn't be able to shield himself.

 

"Elora, listen to me. When they come to take us out to the van, I'm going to attack one of them, and I want you to use the distraction to run—out the door and whichever way you can. Don't stop running until you know they're not following anymore. Then find a telephone and dial 911. You know what a telephone looks like? Good. Tell the operator you need to be patched through to the Shadow Agency and give them this number: 47071-7. Can you remember that?"

 

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "What's going to happen to you?"

 

"I don't know. But don't worry about me, just run. Promise me you'll run."

 

"I promise…"

 

"Good girl. Now, can you help me get up?"

 

It took a minute, but eventually he got to his feet, wavering only slightly. He took a deep breath, then another, grounding himself, and gathered what strength he had. There would only be one chance. If he tried to escape, they could kill him with the implant, but Elora could still get away, and if he lived…the Agency would track the van from their current location, and maybe, just maybe, they would find him before it was too late. He tried not to dwell in that hope, though.

 

If he could have had one wish it would have been to tell Jason goodbye; he felt tears welling up at the thought that they would most likely never see each other again. He was facing a lingering, tormented death sentence at the hands of his own daughter—if the rest of their purification involved the implant, there was no way he could survive. His nerves were already too damaged to bear much more; the only saving grace was that his body would probably give out long before they finished with him.

 

Beloved…I'm sorry. It was so beautiful…I never thought it would end like this. Please don't blame yourself like I know you will.

 

He was hurting again, and worse with each passing second, his knees attempting to buckle, but he kept himself upright by sheer force of will and staggered over to the motel room door. If he was very lucky he could get the drop on whoever came to collect them. His hands weren't tied—they were depending on his weakness to keep him in check.

 

Leaning sideways on the wall, he waited, passing the minutes by thinking of Jason, remembering all the nights they'd spent tangled in each other, or watching TV on the couch. He thought of Jason's hands, his muscles, that incredible mouth roaming over the landscape of his body, and finally of music, music that betrayed the depth and power of the vampire's heart. He imagined he could still hear it…the rise and fall…no two pieces ever alike, but every one kissed with healing energy and love…Rowan drew the music into himself, remembering.

 

Wait…

 

He could hear it.

 

For less than the space between two breaths, he heard it, and moreover he felt it. A flood of emotion washed over him, and he tasted dark wine, felt a heart reaching for his.

 

And just before the door opened, he heard a single thought that sent renewed strength and determination singing through his every cell: [I'm coming.]

 

The Elf who entered the room never knew what hit him. Rowan waited until he was fully inside, then seized him by the shoulders and slammed him hard into the wall, simultaneously doubling him over and kneeing him in the chest. The Elf cried out and fell, and Rowan kicked him in the stomach before reaching over and taking his gun.

 

"Elora," Rowan said calmly, "cover your eyes."

 

He heard the click of a gun being cocked and spun around, reflexes taking over, firing twice at the second guard who appeared—she had time to bark out a warning to whoever was behind her before he shot her, both times in the heart.

 

At his feet the first Elf started to try and get up. He looked up at Rowan, fear in his eyes, but Rowan didn't even feel a twinge of compassion or remorse as a single bullet wiped the fear away.

 

The rest stayed outside. He heard them yelling at each other, heard Kaeli ordering the third guard to stand back. He knew what she was doing—going for the transmitter—

 

Another wave of agony hit him full force, and he dropped to his knees, hand still gripping the gun. He could feel himself blacking out; he shouted at Elora to run for it, and surprisingly she obeyed, tearing out of the room as fast as her legs could carry her. He used all his remaining energy to raise the gun again and send a volley of cover shots over her head. He heard a scream. Third guard.

 

Now it was just him and Kaeli.

 

He hit the ground hard, and didn't move again. The gun slid out of his hand to the floor, and he saw heavy boots level with his face, kicking the weapon away.

 

"What have those people done to you?" he heard Kaeli ask sadly. "I'm so sorry, Father. I don't think I can let you join the Clan if you're able to kill your own kind. You're a murderer now."

 

He started to laugh, a harsh and humorless sound. He could taste blood in his mouth. "You…should change your name," he snarled. "Whoever you are…you have no right to call yourself my kin. We're both dead, you and I."

 

She smiled, and it was a smile of regret. "You're right."

 

She pressed the barrel of her pistol to his head.

 

He heard the shot, and saw her body stiffen, just as he flinched at the patter of something wet across his face.

 

With a gurgling cry, Kaeli fell over sideways, blood pooling beneath her from a hole in her chest. Behind her, Rowan saw Sedna standing in the doorway, armed with one of the guards' semiautomatics.

 

The long-haired Elf looked down at Kaeli with disgust. "I have a name for you," she spat. "Traitor."

 

Rowan held out a hand to her, and Sedna all but fell beside him, weeping. Her fine robes were bloody and torn, her face a mottled mess of bruises. She pulled up the hem of her outer robe and used it to wipe the blood from his face.

 

"Sedna…" he touched her shoulder weakly. "Go outside and find Elora. Take her to the van. Don’t let her come back in here. She's already seen too much. Then look in the van or on the bodies and find a phone. Give it to Elora; she knows what to do."

 

"Yes." She pushed herself back to her feet and ran out the door, calling the child's name.

 

He drifted in the between-space, pain fading into a haze that was so intense he could hardly even claim it as his own. At long last he heard the sound of approaching sirens, and smiled as he finally let himself fall into the sweet arms of oblivion.

           

Part Thirteen

 

Déjà vu.

 

Jason stood watching the monitors flicker, listening to the whoosh of oxygen and the beep of the blood pressure indicator.

 

He wasn't alone, this time; Beck, Sara, Ness, Ardeth, and Elora were all with him, all of them trying not to crowd him but wanting to get close enough to see that Rowan was still alive.

 

It was a little hard to believe, at least for them. He had known the second he felt the Elf's suffering a hundred miles away that Rowan would be saved. He hadn't allowed any other thought to even touch him.

 

A hand, small and so fragile, took his and squeezed. He looked at Elora. The child was healthy and unhurt, but the horrors she had seen might still tell on her; she had cried and cried, for hours, in her father's arms, all the way back to the base and then in the safety of Rowan's suite.

 

The other Elf, Sedna, had retreated to a private room for the time being, allowing the doctors to tend her but barely speaking. Ardeth had offered to take her back with him to Clan Willow, and Ness had assured the traumatized woman that the Agency would use its resources to find Clan Yew and rescue her son from its depravity.

 

"He's going to be okay," Elora told Jason.

 

"I know." He squeezed her hand back.

 

Ardeth swung the girl up into his arms, and she giggled. "I have you and your Agency to thank for my daughter's life," he said. "And especially our sleeping friend. I hope one day I can repay you, if there is ever anything I can do."

 

Jason smiled a little. "When will you return to your Clan?"

 

"The physicians here wish to keep an eye on Elora and Sedna for a few more days. I have no complaints; the food is excellent and the weather outside is frightful. There is talk of snow, and a rumor that such a thing is a sign of the Apocalypse."

 

"You should definitely stay, then. We have protocols in place in the event of an Apocalypse."

 

Beck appeared at his elbow and hugged him around the waist with one arm. "I have her," she said. "Do you want me to get everyone out of here for you?"

 

He looked around the infirmary at the tired, careworn faces. There were no other patients, just those keeping vigil over Rowan, and Dr. Nava, always nearby. "No. It's all right."

 

She was surprised, but said nothing, ushering everyone back a little, pulling up a chair or two. "Everybody be quiet," she said. "Sit down."

 

There were several looks of confusion, but Beck gave them The Eyebrow and nobody asked questions.

 

He let his eyes come to rest on the Elf in the bed, moving over him slowly, visually drinking in every inch. Rowan looked like hell, but he was alive; he had nearly died from neural shock, but he was alive; Dr. Nava had cut another implant out of his wrist, but he was alive; he'd killed three of his own people and had his daughter die in the act of trying to kill him, but he was alive.

 

Dr. Nava and Dr. Cunningham were both predicting a long road ahead of post-traumatic stress and depression. They had tried to prepare him for the worst; this time it might be even harder for Rowan to recover, emotionally, and it would take Jason's help for Rowan to heal.

 

They had no idea just how right they were.

 

Almost solemnly, Beck opened the case in her hands, and held out the Tempest.

 

He nodded to her and lifted the violin; behind him, he heard someone make an astonished noise. Sara. He held back a laugh—of course she knew.

 

His gaze still on his beloved, he smiled again, and began to play.

 

*****

 

On an icy night three days before year’s end, Jason opened the door in time to hear Alton Brown say something about the Pennsylvania Dutch bringing donuts to America.

 

He ignored the show and paused to watch, for a moment, the Elf asleep on the couch, reclining partway into a pile of pillows and a thick fleece blanket. The remote was still in his outstretched hand, and the blue light from the TV picked out the faint edges of the scar on his wrist—the old one. The second implant, on the other arm, had left no trace of its brief existence. Jason had seen to that.

 

He had seen to it, and done away with as much of the nerve damage as he could, erasing as much of the evidence of Rowan's ordeal as possible. It had been…effortless, even pleasurable, an offering. He hadn't felt that way about music since Fox had been so violently taken from him, so long ago. And when he was finished, the faces around him were all wet with tears, and Dr. Nava tried to drag him to the lab to analyze what he'd done. Jason had met Ness's eyes and flatly refused. Once, he might have given everything to the Agency. No more. There were some things he intended to keep.

 

Rowan's eyes opened, and he smiled sleepily. "How was work, darling?"

 

"Pretty uneventful for a change." Jason set the two wooden boxes he was carrying on the coffee table, took off his jacket and hung it by the door, then went to kneel in front of the couch, taking the remote from Rowan's hand and switching off the TV. "It's so damned cold outside even the demons are staying in."

 

"How's Sara handling it?"

 

"Bitching all the while. But getting used to it. How was your evening?"

 

A yawn. "Good. We’re making refinements on the inhibitor.”

 

Jason frowned. “You didn’t overextend yourself, did you?”

 

“No, no. Very elementary stuff, just testing the signal response. I’m not cleared for anything more than that until January 5, and I’ve got the wrath of Dr. Nava, you, Ness, Sara, and at least three Elves to contend with if I push myself too hard. But still…I got tired after an hour, so I had some soup and came back here to rest.”

 

Jason leaned over and kissed his forehead. “Good. Did you need any meds tonight?”

 

“Not so far. I’m kind of achy, so just to be safe I took half a pill. It seems to be doing the trick.”

 

This time, Jason kissed his lips, slowly and deeply. The Elf made a purring sound and wrapped a hand around Jason’s neck, and for a moment he knew the Elf’s pain was forgotten, soothed away by warmth that could easily tumble into passion if it hadn’t been so obvious how weak Rowan was. Jason drew back, smiling into his eyes.

 

Rowan kissed his nose and said, “I spoke to Ardeth earlier. Elora's on Goblet of Fire already, and they're thinking of relocating Clan Willow to Texas."

 

"I'm sure Elora would like that." They switched between Elvish and English freely in conversation now, and Jason had to admit he liked the language; he liked that it had so many terms for sex, for example, and even more for love. Its musical vocabulary was vast and poetic. Elora had been right—English sounded like someone had clipped off the last syllable of every word, in comparison.

 

"He also asked me to ask you if your package arrived," Rowan went on. He inclined his head toward the boxes Jason had brought home with him. "Is that it?"

 

"Oh…yes." Jason held up the larger of the two, a long, flat hinged box with a leaf-shaped clasp. "Ardeth is a metalsmith, as you know, but all his tools were destroyed with his Clan. I offered to pay to replace them all if he would make something for me."

 

"Oh? What?"

 

He opened the box and showed Rowan, whose eyes widened. "That's beautiful."

 

"Beck loved Ardeth's, and I was having a hard time coming up with an anniversary gift for her."

 

Rowan chuckled, running a finger lightly along the non-bladed edge of the curved knife. "I still can't believe you two celebrate that—especially given that you were turned a week before she was.”

 

“It’s symbolic, more than anything. We split the difference and settled on New Year’s Day.”

 

“Didn't you run out of ideas after the first hundred?"

 

He shrugged. "Usually it's not a big gift, just a little something one of us heard the other say she wanted. This year she splurged and got us all tickets to see Stella Blue at Austin Music Hall."

 

"That's lovely of her. I'll have to think of something to get her, now."

 

"I'd recommend a new chess set. She gave hers to Elora."

 

"That girl really does have a sweet streak a mile wide," Rowan commented.

 

"If you tell anyone she'll kick you in the balls."

 

"Oh, I know. I won't tell a soul."

 

Jason closed the box with Beck's knife and set it aside, and Rowan saw the second box beneath it, smaller and square. "What's that?"

 

Jason picked it up, suddenly a little nervous. "I was going to wait, but…while you were still in the infirmary, before he and Elora left, I talked to Ardeth about the band on his wrist. He said the tradition is that the couple each has a bracelet inscribed with the other's name, to symbolize their bond to one another so that wherever they go, and whoever else they may spend time with, they remember their home is with that one person. Not exclusivity, just commitment. Marriage for the slightly slutty, I suppose."

 

Rowan smacked him on the arm. "So what's in the box?"

 

"Well, I…" Jason hadn't really planned this part; he'd been hoping that Rowan wouldn't notice the box just yet and he'd have more time to get his wits together. But since when had anything in their lives gone according to plan?

 

He put his hand on the lid. "The Agency isn't a Clan," he said, lowering his voice. "That means we don't have a Blessing Tree…but I thought the live oak beyond the labyrinth might do, if…" He opened the box, letting the light catch what lay within it, and Rowan gasped. "If you would stand with me beneath it, under the next Full Moon."

 

Tears were already falling from the Elf's darkened silver eyes as he picked up one of the two bracelets in the box with wondering, shaking hands. Both were exquisitely worked in near-indestructible Elven silver, made to fit flat against the wrist, seamless once closed, without a catch to snag on anything. Each band was carved in the lyrical Elvish alphabet, spelling out the Elf's name on one, the vampire's on the other. The band that bore Rowan's name was ornamented with leaves. The one with Jason's name had a long, sinuous design that, when looked at from the right angle, became the shape of a violin.

 

They were every bit as perfect as Ardeth had promised—and he had crafted the alloy himself, guaranteeing it would last at least five centuries if not more. Things made by immortals were made to survive.

 

"Jason," Rowan said, barely above a whisper, “Are you sure you want this? It's not because of what anyone said, or just because I almost died? Do you really want to commit yourself to me like this?"

 

Jason looked down into the box and smiled. "Rowan…I already have. Haven't you noticed? You have had my heart for nearly ten years, my body for five months, and everything else…I'm yours, my Elf, completely, for as long as you can stand me. Ist amoraes thai, amori."

 

Rowan was silent for a long time, so long that Jason was afraid he'd made a terrible mistake, but then Rowan said, very softly, "Well then…I only know one answer to give. Yes. I will stand with you beneath the Blessing Tree, under the next Full Moon, and there I will bind my heart to yours for as long as love shall last between us."

 

It had been years, over a hundred of them, since Jason had last known such pure, unvarnished joy. It was such a strange feeling that it hurt, and he had to bury his face in the Elf’s neck to hide any semblance of tears. Rowan’s arms surrounded him, and they held onto each other for a long time.

 

“Take me to bed?” Rowan asked sweetly, kissing the palm of each of Jason’s hands.

 

“Doctor’s orders,” he started to say, but the Elf cut him off gently.

 

“No, to sleep…although Monday can’t come fast enough, in my opinion. At this point I’d risk going into a coma for that thing you do with your tongue.”

 

Chuckling, Jason lifted him up off the couch and carried him to bed. Were they going to end up living together, he wondered? The Agency did have larger quarters for couples and families. They’d cross that bridge eventually, he figured, drawing the covers up around the Elf, whose hands were busy unbuttoning Jason’s shirt. Rowan’s nimble fingers parted the fabric and traced lines down Jason’s chest, sending shivers through him. It had been…well, far too long…since they’d had sex, and it was only in the last couple of days that Rowan had felt well enough to even bring the subject up.

 

Rowan’s nails dragged lightly down Jason’s upper arms, and Jason groaned. “That’s not fair.”

 

“I know.” The Elf’s eyes glinted, one hand continuing its circuit around Jason’s torso, the other dipping down to slide partway under his belt. “I’m depraved, remember? A wicked blasphemer condemned by my carnal perversion.”

 

“God, I love it when you talk like a Catholic.” Jason kissed him hard, unable to fight the need any longer, hips pinning Rowan’s to the bed. “Allow me to absolve you from your sins…”

 

Rowan was laughing—they both were. “Not until we’ve committed a few more. Now take your pants off and get in this bed.”

 

“We really shouldn’t do this—“

 

“Why, because then I can’t wear white at the wedding?”

 

“I was thinking more about you being unable to handle the energy overload and passing out, and Dr. Nava coming in here and giving me another ‘I’m pretending you’re not naked while I yell at you’ lecture. I’ll bet that woman has a huge gay porn collection. You know how straight women are about boys getting it on--”

 

Rowan put a hand over Jason’s mouth and met his eyes, still smiling though his tone was serious. “I love you. Very much. And even with all of this…madness…I’m happier with you than I’ve ever been.”

 

“So am I.” Jason drew him close.

 

“Would…would you play for me tonight, culisen? I’m starting to hurt a little more, and I’d love to fall asleep to the sound of the Tempest.”

 

“Absolutely, amori, you need only ask.” He planted one more kiss on the Elf’s temple and rose from the bed. As he fetched the violin from the table nearby, he said over his shoulder to the Elf, “Do you know how I know this is true love?”

 

Rowan, snuggling deeper into the blankets, shook his head. “How?”

 

“Because I haven’t once wanted to smack you in the head for calling me your little mosquito.”

 

The Elf laughed merrily and settled in to listen, and twenty minutes later he was still smiling as he drifted off peacefully to sleep with a net of healing melody woven around him, cradling him safe and warm like his lover’s arms.

 





Anywhere He Wants

 

Transcript from Special Budgetary Review, May 27

Conducted at the Shadow Agency base of operations, Austin, Texas

 

In attendance:

 

JEFFREY MECHLING, CPA, Financial Officer, Shadow Agency, Washington, D.C.

JANICE RETZINGER, Accounting Assistant, Shadow Agency, Washington, D.C.

VANESSA MACMILLAN, Director, Shadow Agency, Texas branch

JASON ADAMS, Shadow Agent 7, Shadow Agency, Texas branch

 

 

JEFFREY MECHLING, CPA (JM): All right, let's begin. This is a special budgetary review of the expenses incurred by Shadow Agent 7, Texas branch, Jason Adams. Agent...I'm sorry, am I boring you?

 

JASON ADAMS (SA-7): Yes.

 

JM: You do understand the necessity of this review?

 

SA-7: Not at all. And I have plans to have several hours of mind-blowing sex with my partner in an hour, so if you wouldn't mind getting on with it?

 

(Pause)

 

JM: Agent Adams, according to our review, you go through nearly twice as much ammunition as any other employee of the Shadow Agency. Do you have any insight as to why that might be?

 

SA-7: I shoot more things.

 

JM: Yes...well, er...could you be more specific?

 

SA-7: I patrol twice as much as anyone else in the branch. I’m faster, stronger, and have better senses, ergo I apprehend twice as many suspects.

 

JM: And can you tell me why you so rarely bring any suspects back alive?

 

SA-7: I guarantee you, Mr. Mechling, jailing a Shurazcho demon would cost the taxpayers a great deal more than a bullet. They eat babies, after all, and as I understand it the going rate on babies is at least twenty grand.

 

JM: Twenty-five, according to our latest estimates. The point is, Agent, you seem to go through Agency resources at an alarming rate. Uniforms, ammunition--thirteen trench coats in the last year. It says here that one was burned, two were shot full of bullet holes, one dissolved in some sort of organic acid--

 

SA-7: Semen.

 

JM: Excuse me?

 

SA-7: The coat you’re referring to, if it’s the one from last month, was, well, come upon. A creature called an Ynigiri--not to be confused with the sushi--about seven feet tall, with five penises. Looks a lot like a hentai tentacle monster. They breed voraciously; each male is able to fertilize five females at once.

 

JM: And...why was there one in El Paso?

 

SA-7: Someone conjured it to make rape porn. The man who summoned the creature had half a dozen young women in schoolgirl outfits tied up nearby, white panties and everything.

 

(Pause)

 

VANESSA MCMILLAN, DIRECTOR (VM): You look a little green, Mr. Mechling, do you need a break?

 

JM: No, no. I’m all right. So I’m assuming that you killed this creature, and in the process your uniform was damaged?

 

SA-7: Yes. To completely kill it you have to lop off all five dicks. Unfortunately for my coat, one of them started...unloading...before I cut it off. Ynigiri semen has a lower pH than battery acid; it would have killed the girls, eaten their internal organs over a period of several hours.

 

VM: Mr. Mechling? Are you sure you're all right?

 

JM: Ah, fine...Janice, could you get me some water, please?

 

(JANICE RETZINGER leaves the room. Returns two minutes later.)

 

JM: All right. Why don’t we move on...here, on page 22, I have a list of the incidental expenses charged to your Agency-issued Visa card. There are a variety of questionable items here, the first one that stands out being a charge to an Austin store called Book People for $23.96 on March 5. We don’t have a receipt for that.

 

SA-7: March...oh, yes, I bought my niece The Tales of Beedle the Bard.

 

JM: Using the Agency’s expense account.

 

SA-7: Yes.

 

JM: How do you justify that expense?

 

SA-7: Have you ever tried to say no to a baby Elf?

 

JM: With all due respect, Agent, I don’t think--

 

SA-7: Very well, Mr. Mechling, let me put it in terms you’ll understand. Dr. Nava is interested in learning more about Elven anatomy and there was no data on children. The girl willingly submitted to a battery of medical tests here at the base. As child labor laws and so forth are difficult to apply to immortals, rather than bringing up any thorny legal issues I compensated her with a book.

 

JM: (Unintelligible)

 

SA-7: If it makes you feel better I’ll give you cash for it.

 

JM: Er...next on the list we have regular charges to Whole Foods market--usually less than five dollars apiece, but at least once a week for the last few months. Your species does not eat, Agent. What have you been buying at a supermarket?

 

SA-7: Oh, for fuck’s sake.

 

VM: I’ll field this one, Agent 7. One of our other Agents, an Elf, has a history of physical and psychological damage from his pre-Agency experiences. This past winter he was badly injured and as a result suffered a setback. Dr. Nava has him on antidepressants and a number of holistic therapies as well. One that seems to help particularly well, SA-7 purchases regularly at Whole Foods. We offered to take over the expense of that therapy from SA-7, as it is part of SA-5’s medical care.

 

JM: What exactly is this therapy?

 

SA-7: Blueberries.

 

JM: Did you say blueberries?

 

SA-7: Sometimes raspberries.

 

JM: Fruit? Is that a therapy specific to Elves?

 

SA-7: If I say it is, will you shut the hell up about it?

 

(Pause)

 

VM: While you’re looking, Mr. Mechling, there should be some charges to Strait Music company; those also apply to SA-5’s recovery.

 

JM: Er...how so?

 

SA-7: Violin strings.

 

JM: What kind of injuries respond to fruit and violin strings?

 

VM: Agent Rowan's entire family was slaughtered in front of him and he was sold as a sex slave for twenty years. In December his daughter kidnapped and tortured him and was then shot. In spite of all of that he continues to be a vital member of my team, has assisted in the development of groundbreaking technology, and has helped save the city more than once. I think that's worth some fruit and a few violin strings. And speaking of which, I want it on record that I object strongly to this review. SA-7 has my full confidence.

 

JM: Then why did you insist on being present for these proceedings?

 

VM: To keep him from killing you.

 

(Pause)

 

JM: Er...I think we can skip most of the rest of these, there's just a few that...oh, here. Here's one. You may be able to justify the fruit expenses, Agent, but given that you, as I said, don't eat, could you give me more information about this charge on May 11 for $86 at the Dog and Duck Pub?

 

SA-7: My trainee had a bad day.

 

JM: I'm afraid I need more details than that.

 

SA-7: Fine. She had to kill someone. She doesn't like that. We were on a drug bust and I was injured--eleventh trench coat, by the way--and in order to stop the suspect from escaping I ordered her to take my weapon and shoot the man in the leg. She pursued the suspect on foot and he veered into a crowded area and attempted to take a hostage. She shot him. It was an excellent shot, too. She's come a long way.

 

JM: And the charge...?

 

SA-7: She was upset, so I took her out for a drink.

 

JM: An $86 drink?

 

SA-7: Okay, several drinks. And some chips. The Dog and Duck has fantastic fish and chips, I hear. We both got a little inebriated and ended up taking a cab back to base, which should also be on your report. I gave the driver a generous tip because Sara threw up on the seat.

 

JM: You went out drinking on the Agency's account, on Agency time?

 

SA-7: We were off the clock.

 

JM: Nevertheless, Agent, I'm afraid I can't authorize--

 

SA-7: All right, Mr. Mechling.

 

VM: (Sotto voce) Here it comes. Clear the building.

 

SA-7: According to your records you've been with the Finances department for a year and were just promoted. See, this sort of thing happens to me a lot--some new punk gets pushed up to a new post and decides to make himself look good by auditing me. You'd have done much better to give the Financial Director a blow job. He has a very nice cock. But the thing is, you're not going to intimidate me with numbers and facts, and you're not going to do anything about my expenses, any more than the last six pencil-dicks have done when they've swept in here with reports and reprimands. And do you know why?

 

JM: Um...d...I...um...why?

 

SA-7: Because if I were to walk because some snot-nosed kid from Harvard made me angry, you'd be eating your own testicles the second you got back to Washington. Without me this Agency would be nothing.

 

(Pause)

 

SA-7: Mr. Mechling, you're staring.

 

JM: Um...udda...y...your eyes are ch...I mean...do...okay.

 

SA-7: Now if you'll excuse me, I'm going to code off for the evening, drink some blood, and get laid; and you are going to take your little report and go home, and not bother me again. And if I use up more bullets than the entire fucking NRA, you're going to get down on your knees and thank God that I'm out there keeping you from being eaten by things that go bump in the night. Have a nice day.

 

(JASON ADAMS leaves the room.)

 

VM: Will there be anything else, Mr. Mechling? If not you're welcome to stay for dinner in our cafeteria. It's fajita night.

 

JM: I...

 

(VANESSA MACMILLAN activates intercom.)

 

VM: Steve, would you bring Mr. Mechling a new pair of pants from Uniform Services?

 

STEPHEN PARKS, EXECUTIVE ASSISANT, OVER INTERCOM: Right away, Ma'am.

 

VM: Those are $39.95, by the way. You can charge it to SA-7's Visa.

 

(VANESSA MACMILLAN leaves the room.)

 

 




 


Sage

 

Sage wants cookies.

 

She hasn't baked anything in months, and she tells herself she never will again, but gradually the trauma and shock have worn off and she keeps catching herself remembering the warm elastic feel of bread dough beneath her hands, the scent of cake at the precise moment it needs to come out of the oven. She never used a timer.

 

She leans back in her seat, the headset clacking against the chair. Thankfully it's wireless so she isn't tethered to the console—it has a range of about twenty feet, so she can walk over to the printer without losing the signal. She twists the chair left and right, waiting, thinking of chocolate chips and brown sugar.

 

[Coordinates?]

 

Sage sits forward. [Stand by.]

 

The satellite network is still searching—reading heat signatures, scanning for psychic traces, interfacing with the Eyes to locate the suspect's hiding place. He'd gone to ground somewhere downtown, and she had a sinking feeling he was somewhere on Sixth Street hiding among the Saturday night glut of revelers. Lots of people, lots of activity, and any attempt to apprehend him could cause a scene or possibly civilian casualties.

 

Finally, a beep: the network locks on. Shit, she was right.

 

[Sixth and Trinity,] she says. She imagines her thoughts traveling through the headset into the console, her telepathy boosted by terabytes of memory and processor speeds easily a hundred times faster than anything available to the public, then racing across space into the amazingly small bit of technology behind the Agent's ear. She enters a series of codes on her console commanding the computer to transmit the satellite imagery the same way, and again, she imagines it: a map unfurling in his mind, just behind the eyes, somewhere between thought and sight.

 

He is not pleased with what he sees.

 

[Fuck. He's in a piano bar. This should be fun.]

 

Cookies. Or, perhaps, a cupcake—a loaded thought, but unavoidable. Would anyone eat them now, if she baked them? Was the memory still too fresh? She thinks of the pearly sheen of her Nana’s buttercream recipe, swirling into peaks in the bowl beneath the beaters, of adding a few grains of powdered coloring to produce a soft shade of pink, a whisper of the raspberry flavor hitting the nose a second before that first bite. A single plump berry placed on top—a color so perfect and deep she could never replicate it.

 

She watches the tracker in the Ear, the blue dot on the secondary screen getting closer and closer to the red dot on the primary console. She knows that most Ears have the occasional signal loss and fade-out of their Agent's telepathy wavering, like a CD skipping, but she's lucky. Her Agent's power never falters. He's like a machine himself, never stopping, never tiring.

 

She's terrified of him.

 

And yet she thinks he's the most fascinating creature on the planet, second perhaps only to his lover, the Elf who helped save her life.

 

Sage can't fathom why the two of them are together, much less how they've managed to become so inseparable: the one is a healer, gentle and compassionate and she's sure unable to hurt a fly; the other, a cold-blooded killer, a hunter, with an acid wit and absolutely no fear…almost no emotion, really, just drive. She had only seen him react emotionally to one thing: Rowan’s kidnapping. She knows he loves the Elf, and the fact that he is capable of love and still capable of such violence makes him that much scarier to her.

 

She is telepathically connected to him, true, but there is a wall of technology between them, providing enough distance that she can speak into his mind without being afraid of what she'll overhear. She still doesn't like it, but she's good, and he likes her, and it's better than being a secretary or having her memory wiped so she can return to the private sector.

 

[Entering the bar,] he informs her, following field protocol. The Ear records their conversations and logs all transmissions, so occasionally the Agents verbalize their locations and activities to match up with the tracking data. That way there's never any question that they're obeying the rules.

 

She's well aware how he feels about the rules—generally he makes his own, and follows Agency regulations when it's convenient. She's been summoned to several pro forma inquests already to give her account of his behavior, just as a cross-reference with the network logs when something doesn’t fit. It usually only takes one meeting for Washington Agency representatives to decide it's best just to stay out of SA-7's way.

 

He likes to kill people. He eats people's blood. She might have requested someone else, except that she can't help but admit that working with him is…well, fun.

 

[Oh, for the love of God, he's singing 'Piano Man.' Let the record show the perpetrator was shot for egregious violation of good taste.]

 

Sage holds back a snort. [What's the plan?]

 

[Beam me the building, will you?]

 

She pulls up a schematic of the bar and sends it to him; there's the usual four-second delay as he absorbs the information. It's all very much like The Matrix.

 

Sage often wishes she'd opted for the blue pill.

 

[Suspect has a surprisingly good vocal range for a Tantarian demon.]

 

[You've got to be shitting me,] she replies.

 

In answer, he switches the Ear to camera mode, and suddenly her console is a video display of the scene: a crowded, dimly lit bar, several dozen people perched on stools around tables, drinking, singing along with the man behind the piano, who is belting out Billy Joel like his life depends on it.

 

Of course, she can't really see everything the Agent sees—his vision is far better than the telepathic camera's resolution, and there are nuances of shadow and light he takes in automatically that simply cannot translate over the network. He can tell the pianist isn’t human just by looking.

 

That's how he often seems to act before he could possibly know what's going to happen; he senses motion and changes in the environment on a level that seems prescient but isn't really. There are times that he says things that make no sense until two seconds later, and the way he sizes up a situation is utterly inhuman. It's amazing, and scary, and another reason she doesn't ask for a transfer. How many people have a chance to look through the eyes of a vampire?

 

The suspect looks human, but it's an illusion; she's seen the pictures of what's underneath the skin suit. He's got maybe another hour before his ectoplasmic energy begins to break down the dermis and the whole thing bursts at the seams—she's seen that, too, and it killed her appetite for days. Most demons are not intelligent, and are in fact little more than automatons, but the Tantarians are at another level, almost as sophisticated in their way as the Elder races. That makes them more dangerous and harder to kill.

 

He's right; the demon can sing. He's got the crowd involved, too, dancing in their seats as he switches to a medley of songs from Grease.

 

[Gods help me,] SA-7 groans. [I'll be you didn't know that Travolta isn't human, either.]

 

[You're joking, right?]

 

She hears him snort softly. [Scientologists. Look them up in the database sometime. Moving to apprehend suspect.]

 

[How are you going to get him with all those people?]

 

[Watch and learn.]

 

He keeps the camera on, and she watches as he sidles around the dais where the piano is situated. People are going up to the piano and slipping bills into the glass bowl with their requests on pieces of paper, and between songs the demon, who she knows has killed the real musician and stowed his body in a bathroom stall, fishes out a request or two and plays whatever they've asked for, if he knows it. He has a pretty decent repertoire.

 

SA-7 walks up to the piano and drops a dollar into the bowl, then lays a piece of paper directly in front of the demon, who glances at it and turns stark white.

 

The Agent pats him on the shoulder, then walks away into the crowd, edging around the periphery toward the most likely exit: the hallway that leads to the restrooms.

 

"All right," the demon announces as he finishes "You're the One that I Want" to thunderous applause. "Gonna take a quick break, but when I come back we'll have more requests!"

 

With that, he traipses lightly down the steps, and the crowd parts to let him through—he fakes a move toward the men's room, but turns left instead of right, making for the back door.

 

[Locking down the building in three…two…one…] Sage says, entering another code, this one to send out an energy pulse through the Agent's Ear that will temporarily override the bar's security system. All the exits will be impassable for about fifteen seconds; any longer would arouse suspicion and violate fire codes, possibly getting the owners in trouble that would take the Agency days to unravel. It’s just long enough for the Agent to slip in behind him.

 

When the demon tries to get out, he can't budge the door, and he panics, whirling around to face the Agent standing there, watching him with no expression whatsoever on his face.

 

"Are you going to come quietly?" SA-7 asks, in Tantarian, which is a weird experience for Sage—people tend to think in their native languages, so his words come through the Ear in English even though they come out of his mouth in the demon's language.

 

The demon insults him—a cultural idiom Sage doesn't quite get that translates as something to do with pimples and a rabbit. SA-7 finds it amusing, but not so amusing that he doesn't draw his gun and take casual aim at the demon's midsection.

 

Now it's the demon's turn to laugh. "Stupid boy," it hisses. "You can't kill my kind with your primitive weapon."

 

The gun has a built-in silencer, and between that and the raucous crowd noise in the bar beyond the door, no one hears the shots. Vile yellow blood—she assumes it's blood, though it's about the consistency of a Frappuccino—erupts from the demon's stomach, and he gurgles in shock and pain, flying back against the wall and sliding down.

 

SA-7 steps over to him. "Tarium alloy bullets," he tells the dying creature. "We've been working on them for weeks while you've been eating the livers and spleens of humans in this area." He reaches down and plucks the slip of paper he'd given the demon at the piano from its twitching hand.

 

Sage catches a glimpse of it: something in the Agent's handwriting that looks more like an equation than a sentence, but his mind reads it to her: the demon's Miranda rights, in Tantarian.

 

"It's your own fault for resisting arrest," the Agent says.

 

The demon makes a pathetic croaking noise and shudders, its last breath rattling. As it dies the seams of the skin suit rupture and more of the yellow ooze floods out, sticky and steaming in the half-darkness. She hears the Agent’s noise of disgust—Tantarian blood apparently stinks like rotting potatoes, and for someone with an ultra-sensitive nose she’s sure it’s godawful.

 

She sighs, and while the Agent switches off the camera, she notifies the team already en route that they need acid-proof gloves and poly-vinyl sheeting…and a carpet steamer, and a lot of Lysol. Sage is forever dispatching cleanup crews to deal with the aftermath of SA-7's seeming inability to bring back a live suspect.

 

Sometimes Sage wonders if Sara had any idea just what he was really like, if she would still be so enamored of him. She claims he's a big teddy bear underneath the hard shell, and Rowan's love for him would seem to confirm that, but how many teddy bears carry six guns at once and feel absolutely no remorse for killing another living being? He views his quarry as beneath him, even the human suspects, as if by following whatever code he lives by—not to be confused with Agency regulations—makes him better than the rest of them, even better than his own species. She's heard that other vampires hate him, that he has many enemies among them.

 

But Sage has found that Sara is an impeccable judge of people, and even though Sage wants to think she's blinded by her obvious attraction to the vampire, she's never been wrong that Sage is aware of. Sara is her only real friend anymore, and she vouches for Adams, so Sage tries to believe in him, all evidence to the contrary.

 

A teddy bear with fangs.

 

There's also the fact that he's still on the Pentecost case, and refuses to let it go cold even though after the drug lab was destroyed no new evidence has surfaced to lead them to the masterminds behind it all. The Eyes have said that there's definitely something coming, that Pentecost isn't over, but that its masters are lying in wait. Still, a total lack of evidence means that the Agency wants to put it aside. SA-7 won't. He's got two Agents on it at all times. She's heard him say that nobody kills his people, nobody invades his home and fucks with his town, without paying the price. He will pop a cap in someone he feels is an evildoer without batting an eye, but when it comes to those he has pledged himself to defend, he is fiercely protective, a force of nature unlike any she's ever seen.

 

Absolutely terrifying.

 

And she's never wanted to have sex with someone so badly in her life.

 

Cookies. Sage thinks of cookies. Fudge crinkles. Those almost-ebony rounds of dough flavored with black cocoa and balsamic vinegar; Rowan had gone into orgasmic rapture over those, and so had Sara. The Elf doesn't eat much chocolate, but there had been a few recipes of hers that he had loved almost obscenely. He, too, is almost disgustingly good-looking, though a bit girly for Sage, who prefers a more muscular breed and has never been into long hair.

 

The ears are pretty hot, though.

 

A window pops up on her console: an IM from Sara.

 

"Want to meet for dinner after shift?" the Witch asks.

 

"Sure. I'm off at 3, let's say 3:30 in the upper lounge?"

 

"Good plan. See you then. Did he get the Tantarian?"

 

"Yellow goop everywhere."

 

"Dumb bastard. See you later."

 

SA-7 is on his way back to the base now, with a jar of the demon's blood to analyze for any anomalous substances that would explain why he was feeding so heavily before he died. Tantarians feed off livers, mostly, but if they are nutrient deficient they swallow spleens and gallbladders of their victims, fresh and warm while the victim is still alive. Some Tantarians, like some vampires, have found ways to fulfill their needs without harming anyone, and thus are allowed to live in the city under a monitored but mostly unrestricted lifestyle. There is always some asshole that feels like he is above the law.

 

Speaking of which: [SA-7, you're expected in Rowan's quarters tonight as soon as you're presentable. I'm coding off for the shift if you don't need anything else.]

 

[Actually, Sage…when you code off would you mind coming down to the Armory for a moment? There's something I need to discuss with you.]

 

Alarmed, she agrees, and goes through her nightly ritual of powering down the console and unplugging herself from the Ear. The process has multiple steps, and if she skips one she could end up halfway wired in all night, broadcasting her dreams all over the building. Again. She is much more careful now.

 

By the time she makes it down to the Armory, he is busy snapping his weapons back into their slots in one of several drawers. The anti-Tantarian bullets go into a separate drawer for experimental and one-time-use ammo. He’ll file a report on their efficacy so the blend of metals can be altered to work faster, fire better, or whatever.

 

"What can I do for you?" she asks, swallowing her nervousness. She has no idea what to expect. He’s never asked to speak to her before outside the strictly official arena of his office or the Floor.

 

He lifts his eyes, and their color again startles her: she'd never seen a man with such jewel-blue eyes, particularly in combination with jet-black hair. According to Sara all vampires have blue eyes—the way they change is a giveaway that they aren’t human, if you know what to look for. At times they are almost neon, when he is angry they turn a frosted silver, and every once in a while they are clouded and grey like the sea beneath a storm. Tonight, they are a self-satisfied sapphire, the kind of color she suspects had half of the young Irish of New York on its knees in front of him for centuries.

 

His fingers curve and turn clips of ammunition in his hands with an almost sensual delight, and she tries not to watch, or rather, tries not to watch and get hot.

 

“You’ve been an Ear for six months as of this week,” he reminds her. “As your partner and the senior Agent I’m required to file an evaluation of our work together, which I’ll be doing on Friday.” He continues his task, producing guns and knives from places she can’t even begin to pinpoint. “I wanted you to know I’ve been very pleased with your progress thus far, and my report will reflect that.”

 

She’s listening, and watching, and her psychic senses are going into overdrive just being around him—he’s tightly shielded, but something about him is just so…wrong, to her mind, a low-level field of danger and darkness, something predatory out of nightmare, kept under a fist of control but lurking there, in wait, a panther hiding behind a stand of brush.

 

And he’s gorgeous, which makes it so much worse. She doesn’t want to be attracted to something like him, but who could help it? Even without the coat and the weapons, she can see his muscles beneath the tight black Stella Blue concert t-shirt, the confidence in his walk, the absolutely perfect shape of his body. If he weren’t a vampire he’d be generically good-looking in an underwear-model sort of way and probably not that interesting, but that aura pushes him over the edge, draws everyone in no matter where their preferences lie.

 

Even better, he’s fully aware of that fact and uses his effect on people to his advantage. She wants very badly to hate him.

 

“So, that in mind, is there anything you’d like to bring up about our interactions, specifically problems you have with my end of things? Our transmission time is excellent, even with the software glitches we’ve been having since the upgrade, but if there’s anything else you’d like to comment on, please do—even if it’s something you think of later.”

 

“Okay,” she replies, her mind abruptly going blank. The only thing she can think of to ask is, “Why did you need to see me down here?”

 

He looks her up and down, and she blushes even though there’s no innuendo in the gaze whatsoever. The only comforting thing about him is that he’s gay. She doesn’t have to worry about him trying anything—not that he would. If he were going to hit on a woman she would bet it would be Sara, who has confidence, a sense of humor, and fantastic breasts. Sage has always thought of herself as very ordinary, especially now that she doesn’t bake anymore. The one remarkable thing about her is gone.

 

Finally, he says, “I was wondering if you had baked anything since Pentecost.”

 

“Um…no…but you don’t eat, do you?”

 

“It’s not about me. It’s about you being a fully functioning member of my team. I only work with the best, and if there’s something you need help with—if you need someone to talk to about what happened—I can get you in to see one of the counselors. I know you had sessions just after, but I suspect you haven’t been in a while.”

 

Cheesecake. Graham cracker crust, with a touch of cinnamon, a tart cherry topping—

 

“Sage?”

 

“Sorry,” she mutters. “I’m kind of spaced out. No, I haven’t been back to Dr. Sharma. I don’t really need to, I’m fine.”

 

He raises an eyebrow. She takes a step back involuntarily.

 

“You don’t have to be afraid of me.” He speaks quietly, even though there’s no one around, and she has to appreciate his sincerity.

 

“I can’t help it,” she blurts out. “I mean…I mean, look at you, and you’re…”

 

He actually smiles—she can’t remember ever seeing him do that before. It makes him look younger and a lot more human. He graciously ignores her stammered words, and says, “I was hoping I could hire you.”

 

“Um…the huh?”

 

“Sara may have already mentioned this to you, but Rowan and I are having a sort of commitment ceremony on the Spring Equinox.”

 

“You’re getting married?”

 

“No, not exactly. Elves don’t really have marriage in the traditional human sense. It’s more like a semi-open handfasting.”

 

She nods. That she can understand. “Okay.”

 

“Rowan’s been having a…hard time, lately, since the kidnapping and his daughter’s death. I’m hoping that a gathering of all his friends and chosen family will help that. The ceremony itself is just us and a couple of witnesses, but there's a party afterward. It’ll be thirty people, maximum, in one of the big meeting rooms upstairs. Nothing formal—but we need a cake.”

 

He stops talking and stares at her, and it takes her a moment to get it. Fear grips her stomach. “I don’t know…”

 

“Please, Sage. There’s no one else here who can bake like you, especially given the dietary restrictions Rowan has. Besides, he loves your work. It’s been so long since he had anything of yours he’d probably trade you a dozen orgasms for a dozen cookies. And believe me, it’d be worth your while.”

 

“So, you…you want me to bake you a wedding cake. Er, commitment cake. When I haven’t baked anything in almost a year.”

 

“I have the utmost confidence in you.” He looks at her keenly. “I ask only that you have some in yourself.”

 

“I…I’m not sure. I mean, I’d like to, but…would they let me use the kitchen? And…I’d have to special order some stuff, and…”

 

“I’ve already cleared it with Chef Didier. You have full run of the kitchen and all you need to do is make a list of what you need." He smiles again, this time more gently. “They miss you, in Food Service.”

 

“Are you saying I should go back?”

 

He leans back against the wall of weapons drawers, arms crossed, and a flicker of something—memory, she thinks—crosses his face. “You may find this hard to believe, Sage, but…I know what you’re going through. I know what it’s like to feel you have a calling, something to offer the world, and then set it aside out of grief. To have something you once loved bound up in pain and regret and be afraid that taking it up again will lead to more. But what you do, Sage, is an art. You may not think so, but it is. And art exists to transform emotion. It can change the world if you let it.”

 

She tries to find somewhere else to focus her eyes, but he is sucking up her attention into the irresistible vortex of his presence. “I don’t think cake can change the world.”

 

“Your cupcakes almost destroyed this base.” He shrugs. “A lot of lives were changed that day. And no, not all for the better, but is that really how you want to leave things? Do you want your final act as a baker to be unwittingly hurting people?”

 

“It…it wasn’t my fault,” she whispers, tears suddenly flooding her eyes. “I didn’t know.”

 

His voice softens too, and he leans closer to her. “Of course not. But you believe it was. How long are you going to let this eat at you, and deny everything you have to give?”

 

Damn it, she isn’t going to cry, not in front of him, not in the Armory of all places. She manages to meet his eyes, and amazingly, she can see it—he does know what she is feeling. There is genuine empathy there, the most unguarded expression she’s ever seen him wear, and for the first time it occurs to her to wonder about his past, about what might have happened to him in the far-back reaches of history that has brought him here.

 

“Just think it over,” he says, leaving her side to fetch his jacket from a hook on the wall. “Let me know by Friday if you can. I know it would mean a lot to Rowan.” As he pushes open the Armory door, he pauses and says back over his shoulder, “And I didn’t mention this, but: I’ll pay you for the work.”

 

The only thing she can think to say is, “How much?”

 

He doesn’t even blink. “$1,000.”

 

“A thousand dollars? But the ingredients and stuff would be provided by Food Service! You could get a professional baker for that much!”

 

He gives her a fluid shrug. “It’s a specialized item, and as far as I’m concerned you are a professional. Besides, what am I going to spend it on, four-star restaurants and anti-aging cream? I’ll see you tomorrow night, Sage.”

 

*****

 

And that is how, three weeks later, Sage finds herself in the Agency kitchen, where she hasn’t set foot since the previous summer, tasting and stirring espresso-flavored filling for a vegan not-exactly-a-wedding cake for an Elf and a vampire’s not-exactly-a-wedding, while at her side, in a shortening-smeared Ramones t-shirt, that exact vampire is measuring out flour into the Agency's huge Hobart standing mixer.

 

The day hadn't started well at all. Since Sage left her old position, the Agency had been through three lead bakers. The first one had been fired after a week for saying a batch of brownies was vegan when in fact it contained both milk and eggs, which resulted in Rowan spending a night with his head in the toilet and SA-7 threatening to commit several felonies. The second had quit for unspecified reasons. The third, Mark, was still there, and was as big a cock as everyone said. He was arrogant, sexist, and his talent was pedestrian at best. The Elf had taken one bite of his bread and started sending his lover out to Whole Foods' bakery. Sage had seen trays of Mark's muffins going uneaten in the cafeteria, and secretly, it made her smile.

 

It was far less easy to smile, however, with him hovering over her in the kitchens while she made the first of what would turn out to be three practice cakes for the big event. He kept reminding her that she was supposed to clean up after herself, and dropped hints about Pentecost being all her fault at least once an hour. She'd been unable to concentrate, and thus her first cake had been inedible. The second had been better, but had still sunk in the center—her cakes never did that.

 

That was four days ago, and now, the night before the party, he is at it again, and she has to get this one right. There are frosting and filling to make, decorations to create, and four individual cakes to get in and out of the oven. The design isn't elaborate, and the recipes are familiar, but Mark's meddling is making her want to dump an entire bowl of batter over his head and then beat him with a wooden spoon until it breaks in half.

 

"You're not going to leave that in the sink, are you?"

 

The old Sage, the baker Sage, would snap something sarcastic and banish him from her kitchen, but this is not her kitchen anymore. She is here by the grace of the Agent, and he and everyone else involved with the ceremony is in Rowan's apartment going over the final details. She's alone here with this asshole, and at this rate, the cake is going to be a disaster.

 

She ignores him at first, not wanting to give him any excuse to get meaner. She can't take comments about what happened last time she baked, and she's already perilously close to tears from the stress.

 

Finally, she says, "Please, Mark…if you'd like to help you're welcome to, but I do have a lot of work to do tonight. If you have a problem with my being here you really should talk to SA-7."

 

Mark sneers. She's not sure if he hates the Agent because he's a vampire, because he's gay, or because he's just him, but it's obvious how he feels. "I'm just making sure you don't try anything funny," he says. "Chef Didier trusts you, but he's a foolish old man."

 

"He's a foolish old man who can cook circles around you," Sage snaps. She's always been fond of Didier, a classically trained French chef who went out of his way to learn new ways of cooking to accommodate his diverse charges. He's had forty years' experience in the kitchen, and his wizened hands can still make a perfect hollandaise without so much as a tremor. He's also one of the few kitchen staff who still talks to Sage, and checks up on her regularly.

 

Mark starts to say something snide, and she's almost frightened by the cruelty in his face, but a voice cuts in like the blade of a sword through water.

 

"Do you need help, Sage?"

 

Sage looks up gratefully to see SA-7 standing casually in the kitchen doorway, somehow more intimidating in faded jeans, leather jacket, and t-shirt than any human could be in full body armor. His words are without inflection, but the look he levels on Mark makes the baker go pale and back up a step, letting Sage breathe a little easier.

 

Mark attempts to recover, saying, "Do you have clearance for this area?" as if he has no idea who he's talking to.

 

SA-7's expression could be called a smile, but it's so predatory that it makes her heartbeat double in speed, and she's sure the same thing is happening to Mark, who swallows hard. The Agent reaches into his pocket and pulls out what looks like a wallet; he flips it open and flashes his badge at Mark.

 

"Shadow Agent 7, Jason Adams, security authorization 47075-9. I have clearance for anywhere I goddamned well please. Now get your skinny ass out of here and let my baker work, or we'll be serving weasel-faced white boy Danish with breakfast tomorrow."

 

Mark freezes, starting to stutter out some sort of reply, but SA-7 barks, "Go!" and he does, practically scampering, edging past the vampire with as much distance between them as possible.

 

Sage nearly weeps with relief, and the energy in the kitchen changes instantly. She sags against the counter. "Thank you," she says, but she's shaky, and after a moment she adds, "I think this may have been a mistake."

 

He comes forward and holds up something she didn't notice he was holding: a bottle of Shiraz. "Time for a break, I think."

 

"Aren't you supposed to be planning your handfasting?"

 

He pulls up a stool and plucks two glasses—well, glass measuring cups at any rate—from a shelf, pouring them each exactly six ounces of wine. He slides one to her. "The planning's been done for a week. Mostly the Elves wanted a chance to…well, be Elf-y together. Sara stayed because she's performing the ceremony, but all the Pagan talk was making me twitch a little."

 

She sips her wine. "Are you a Christian?"

 

"I'm not anything. I haven't been since I was human. Once you've been condemned by the Church and lost loved ones because of whom you sleep with, you tend to question your faith. I never found any answers." He turns his measuring cup around so his fingers fit into the handle. "I envy them. Believers."

 

"Yeah." Sage hasn't exactly been among the faithful these past six months either—not so much because of a lack of belief as because of a lack of anything at all.

 

He looks over at the designs for the cake, pulling the drawings toward him with interest. She had gotten Rowan's approval but it hadn't really crossed her mind to do the same with someone who wasn't going to partake of her work. She probably should have, now that she thinks about it, since he's the one paying her.

 

"It's perfect," he says. "Are you covering the outside with rolled fondant?"

 

She shakes her head. "Buttercream. I haven't been satisfied with my attempts to create fondant without gelatin, but the soy margarine works as well as the dairy butter. Frosting tastes better than fondant anyway."

 

"I'm guessing there's coffee flavor in here somewhere."

 

"Rowan requested it specially. I'm doing dark chocolate espresso filling on the top tier and raspberry on the lower."

 

His smile is so affectionate that she finds herself melting. "That's him, all right," he says. "Is the filling going to be a frosting or a ganache?"

 

She blinks. "Okay, how the hell does a vampire know about fondant and ganache?"

 

He blinks back. "Alton Brown."

 

Sage can't help it; she laughs. The last of her anxiety dissolves. "I should get back to work."

 

SA-7 nods, slides off his stool, and takes off his jacket, draping it around the upright of one of the steel shelving units.

 

"What are you doing?" she asks.

 

"Helping you. What do you need done?"

 

Sage's mouth is open, but she can't get any words to come out for several seconds. "Agent…"

 

His eyebrow arches. "Let's drop the titles, shall we? Now give me a job—I can't help much with the tasting, but I'm damn good at pretty much everything else I do."

 

"Um…okay…well, how about you start with the cake batter, and I'll get to work on the ganache since it has to chill?"

 

For someone so used to being in command, Jason makes an excellent assistant; he knows enough about baking that she doesn't have to explain all the vocabulary words, and takes direction without complaint or contradiction. He's perfectly precise with measurements—he even levels off the cup of flour with the back of a butter knife without having to be told—and doesn't force her into conversation, but allows her to keep things at her own comfort level.

 

The only thing that disrupts her state of mind is the fact that having him in such close proximity, she can smell whatever that cologne is he wears, and somehow it blends with the scent of baking cake and makes her pathetically horny.

 

Once, their hands accidentally brush, and she jumps. He looks at her curiously. "Are you all right?"

 

Sage starts to dissemble, but something of her old self has come back to her in the course of the evening with chocolate under her nails and flour in her hair, and she finds herself coming clean before she can censor herself. "You don't show up in mirrors, but I bet you still know how hot you are, right? Well, I haven't had sex in a year and it's starting to get on my nerves, and you're just really, really lucky you don't like girls."

 

He stares at her a second, then laughs—a real, honest laugh, without any sarcasm in it, and it's actually a very nice laugh that she can't help echoing. He's neither put out nor discomfited by her words, but says, "That's more like it," and goes back to chopping a large block of chocolate into meltable bits, still smiling.

 

"Seriously, though, can I ask you a question?"

 

She's sure that his usual knife skills involve more stabbing and less dicing, but he works the blade like a professional chef, and doesn't even look at his fingers when he replies, "Go ahead."

 

"How do you shave?"

 

A chuckle. "By feel. It gets to be second nature after a few decades."

 

"Have you ever left the house with, like, shaving cream on your nose, or your hair all in an uproar because you couldn't see it?"

 

"Not that I remember. That's part of why I keep it cut so short. I have no idea how my sister manages to put on makeup and dye her own hair. Women have many arcane abilities."

 

"This is true."

 

By the time the tiers are baked, cooled, assembled, and given the first coat of buttercream that will keep crumbs from getting into the outside layer, Sage is enjoying herself. It takes hardly any effort at all, now that she's back in her natural element, to slip back into her old role, and to think of what she's doing as something more than simply making a pretty cake. It feels right, and something inside her that's been twisted around itself relaxes. It's nearly dawn by then, but she still has a lot of work ahead of her, work she'll do in the afternoon after she's had a few hours' sleep.

 

Jason grabs his jacket to go after helping her straighten up the kitchen. The morning staff will be in to start breakfast soon; the cake is stowed safely in the walk-in fridge along with containers of frosting and decorative elements. She'll do the final assembly in the meeting hall.

 

"There's supposed to be something on top," she says. "Rowan said his friend…what was his name, Arden?...is making something to go there. I hope it's ready. I left a space that's going to look kind of stupid without it."

 

Jason nods. "It's ready. Rowan has it. I have no idea what it is, but if Ardeth made it, it's probably silver. He's a metalsmith."

 

Sage unties her apron; she's wearing an old set of chef's whites, or at least, pieces of a set. She never did like the hat. "Well, I'm sure it'll be beautiful."

 

"You are coming to the party, aren't you?"

 

She starts to say she wasn't invited, but he gives her a look, and she smiles. "Yeah. I'll be there."

 

"Good. Get some rest, Sage. I know you have the rest of the week off after this, but still, no sense in wearing yourself out."

 

"I will. I am. I'm going now."

 

He starts to leave, and she calls after him, "Thank you."

 

Jason pauses and looks at her. "You're welcome."

 

"I mean, for the help, yes, but also…thank you for asking me to do this. I feel…I feel a lot better now."

 

He flashes her that disarming, dazzling grin. "Why do you think I asked?"

 

*****

 

Sage hangs back from the crowd, uncomfortable in her one decent dress and only pair of heels, drinking a glass of champagne and watching people eat.

 

If anyone has qualms about the cake, they don't show it. In fact the faces around her reflect absolute bliss when they bite into the layers. She's spent most of her life watching those faces, reading the reaction to flavor and texture. As far as she can tell this is an unqualified success.

 

It's fun as receptions go—music, dancing, food, laughter. Everything is elegant and understated, no doves, no bouquet throwing, thank god, The anomalies are the sort of thing one finds at the Agency. Elves, including a little girl who carries around a stuffed elephant. A Naiad. Vampires: one running the sound, the other with his arm around Rowan, both their wrists now bearing matching silver bracelets.

 

She wonders what goes on in an Elven handfasting. There is energy, something weird she can't name, surrounding them both, settling slowly into them cell by cell. It's a binding of some sort, but so subtle they might not even be aware of it themselves.

 

All the big-name Agency people are here, even the Director herself, looking as scary as always in her suit but softened just a little by a corsage of wildflowers pinned to her lapel.

 

Sage catches a glimpse of the Elven smith, Ardeth, who went out of his way to come over and compliment her on the cake. His topper piece, an Elvish symbol of some kind surrounded by vines fashioned of solid silver, apparently has something to do with the blending of two souls, but Sage admits that she was concentrating more on his mouth than on the words coming out. That accent is just too much.

 

She drifts around the room, removed from the activity but not feeling especially lonely. She could go talk to Sara, but the trainee's popularity has made her harder to pin down these days, and she's gained a lot of confidence since she started. She seems to know everyone, and everyone seems to like her. Sage envies her.

 

"Would you care to dance?"

 

Sage starts, but it only takes a second to realize why she didn't hear anyone approaching.

 

Jason is in impeccably dressed in his usual black, and though the strange energy signature is still all over him, he is obviously happy, his typical neutral expression bordering on a constant smile.

 

"I guess I have to say yes to the groom," she says, setting down her glass on an empty table and taking his arm. "And I'd hate to have dug out these shoes without giving them some kind of workout."

 

She's not much of a dancer, but fortunately he doesn't demand any acrobatics, leading her into a standard slow dance with his hand a comfortable weight on her waist. They move around the floor, and perhaps it's the aura he's giving off, but something else unclenches in her, and she finds herself grinning like a fool.

 

"You did beautiful work," he says to her as they rotate around the axis that is, as it turns out, him, the center of the universe, facing briefly the table where what's left of the cake looks like it's been fallen upon by demon hordes. It was beautiful, she decides; a white base with vines and leaves that had turned out both realistic and tasty, if she does say so herself. She'd even made little marzipan acorns. "Worth every penny and more."

 

"About that…" She glances over and sees Rowan dancing with Sara. "I've decided you should keep the money. Consider the cake a handfasting gift."

 

"Too late," he replies. "I already had it transferred into your account. But, if you insist, we can work something else out."

 

"Like what?"

 

"I'd like to keep you on retainer. I don't really expect you to want to go back to the kitchen full time, and to tell you the truth I would hate to lose you as an Ear. But my Elf has been craving pie lately, and I hear you do something obscene with cherries."

 

"Well…yeah, I do."

 

"So, you stay an Ear, and once a week deliver something baked to our quarters."

 

She tilts back her head to look him in the eye. "On one condition."

 

To his lifted eyebrow, she explains, "Mark has to go."

 

She recognizes the look on his face—amused, and just a touch wicked. She used to want to slap it off him, but now she wonders why; it's the same sort of look she used to wear a lot. "He was escorted off the premises as soon as he left the kitchen last night. He displayed threatening behavior toward a fellow employee, and he was absolute shit as a baker. They're sending a replacement Monday who will be under strict orders to stay out of your way."

 

The song ends, and he indulges himself a little, giving her a twirl; she surprises herself by not falling over, and lands almost gracefully in a chair at a nearby table. Sage, laughing, offers her hand to shake. "Deal," she says.

 

"Very good. Pie, next week." He looks past her shoulder and she realizes she's sat down at an occupied table. "Oh, and Sage—this is Frog. Frog, Sage."

 

He walks away, and Sage, after a quick visual inspection of his ass, turns to her new companion. "Hi."

 

The young man sitting there by himself blinks in surprise, as if he'd been completely lost in thought, and sure enough there are ink scribbles on the napkin in front of him, next to his empty cake plate, that look like equations. He's a bit geeky in his glasses, but cute, she decides, with long-lashed hazel eyes and dark brown hair that sticks out a bit haphazardly. Thin, but not skinny—she can see the edges of his biceps under his dress shirt. She knows exactly who he is, and wonders if he works out for his own health or because of the exalted company he often finds himself in.

 

"So you're the famous Frog," she says. "Sara's told me a lot about you. You helped break Pentecost, right?"

 

He still looks shocked, and it takes her a second to figure out why, but then she realizes that her dress has a low neckline, her hair is a bit wild from her spin off the dance floor, and she just twirled into his life, a breathless bright-eyed redhead out of nowhere.

 

"That's me," he says. "And you're the famous Sage. You made the cake?"

 

Here it comes. "That's me."

 

He smiles. It makes his nose crinkle. "Then I'm going to have to marry you."

 

She laughs, and the sound of it amazes her—she hasn't laughed so easily in a long, long time. "Why don't we start with a dance?"

 

Frog rises, and he's blushing. Actually blushing. But he comes around and pulls back her chair, and takes her hand almost gallantly. "Yes ma'am."

 

She realizes she's blushing, too, as she stands up and takes his hand.

 

 

 




 

 


The Lost

 

Part One

 

There is a cemetery tucked away in the middle of Austin, extending all the way from Shoal Creek Boulevard to Loop 1. The highway is visible from the newest sections, but the older areas are shaded by live oaks and watched over by a sovereign red-tailed hawk, and on most days the traffic noise sounds almost like the ocean. A whole section of the cemetery is devoted to Chinese graves, decorated with red paper and burnt-out incense sticks. Another holds the remains of children.

 

One area, a roughly circular patch surrounding an oak nearly four feet in diameter, belongs to the Shadow Agency.

 

There were a thousand ways for an employee of the SA to die in the line of duty, ranging from the law-enforcement standard gunshot wound to being totally dissolved in the caustic slime coat of a ThrCzrnog demon. Every employee from Agent to janitor had a form on file for postmortem instructions: burial versus cremation, funereal rites, next-of-kin.

 

Vampires never left corpses, as no matter how they died their bodies simply fell to ash. Naiads were susceptible to a variety of water-borne illnesses and pollutants, and the minute they died, their bodies began to dry out and shrivel with no way to preserve them. Humans liked to pump their dead full of chemicals in a belated attempt to stave off mortality. And Elves…

 

Sara didn't know about Elves, and now…

 

In so many instances there was nothing to bury. Around the base of the oak there was a ring of stone markers with the names and dates of those who had left nothing behind.

 

Once she would have found standing in a graveyard at night a creepy experience. Now, she did everything at night, and it was so normal, her eyes had no trouble separating the black trunk of the tree from the black trench coat of the figure standing before it, head bowed, silent as the stones themselves.

 

She stayed away for a while, but eventually she had to go to him—she had to see it for herself, to make herself believe.

 

Without realizing it she sank to her knees, reaching out to touch the newest stone, to trace the letters carved into it. She couldn't read it. She had always meant to ask, to learn, but she'd never got around to it.

 

After a long moment she forced herself to look up through her tears. When she saw what he was holding in his hand she nearly curled up in a ball and sobbed, but she no longer had the strength for that much emotion; instead it felt like she was leaking sorrow out through her eyes, and she had given up trying to dam it.

 

The moonlight caught the silver, and she saw the broken edge. The black smudges of soot had been carefully polished off, and she could see him doing it in her mind's eye, his talented hands running over the letters of his own name, shaking, the loss too deep for weeping, too deep even to feel.

 

Sara wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her coat and looked up to his face. She remembered, months and months ago when she had first joined the SA, how distant he had been, and how gradually something in him had opened, just a little. Love had changed him, but now, the look on his face was the same she had seen back then, absolutely expressionless, devoid of anything human or warm.

 

Softly, she asked, "What are we going to do?"

 

SA-7's voice was hard. "We go back to work."

 

He turned away from the tree and took the sidewalk that led from it like a spoke in a wheel, and she pushed herself up and followed.

 

"But—" she began.

 

He rounded on her, and there was a moment's spark of cold fury in his eyes, quickly snuffed and replaced with even colder resignation. "This is our life, Sara. This is what happens. We work, we fight, we die. Nothing lasts. Nothing ever has. Accept that, and next time it'll be easier."

 

She met his gaze evenly. "And next time for you?"

 

He lowered his eyes. "Trust me, there won't be one. I'm not making this mistake again."

 

She had to practically run to keep up with him, but her anger gave her renewed energy. "That's what it was? That's what he was, a mistake?" She tried to grab his arm, but he shook her off. "Talk to me, damn it. You can't keep this up. You haven't even slept since—"

 

"Code back onto the network," he snarled. "Inform your Ear that you're on your way back to base. And next time you skip out on your patrol to come looking for me, SA-9, you'll be hauled in front of the disciplinary committee and put on suspension." He stuffed the bracelet into his coat pocket, the considerably longer length of his stride leaving her behind, and added, "Time doesn't stop for death. The world doesn't care about what you've lost. It's all the same--in the end it all comes to dust."

 

"Then why are you still here?" she yelled after him, her voice nearly swallowed in the cemetery's silence. "What's the point of even trying?"

 

He paused and turned back to her, and she could see the luminous silver of his eyes, but it wasn't bloodlust she saw in them, it was grief.

 

When he spoke it was barely above a whisper, but the wind carried it to her almost gently.

 

"I don't know anymore," he said, and walked away.

 

*****

 

"What?"

 

Ness stared back at him across her desk, her expression belying his momentary belief that she was making some sort of joke. "I'm relieving you of active duty, Jason. Two weeks. That's not a suggestion, it's an order."

 

He started to snap at her, but she cut him off sternly. "I don't want to hear it. You've barely slept in nearly two months, you haven't had a single day off, and you look like absolute hell. Sage is terrified to say two words to you, you punched a cop in the face yesterday—right now you're a liability to this Agency, and I won't have you destroying your reputation or ours."

 

Rage clouded his vision, and he had the urge to reach across the desk and break her neck, but she looked him straight in the eye, ignoring their color change, and said more gently, "You have to stop this. You're going to kill yourself."

 

He gripped the arms of his chair so hard the wood creaked. "Promise?"

 

Ness took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and when she spoke again it was with surprising emotion. "It's never easy to lose an Agent. Six months ago when SA-9 was shot I had to make the call to his family in Wisconsin—it's one of the worst things about this position, having to give that kind of news, especially when you can't tell someone what their son really did for a living, and the true nature of the heroism he showed. I thought there was nothing worse than that feeling, until the night I sent all of you out there to stop that raid and had to listen, helpless, as one of the best Agents ever known to this branch, and a friend of mine, was simply…gone. And now I'm dangerously close to losing you, too, and to be frank with you, Jason, I'm afraid of what will happen to this place if that occurs."

 

She slid a form across the desk along with a pen. "This is the request for bereavement leave you should have submitted seven weeks ago. You're not suspended; this won't be a mark on your record. Sign it. Please."

 

He stared at the pen for a long moment, and it was like so many things—he couldn't remember what to do with it. Sometimes he found himself standing in the middle of the street with a gun in his hand and no idea how to fire. He remembered Beck appearing beside him one night and carefully prying a coathanger from his fingers; he'd been standing there with it in the living room for over an hour when she found him, eyes fixed on nothing, mind running in circles.

 

Finally he picked the pen up, and watched his hand write out the letters of his name in surprisingly even script. Then he pushed himself away from the desk and left Ness's office without another word.

 

He didn't realize until he was back at their...his…quarters that he was still holding the pen.

 

He dropped it carelessly in the hallway and ran his badge over the door scanner. This was the last place he wanted to be, but where else could he go? This apartment, this handful of rooms with the mixed belongings of two people from completely separate worlds, had been a sanctuary for them both, and now it was nothing but a collection of furniture and the clawing void where there should be warmth, just like the one in the back of his mind.

 

That feeling, that overwhelming sense of vacancy, was why he hadn't slept. He had tried; even a vampire could only go so long without rest, but every time he lay down in his bed, the silence bore down on him and the walls closed in. He flung himself out of bed time and again and all but ran for the gun range or the training rooms.

 

The only sleep he had eked out had not really been restful; he'd collapsed once from exhaustion, and another time had drunk himself unconscious.

 

He leaned back against the door, unwilling to take even another step into the place. He had barely touched anything since that last night; it almost looked like nothing had happened. There was still a half-empty wine glass on the coffee table, the fleece throw blanket was still in a heap on the couch. The only thing that was obviously wrong was the paper bag sitting on the table, and only because it was starting to smell. Three days ago he'd found himself returning from yet another round of patrols with a Whole Foods bag in his hands, just like a thousand nights before, and it was only when he stopped a moment and looked around the room that reality settled back over him.

 

Robotically, he walked over and picked up the bag, taking it into the kitchen to throw away. He looked around in confusion for a while, his mind skipping like an old CD, and then dragged the trash can over to the fridge, a blast of cold air hitting his face as he opened the door. He removed one item at a time and dropped it into the trash without letting himself think. Oranges, rotten grapes, a carton of expired chocolate Silk; a pint of sorbet from the freezer. When there was nothing left but blood and beer, he tied the bag shut and shoved it away, irritated at the way his hands were shaking.

 

He took a shower, but it was a blip on the memory radar, and time seemed to jump forward to entering his bedroom to find clothes. There were still two broken pieces of a bow lying on the floor where he'd snapped it in half three weeks ago. He hadn't intended to; he'd been putting the Tempest into her case and folding up the music stand when suddenly he picked up the bow and broke it and then threw it, hard, at the wall.

 

Dr. Nava had given him a variety of pills last month, none of which he'd taken, but if he was going to survive the next two weeks it would have to be in a stupor of some kind. He wrenched open the bottle of Ambien and washed three of them down with a shot of whiskey.

 

The second bedroom was exactly as it had been left, and as always, it was a contrast to his own. The bed was made, the floor clear, no piles of clean laundry waiting to be put away. The light aftertaste of incense still clung to the air over the scent of blown-out candles.

 

The pillows still smelled of organic herbal shampoo and soap. He pressed his face into one of them, breathing it in, and that was how Sara found him half an hour later; he heard the door beep from miles away, and sensed her entering the apartment and looking for him. She stood in the doorway for a long time before she said anything.

 

"I heard you're on leave," she said.

 

He would have snorted if he hadn't had a face full of pillow. Time did not stop for death or for the Shadow Agency gossip machine.

 

When he looked up at her she was crying again, but he didn't have the energy to be annoyed. Perhaps it was the drugs, but he finally felt tired, so tired it took effort to speak. "What do you want, Sara?"

 

"I came to check on you. Beck sent me—she's coming to see you as soon as she's off duty."

 

"Tell her not to bother. I'm fine."

 

A humorless laugh. "Right." She came into the room, lifting one hand to touch the wall adjacent to the door. It was painted in the mottled colors of the forest, with translucent leaves glazed over it that looked like they were drifting toward the floor. "I helped paint this wall," she said quietly, tracing a leaf with her fingers. "I've always loved this room."

 

He turned his head so he could see her better. "Did you have sex in here?"

 

She looked aghast at the question, but swallowed hard and said, "Of course."

 

They hadn't ever really talked about that. It had lain mostly unspoken between them for over a year since the handfasting—he'd never really been sure if his opinion of the whole thing should change or not, and she had apparently never wanted to bring it up. There had been others, he knew; the Naiad, Sedna, a couple of humans. He had never indulged himself, but it hadn't bothered him. But Sara was different. Sara was loved. Looking at it now, it was really too late to object, and truthfully he didn't want to.

 

"If I'd known the last time was going to be the last time, it would have been in here," he murmured, "not up against the wall of my office."

 

Sara smiled slightly. "Living room floor," she noted. "Mine. The cat kept licking my face. We ended up laughing so hard we couldn't finish."

 

Unbidden the memory of the time-before-the-last rose up, and it had in fact been in this very room. He didn't want to think about it, didn't want to see it, but he couldn't help himself. A Saturday, he recalled, and they'd both been off for the whole weekend, and they'd made love for nearly five hours, so slowly and reverently the world beyond the bedroom had fallen away. Afterward they'd watched a movie...something entertaining but completely stupid…The Fifth Element.

 

That was the last movie they would ever watch together. The last time they'd ever sweat all over each other in this bed. The last glass of wine, the last snuggle on the couch, the last…the last…the last.

 

Two days later there was the deafening sound of an explosion, the stench of burned flesh, the screams of the four survivors who had since been relocated to Clan Willow. An explosion, the roar of flames…and silence on the other end of the comm line. The next day, the forensics team sifting through the remains would bring him a broken piece of silver, and his last threads of hope would be severed.

 

Fire.

 

It was always fire.

 

He looked up at Sara, and something in his face made her cross the room and sit down on the bed beside him, a fresh round of tears in her eyes. She laid an experimental hand on his arm and slid it down to his hand, and out of impulse he took it, trying not to squeeze so hard he broke her fingers.

 

"He's dead," he said softly. "Rowan's dead."

 

She swallowed, and nodded. "Yes."

 

"I couldn't save him."

 

"No."

 

"He's gone." The words were strange on his lips, and felt so unbelievably wrong, but that didn't stop them from being true. "He's gone."

 

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

 

He didn't speak again, and didn't weep, but she stayed at his side, holding onto his hand, until the drugs swept over him and he finally, finally slept.

 

           

Part Two

 

Kir cried out in his sleep, arms flailing weakly against an invisible assailant. The sound was as heartbreaking as it was familiar--he'd woken himself this way almost every night for weeks. 



"Hush now," Sethen murmured to him, gently taking his arms and holding him down so he wouldn't hurt himself. "You're safe, little lost one. You're safe."



Whimpering, Kir opened his eyes and stared up at Sethen, momentarily not recognizing him. "Where..."



"You're safe," Sethen repeated, letting him go and stroking his face with careful fingers. "Just breathe, and remember."



"I was so afraid," Kir whispered, clinging to him desperately. "There was fire..."



"No, no...let that go. Remember where you are now. Breathe... in...out...good."



Slowly, breath by breath, the young Elf calmed, and the wildness left his eyes. He was almost talking to himself as he said, "My name is Kir. I'm an initiate of Clan Yew. I'm a Healer. The Clan saved me and brought me to live in the light of the Goddess."



"That's right." Sethen drew him close, and the young Healer burrowed into his shoulder, his hands clutching Sethen's arms. "And where are you right now?"



Kir drew back, and there was a shaky but genuine smile on his lips. "With you."



Sethen smiled back. "That will do," he said, and kissed the Healer softly, banishing the last of the nightmares. Kir returned the kiss with surprising fervor--but then, he was like that, wandering the village in a daze like all the new initiates, then giving himself over completely to passion, as if for a few hours there was nothing else in the world.



Sethen had found himself feeling uncharacteristic tenderness toward the Healer, though at first he had been annoyed that the Council had assigned him as Kir's mentor--the last thing he'd needed was a wide-eyed neophyte to the Way following him around complaining about his post-initiatory amnesia, but Kir...perhaps it was the way his hands wound through Sethen's hair, pulling just enough; or perhaps it was how he wrapped his body around Sethen's, pressing hard against him while his tongue darted into the Guardian’s mouth; or perhaps it was simply the sweetness of his presence, bringing something warm into what had been a cold existence.



Whatever it was, he surrendered quite happily to Kir's hands and lips, letting the Healer find his way beneath blankets and robes, his eyes aflame in the moonlight that streamed through their window.

 

*****



Dawn slipped quietly over the forest, lifting the mist that held onto the valley every morning and muffled even the sounds of morning birds. 



Sethen had distant memories of living somewhere warmer; the Clan's village was situated in a river valley in the midst of a temperate forest, and mornings were usually chilly. He had left the comfortable heat of their bed to watch the sunrise, as he had every single morning since...well, since he'd been here. The days had run together in his mind, but the Council had said his old Clan, Ash, had been massacred a year ago, and it made sense enough that he didn't question it.



Kir was sound asleep when he slipped out of bed and pulled on his uniform. He'd spared a smile toward the Elf's inert form, feeling a twinge of envy--Kir had no idea how lucky he was. Two others had been saved from the ruins of Clan Cedar. Sethen had been the only survivor of Ash. There was no one to help him remember his history, no one to corroborate his previous identity. He had only a handful of scattered images and a sense of loss that a year had not eased. 



Then again, given the strength and persistence of the nightmares Kir was having, perhaps Sethen was the lucky one.



The amnesia was a relatively new phenomenon, according to the Healers. Up until a few months before Sethen joined the Clan, the methods of purification and initiation had been much more painful, even brutal; at some point the Council had decreed that the memory of the rituals be wiped. There were rumors that before that, some initiates had been driven insane by the process, though he had yet to hear of any specific cases. Unfortunately memory magic was an intricate and difficult art, and the only way to be sure nothing would leak through was to block out almost everything. 



How much the initiate remembered varied wildly. Some had almost perfect recall up to the loss of their original Clans; others had complete amnesia. For most it was somewhere inbetween.



A moment later he heard a step behind him. "You're up early," he said.



Kir sounded half-asleep. "I woke up and the bed was cold."



Sethen smiled and looked back at him over his shoulder. "You're getting spoiled. You know what the High Priestess says about indulgence."



Arms twined around him, and he turned in the embrace to look down into the Healer's eyes. 



"I don't recall," Kir said with a grin. "I was too busy imagining what I was going to do with you after we left the Temple to pay attention."



"Don't say that," Sethen said, more harshly than he intended. Kir looked startled and started to pull away. "I'm sorry...I just don't want you to get in trouble. Even a comment like that falling on the wrong ears could draw the Council's attention, and that's the last thing you want...trust me."



Kir nodded, chastened. "I know. I didn't mean anything by it. But...if you thought I had, would you report me?"



Sethen turned back to the rail, gripping it, locking his eyes on the scenery again. "I would be expected to, as a Guardian of the Way. That's what I do, Kir. Every day I have to take someone from her home and drag her to the Red Door to be disciplined. I have to enforce the law equally. I can't pretend not to hear when you say the things you say."



The Healer leaned next to him, and asked quietly, "Should I be as afraid of you as everyone else is?"



The very thought made him ache. "I don't want you to be. Just...mind what you say, all right? So far you've been doing very well in action, but I worry about your thoughts sometimes. You have to let the past go. This is your life now."



A hand took his and squeezed, and Kir kissed his palm, saying softly, "Don't be upset with me. Please."



Sethen sighed and embraced him tightly. "I'm not. I want you to be safe. I love how much spirit you have, how bright you are, but...it's better just to fit in here."



Kir matched him sigh for sigh. "I should go get dressed for Temple--if I'm late again today I'll get a demerit." He kissed Sethen lightly on the nose. "I suppose you're on duty until the evening prostrations again?"



"Yes. I'll see you afterward, though."



"I might be late...the Bards invited me to their recital tonight...if you don't mind."



He hid his disappointment as well as he could. It was good that Kir was well-liked; he already had a lot of friends, and the senior Healers were pleased with his abilities. As far as he knew, there was no talk about him, and Sethen listened very, very carefully to the rumor mill. "Of course I don't."



"I'll be home before the night bell. Have a...have a good day. You might even try smiling."



He gave Sethen one last kiss before disappearing back into the house to change into his own uniform, and Sethen couldn't help but admire the way he moved--he was more muscular than most Healers, but there was no way to know why. 



Sethen had always been a Warrior, so his own strength and agility were no surprise to anyone. He had taken so well to his weapons training that he'd been moved up through the ranks very quickly, from border guard to Guardian in only a few months. Those first months with the Clan were something of a blur, but he had absolute confidence in his own skills.



He just wished he'd known what he was getting himself into.



He left the house alone, taking the path across the village toward the Temple and the House of Arms, which stood side by side. He needed to check in with Rethka to be sure they didn't need to detain anyone after the morning sermon. 



Kir had been right about one thing...he was feared. As he walked purposefully along the path, the handful of Elves who were already out scrambled to get out of his way, and even the single child he saw stopped what she was doing and stared at him with wide, frightened eyes. Everyone recognized the Guardians by sight, and everyone knew what it meant when they saw them approaching with their official insignias on. Even now, when he was obviously off duty, they were afraid.



They were always afraid. The Red Door, the Guardians, the Council--sometimes, Sethen wondered to himself, and only to himself, if perhaps the whole purpose of the Way was to normalize fear. Certainly there was joy here, and they were all grateful that the Clan had saved them from the sins of the past and the evil of mortalkind, but was it right to be so afraid, so much of the time?



He pushed away the thought angrily. He had no room to entertain that kind of notion. There was no questioning the Way; one simply abided by it. He knew very well what happened to those who asked too many questions. 



He happened.



Rethka greeted him at the door to the House of Arms. "I'm glad you're here," she said. "We've got a Waybreaker to apprehend this morning."



"What's the charge?" he asked curtly.



"Unauthorized use of contraceptives," Rethka replied with disgust. "Some woman apparently thinks she has a choice whether or not to help build the Clan--even after last week's sermon."



Again, the thought intruded: what right did they have to force parenthood on anyone? The Clan needed children, true, but...how long before the Council decided that everyone had to breed, and began to punish those like him and Kir? How long before they were matching up males and females and eliminating one of the few freedoms the Clan had?



He cursed inwardly. The Healer was a bad influence on him. 



He followed Rethka inside to where the racks of guns and ammunition were stored under lock and key. The registrar noted his arrival and opened one of the cabinets for him.



Sethen removed his usual complement of weapons and strapped them on, then retrieved the black leather band with its silver insignia from the hook with his number on it and buckled it around his neck. He took a deep breath, trying to force all thoughts of Kir and everything else from his mind. For the next ten hours he had no lover, no loyalties except to the Council and the Goddess. 



Kir would learn. It took time; new initiates were of course granted a certain amount of leniency. He had lost so much...they all had, thanks to the humans. Kir would adjust, and everything would be fine. He would learn...



For Sethen's sake as much as his own.

 

 

Part Three

 

"What are we making tonight?"

 

Jason didn't raise his eyes from the TV screen, and he didn't protest when Beck flopped down on the couch next to him and stole his forgotten glass of wine. "Sushi."

 

He knew without looking that she was wrinkling her nose. "Gross. Have you fed?"

 

"Yes."

 

"Liar."

 

"Why did you ask if you already knew?"

 

She shrugged. "Do you have any blood in the house at all?"

 

"I think so. It's in the fridge. Help yourself."

 

"I meant for you, dumbass. Have you even moved from this couch all night?"

 

"Sure I have. I took a piss an hour ago."

 

She poked him with something in the shoulder, and he turned his head to see what she had in her hands. His stomach knotted up.

 

Beck placed the violin bow on the coffee table. "I got you a replacement. Same brand and everything."



"I don't need that," he said flatly.

 

To his surprise, she grabbed his chin and forced him to look at her. "You're not doing this to me again, damn it. You're going to play that thing if I have to glue it to your hands. I watched you in your little hell for years last time, and I can't do it again." A note of entreaty entered her voice. "Don't make me do it again."

 

Against his will his memory traveled back to New York, so long ago, and then to Japan, to that little village on the edge of Tokyo. She had been there with him every day, suffered as he suffered. He could see in her eyes she was suffering again.

 

"I loved Fox, and I loved Rowan, and you're not the only one who had your life burn down," she said, and there were actual tears in her eyes. "It's happening all over again."

 

Jason looked away, his gaze falling back on the screen where Alton Brown was informing the audience that wasabi paste was not, in fact, made of genuine wasabi rhizome. Had Jason ever really taken pleasure from television? Everything he'd ever enjoyed seemed so far away. Sounds came to him as if through water. All the color had been leached from the world.

 

He had to reassure her somehow, but the violin was out of the question. He'd sooner cut off his hands.

 

"Would you bring me some blood?" he asked. "I haven't fed."

 

Beck nodded, wiping her eyes impatiently. "Sure." She all but leapt up and leaned down to kiss the top of his head before disappearing into the kitchen.

 

Jason leaned back into the couch cushions, his hand curving around the opposite wrist, seeking out the cool metal that surrounded it. He traced his fingers over the lettering, closing his eyes.

 

He was trapped here. He had sworn to take care of Beck, not to leave her, and it was the only vow he'd ever been able to keep. So, he would endure somehow, go on existing, and the hole inside him would one day become less of a searing agony and more a familiar ache, a longing gone forever unfulfilled until the sun burned out or until something claimed her life and he could finally lay his down.

 

He was already counting the days.

 

*****

 

The last SA-9 had been shot in a drug bust—Pentecost had shown up in the city again and he was part of the team that ensured it never hit the streets. A firefight had claimed two of the Agents and all but one of the dealers.

 

Sara had never realized that there were only 36 Agent designations maximum per branch, and that the numbers were simply recycled. She'd been through the personnel files and discovered there had been four Agents with the number 9…four, plus her. Two had been killed, one had retired, and the other had transferred to the Chicago branch where she was now SA-2.

 

There had been seven SA-5s.

 

The thought that someone else would inherit Rowan's number turned her blood to ice, but Dru had assured her that it would be years before that happened; there were three other numbers free and Sara had been the only trainee to complete the program. Ness wouldn’t assign 5 to just anyone, not with the legacy it now had. A number could be retired; 2 and 3 had been, and they would only be brought back into service if necessary. There was talk that 5 would be taken off the roster as well.

 

"So who's SA-1?" Sara had asked.

 

Dru had given her a short-bus look. "Ness, of course," she replied. "The Director is always SA-1."

 

That seemed so long ago. So much had happened since then.

 

She bade Sean, her Ear, goodnight and coded off her patrol shift before hitting the showers. Austin was in the middle of record rainfall. By all accounts it was the wettest summer in the city's history, which on the one hand meant that it wasn't as torturously hot as usual, but on the other meant that everything was muddy and sticky. Even living around Houston, where the humidity hit 100% year round and it was nothing but mosquitoes and sauna-like heat, she'd never been so miserable.

 

It struck her as appropriate. Even the weather seemed to be in mourning.

 

She deposited her weapons in their drawer and stripped off her filthy uniform with a sigh. Another two weeks and she would be done with patrol, possibly for good. She had to go through a probationary period on her own, but they were careful to plan her route around quiet areas, and after the month was up she'd be assigned to specific cases where her psychic skills would be most useful.

 

It felt like there was a slick of mud all down the back of her throat. Ugh.

 

Half an hour later, in civilian clothes with the muck scrubbed from under her fingernails and her wet hair pulled back in a utilitarian knot, she made her way across the Floor, waving greetings to the Admins she knew. There were several new recruits since she'd gotten her badge, and they gave her the same look of faint awe she'd once given passing Agents. She wasn't sure if she liked that or not.

 

Any time she rode in an elevator with one of the junior staff members while she was in full uniform she had to hold back a smile, feeling their eyes on her even as they tried not to stare. She remembered telling herself that if she ever made SA, she would try to be friendly and kind to the rest of the staff, as she'd been an Admin herself, and it wasn't as if Agents were some kind of gods.

 

She wasn't standoffish because of her job. She just didn't want to deal with the questions. Everyone wanted to know what had happened. Everyone wanted the full postmortem. It didn't matter that she wasn't there that night. She had been SA-5's friend, and rumor had it she was more than that. She must know the details.

 

In fact she knew very little, because so little was known. That was why she was going to see Frog.

 

R&D was closing down for the night, although there were always projects going on round the clock that required babysitting and at least a handful of techs who never seemed to sleep. She ran her badge over the scanner of Lab 3, and the glass door slid open to let her in.

 

She walked into the lab and found Frog at his bank of computers at the end of the two long counters where his various projects were in progress. He'd been promoted in the past year and now headed up Lab 3, with two techs underneath him. Sara had restrained herself from making too many evil-scientist-taking-over-the-world jokes.

 

"Hey Dr. Horrible, I saw your girlfriend earlier and..."

 

When Sara saw what he was working on, she froze.

 

"Hey, Agent," Frog said without looking up.

 

She tried to keep the tremor out of her voice. "Is that…"

 

He followed her gesture and realized what she meant. "No, no," he said hastily. "I mean, they are Elven remains, but they're definitely someone from Clan Cedar."

 

She stared at the handful of gleaming white bones on the table, laid out in a partial skeleton—part of a leg, most of an arm, some ribs, some vertebrae. There was also a dish of fragments. They didn't look like they had been burned; they could have been polished museum specimens. Looking closer she saw that the ends of several were cracked, and nausea stirred in her belly.

 

"We've separated all the remains we found at the scene," Frog went on. "It's taken weeks, but we've got all the bones broken down by victim. Most of the Clan was incinerated completely, but we managed to recover seven individuals who were found in the same area as where SA-5's last transmission originated from."

 

She frowned, moving closer, her heart frozen in her chest imagining…these bones in front of her could be Rowan's. That could be his ulna, his index finger…

 

"It's all right," Frog said, laying a hand on her shoulder. "I promise you it's not him."

 

"How…how do you know?"

 

"DNA. We've been working to get some sort of identification for them, but the problem is that Elven DNA is different from human to a degree that the genome research we have for us just doesn't do any good when trying to analyze an Elf. My team has figured out a way to compare what we've got from the victims with SA-5's blood samples on file, and the best we've found are several markers that indicate differing Clan origin. We tried the same thing with the samples we took from Elora and Sedna last year, and it seems accurate."

 

"In two months that's all you've found out?"

 

He gave her an aggrieved look. "Sara, this isn't TV. These things take time, and we've had other major cases come through that had to take priority. It's not as if we're working on a deadline here. We found enough evidence to have SA-5 declared dead. Now we're just trying to figure out who killed him."

 

She looked at him sharply. "We know that already."

 

"No…no, we don't." He turned one of the monitors toward her, displaying two windows—a photograph of bits of melted plastic and shards of metal; and some sort of schematic she recognized as a chemical breakdown.

 

"Ness realized right away that what happened with Clan Cedar wasn't normal. Slave traders don't use explosives. They want captives and loot, not a straight-up slaughter. They invade with guns, take what they want, and torch the rest. Now, biology and forensics aren't my strong suit, but technology and magic sure as hell are. Look at this. The explosive itself is fairly standard stuff, but if you look closely at this frame…" He zoomed in on the image, and pointed at something sparkly that was dusted over the surface of the plastic.

 

"What am I supposed to be seeing?"

 

"Semi-precious stones, Sara. Quartz crystal, selenite, and Peruvian fire opal. They were pulverized in the blast, but there were residual energetic traces. Magic. Someone put an enchantment on these bombs."

 

"Since when do slave traders use magic?"

 

"They don't. And we don't know what the purpose was—to amplify the explosion, maybe, or possibly to conceal the bombs themselves. The blasts weren't random; all four compass points and the center of the settlement were hit at once. Someone had to get in there and plant these things."

 

Sara sought one of the stools against the wall and sat down. "So you're telling me that the slave traders are working with sorcery now."

 

Frog shook his head. "I can't say for certain. We're trying to analyze the crystal powder and cross-reference it with the occult database to see if we can figure out what spells were used; that might help narrow it down. The selenite and opal are the key factors. Quartz crystal is usually used as either an amplifier or a conduit. We're also running them through the ecto-chrom to see if we can identify where they were mined. But the point is, there's never been a case of slave traders blowing things up like this, let alone using magic. It's possible it wasn't them at all."

 

"God," Sara breathed. "If it wasn't them, who could it have been?"

 

Frog smiled. "That's not my area," he replied. "I'm not an Agent."

 

"Have you told Ness about all of this?"

 

"Of course. I've been giving her daily reports."

           

Sara frowned at him. "Then why is this the first I've heard of it?"

           

"Because we wanted more concrete information before we sent you out there," Ness said from the lab doorway.

 

Sara turned around. "Sorry, what?"

 

The Director came over to where they were standing, and Sara could see similar thoughts to her own cross Ness's face as she looked down at the bones. Ness took a deep breath before continuing.

 

"As Frog said, there are far more questions about SA-5's death than there are answers, but I was reluctant to return to the scene until I knew for certain that it was necessary. I'm sending a team back to the site to find more evidence, and you're going with them to gather any information you can with your psychometric gift. Regardless of who was behind it we need to know more."

 

"Why didn't you send me the first time?" Sara had to ask.

 

Ness smiled, but it was a slightly bitter smile. "Have you ever been to the scene of a mass slaughter, Sara? It's nothing but ruins now, but two months ago there were almost fifty dead there, including Rowan. Ignoring for a moment what that would do to your empathy, can you honestly say you could have handled it?"

 

"No." Sara nodded tiredly. "You're right, I couldn't."

 

"There you go. Now, I need you ready to go at 1700 tomorrow; it should only be an overnight trip."

 

Ness started to go, but Sara asked, "Is SA-7 going?"

 

The Director paused. "No. He's on leave. And this mission is strictly need-to-know for now. I can't predict how he'd react hearing about it, and I'd prefer not to give him anything else to deal with. Understood?"

 

"Yes ma'am."

 

When she was gone, Frog commented, "He's going to be pissed if he's kept out of the loop on this one. I think she really should tell him what we've found."

 

Sara got up and returned the stool to its spot. "No," she said. "It's not a matter of leaving him out. If he knows there's something fishy about the raid, it might make things a lot worse."

 

"How?"

 

She stared down at the bones on the table, wondering who they had belonged to and where he or she was now. "It might give him hope."

 

 

Part Four




There were a great many things one simply did not talk about in Clan Yew. One didn’t question the Council; one didn’t protest the actions of the Guardians; one didn’t talk about the past at any length, or give any hint that one was unsatisfied or maladjusted. Some infractions would be ignored up to a point, but one never knew when there was someone listening or watching. The Guardians were an ever-present threat, a shadow over even the most innocent discussion.

 

And so, when Kir recognized one of the other refugees as a member of his old Clan, he said nothing, but their eyes met and she flashed him a grin that said she remembered him too. He wasn’t sure exactly who she was, but that didn’t matter. There was something comforting about being seen, and known, by someone who had known him, before.

 

It was another week before he managed to speak to her. Classes of Elves were kept mostly separate except for at Temple, when no one spoke to anyone. There wasn’t a rule against interacting with others, it was just difficult—they were all so busy from sunup to sundown that there was never any time for chat, and they only had a few free hours after the evening prostrations before the night bell signaled curfew.

 

She was a Gardener, so she spent her days tending the fruits and vegetables that fed the Clan. He was cloistered in the House of Healing. Their worlds normally didn’t intersect.

 

Chance brought her to him one sunny afternoon. He was following one of the Senior Healers around the House, doing whatever she instructed him to do, when the Gardener was brought in with a badly sprained ankle.

 

“Forgive me for taking up your time,” she said sheepishly. “I stepped in a hole.”

 

Kir started to laugh, but the Senior shot him a look, and he remembered that his sense of humor wasn’t really appreciated around here. Instead he cleared his throat and asked, “Would you like me to mend it for her, Senior?”

 

The Healer nodded. “I will be in the next room over when you are done.”

 

They were alone in the minor injury room, but he shot a look around to be safe before saying to her quietly, “I know you.”

 

She nodded. “Yes. I’m from Clan Cedar as well.” She then asked the standard, yet taboo question: “What do you remember?”

 

“About you? Not a lot. We were friends, weren’t we? Not close, but on good terms?”

 

“I think we were neighbors. I remember that you lived with three others and a little boy. Two of the women were amora, I think.”

 

Kir sought backwards and her words rang true; he had a watery mental image of a child, and of a cheerful house near the center of the village, long evenings spent lounging on the porch with one or more of the others curled up beside him. The thought filled him with the sudden ache of loss, and when he spoke again it was around a knot of pain in his throat. “Do you remember what happened?”

 

She bit her lip. “Not much. I remember fire…everything burned.”

 

“Yes…” Kir tried to busy himself examining her ankle so that if anyone came in there would be no suspicions aroused, but it was hard to concentrate. Fire…he had dreamed of fire, over and over again, and felt the ground beneath him tremble. He dreamed of shadowy figures moving in and out of his vision as he lay pinned beneath…something.

 

“Are you all right?” she asked. “I’m sorry if I…”

 

She trailed off, but he understood. It was considered incredibly rude to trigger someone’s memories, with “rude” translated as “potentially dangerous and rather stupid.” He shook his head.

 

“I asked around about you,” she commented. “They said you’re…that you live with one of the Guardians. Is that true?”

 

“Yes. Sethen.”

 

She went pale. “Oh…Goddess. I can’t imagine living with someone so…you’re not afraid of him?”

 

Kir wanted to leap to Sethen’s defense, to claim that he wasn’t like that, but…he wasn’t so sure, sometimes. Sethen seemed to be two entirely different people, and Kir could only love one of them. The other was a terrifying, steel-eyed stranger.

 

“What’s your name?” he asked, forcibly dragging his mind back to the task at hand before the Senior noticed how long such a simple healing was taking.

 

“Galea,” she replied. “At least, that’s what they tell me.”

 

“I’m Kir. All right, Galea, if you’ll just relax…”

 

She didn’t protest the change of subject; they both knew they were taking a risk with what they’d already said. She lay back on the table and closed her eyes, wincing as he pressed his hands over her injured ankle, assessing the sprain. He drew healing energy up and out through his hands, and soothed the swelling and the muscle strain.

 

There was relief on her face when he finished. She also looked impressed. “Thank you. You’re very powerful.”

 

He smiled. “You’re welcome. It’s why I’m here. Now, take it easy for the rest of the day—in fact…” He stood and pulled a round green token from his pocket, bearing his number and a 1. “Give this to your supervisor and you can have the afternoon off.” He fetched a bandage from the supply cabinet and wrapped her ankle securely; it was overkill, but he wanted to do something for her, out of gratitude for...being her.

 

She stood a bit unsteadily, testing out her foot without putting her full weight on it. On impulse, he hugged her, and she squeezed him back with a laugh before limping out of the room and back to her gardens.

 

Kir tried to keep his attention on his work for the rest of the afternoon, but having his memories sparked off made it increasingly impossible to focus. Luckily the Senior Healer kept him on mostly menial tasks like paperwork and cleaning, which he normally found somewhat insulting given his level of skill but today was a welcome respite.

 

The afternoon felt interminable, but at last he was free…as much as anyone here was ever free. He left the House of Healing for the Temple, hardly in the mood to spend an hour on his knees in prayer, and by the time he reached the main path he was outright brooding. He kept up a pleasant face, so that no one would think twice about him, but inside his mind and heart were roiling like stormclouds.

 

He caught sight of Sethen across the reflecting pool, and his first impulse was to smile as his heart leapt, but when he got a better look his smile faded and that rush of warmth went stone cold.

 

It wasn’t Sethen he was looking at, it was the Guardian of the Way, with a gun on his hip and a badge at his throat, his expression perfectly neutral but no emotion whatsoever in his eyes. Everything Kir found attractive about him—his strength, the purposeful grace of his body, the slender but capable hands that had given Kir so much comfort and pleasure—constricted and hid trembling the minute Kir saw the weapons. A gun sucked all the beauty out of Sethen and made him a creature of frost and fire…and Kir was very, very afraid of fire.

 

Worse still, he wasn’t alone. There were four other Guardians with him, and that could mean only one thing. They were on their way to arrest someone.

 

He should have kept walking to the Temple with everyone else, and pretended not to see the Guardians the way they all did. He should have kept his eyes averted.

 

He didn’t.

 

Kir sidestepped off the path, out of the gradually building stream of traffic headed toward the Temple, ducked behind a tree, listening to the clomp of boots and, after a moment, followed the Guardians into the village.

 

He kept out of sight, which was relatively easy with all the trees and statues that filled the empty spaces between rows of dwellings. If there was one thing he could say about Clan Yew, it was that they had an eye for beauty, even though all art and music must be dedicated to the Goddess and not to, say, personal adornment. The Elves themselves were severe and all alike, down to their inchlong hair; all their creativity was therefore funneled into sacred art and architecture, and it made Yew’s village a lovely place even though it was still small.

 

The Guardians stopped in front of one of the group dwellings that typically housed between three and five adults. There was plenty of space in the valley for homes, but keeping them in one place probably made them easier to spy on.

 

Kir held back a sigh. It was possible Sethen was right about his attitude.

 

Sethen detached himself from the company and strode up to the door, pounding on it.

 

There shouldn’t have been anyone home. Everyone was supposed to be on the way to the Temple—Kir had perhaps fifteen minutes before he was considered late, but assuming he wasn’t caught following the Guardians, the worst he would get was a demerit that would most likely lead to a sit-down with one of the Priestesses to lecture him on the evils of sloth and the virtues of punctuality. Nothing serious would happen to him until he accumulated three.

 

Well, that and Sethen might make him sleep on the couch.

 

When no answer came Sethen threw the door open, announcing their presence in a commanding voice: “The Guardians of the Way have come for Naia. Come out where we can see you!”

 

Sethen ducked into the house, and a moment later Kir heard a strangled cry. A thin, young woman walked out of the house, tears streaming from her eyes, her hands up in the air; behind her, Sethen held the barrel of his gun to the back of her head and followed her out into the rapidly cooling evening.

 

“On your knees,” Sethen told her, and she obeyed, sobbing quietly. “Naia, you are charged with a third level violation of the Way. You will be taken in for questioning by the High Inquisitor and your fate will be decided then. May the Goddess have mercy upon you if you are innocent, and may She strike you down swiftly in guilt.”

 

Third level…direct insurrection. What could one frail looking woman be up to that could bring such dire consequences? Kir dug his fingers into the bark of the tree he hid behind, wishing he could go to her and quiet her cries, give her some sort of comfort.

 

But fire flashed in the woman’s eyes, and she screamed, “You all have blood on your hands! No Goddess I worship would ever do this! One day they’ll come for you too!” She twisted around to face Sethen. “I know what you are! I know! Listen! Listen!”

 

She started to bolt, panic overtaking her, but Sethen whipped his gun around and struck her in the back of her head.

 

Naia toppled over, blood oozing from the gash in her skull, and Sethen stood over her impassively. He inclined his chin at one of the other Guardians, who knelt by the woman and checked for a pulse, then nodded up at Sethen.

 

“Take her,” Sethen said. “Use the back path so you aren’t seen.”

 

Two of the Guardians picked the unconscious, bleeding woman up, and a third pulled a black fabric bag over her head while the fourth bound her hands. Kir heard a muffled groan from beneath the bag, and let out the breath he’d been holding since she’d started screaming. She was alive, at least, for now.

 

Kir held onto the tree, shaking violently and fighting down nausea, as the Guardians passed by him the way they had come. Sethen was last, and his eyes were fastened on the cobbled path…

 

…but just as he reached the tree, Sethen looked up and met Kir’s eyes directly.

 

Kir stared back at him, his heart stopping. He didn’t even recognize his lover this way—would Sethen call the others back? Was Kir next to be hauled through the Red Door at the back of the Temple?

 

Something changed in Sethen’s eyes, their dispassion giving way for just a second to something else…Kir barely saw it before it was walled away again, and the Guardian resolutely turned his head and continued walking as if he’d never seen the Healer.

 

Nearly weak with gratitude at the reprieve, Kir slipped back through the trees and all but ran to the Temple, making it through the doors just before they were closed and the bell rang to signal the first prostration.

 

He was glad to fall to his knees, and though there was no way he could give the prayers they all recited their due attention, he would simply have to ask the Goddess’s forgiveness later on his own, for his mind was full of his lover’s eyes, and they were full of shame.

 

 

Part Five

 

In the end, it only took one thing to get Jason to play again: a cardboard box.

 

The second full day of his leave he requisitioned a stack of boxes and shoved them into the bedroom, then fetched a roll of tape and a black marker—the same ones he’d used moving in a year ago.

 

He folded the topmost box together and taped the bottom, then stood with his arms crossed for a minute, deciding where to start.

 

Closet. Clothes and shoes, then stuff on the altar in the corner. He’d need to dust all of that first, and get some newspaper to wrap the breakables in. Was there going to be enough room in his personal storage unit for everything? Probably, he mused; he didn’t have a lot down there.

 

Taking a deep breath, he set the box in front of the closet and flung open the door.

 

Next thing he knew, he was on his knees with his head touching the floor, fighting off a wave of weakness and sorrow so great it nearly left him wailing into the carpet. The smell…god, how he’d loved that smell, incense and body wash and the barest hints of sweat, the underlying scent of immortality, something no human would be able to detect. Spices…he remembered the taste of the Elf’s blood, and his mouth, his skin…once, he’d had to run out for a meeting five minutes after they’d had sex, no time to shower, and he’d spent the entire day battling free-floating arousal every time he leaned a certain way and breathed in the heady reminder of that afternoon.

 

He couldn’t cry. He knew he needed to—there was so much grief pent up inside him that if he didn’t release some of it any minute he was going to shatter into a thousand shards that would lacerate anyone in their path. But he couldn’t. Something in him was still holding on, still waiting.

 

He remembered this feeling. Fox hadn’t left a body behind either, and there had been nothing for Jason to stare at, nothing to see, to force him to accept the truth. There was nothing but ash and blackened rubble, now as then, and some part of him had held on for years, wishing beyond all hope that it was all a lie, and that Fox…and now Rowan…would show up on his doorstep one night, demanding to know why Jason had given up on him.

 

But after a century he had finally let go of Fox, and found someone else to love…only to have his heart flung out to sea again, dashed against the rocks and left adrift with no rudder and not even the stars to lead him back.

 

He lifted his eyes to the row of neatly-hung clothes in their various earth tones. “I can’t do this,” he said softly, the first words he’d spoken all night. He might have been talking about the box, or about living in general, but regardless, he got to his feet and closed the closet door, leaving the box where it was and wandering out of the bedroom.

 

He was too tired to work out, and in truth he had no fight left. He couldn’t think of anywhere to go, and all of his old escapes—alcohol, sex with random strangers, a few forays into drugs—would be even more painful than what he was feeling now.

 

There was only one thing left.

 

The Tempest was right where he’d left her, in her case tucked in a dresser drawer where he didn’t have to look at her. The bow Beck had bought him lay untouched on the coffee table. He took up both with a sigh and returned to the bedroom.

 

Jason had long ago given up any sort of belief in the afterlife, but perhaps he was simply feeling vulnerable; as he began to play, drawing long mournful notes out of the violin, he closed his eyes and imagined that the sound could travel across paradoxical distances and into death itself, to reach his beloved, wherever he was, and bring him some sort of comfort. In his mind the music painted a landscape of faraway shores, some ancient pristine forest somewhere that safeguarded the eternal spirit of the Elves.

 

He knew there would be no answer, yet he called. He had nothing left to give his love, nothing to offer but what he always had. He hadn’t been there to hold Rowan as the Elf sighed his last breath. The Elf had died alone. Jason couldn’t save him, and couldn’t bring him back, but if he had one desire in that moment, it would be to reach him, in whatever form lasted beyond the last, and tell him one more time that he was loved, and would always be loved, always.

 

*****

 

She was a trained professional, a Shadow Agent, and god damn it, she wasn’t going to cry.

 

“Come on,” she said, and walked down the grassy slope that had once been a thickly forested hillside.

 

Elves preferred to build their cities near running water, and deep within the woods. There were few places like that left now, which was another reason they were dying out, but the handful of Clans that were still intact kept their homes partly concealed through magic. Developers tended to look the other way when seeking trees to tear down.

 

Elven magic wasn’t infallible, however, and the proof of it spread out before her, a plain of rotting blackened tree stumps and piles of scorched stone. A few buildings were still mostly intact, but the center of the village had been obliterated…including the Temple, where most of the Clan had been gathered to wait out the fight.

 

The mysteries compounded. Clan Cedar had been tipped off that the slavers were coming, and they had called the Agency for help. Ness had sent a cadre of Agents to stop the raid from happening, but somehow the culprits had planted bombs in the village that they waited to set off until the SA was there. The word had not been officially used, but Sara had heard it floating around Ness and the others: trap.

 

SA-14, a woman about ten years older than Sara who had transferred in from Detroit three years ago, had a handheld device with tracking data and the transmission log. “Over here,” she said, beckoning to the rest of the team. Sara followed her deeper into the ruins.

 

Midway through she had to stop and bolster her shielding. There was so much pain here, so much death…she could almost hear it, smell it, taste it. Those few Elves who had survived were so traumatized that it was a wonder none of them had died from shock. Several Agents, including SA-7, had been hit by shrapnel, and one had bled to death before help could reach him.

 

“Right here,” SA-14 said, coming to a halt. She pointed at a neon orange marker flag in the ground. “This is where the bracelet was found.”

 

Sara knelt beside the flag, letting her hands float down to touch the ground. Funny…however many lives had ended here, life itself went on; there was grass growing in throughout the ruins, and vines were already coiling up around the bases of some of the abandoned buildings. Weeds were sprouting up between the stones of what had once been the main walkway through the village. In a few decades there would be nothing but a tumble of stone covered in ivy and a grassy field dotted with trees to indicate that anyone had ever lived here…that is, if there wasn’t a Wal-Mart parking lot shrouding the land by then.

 

Was there blood beneath the grass? Had the fragments of Rowan’s body slowly worked their way into the soil, perhaps a few feet from her were there were wildflowers growing? He’d loved wildflowers, especially sunflowers. He hadn’t been able spent much time in the sun the last year, but now he could.

 

I won’t cry. Not now.

 

She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up at SA-14. “Are you all right, Agent 9?”

 

Sara nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. This is just…were you here?”

 

A slow shake of her head. “I was on patrol that week, thank god. But the other Agent who didn’t come back was a friend of mine.”

 

“I’m sorry,” Sara said.

 

“Me too. For you. For all of us.”

 

Sara sat back, looking around at the other marker flags that pinpointed where the remains Frog was analyzing were taken from. How many more were dead under their feet? This place was both ghost town and graveyard, and she had to open herself to it…it was a good thing this hadn’t happened a year ago. Back then she wasn’t strong enough and didn’t have the training for something this big.

 

She could thank Rowan for that…that and so much more, including just being here.

 

Damn it. Not now.

 

“Do you know what Elves believe in?” SA-14 asked. “About the afterlife, I mean?”

 

Sara, shifting from her knees to a cross-legged position, nodded. “They believe in reincarnation, basically. When you die you go to a heaven sort of place for a while and hang out with the God and Goddess, and then you’re reborn when you’re ready. Sometimes it takes hundreds of years to come back, depending on what your life was like and what you went through. Nothing lives forever, not even Elves, but nothing dies forever either.”

 

SA-14 stared out at the trees that swayed gently in the dusk. Even with so much violence the last precious remnants of the Clan still kept the peace here; a few butterflies flitted from one patch of wildflowers to another, and a chorus of birds was already starting its nightly madrigal. A hundred yards or so away the remains of a fountain still had water pooled in it, and a few doves were having their last bath of the day.

 

“I like that,” SA-14 said. “It’s a beautiful way to see the world.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

The Agent returned her attention to Sara. “What do you need us to do?”

 

Sara took a deep breath. “Spread out and stand guard. I may be out of commission after I’m done, so you might have to help me get back to the van. Otherwise, just keep watch and make sure nothing interrupts.”

 

“Yes ma’am.” SA-14 relayed the instructions to the others over her Ear; this far from Austin the intra-Agency network didn’t function, but the Ears could be programmed to act as a mini-network for a field team anywhere in the world with a single telepathic link back to the base.

 

Sara waited until the Agent had taken a position somewhere on the edge of the plain. Then, she removed her Ear and switched it off—she could do psychic work with it on, but for something this delicate she preferred not to have to deal with the signal disruption.

 

This was going to hurt.

 

She grounded and centered herself, and said a quick prayer to Whoever might be listening that she would find something, anything, to make losing Rowan easier on them all.

 

Closing her eyes, she threaded her hands through the new-grown grass until she could feel the warm earth beneath her fingertips. Already she could sense the energy of the soil, the grass, the air surrounding them; if she opened herself to the place, let it talk to her the way buildings did, it might tell her things it couldn't tell anyone else.

 

As she carefully lowered her outermost protections, she immediately got a sense that not only was the earth willing to speak to her, it was practically frantic to do so, almost like a child trying not to reveal a surprise birthday party. There was something it needed her to know, and it had been waiting for her to come, because none of the others who had been here to examine the destruction had been able to talk like she could. She spoke the language of rock and stone, of timber, of doorways and lintels and foundations, and all those things had come out of the earth. The entire valley wanted to speak with her. It had things to show her, now.

 

She could have let loose and allowed all that energy to batter her mind at once, but she had spent months learning fine control, so she filtered what she was sensing according to which seemed most insistent, and let the various threads of energy come to her one by one, slowly, so she could hold them in her hands and look them over.

 

"Speaking" to a place was a misleading term for many reasons, not the least of which was that it involved all her senses, and almost never actual oral speech. The land sensed her with the combined consciousness of every plant, stone, and particle of dirt that comprised it, a million living beings, many sentient, acting as one, speaking with one voice. It was the same as the millions of cells, tissues, organs, and organ systems in the human body all coming together to form a single individual, united by the one thing science had yet to dissect: consciousness. The land had a consciousness too, and it in turn was part of the consciousness of the Earth Herself.

 

It was to the microcosm she spoke, however. [Show me.]

 

Then came their first hurdle: this land had been lived upon by Elves for generations, and the only tongue it could give her was Elvish. Again, she cursed herself for never having learned it; the next time she saw Ardeth, she was going to ask him.

 

She offered the land an impression of her shrugging her shoulders; she didn't understand what it was trying to say. There was a moment of mutual frustration before she tried something else—pure images.

 

She brought up memories of the Elven city before it was destroyed; she'd seen photographs in the case file.

 

[Eseteleth] the land spirit said, reflecting the same image back at her. She filed away the word in her memory to have translated later.

 

[All right. Eseteleth. Then this happened…] She showed images of the destruction, the fires, as captured by shell-shocked Agents at the scene.

 

Pain—gods, the pain, great oceans of it, the ground burning, the earth scorching, the screams of the dying, the crushing fall of great trees—the land keened into her mind, and she knew she was weeping with it, the agony of having her friends, no, her own body charred to ash and torn apart, so unjustly. The land and its creatures had never hurt anyone. They had lived in harmony and serenity for hundreds of years, until the fires came, until the earth shook.

 

[I'm sorry…I'm so sorry.] Sara wiped her eyes and let the tears touch the blades of grass at her hands, and the land quieted, feeling her sympathy and her kinship.

 

Another picture formed in her mind, and it took her a second to decipher it: the village at night, near the center where she was sitting. Off to her right, near what was once the Temple, a shadowy figure lurked out of sight, waiting.

 

[Bad human?] she asked, then remembered herself and projected a picture of a human with a bomb.

 

[?]

 

Damn it. Sara pointed at herself. [Human.] Then again at the image. [Bad human, made this.] She switched back to the devastated village.

 

There was a pause, and she figured the land was musing over something. She felt it basically shaking its head. [Nen] it said, and at least she knew that word: no.

 

The shadowy figure appeared again, but this time clearer as he deposited his burden behind the Temple and slipped away, lithe and black as a snake without even leaving footprints.

 

Footprints—well, that was one thing solved. She could tell just from that much that at least part of the magic on the bombs had been to conceal those who planted them, so there would be no way to track the perpetrators using conventional methods. No footprints, no fingerprints, no obvious energy traces, unless you asked the land, for the land's memory was long and deep.

 

She followed the figure as he or she escaped the village, meeting up with several others. They spoke to each other quietly, and Sara's heart fell screaming down into her stomach as she realized they were speaking Elvish.

 

Sure enough, one of the cloaked figures turned just enough that she could see the side of his face, his pointed ear.

 

"Elves did this," she whispered aloud. "They killed their own people…why?"

 

But the land had an answer for that, too.

 

[Jenai] it said.

 

It lurched her forward in time, and she was afraid for a second that she was going to throw up from the violence of the shift, but she slammed herself back to ground again and the world stopped spinning in time for her to see something that stabbed into her heart more acutely than any blade.

 

Rowan.

 

He was armed and dressed as he had been the last time she saw him. She watched him take the path to the Temple and speak briefly with someone there; as he turned away from the building he spoke into his Ear, simultaneously casting a suspicious glance around the courtyard. He knew something wasn't right, almost as if he was being watched…

 

He was. Oh, god, he was—she could see them hiding, hiding and waiting like lionesses preparing to ambush a lone zebra.

 

[Mortaea Arbra]

 

Rowan took another few steps away from the building, speaking again, and he laughed—Sara wondered what was said, wondered what his and Jason's final words to each other had been, before—

 

Suddenly Rowan froze, his hand flying up to his neck as his body jerked slightly to the left. He pulled his hand away and stared at the dart that had hit his throat, but he didn't even have time to tap his Ear before he fell, still conscious but dazed and unable to move.

 

Three of the cloaked figures emerged from the darkness and surrounded him. Sara couldn't understand their conversation, but whoever they were, they recognized him—she heard the name "Kaeli," and the expressions of hatred on their faces were chilling. One of them took great delight in kicking Rowan hard in the stomach. He couldn't fight back, couldn't even move, as two of them beat him, laughing as they broke his ribs and left him bleeding on the ground. One of them stomped hard on his arm, and Sara saw it—his silver bracelet bent to the breaking point.

 

Sara knew she was reaching out, trying to do something, but what she was seeing was only an echo of the past; there was nothing she could do, then or now, to stop them dragging him away, his head rattling against the stone path and leaving a trail of blood. One of his arms trailed out behind, and his bracelet fell from his wrist into the grass, unnoticed.

 

Not ten seconds after they disappeared, the bombs went off and Clan Cedar was no more. Just like that, a switch thrown, an incantation read, and fifty people were erased.

 

Sara fell out of the trance gasping, crying, groping for something to hold onto in her mad panic as the enormity of what she had seen hit her over and over again. Her hands found purchase in the dirt, and it almost felt like the earth took them and held on until she could breathe again.

 

"Mortaea Arbra," she said, half sobbing, grabbing her Ear. [Dispatch—SA-9, Sara Larson authorization 48994-1, I need someone who speaks Elvish, immediately.]

 

Surprisingly it was Ness who replied. [What did you find, SA-9? Report.]

 

[Rowan,] she said, controlling her tears by the edges of her fingertips, nothing more. [He wasn't in the explosion. They took him.]

 

She heard Ness sit down hard. [Are you telling me he's alive?]

 

[I don't know. He was when the bombs went off. They took him away.]

 

[Who? Who was it, Sara?] Ness's voice, even translated over the telepathic network and boosted to maximum, rose an octave.

 

[Mortaea Arbra,] Sara repeated.

 

Silence.

 

[Ness? What is it? What does it mean?]

 

When Ness replied, her voice was rough, maybe even with tears. [It means Tree of Death.]

 

Sara put her hands over her face, too many emotions fighting inside her for control of her reactions. [Tree of Death. That can only mean Clan Yew. And they knew him—one of them mentioned Kaeli by name. God, Ness…they killed an entire Clan for the chance to get back at him. We have to find them, he might still be alive, if…]

 

But even as she thought the words, she heard the lie in them. It had been two months. They would have tortured Rowan, taken their revenge for the deaths of their Warriors and leader and for the Agency denying them custody of Elora…but they wouldn't have let him live, because if they had, he would have found a way to escape, or send a message home. He could speak telepathically to Jason over a hundred miles in the right conditions. There was no way Clan Yew would allow that to happen.

 

[Get back to Austin as soon as you can,] Ness instructed. [I'm doubling security around the base. We'll have a full debriefing when you arrive.]

 

[Why the security?]

 

She was forcing herself to think and act as Director, not as Ness, right now, and Sara could appreciate her calm. [We have to assume that if they tortured him they at least attempted to get information about the SA. After what happened last time we met them, we're probably right on top of their shit list. Now, all of you get back to the van and come home. Expect to show your badge twice as much when you arrive. And Sara…good work. I commend you.]

 

There had been a time when Sara would have basked in that kind of praise; Ness wasn't given to elaborate compliments, and even a nod of approval from her was the equivalent of a speech with balloons.

 

But ultimately it was a hollow victory, and instead of feeing triumphant, she felt empty, as if some part of her had secretly hoped that coming here would reveal it had all been a mistake and Rowan was there, wandering the ruins, waiting to be rescued. Perhaps it was better to have the truth, but death by incineration seemed infinitely kinder than death by torture by one's own people.

 

She called the rest of the team back and directed them toward the van, unwilling to talk about it and unsure what she would say anyway. The only thing that kept running through her mind in vicious circles was the question:

 

What were they going to tell Jason?

 

 

Part Six

 

When Sethen returned from the Temple that night, he found Kir out on the balcony staring at the forest, just as Sethen did every morning. His clear green eyes were troubled, his hands resting on the rail, and he had changed out of his uniform into a casual robe in a soothing pale blue-grey—chosen, perhaps, because Sethen loved the color blue, and their house's Spartan decorations were in various shades of that color.

 

Sethen had fully intended to have it out with the Healer for spying on them, but one look at Kir's expression and those plans vanished into the darkening sky.

 

Instead, Sethen came to stand beside him, and for a while neither spoke.

 

After a while, though, Sethen knew he had to say something, just so it had been said and they could forget the whole thing. "You could have gotten in a lot of trouble today."

 

Kir didn't look at him…wouldn't. "So could you, for letting me go."

 

"It can't happen again."

 

Kir's hands were white as they gripped the balcony rail. "What did she do?"

 

"What? Who?"

 

"Naia. The woman you…took in. What did she do that was so terrible?"

 

Sethen leaned on his elbows, folding his hands. "I don't know exactly. Level three violations are a pernicious enough form of blasphemy that the Council doesn't usually tell us what they are."

 

"You didn't even know? You…you hit her, you could have killed her. You scared her to death and then turned her over to the Temple, and you don't even know why?"

 

"It's not our place—"

 

"How can you live with yourself, doing what you do?"

 

"I don't know," Sethen snapped. "You live with me, you tell me. You've known what I am all along and it's never bothered you before."

 

"I'd never seen it before. I'd never seen you so heartless and cold. Hurting her was just…it was so easy for you. What if she's right? What if eventually they come for all of us? Will you make me bleed without a second thought?"

 

"You think it's easy? I didn't ask for this, Kir. I had no choice. None of us have a choice, in case you hadn't noticed. The humans took our choices away."

 

"No," Kir said. "The humans killed our families, but this Clan has taken our lives."

 

"Stop." Sethen clamped down on his anger, as well as on the fear that arose at the indignation in Kir's voice. "You have to stop talking like this."

 

"Report me." Sethen had never seen Kir so furious, and he took an involuntary step back to put some distance between himself and the Healer's energy. "Go ahead, Sethen. Tell them I have still have my own mind and let them torture it out of me. What difference does it make? If nothing I think and feel matters in this place, I might as well have died with the rest of my Clan."

 

"Don't say that—"

 

"Why not? Why does it matter to you?"

 

"Because I love you," Sethen said, and turned away, shocked at his own words.

 

There was a moment of silence before Kir said softly, "I'm not sure you're capable of love."

 

The sentence hung in the air between them for a long time, but eventually the Healer spoke again, asking, "What will happen to her?"

 

Sethen had to fight to bring words out instead of a sob, and he pushed his emotions down so hard that his voice was almost hoarse. "If…when…they find her guilty, they'll force her to undergo the purification rituals again, but this time without sedating her. When it's over they'll give her the chance to repent, and if she does, they'll wipe her memory again and let her return to the Clan. If not…she becomes one of the Silent."

 

"What are the Silent?"

 

"Outcasts. They're stripped of their Clan membership. Their voices are taken and then they're left in the forest for the Goddess to reclaim however She will. Anyone caught assisting an outcast suffers the same fate." Before Kir could ask, he added, "They use magic to take the voices away. They don't cut out tongues." When there was no response, he couldn't help but go on. "That's part of why we have border guards. Not just to protect us against humans, but to keep the Silent from trying to come back."

 

Kir put his back to the balcony rail and slid down until he was sitting on the stone floor, his head in his hands, his shoulders shaking as he wept.

 

Sethen watched him, his whole being hurting, and finally sank down beside him, unsure whether to reach out to him or not. He wouldn't be surprised if Kir never wanted to be touched by him again. Naia had been right—there was blood on his hands, and it never washed away.

 

"There's nowhere else to go," Kir whispered. "We're all prisoners here."

 

He wanted more than anything to pretend that Kir was wrong, but he couldn't. "Yes."

 

"Even you."

 

Sethen smiled without any mirth. "Especially me. I can't ever go back to simply being a border guard, knowing what I know." He leaned back, wondering if a single-story fall might kill him if he landed right. "I realized a month after I was promoted that what we do is wrong. But it was too late. Now everyone fears me, and the only friend I have thinks I'm a monster."

 

Kir raised his head quickly. "I don't think that."

 

"Of course you do. And you're right."

 

"You're not a monster, Sethen." Kir's expression changed, from grief-stricken to determined, and he lifted trembling hands and touched both sides of Sethen's face. "You're not a monster. And I didn't mean what I said before. None of this would hurt so much if I didn't love you, too."

 

Sethen took the Healer into his arms, and Kir buried his face in Sethen's shoulder the way he did after waking from a nightmare. "What are we going to do?" Kir asked softly.

 

"I don’t know. I'm so tired…I wonder how any of us can stand this life forever."

 

"I don't think we can. Maybe that's how the Silent really come to be—something in us just won't take it anymore, and will take any escape it can."

 

“Maybe.” Sethen leaned his head against Kir’s, letting his eyes drift shut. So tired…every day was harder and harder, and even having a lover to talk to hadn’t taken the weight from his soul…assuming he still had one. The Council might have taken that too, so that a being whose entire purpose was supposed to be healing and grace could make his own people bleed.

 

The dusk deepened into true night, and they stayed out on the balcony for nearly an hour in silence until Kir straightened and said, “Come on. Let’s go inside and I’ll get dinner together, and you can wash up and change.”

 

Sethen allowed himself to be pulled up to standing and led into the house, and though he obeyed Kir’s gentle orders to bathe and dress, to sit and eat, and to put out the lights after the night bell rang, he did so without really thinking, letting his body act of its own will while his mind sank into the mire of exhaustion and sadness. Kir must have sensed it, for he made no move toward intimacy, but wound his arms around Sethen protectively, stroking his hair and the back of his neck until he could finally sleep.

 

*****

 

Hours later, in the profound darkness of the night before time tilted toward morning, Kir woke with a start, sure he’d heard something.

 

He lifted his head and looked around the bedchamber, but all was serene; the moon had long set, leaving starlight to illuminate the edges of things, and a light breeze came through the open window, carrying the rustle of leaves but little else.

 

“Can you hear it?”

 

Kir turned his head toward his lover, whose eyes were half-open but unfocused. The Healer touched his face lightly, soothingly. Sethen had talked in his sleep once or twice before, nothing that ever made sense; that must have been what had woken Kir. “Sleep, dear one,” he said. “You need your rest.”

 

Sethen shifted onto his stomach, moving one arm up to the pillow and resting his head on the other. He was smiling just a little in his sleep, something Kir couldn’t remember him doing before. Kir envied him whatever he was dreaming about. His own thoughts were nothing to smile over.

 

He didn’t know what he was going to do, but he had to do something. He had to find out if there was a way out of this place, if there was anywhere else they could go…there had to be other Clans still alive out there. Would the Council allow anyone to leave of their own free will? He doubted it…but he had to find out. He had to know just how much they had all given up for the safety promised to them…and if it was worth it.

 

Kir had a sinking feeling that it wasn’t.

 

“Listen,” Sethen murmured. “Listen…”

 

Kir smiled to himself at the role reversal--usually it was Sethen comforting him in the night. “I don’t hear anything.”



Sethen sighed, and it was unlike any other sound Kir had ever heard him make; it was a sigh of contentment, of peace. “I do.”



He shifted positions again and settled back into sleep, allowing the faint light to pick out the edges of the strange scar on his wrist. Kir had asked, once, where such a mark could have come from, but of course Sethen didn’t remember. His uniform had long sleeves so it rarely ever showed, but sometimes Kir caught him rubbing it unconsciously while lost in thought or distressed. Just one more mystery, Kir supposed, in a place that was built on mysteries.



He could only hope it was really mysteries...and not lies.

 

 

Part Seven

 

"I’m going to go kill myself a fuckload of Elves," Beck said, yanking a chair out from the conference table and flinging herself down in it. "Just tell me where to point my gun."

 

Sara, at the other end of the table to Ness's right, leaned her forehead on her hand. "That's the problem. We have no idea where they are or how to find them."

 

Beck rolled her eyes. "Come on, we've got the best technology in the freaking world at our fingertips, and Frog—" she waved her hand at him, and he looked up from his pile of notes, probably startled that she knew his name, "could practically beat Einstein at Trivial Pursuit, if not in a fist fight. Ness, what did we do the last time Rowan got kidnapped?"

 

Ness sounded tired, as if she'd been mulling over the problem all day, which she probably had. "Frog will have to explain that one, SA-8."

 

"Let's have it, then. And by the way, next time we have an Elf as an Agent we really ought to consider LoJacking him."

 

Sara held back a grin in spite of the situation.

 

Frog cleared his throat self-consciously; his promotion, and dating Sage, had done a lot for his confidence, but he was still far more comfortable in the lab than in the spotlight. "SA-7 had Sage recalibrate the Ear so that it ran off empathy rather than telepathy, allowing him to use SA-5's strongest psychic ability as a homing beacon of sorts."

 

"Why can't we do that this time, then?"

 

He shook his head. "It won't work on the deceased. We don't have the technology to transmit across the Veil. Plus, we have no idea what direction to search in, or how far away Clan Yew could be. Last time we at least knew they could only be a certain distance away in the timeframe involved. After we rescued Sedna's son they abandoned their old settlement and disappeared. They could be anywhere."

 

"All right, then, what about you, Witch Girl?"

 

Sara raised her eyebrows. "Meaning?"

 

"You talked to the bomb site. Can't you go back and find a trail, track them?"

 

"No." Sara tucked a few strands of hair that had come loose from her ponytail back behind her ear. "The enchantment they put on the bombs erased their trail."

 

"We've got all the Elven Agents in the country scouring all their contacts for any information about the whereabouts of Clan Yew," Ness said. "All we can really do is wait. I've got the Eyes searching too, as far out as their range can extend, and every branch with an Ear and Eye network is doing the same within the limits of their own territories. But the Clans cloak their villages very well—it takes even the slavers years to track one down to attack."

 

"There is…" Frog began, then bit the inside of his lip, unsure; Ness gave him an encouraging nod, and he started again. "There is one other thing that we might try."

 

All eyes fixed on him, and he looked even more uncomfortable. "Well. Ness, you remember how Agent 7 was complaining about static on his Ear? At first we attributed it to the last major upgrade, but it kept happening, so I had one of the techs pull the signal output records for the last eighteen months, and we discovered something a little weird."

 

Sara had absolutely no idea where he could be going with this, but Ness told him to continue.

 

"The static wasn't coming from the network, it was coming from the Agent. SA-7's energy signature is of course the most recognizable in the branch, and it normally functions at such a high level that it pegs off the charts on the system, but if we looked above the upper limit we saw that his energy was…erratic. Not seriously, not even noticeably, except in the form of periodic static on the Ear."

 

"What are you getting at, Frog?" Ness asked, sounding completely at a loss.

 

"He hasn't brought it up recently, but checking the signal log, the incidents have been more frequent in the last year. I checked the dates, and the increase coincides perfectly with his and Rowan's handfasting."

 

Frog paused, as if waiting for them all to see his point, but Sara guessed their faces didn't show any comprehension, because he sighed and went on. "What I'm saying is, basically, he's been reporting static since shortly before he and Rowan got together. When they had the commitment ceremony the static got worse. There was an energetic link between the two of them all along, but it was strengthened by the handfasting. Solidified. If you think about it, a wedding is basically like any other kind of ritual—it's symbolic, but it also invokes something. Two lives being blended together."

 

"So the handfasting did what it was supposed to do," Sara mused. "It merged their lives until they choose to be parted."

 

"They didn't choose," Beck observed. "So maybe it's still there, and can be tracked?"

 

"Maybe." Frog fiddled with his pen. "A ritual like that is old stuff, strong stuff. It’s the kind of magic that lasts beyond death. If it was strong enough, and if it was activated, we could use it like a scent trail and follow it up to the point where Rowan crossed the Veil. Assuming they killed him inside their village, it could conceivably lead us right to Clan Yew. At the very least it should lead us to someplace where the bombs didn't cover up their trail."

 

"How do we activate it?" Ness asked.

 

"I have no idea," Frog replied.

 

It seemed that everyone sighed. "Shit," Beck muttered. "You were getting me all excited there."

 

"Don't give up on me yet," Frog said with a slightly shy grin. "We do have quite a few texts on Elven magic. I can have my team search the database for a spell or formula that might help. We need to talk to SA-7 and find out if he knows about the link."

 

"I'm guessing he doesn't," said Sara. "Neither of them ever mentioned any change between them, and Rowan and I would have talked about it at some point in the last year if they'd realized it was there. That means it operates somewhere beyond empathy, somewhere deeper than conscious awareness of any kind. That also makes it a lot harder to work with, because it can't be controlled the way empathy can. We'll definitely need some kind of hardcore sorcery to access it."

 

"All right, then, get on it," Ness told Frog. "Sara, see if you can learn anything from Jason without telling him exactly what we're doing. I don't want him trying to take over the operation before we even know what we're in for."

 

"I don't want to lie to him," she said warily.

 

"Don't. If he asks you, tell him the truth. But if he doesn't, there's no reason to bring it up."

 

"Yes, ma'am."

 

"SA-8, I want you to assemble a strike team for when we do find these bastards. Have them ready to move at a moment's notice. They need to be your fastest, stealthiest Agents, and they need to have the stamina to travel on foot through thick cover, in case we have to go in covert through the woods."

 

"On it."

 

"Very good, everyone. Dismissed."

 

*****

 

Jason was sleeping now, thanks to Nava’s liberal hand with the prescription pad, but he wasn’t resting. His sleep was plagued with two extremes of subconscious misery: wistful dreams about his too-brief time with Rowan, or gruesome nightmares about his death. At times the dreams were almost formless, a vague misty image of the Elf and the overwhelming sense of fear and despair and loss.

 

Those were the worst; Jason could wake from the other nightmares and dismiss them because he hadn’t seen Rowan die and knew that, as little comfort as it was, Rowan had been killed instantly, blown apart by the bombs without a chance to suffer.

 

Three days passed in a haze of medication, whiskey, and television. He didn’t dare try and interact with anyone in the state he was in, for fear of biting their heads off. People made him tired, and angry, with their displays of sympathy and attempts to draw him out. He was on the verge of sealing his door shut or at least changing the locks so that Sara and Beck had to leave him alone.

 

When he wasn’t lying on the couch staring blankly at the screen, he was in the training rooms or at the range, beating and shooting his rage into whatever target was handy. Again, he avoided other people, even Beck, as sparring partners, afraid he might really hurt her if he lost control.

 

Friday night he was into the third hour of a BBC America Doctor Who marathon when someone knocked at the door.

 

He didn’t move, or speak; if it was someone with access to the door they’d come in anyway, and if not, they could fuck off.

 

Sure enough, Sara poked her head in. “You awake in there?”

 

He grunted in reply, and she came in and just looked at him for a moment, no doubt taking in the ratty t-shirt he wore and the three empty bottles of Jack on the coffee table, not to mention his unkempt and unshaven state.

 

“You look kind of hot with facial hair,” she noted, sitting down on the floor cross-legged.

 

“Really?” He asked without removing his eyes from the screen. “Beck told me I look like a pedophile.”

 

She snorted. “When was the last time you took a shower?”

 

He blinked, thinking back. “This morning after I came back from working out.”

 

“All right.” She seemed satisfied with that. “It’s good to know that even in mourning you’re not foregoing basic hygiene.”

 

He made an indefinite gesture at himself. “Gay. Remember? Gay, gay, gay.”

 

She grinned. “And you haven’t foregone snark, which is also a good sign.”

 

He looked at her and asked the question he seemed to be asking everyone these days. “What do you want?”

 

She bit her lip, glancing at the TV. “I think Nine’s better looking than Ten. What about you?”

 

“Answer my question.”

 

Sara shifted her weight, lifting one knee up below her chin and leaning on it, pretty clearly uncomfortable. “I need to ask you something, and I’m not sure how to go about it. Something official,” she clarified. “I just don’t want to upset you.”

 

Jason pushed the blanket off and sat up, crossing his arms. “Sara…my lover got blown up. It may not appear so, but I’m about as upset as I can possibly get unless you kick me in the crotch. Just ask your damn question.”

 

“All right.” She took a deep breath. “After the handfasting, did anything change between you and Rowan?”

 

The name stabbed pain through his chest, but he ignored it. “What kind of change?”

 

“Energetic. Did you notice any sort of new connection?”

 

He thought back, trying to stay as clinical as possible and not get caught up in the memories. “Not really. We were already able to share thoughts more easily since we had been sleeping together. I was doing musical healing work on him, and he was using his rethla wiles on me, so we swapped energy all the time.”

 

“Okay. Well, what about…what about now?”

 

“Now, what?”

 

“Can you sense anything now?”

 

He shook his head. “Sara…Rowan’s dead. There’s nothing of him left to feel.”

 

“You don’t know that,” she insisted. “What if there really is an afterlife? Elves believe in one. If he’s there, you could still be connected.”

 

He leaned back into the cushions, looking away, the hard stone of decades of atheism sitting prominently in his throat. “Nothing happens when you die. You rot, and that’s it. The rest is just people grasping at the last bit of hope that there’s a purpose to all of this.”

 

“Do you really believe that?”

 

“I’ve never seen anything to contradict me.”

 

A thin smile appeared on her lips. “I might have something.”

 

*****

 

“This is just an experiment,” Frog said, rubbing one of the electrodes on his sleeve to brush a bit of lint from it. “Hold still.”

 

Jason rolled his eyes. “And the point is?”

 

“I want to see if the energy you were putting off, the stuff that disrupted the Ear signal, is still there. I’m almost 100% positive it was connected to Rowan, so if it’s still there that means it can reach beyond death, and we have a shot at tracking it.”

 

“Finding heaven isn’t going to do us much good,” Jason muttered. “Unless you know a way to bring someone back.”

 

“Definitely not,” Frog said shortly. “I’ve seen season six of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Hell if I’m ever trying that.”

 

Frog affixed the sensors to Jason’s temples, and another to his third eye, and then returned to his instruments. “Okay. Just relax.”

 

There was more to what was going on than what Sara had told him, Jason knew. She’d explained about the Ear static and how R&D wanted to learn more about it, but he had heard an edge to her voice she probably wasn’t even aware of, one that told him she was hiding something. Her posture had been defensive as well; humans always thought they were such good liars.

 

Frog made a disgruntled noise. “Nothing here…can you try and focus your energy a little more? Think about him?”

 

“No,” Jason snapped. “I didn’t come here for a therapy session.”

 

“Just try it, please,” Frog asked. “Maybe you’ve dreamed about him since then, or something—the more recent the better.”

 

Unwillingly, he thought of the dreams, and shut his eyes against the violent images. Horrible as it was, he tried to force his mind to the second kind where Rowan was in pain, but at least alive, not bleeding out on the forest floor or burning alive and screaming.

 

“That’s better…keep going. Try to picture him clearly.”

 

Jason gripped the arms of the chair, warring with himself over whether to comply or to rip the electrodes off and storm out, but it was too late; his mind was already cooperating with Frog’s request, gently handing him a vision of Rowan, sitting beneath the Blessing Tree on a cool Fall evening, a book in one hand and an apple in the other. The mild breeze lifted a strand of hair into his eyes, and he brushed it aside, tucking it behind one pointed ear…he’d always loved Rowan’s autumn coloring…hair in shades of brown and maple red, eyes a clear amber that held both fire and water in their depths.

 

Rowan looked up from his book and smiled, as if Jason had come outside to join him.

 

Longing and grief in equal measure washed over Jason, and he put his head in his hands, mentally holding onto the image as hard as he could; it was all he had now. Memory. Pillows that still held the Elf's scent, a closet full of clothes he couldn’t part with, and memory of a time when he was happier than any vampire had the right to be.

 

He heard a noise from far away, and his eyes opened, the vision popping like a soap bubble.

 

He let out a long, shaking breath and turned to Frog. “Can I go now?”

 

Frog was staring at his monitor, his mouth slightly open, the light from the screens reflecting in his glasses so that his eyes weren’t visible but surprise plain on his face. “Um…just a minute…”

 

Whiskey. He needed whiskey. There was another bottle in his quarters. He could go back there soon and take a couple of Ambien and drink, and it would stop, the shaking would stop…

 

“Um…okay, SA-7, I think I have everything I need here. You can go on and go.”

 

“Fine,” he mumbled, jerking the electrodes off and all but stumbling from the lab.

 

He was halfway out of R&D when he stopped and frowned. Logic reasserted itself—what exactly was going on here? What were Frog—and Sara, for that matter—up to? There had to be a reason, and a pressing one, for them to rub salt in his wounds right now after Ness had been so adamant that he take time off. Research was hardly an urgent matter. What the hell were they doing in there?

 

He took several deep breaths to steady himself and turned around.

 

Frog started when he reentered the lab. "Did you forget something, Agent?"

 

"Yes, I did. I forgot to ask you what the point of all this was."

 

"Well…ah…you should really talk to Ness about it. I'm just taking the readings."

 

Jason crossed his arms. "Frog. Look at me. Enlightened self-interest should tell you that now isn't the time to fuck with me. Do you want to go home tonight and explain to Sage why your balls are stuffed in your mouth?"

 

Frog blinked for a moment, sputtered for another, then sighed and sat down on his stool. "All right. Agent Larson went to the bomb site and talked to it. She found out that the explosion isn't what killed Rowan. Clan Yew was behind it all, and they used the raid as a cover to kidnap him."

 

Jason was silent for a long time before he asked, in a deathly quiet voice, "Is he alive?"

 

"No. There's no reason to believe that. But we do know they were responsible. We're hoping that we can use the energetic connection between the two of you to find where he was really killed, and that that will lead us to Clan Yew."

 

"And when was Ness planning to tell me about this?"

 

Frog was paler than usual and looked a little frightened at the tone of his voice. "She didn't want to make things harder for you before we knew for sure."

 

Jason nodded. "Thank you, Frog."

 

He walked out of the lab and across the Floor, straight for Ness's office.

 

 

Part Eight

 

            It was known that anyone caught out in the village after the night bell was subject to immediate arrest.

 

            What wasn't as widely known was that the Guardians put their least experienced and least capable members on overnight duty, and their numbers were a third as high as the day shift, so it was entirely possible, if one were careful, to wander around the village all night without being seen at all.

 

            It was also true that the night Guards had regular rounds that passed the same marker points at the same time every night; and the Temple itself, while more heavily guarded than any other building in the village, still only had one Elf stationed there at night, making a circuit of the premises every hour.

 

            Having a Guardian of the Way for a lover was as useful as it was terrifying.

 

            Kir slipped out of bed about three hours before dawn, reluctant to leave the warmth of Sethen's arms but intent upon his quest. As he pulled on his black uniform, he watched his sleeping lover's face in the faint starlight, wondering how much of what he knew about Sethen--or about himself, or about anyone--was really true. If the Council could so cavalierly wipe the memories of transgressors, who was to say that they couldn't change whatever they liked, fashion themselves a convenient army of blindly obedient Elves willing to take up arms against humanity...or even other Elves?

 

            Kir, like anyone else, had fought with amnesia and the chronic certainty that there was so much more to himself than he knew, if only he could reach his mind far enough to one side or the other to find the memories again. And there had been moments...few, and denied by his conscious awareness...that he had seen the shadow of...someone else...in Sethen's eyes. A bewilderment dwelled there, even deeper than that of everyone else wandering around this place with half an identity.

 

            Sethen talked in his sleep sometimes, and all this while Kir had dismissed the sounds as nonsense, but when he thought about it, it was possible the Warrior was speaking another language entirely. What language? Where had he learned it from? Who was he?

 

            Who was Kir?

 

            His head was spinning with the enormity of his thoughts, and he knew things were only going to get worse if he persisted in this mad course of action, but he had no choice. He had to know. The truth, however horrifying, had to be better than this.

 

            He dared to lean over and kiss Sethen lightly on the mouth, half expecting him to stir, but the last several days Sethen had been sleeping like the dead, still with that soft little smile on his face that was so unlike him, and yet so alluring. Kir could have fooled himself into thinking that Sethen was dreaming of him, but he knew better. Wherever Sethen was in his sleep, it was far, far away from Kir.

 

            He listened hard once he got outside, but the only sound was the wind through the trees. It was the darkest part of the night, when nothing stirred but old magic and restless spirits...and Elves on the verge of getting themselves in over their heads.

 

            Kir took the main path past the row of houses they lived on, then stepped off into the tree-lined perimeter, as he had when he'd followed Sethen what seemed like a lifetime ago. He extended his awareness as much as he dared--he had no way of knowing if the Guardians could sense his energy, and stealth wasn't exactly his forte as a Healer. His heart was pounding in his ears, but he concentrated, and forced himself to stay calm.

 

            The Temple stood whitely against the blackness of the forest, and one or two of the windows glimmered with candlelight, including those of the main hall where he knew there would be lights on at all times to symbolize the eternal Light of the Goddess.

 

            Kir waited for several minutes, eyes fastened on the double front doors, until he saw movement. The night guard walked into view, then around the building and out of sight again. That would give Kir just long enough…

 

            He made for the doors, moving faster than he could remember ever moving in his life (not that that really meant anything), and put his hands on the door pull, testing it carefully for locks or noise. As he’d suspected, it wasn’t locked, and one thing that could be said for Elven craftsmanship was that doors never needed oiling.

 

            He peered inside, barely opening the door an inch, and again Sethen’s offhanded description was correct; there was nobody there, only a pair of candles burning on the altar.

 

            Kir closed the door silently behind him and took a breath to get his bearings. He knew the Temple hall, of course, as well as anyone in the Clan did; it was the only room of the building anyone had seen and returned from intact. Moveable benches sat in stately rows up to the dais where the High Priestess gave her sermons every day. The benches were pushed back along the walls for the evening prostrations.

 

            Beyond the altar, to the left, was the Red Door.

 

            A slow quake of fear ran through Kir’s stomach at the sight of it. Most people kept their eyes averted from that part of the hall. No one ever came within ten feet of it willingly.

 

            Kir crossed the hall, ducking between windows to be sure and not cast a shadow that could be seen outside, and approached the Door feeling a little bit weak in the knees.

 

            Assuming he got out of this alive, Sethen was going to kill him.

 

            Kir eased the Door open as he had the other, and peeked in, presented only with a darkened hallway with several corridors branching from it.

 

            No one, not even the High Priestess, lived in the Temple, so the whole place should be empty, yet he crept along the hallway terrified to make a sound. He half expected the doors to be locked, but it was a testament to the hubris of the Council that they apparently didn’t believe anyone would be stupid enough to do what Kir was doing…or, perhaps, it was simply a testament to Kir’s stupidity.

 

            He bit his lip. Which door?

 

            He chose one at random and looked inside.

 

            At first, he was confused; there appeared to be nothing there. But then his eyes picked out what was hanging from the wall: shackles.

 

            More details came into view. The floor was stained, and there was a drain in the center. There was a shelf fitted into the wall adjacent to the door that held a locked box whose contents he didn’t even want to speculate upon.

 

            He looked closer at the floor and was nearly sick.

 

            Blood. The whole floor was stained with blood.

 

            Kir sagged back into the doorframe, and it was as though for a split second his perspective shifted, dragging him around to the far wall, as if he were chained there, screaming, his entire body torn with the scarlet rawness of broken fingers and seared flesh…

 

            He shoved himself backwards out of the room, and the vision faded.

 

            Almost blind with panic, he shut the door and stumbled to the next one, afraid it would be more of the same; but the second room was spotlessly clean, and looked like an examination room of some kind. There was a long table—fitted with restraints—in the center, and several other tables and shelves holding books and what looked like magical implements of some kind. 



            Kir ventured into the room, not feeling the residual agony of the first chamber. This one felt like a blank slate, like whatever happened in here had been erased.

 

            He noticed there were magical diagrams painted on the floor around the table, but they made no sense to him. Healers didn’t use incantations and formulas; their work was intuitive. Whatever went on in here was far more specific, even scientific. Clinical.

 

            There was a shelf set apart from the others draped in a piece of black velvet, and he stared at it, uncomprehending. Arrayed over the cloth were several dozen plain quartz crystals of various sizes, each one polished and sparkling. A box nearby was full of what looked like pendant settings intricately carved from silver.

 

            The third room was a jail; there were three cells, each with solid iron bars, black and oily looking in the darkness. His stomach turned over again. Elves didn’t use iron. They had a mild allergy to it, though it was not dangerous. Cast iron like this would cause rashes and burning of the skin wherever it touched. Whoever had built these cells wanted those kept within them to stay back and stay cowed. This must be where they kept those who were arrested…before they were tortured into confession and repentance.

 

            Dreading what he would find in the last room, Kir opened the door, gripping the handle tightly in hands that had gone uncooperative with fear and disgust.

 

            The last room was also nearly empty, with no furniture of any sort, but instead of chains hanging from the wall, there was…jewelry?

 

            Kir went closer, frowning. The entire wall was hung with small hooks, each one holding a single crystal pendant.

 

            The crystals glowed softly with a bluish white light. They were different sizes, but all appeared to be single-terminated points, set in the silver findings he’d seen in the other room.

 

            Above each hook was a small label: a name.

 

            Kir read them all, recognizing most of them. Healers, Guardians, Gardeners, Bards…everyone in the Clan was here…except the Council. They were arranged by profession, so it didn’t take him long to find the one designated as his own.

 

            He stared at it for a long time before lifting his hand to touch it.

 

            He gasped as images assailed his mind the second his fingers met the cool stone: he could see himself, and other Elves he didn’t recognize…a forest with trees that were not the same as the ones surrounding the village…dark green robes…a woman’s face…his heart seized on the image, familiarity and pain crushing him, each picture so close to the surface of his mind, yet seeming a thousand years away…

 

            He jerked his hand back as if it had been burned.

 

            Kir knew what he was seeing. He knew.

 

            Memories. All of his memories—his real identity, his past, everything he had been before coming here—were bound up in that crystal somehow. They must be using them to store what they stole from the Clan, locking it away in stone.

 

            “You bastards,” he whispered. “You absolute bastards.”

 

            Determination snaking its way through his veins, he reached out and plucked the crystal from its hook, shoving it in his pocket without touching it bare-skinned. Then, he scanned the names again, looking for Sethen’s.

 

            It wasn’t among the Guardians. That was odd. In fact, he went over the entire wall twice and couldn’t find it.

 

            Then his eyes fell on the single crystal that hung by itself on the far wall, isolated from all the rest. The stone itself was slightly larger, and he saw that it wasn’t as clear as the others; it almost appeared to be filled with smoke.

 

            The label above it said “Rowan.”

 

            Something in Kir’s heart clamored at him not to touch it, told him that touching that crystal would be the end of everything, the storm breaking, the tide rushing in to drown all in its path.

 

            Yet he knew, deep down, that he had no choice.

 

            Slowly, hypnotized, he closed his fingers around the stone.

 

*****

 

            Sethen woke to a cold bed, alone, with early morning sunlight across his face and a strange sense of warm contentment that lasted as long as it took his mind to register the fact that Kir was not with him.

 

            He rolled over, groping after the last few remnants of his dreams, but they fluttered away from his grasp before he could name them. He had no idea why the last few days had been so different, but every morning he woke sure he had dreamed something wonderful, and the early part of the day passed almost in a blur of what he might go so far as to call serenity.

 

            He stretched and climbed out of bed, wondering if Kir was up and putting breakfast together already; among his many skills, the Healer was an excellent cook. Sethen had never had much of an appetite, but this morning for some reason he was craving fruit, and he knew that there were berries of some sort in the kitchen.

 

            Once he’d dressed he made his way out of the bedroom and into the living room…

 

            …and froze.

 

            “Kir?”

 

            The Healer was sitting on the couch, staring at the floor, his hands gripping his knees so hard his knuckles were white. His face was ashen, expression haunted, and he didn’t look like he’d slept at all.

 

            He was staring at something on the tiles—what looked like a tiny pile of ground-up glass.

 

            Sethen went to him and knelt at his side, squeezing one of his hands to try and get his attention, but it took almost a full minute for Kir to lift his wide, tear-filled eyes to Sethen’s.

 

            Kir gazed into his eyes, searching, tears leaving silvery tracks down his face. “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I’m so sorry.”

 

            “What’s going on? What happened to you?”

 

            “Don’t be angry with me…I didn’t know. I had to see, but…”

 

            “Kir, what—“

 

            “No,” Kir said suddenly, shaking his head. “No. You have to understand. They’re coming for me, and you have to know the truth.” He put his hands over his eyes, then moved them back over his ears, then over to Sethen’s shoulders. “Listen to me. Listen.’

 

            Sethen’s stomach and heart were both ice-cold, as cold as Kir’s hands. “Come on,” he said. “You’re not well. You need a Healer.”

 

            Kir laughed humorlessly. “I am a Healer. I am…I was…the senior Healer of Clan Cedar. They lied to me. They told me I’m only sixty years old, but I’m 337. I was too powerful for them—anyone with too much strength is a threat to them. Like you. Goddess, you…if you had any idea…listen to me…”

 

            Sethen stood up, moving away from him, afraid. “What are you talking about?”

 

            Kir pointed at the broken glass on the ground. “Crystals. They steal our memories and keep them in crystals. They can change anything they want—all they have to do is cast a spell on the crystals and our memories alter. That’s why everyone thinks you’ve been here a year. They remember you—only they don’t. They remember someone who doesn’t exist.”

 

            He looked up at Sethen again, this time taking something from his pocket and holding it up where it dangled, catching the sunlight. “This is yours.”

 

            Sethen gaped at him, aghast. “Kir…what have you done?”

 

            The Healer shook his head. “Kellan.”

 

            “What?”

 

            There was a pounding on the door.

 

            Kir smiled, almost sweetly, and stood, saying, “It’s all right.” He walked over to Sethen and slipped the crystal into the empty ammo pouch on the Guardian’s belt.

 

            Then, he kissed Sethen on the lips and touched his face with tentative, wondering fingers.

 

            As the door sailed open and the Guardians poured in, he said softly, “Your name is Rowan.”

 

 

Part Nine

 

            The rain followed them from Austin, and Sara watched it out the window of the van as the sun began to set and the forest around the road grew thicker and thicker. By the time they'd reached the farthest point that could be traveled to by motor vehicle, it was dark, and the rain had lightened from a downpour to a steady patter.

 

            Frog was glued to his laptop the whole trip; Agent 16 pulled the van off the road next to the other three Agency trucks, and Frog checked the weather report, informing them that the rain wasn't scheduled to cease until midnight or later.

 

            "Will that affect the spell?" Sara asked.

 

            He shook his head. "We'll set up the shelter and do it in there. My main concern is the maps getting wet."

 

            Sara knocked lightly on the door that separated the front half of the van from the windowless, vampire-safe back half, to let Beck and Jason know they'd arrived.

 

            "I hope this works," Sara muttered. Outside their van the rest of the team was disembarking and unloading equipment and supplies. They'd set up camp for the night near the ruins, which were a half-mile walk from the end of the road, and depending on the results of Frog's plan, they'd know what was next in a few hours.

 

            Frog smiled and turned his computer around so she could see the line graph on display. "See this? These are the readings I took from SA-7. That peak right there is when he was thinking about Rowan most strongly."

 

            "How do you know it's more than just emotional energy?"

 

            "Each peak produced a corresponding spike in energetic output equal to what was causing the Ear static. It's at a frequency that we can't identify with our standard equipment, but it's the same frequency as before. He's sending out signals, Sara, and they're going somewhere."

 

            "I know, you told us in the briefing, I just…it seems like a skinny straw to grasp at."

 

            "We're talking about death, here. All the straws are skinny. Worst comes to worst nothing happens and we know it's a fluke of SA-7's aura."

 

            Frog's crew had found two pertinent texts in the library of occult and metaphysical references. The first described almost exactly the same phenomenon among amori-bound Elves that they'd observed with Jason. That text, an anecdotal account from an Elven SA several decades back, led to a volume of thousand-year-old Elven rituals that, by some quirk of chance, existed only in one place: the Austin Agency archives. Sara had seen the book—it was yellowed and faded with age, and only sophisticated preservation techniques had held it together after its discovery.

 

            Translating the text had fallen to Ardeth, who was actually with them tonight, in the second van; he had offered to perform the spell, grimly determined to find Rowan's killers…and to take revenge on Clan Yew if he could. Sara had seen emotion in his eyes that she hadn't believed Elves ever harbored, and noticed that he was traveling more heavily armed than she'd ever seen him.

 

            A moment later, the adjoining door opened and Beck stuck her head out cautiously. "How’s the weather?”

 

            "Full dark, and raining," Sara replied. "We're waiting for the recon team to let us know the trail is passable before we follow them."

 

            "Cool."

 

            Sara inclined her head toward the door. "How is he doing?"

 

            Beck shrugged. "Hell if I know. He hardly said two words the whole trip."

 

            Everyone had been giving Jason a wide berth since Tuesday, when apparently he’d walked into Ness’s office, closed the door, and informed her quite calmly that unless he was brought fully up to speed on everything surrounding his partner’s death, immediately, he was going to walk out the door and they could all fuck off, only presumably with much stronger language. Ness had emerged from the meeting pale as a ghost and instructed Frog to dump copies of all of his research into Jason’s server. According to Dru she’d then taken several Xanax and gone to bed.

 

            Jason’s eyes had stayed silver for hours afterward; since then he hadn’t really spoken to anyone, only showed up at the garage at the appointed hour ready for the mission, his expression dangerously close to the border between rage and murderous rage.

 

            Half an hour later the rain had let up, and they were all picking their way carefully along the path that wound among the trees, slowly sloping downhill toward the remains of the village. Sara kept pace with Frog and Ardeth, a ways behind the twins, but there wasn't much conversation—they were all too intent on not breaking their necks navigating the slippery mud patches that dotted the trail wherever the sky broke through the canopy.

 

            She would never forget the sight of SA-7's face when he saw the devastation that lay beyond the edge of the woods. He'd been there that night, of course, but so traumatized that she doubted he'd taken it all in; now, standing where she had stood only nights before, he stared out over the hillside, eyes black in the reflected shine of the floodlights the team was setting up.

 

            Around him, Agency personnel erected shelters, stacked surveillance equipment and computers, and unpacked the necessary components for the spell, but Sara could sense that for Jason time had stopped, and all he could see was a single marker flag.

 

            Beck was watching him too, and Sara caught her eye for a moment. The vampire let out a visible sigh and went to help the others.

 

            Sara knew it was probably a bad idea, but she approached Jason anyway, and stood next to him for a long silent minute. At first he didn't acknowledge her presence; when he took in a slow breath as if to speak, she was afraid he was going to chastise her for intruding, but he only said, barely audibly, "I miss him."

 

            She nodded, blinking back tears. "Me too."

 

            She thought about the last year of her life, all in the space of a few seconds—from her first meeting with SA-7 on the floor of her old apartment, terrified for her life, up until this precise spark in time…whatever her own talents and abilities, it was Rowan who had brought her here, brought her to stand in the wreck of an Elven village next to a vampire with a gaping hole in his heart that was the same general shape as the one in her own. If Rowan hadn't recommended her for her job she would still be a file clerk somewhere, just her and Pywacket in her crummy apartment, with no idea just how vast and remarkable the world—or she—really was.

 

            Sara shut her eyes and sent up a prayer of gratitude that she had known him, even for a little while.

 

            Someone cleared his throat behind them, and Sara turned to Frog.

 

            "We're all set," he said.

 

            Sara put a hand on Jason's arm. "Ready?"

 

            He exhaled slowly. "No. Let's get it over with."

 

            As they made their way up to the large Army green shelter that the Agents had set up, the rain seemed to remember it had a mission as well, and resumed its freefall. Most of the others had gathered in the field tents, leaving Sara, Jason, Beck, Frog, and Ardeth in the open-sided shelter.

 

            "Okay," Frog said, "We've been over the basic procedure. Sara will handle the ritual space itself, and Ardeth will read the incantation."

 

            The Elf nodded, removing his sword belt and resting it on a covered section of ground near the altar Frog had set up. Elves as a rule didn't bear arms in sacred space. "I am ready."

 

            Sara moved up beside Ardeth at the altar and looked down at the black-covered tablecloth, taking a deep breath. Fairly standard ritual implements—the Elvish book, candles, charcoal and an impressive jar of frankincense, and a slab of oak carved with elaborate symbols from the text. Frog and Ardeth had created the carving, performing the appropriate incantations; luckily the ritual didn't depend on astrological timing or the lunar cycle, so they could do it tonight and not lose any more time.

 

            She reached into her coat and removed a double-bladed dagger in a leather sheath, one of the few magical tools she had escaped from Dallas with, representative of her will as a Witch, and a channel for the energy she'd have to raise to protect the area. They were about to make Jason very, very vulnerable, and she wouldn't be satisfied until she knew there were sufficient shields up around the shelter.

 

            Sara laid her blade on the altar, and Frog came over and added two more items: a test tube and a pocketknife. Sara swallowed when she saw the tube; it was filled with deep ruby liquid and labeled precisely.

 

            Elven magic rarely used blood, but this was different. They were invoking something so old and elemental that it predated both mortal and immortal races alike. Blood was the only fitting catalyst.

 

            "Do you have the bracelet?" Frog asked, turning to Jason.

 

            The vampire held up his closed hand.

 

            "All right, then. Sara?"

 

            Sara drew the dagger from its sheath. "Ready."

 

            Ardeth stepped forward to the altar and began to read from the text as Sara grounded herself, drawing energy up through the earth into the soles of her feet, letting it travel up through her body. She greeted the land, and it acknowledged her return with something like a smile.

 


            Sara could cast a ritual circle in her sleep; she'd been doing it for years. She made her way around the shelter, moving power along her arm and out through the tip of the blade, creating a barrier of shimmering smoke-like energy that would keep unwanted influences out but allow them to do what they needed to do. Ardeth's low, gentle voice rose and fell like a Gregorian monk's, buoying her consciousness beyond ordinary thought. She was no longer aware of the rain, or the cold, or the mud; she knew only the magic and the eternity of the present.

 

            She tested the border and found it true, then returned to the altar, sheathing her blade. Ardeth gave her a politely impressed look and bowed slightly, a gesture she returned. He favored her with a smile that normally would have warmed her all the way to her toes, but she was too intent on their work to think about it.

 

            Beck and Frog had withdrawn to the back corners of the shelter where they could keep an eye on the proceedings without being in the way. Ardeth beckoned Jason closer, and she saw the vampire struggling, for a beat, with what felt like an instinctive fear of the spiritual overtones of all of this. She knew he was an atheist, or at least claimed to be—but he wanted answers, and if the sacred knowledge of the Elves was the only way to get it, so be it.

 

            Ardeth added more incense to the smoking charcoal, sending a billowing cloud of heady scent through the circle that danced in and out of the candlelight. He continued with the reading, and Sara knew basically what he was saying—blood called to blood, and soul called to soul, and they had come to call, beyond the Veil, beyond life and death into the very heart of all that was, to find the one they'd lost.

 

            He picked up the pocketknife with one hand and took Jason's wrist in the other, and with a quick, expert stroke, made a two-inch slash in the vampire's arm. Sara watched, morbidly fascinated, as berry-bright blood welled up and dripped onto the charcoal.

 

            She'd never smelled burning blood before, and hoped to god she never would again after tonight.

 

            The cut closed almost as soon as the blood had fallen; she wondered briefly if he had any control over the speed of his healing, or if it was luck that it had stayed open long enough.

 

            Ardeth opened the vial of Rowan's blood and reverently let a few drops fall where Jason's had. He finished the last lines of the text and closed the book, then stepped back. Sara followed suit.

 

            For a moment she was sure nothing was going to happen, but then something in the air changed, a subtle quality she knew the others—with the possible exception of Frog—could feel against their minds. Sara could feel it rising from the charcoal, carried on the incense smoke; she couldn't name it, or even describe it, except…it felt like…like…

 

            She heard a gasp and spun around toward Jason just in time to see him sink to his knees, paler than she'd ever seen him, eyes wide with shock and fear. He made a noise as if someone had punched him in the stomach, and both his hands clenched against his chest, the glint of silver showing between his fingers. Sara felt the energy of the spell moving through the air, surrounding him, settling over him, and to her psychic senses his aura changed color and texture like they'd been violently shaken.

 

            He groaned and pitched forward, catching himself with one hand, his entire body gripped in the vise of energy that forced its way into him, cracking through his shielding. Sara was hit with alternating waves of Jason's energy—chaotic with agony and near to screaming—and the spell's, and she fell backwards under the onslaught, missing the altar by inches. She would have hit the ground if Ardeth hadn't seized her shoulders and pulled her back against his chest, twisting halfway to protect her with his body.

 

            Sara heard Beck shout something, and Frog tell her to stay back, but Sara couldn't look away from Jason as the spell sucked power from him, fueling its quest, shooting up through the shelter's ceiling and…wherever. The hairs on her arms stood up and there was a roaring in her ears, thunder and magic hitting simultaneously, shaking the entire universe, and someone was screaming, but she didn't know who, and it was killing him, she knew it, draining him dry, reaching, reaching—

 

            --silence fell.

 

            Distantly she heard something heavy hitting the ground. Sara craned her neck around Ardeth's shoulder and saw Jason lying on his face in the mud…he was so still…

 

            "Fuck!" Frog exclaimed, diving to the vampire's side. "Beck, get the map!"

 

            "Are you fucking crazy?" she snapped. "I'm going to get a medic—"

 

            "Go, I'll help with this," Ardeth replied calmly, stepping away from Sara and fetching the maps that Frog had insisted on bringing. Beck sprinted away.

 

            Sara stood frozen, unable to move or speak. She felt like she was watching from a hundred miles above. Frog and Ardeth carefully turned Jason onto his back, and the vampire's face was ashen, eyes half open, dazed but alive.

 

            Frog called his name several times before Jason heard him. "Show us," Frog said urgently.

 

            Jason lifted one hand and touched the map with a single finger, tracing a route through the forest without even looking. The smell of burning paper reached Sara, who realized that as he drew his finger along the map, he left behind a line scorched into the chart, finally stopping nearly two hundred miles away to the west.

 

            He was trembling so hard it looked like a seizure, and Sara found her paralysis broken. She pulled off her coat and knelt beside him, covering him in its folds.

 

            His arm fell back to the ground, and Frog's attempts to get his attention failed; he was fading, drifting somewhere far away. Whatever he had felt or seen, it had been too much. Between the violence of the spell and the wrenching grief, his body and mind both were collapsing.

 

            Just before he lost consciousness, he lifted his eyes to Sara. She started to cry at the pain in his eyes, but she held onto his hand, feeling the hard metal of both his and Rowan's bracelets pressing into her skin.

 

            "Stay with us, Jason. Come on. We need you for this."

 

            "Sara…promise me…" He was barely whispering, and she leaned in to hear him over the pouring rain that she was suddenly aware of again. The circle had fallen as Jason had. She could also hear pounding footsteps—Beck and the medic.

 

            "What is it?" she asked.

 

            His eyes rolled back, but he forced the words out. "Promise me you'll bring him home."

 

            Sara squeezed his hand even harder, and whispered, "I promise."

 

 

Part Ten

 

            Sethen stepped in front of Kir, placing himself firmly between the Healer and the five Guardians who now filled their living room, guns raised and aimed at them both.

 

            “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded.

 

            Rethka said, “Stand aside, Sethen. The Guardians of the Way have come for Kir.”

 

            “On what grounds?”

 

            She ignored him and addressed Kir, who looked neither surprised nor upset that they were there. “Kir, you are charged with a third level violation of the Way. You will be taken in for questioning by the High Inquisitor and your fate will be decided then. May the Goddess have mercy upon you if you are innocent, and may She strike you down swiftly in guilt.”

 

            Sethen didn’t move. “You’re not taking him anywhere until you tell me what he’s supposed to have done.”

 

            “We’re not obligated to discuss this with you, Sethen. As far as we know you’re next—you live together, you could be in collusion. If the Council sees fit to tell you—“

 

            Kir sighed. “I broke into the Temple and stole the crystals. You know that.”

 

            Sethen glared at him. “You’re not helping!”

 

            A shrug. More than anything, Kir looked tired, weighed down by the knowledge he’d gained but resigned to his fate, and Sethen felt a surge of protectiveness for his lover, one that Elves with guns couldn't surmount.

 

            He decided then and there that they weren't going to lay a hand on Kir.

 

            Of course, five against one in a room with only one exit weren't terribly good odds.

 

            "All right," Sethen said. "We'll both go. I'll talk to the Inquisitor myself."

 

            Rethka and the others exchanged looks, suddenly uncertain. "Sethen…you're acting like a crazy person."

 

            "I'm turning myself in. I am, as you said, in collusion with Kir, and you really should take us both in now and save yourselves a trip."

 

            Her brows knitted together, but finally she nodded. "Fine."

 

            Sethen leaned over to Kir. "Stay behind me. Don't do anything until I tell you to."

 

            The Healer looked at him curiously but said nothing, and fell into step behind him as the Guardians escorted them out of their house.

 

            A crowd had gathered. No doubt the news that the fearsome Guardian Sethen's young love had been accused of a third level violation had traveled fast, and everyone wanted to see if it was true. Sethen ignored them all, his attention divided between their surroundings, looking for an escape, and Kir's exhausted presence at his back. Two Guardians walked in front of them, two in the rear, with Rethka leading the group toward the Temple. Their best chance would be the woods, and the path led closest to the village's perimeter on its outside loop, about halfway to their destination.

 

            As he walked Sethen felt the crystal in his pocket burning through the fabric, and his hand itched to reach in and touch it, but instinct told him not to, not yet. If what Kir was saying was true, the last thing he needed to do was touch the thing before they were somewhere safe.

 

            They had just rounded the bend leading away from the section of the village where he and Kir lived when Sethen reached forward, grabbed one of the Guardians by the neck, and slung her around into the other, stripping her of her gun and spinning it around to crack the second guard across the head.

 

            The rear guards both cried out, but Sethen spun around, shoved Kir out of the way, and punched one in the face. The last Guardian tried to raise her gun but Sethen kicked him hard in the chest, sending him into the third guard as he fell.

 

            "Run!" Sethen commanded. "Into the forest! Go!"

 

            Kir blinked at him a split-second longer and then bolted. Sethen took off after him, taking advantage of Rethka's momentary shock when she realized what was happening. Stupid, stupid—her reflexes were too slow, and she never should have tried to take another Guardian into custody without at least twice as many armed enforcers.

 

            The high-pitched whistle and ping of a bullet striking a nearby tree sent them both running even faster, and Sethen heard a volley of shots fired, several narrowly missing his head. It was hard to hit a moving target; he was counting on the tree cover making it impossible.

 

            "This way," he panted, taking Kir's arm and dragging him deeper into the woods, even as more shots followed them. He heard Kir make a pained noise and the Healer stumbled on an exposed root, but Sethen hauled him upright and urged him to keep going, not looking back once until neither of them could run another step.

 

            Breath coming hard and heavy, Sethen staggered to a halt and caught Kir as he fell forward.

 

            "Rest just a minute," he said. "We can't stay here long."

 

            Kir's knees buckled, and Sethen eased him to the ground. Kir was clutching his stomach, moaning softly with each breath.

 

            "It's all right," Sethen told him. "I'm going to take care of you. Don't be…afraid…"

 

            That was when he saw the blood.

 

            "Kir—"

 

            He pried Kir's hands away from the wound, and the bottom dropped out of his heart. The Healer had been shot in the back, and the bullet had passed all the way through his body, leaving just beneath his sternum. It was bleeding profusely, and his eyes were glazed with agony.

 

            Sethen tore a section out of Kir's robe and pressed it into the wound, but even as he tried to staunch the flow, one of Kir's bloody hands covered his.

 

            "Stop," Kir said, hoarsely but firmly. "There's nothing you can do."

 

            "Don't talk like that," Sethen said through gritted teeth, ripping another piece of cloth to add to the first. "You're going to be all right."

 

            A faint smile. "No, I'm not…you don't think I know a mortal wound when I see one?"

 

            Something in the Healer's tone had changed, even ignoring the pain he was in—the rhythms of his speech were different, almost accented.

 

            As if he were from another Clan.

 

            "It's all right," Kir said. "I'm ready."

 

            "No. No, damn it. You're not going to die on me. You can't…you can't leave me alone here like this…Kir, please…"

 

            He smiled again, and Sethen knew what was happening—the blood loss was stealing away the pain, leaving him euphoric, and in a minute or less he'd lose enough clotting factors that it would be too late, and his life would be spent here on the forest floor, no one but Sethen even knowing who he really was.

 

            "You're not alone," Kir murmured. "Trust me." He lay back in Sethen's arms, the grip of his hand slowly loosening. "Just…promise you'll remember me. I had a lover, and I had a son…they're dead now, and there's no one left to remember…please remember me."

 

            "I will." Sethen couldn't stop the tears from falling any more than he could stop the bleeding, so he leaned down and kissed Kir—Kellan—on the lips, holding him close. "I love you. I don't care who I am or who you are. That was real."

 

            "I know. I l…"

 

            A shudder ran through the Healer's body, and he was still, eyes fluttering closed with a sigh.

 

            Sethen held onto him for a long time after that, weeping softly into his hair, no longer caring if the Guardians caught up with him and dragged him back to the Temple. Let them arrest him, torture him—let them wipe his memory blank again. He wanted it. More than anything, he wanted to forget feeling Kir’s life leave his slender body, and the clawing guilt knowing this was his fault.

 

            Sethen had failed to protect him. He couldn’t save him. He’d failed everyone. He knew, beyond doubt, that he was supposed to protect people, not haul them in for interrogation and torture. Somehow he’d been taught to follow orders without question even knowing it was wrong, and his blindness had cost him everything.

 

            And now…where would he go? He had no idea how to survive out here. No idea where to go or what to do and no purpose, no one to take care of, to remind him that he had a beating heart.

 

            Of course, once the Guardians found him, it wouldn’t be beating for long anyway.

 

            Sethen curled up against Kir’s body and closed his eyes. Let them come.

 

            It was a cool, peaceful morning, a breeze rustling overhead, the occasional pale ray of sunlight poking through the trees. Perhaps it was only a few minutes or perhaps it was an hour, but he waited for the sound of boots tromping through the underbrush and the click of a gun cocking.

 

            When the footsteps came, they were surprisingly quiet, not boots but bare feet. A twig snapped near him, but he wasn’t startled; he had lost the ability to react strongly to anything.

 

            Sethen raised his head, and stared.

 

            There were five Elves gathered around him, watching him curiously. They were all dressed in ragged clothes pieced together with some sort of flaxen thread, and their bare feet were dirty, their skin tanned nut-brown. Most had shoulder-length hair or longer, but the woman out front of the group had hers cropped nearly as short as Sethen’s own, grown out a bit but still recognizable as the same uniform cut of everyone in Clan Yew.

 

            He gazed into her eyes, and he knew her. “Naia?”

 

            She said nothing, but crouched beside him and reached out to touch Kir’s face. Sethen jerked back, blocking her, and she blinked at him in surprise. The others started to move forward, but she gestured at them and they stopped where they were. Sethen noticed belatedly that two of them were armed with knives and one had a flint-headed spear.

 

            He felt panic rising in his throat as he realized who they were, but there was no hatred in Naia’s face when she met his eyes again.

 

            “They killed him,” Sethen said, his voice breaking on the words. “He found out the truth about the Council and they killed him for it. I tried…” He swallowed, fighting the howl of grief that was threatening to escape, compulsively stroking Kir’s bloodstained hand.

 

            He felt a palm gently cupping his face, and looked up at her. Compassion. He didn’t deserve it. It was his fault she was out here, and he had probably been responsible for most of the others, scratching out an existence and starving in the forest. He hadn’t taken their voices or destroyed their memories, but he had brought them to it. He had let it happen.

 

            “Kill me,” he said.

 

            Naia patted his face and shook her head. Then she leaned over and unfastened the ammo pouch on his belt and withdrew the crystal Kir had given him.

 

            “How did you know…”

 

            She smiled at him and let the crystal fall into her hand, staring into it, breathing slowly and deeply. A moment later she gasped and looked back up at him, her eyes wide. Again, she touched his face, but this time with something like awe.

 

            Naia took the crystal and placed it about his neck, where it lay against his shirt, hot and tingling slightly on his chest. Then, she stood up and motioned to the others to come forward.

 

            Sethen started to protest as they lay their hands on Kir’s body, but Naia patted his shoulder reassuringly, and he shifted back, letting them pick the Healer up and carry him among them. Naia helped Sethen to his feet; he nearly passed out the first attempt, but she steadied him, hugging him tightly before letting him walk on his own, sometimes taking his hand to keep him from toppling over.

 

            His fingers tightly interlaced with Naia’s, he followed the Silent deeper into the forest.

 

*****

 

            They parted him from Kir and led him into a small clearing some time later. He heard movement all around him, but didn’t look up from the ground; he was having a hard time staying awake, his body so exhausted he couldn’t even think.

 

            There was food and clear water, the smell of a cook fire, and clean clothes to replace the blood-soaked uniform he gladly cast aside. A young woman he recognized helped him clean up, wrapped him in a warm quilt, and sat him down near the fire with a bowl of stew and a hunk of warm bread. The thought of food was revolting but he forced himself to eat a little, and it grounded him enough that he could look around and comprehend his surroundings.

 

            To his surprise, the Silent had created a community of their own here, and far from the gaunt specters he’d been taught to imagine, they were cheerful and well fed, taking what they needed from the bounty of the forest and growing a few vegetables on one end of the clearing. There were about fifteen of them, and apparently a few of them were skilled craftsmen and a few others were skilled thieves; they had a few basic supplies that had to have come from the Clan, and had made everything else they needed.

 

            There was even a pair of Bards, and somehow they’d retrieved their instruments from their old homes; Sethen supposed that if Kir had been able to easily sneak into the Temple, it probably wasn’t that hard to break into other parts of the village. That was a pretty serious breach of the perimeter; they really should double the guards at the…

 

            He shook his head, the bite of bread in his mouth abruptly gone tasteless.

 

He wasn’t a Guardian anymore. Even if he wanted to return to the Clan the only way he could do it was with his memory obliterated, a new personality grafted onto an impressionable mind. His life, every part of it except the bare fact of its continuance, was over.

 

He couldn’t think about it. The reality of what had happened in the last few hours was too monstrous to face. He focused on the basic physical comfort of the quilt around his shoulders and the warmth of the fire. He had food in his stomach for the first time since yesterday, and at least for now he was safe. He tried to narrow his attention to that and keep it there before he lost his sanity completely.

 

He wasn’t aware when he drifted off to sleep, but apparently someone came and took the bowl from him and lay him down on his side on the ground, for he woke hours later to the waning light of late afternoon.

 

Naia was at his side again, waiting patiently for him to rouse. She handed him a cup of water once he managed to sit up, and when he’d drained it, she pulled him carefully to his feet and tugged at his arm.

 

He followed her away from the main clearing along what was barely more than a deer track, and soon they came to another, smaller clearing where the other four Elves from that morning were waiting.

 

They had built a pyre in the center of the clearing, and laid Kir’s body on top of it, wrapped in the traditional red cloth, the color of rebirth.

 

One of the others held a torch out to him.

 

Sethen nodded in thanks and took the flame, standing before the pyre with his head bowed, wondering if he should say anything, or if there were any words that could ever encompass what Kir had meant to him, what he’d given.

 

Finally, he said very softly, “I will remember you.”

 

The tinder caught easily and the branches roared to life, light and heat engulfing the pyre so quickly that they all took a step back where it was cooler. One by one, the others left until it was just he and Naia; tradition was that someone would stay by the pyre all night until it burned down to ash, then the ashes would be scattered into the forest.

 

Sethen reached up and removed the crystal from around his neck. He knew what he had to do; his heart felt numb to any sort of fear or sadness or even desire for the truth, but Kir had died for that truth, and he had to honor it.

 

He took a deep breath, tossed the crystal into the fire, and waited.

 

A few minutes later he heard a pop and a shatter, and saw a flare of strange light among the flames.

 

He expected something sudden and violent, like being hit with a tidal wave, but the first thing that arose in his mind was music.

 

He recognized the sound immediately—he’d been dreaming it for days. Strangely, the word that identified it wasn’t a type of instrument, but a type of weather: Tempest.

 

It was wildly inappropriate, but the name, and the music, filled him for just a moment with indescribable joy.

 

It didn’t last long.

 

The rest came quickly after that.

 

Then all he could do was scream.

 

 

Part Eleven

 

“I hate helicopters,” Beck commented, tension in her voice, as the Agency transport faded from sight, taking its wind and its noise along with it. “Even more than planes.”

 

“Me too.” Sara kept her eyes on the sky until the night had swallowed the helicopter—she’d read in the SA files that vampires hated to fly, and she was thankful at least that the noise and lurching rise and fall wouldn’t affect its occupant.

 

Beck was actually fidgeting, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Sara had never seen her look so upset. “Do you think…”

 

She didn’t need to finish the question; Sara could guess. “I hope so.”

 

The rest of the crew was loading up the last of the equipment. It was about an hour till sunrise and soon there would be enough light that Beck would have to duck into the shielded van to keep her skin from blistering. The helicopter had a forty-minute flight back to Austin ahead of it, which was cutting it close, but it was still the only means they’d had to transport Jason back to the base before dawn. It had landed in the empty field near the ruins, whipping up dust and knocking over the last of the shelters, and taken off the same way like a scene from M*A*S*H.

 

Dr. Nava had arrived on board with a host of specialized monitors and equipment altered to work properly on an immortal. Her face had been bleak when she’d finished her initial examination, but she had said—several times, as if to reassure even herself—that she would know more once they were back in Austin.

 

All she could say for certain was that SA-7 was in a coma, his vitals weak but stable, and that it was similar to the energetic shock that Rowan had been through more than once…except that while Rowan’s neural output had dropped off to reflect the burnout, Jason’s was through the roof. There was still something pulling on him.

 

Sara had a sinking feeling she knew what was happening. If they had in fact reached across the Veil between life and death, and woken some sort of connection between Rowan’s soul and Jason’s, that connection could very well be draining the life out of Jason, drawing him slowly toward the divide himself.

 

She and Frog both had cursed themselves for not thinking ahead. They had drawn without an eraser; the spell had not come with a way to close down the connection once it was opened. There was no way to stop whatever was happening to him…and even if there was, she wasn’t sure at this point that he would let them. If he had seen death, or seen where Rowan had gone, he might not want to return. He had been a walking ghost since the Elf had died. He didn't have that far to leap.

 

“He wouldn’t actually leave me,” Beck muttered. “He’d never do that.”

 

Sara gave her what she hoped was an encouraging smile. “Of course not.”

 

Beck glared at her. “Don’t lie to make me feel better.” She stalked off toward the van, arms crossed over her chest.

 

Sara pulled the elastic band from her hair and shook it out, then started to yank her hair back again more smoothly. It had gotten tugged loose throughout the night. She had no control over most of what was happening now but she could at least corral her ponytail.

 

“You should not blame yourself,” she heard, and turned to see Ardeth standing only a few feet away. She managed not to squeal aloud in surprise. Elves really should double as ninjas.

 

“Do you think he’ll survive?” she asked.

 

The Elf shook his head. “I think it will be up to him.”

 

“What do you think he saw in there?”

 

Ardeth clasped his hands behind his back, staring off over the rain-slicked ruins. The sky was finally clearing. “Do you really want to know?”

 

“Yes.”

 

He didn’t look at her, but said, “I was able to sense some of what was happening to him. He followed the trail left by Rowan’s connection to him to the place and time when Rowan left this life. He experienced those last hours as if he were there himself. Whatever Clan Yew did to him, Rowan died in pain…terrible pain. I suspect they may have put him through their lunatic purification process before they killed him. At the very least they would have tortured him for information. Either way, the line of energy simply…stopped. And that is where Jason…stopped. Whether he will choose to begin again, I cannot say.”

 

Sara heard one of the other Agents call to them, telling them it was time to go; they had a journey ahead of them, and an uncertain journey at best.

 

Ardeth reached over and squeezed her hand as they walked back toward the vans, and he smiled as he said, "Whether he wakes or not, I'm sure he will be irritated at having to miss what we are about to do."

 

Sara smiled back. "I wish he was coming, too. If for no other reason than it would be a lot of fun to see him kick the Clan’s ass left, right, and center. One of these days people are going to learn not to mess with a vampire's lover."

 

Beck was waiting for them, and heard the last statement; she was leaning against the van, but she straightened, and offered a feral grin that showed a lot of white teeth. Sara mentally amended her statement: a vampire's lover, or a vampire's sister.

 

"Oh, don't worry," Beck said. "He's with us in spirit."

 

Ardeth raised his eyebrows and asked, "How so?"

 

The vampire cocked her hip sideways, swinging a large gun around her shoulder so that it fell into her hands, the black metal gleaming in the predawn light. "I brought Vera."

 

*****

 

The touch of gentle hands on his face. "Your name is Rowan."

 

Gunshots…blood…

 

Fire…

 

Cruel laughter…the sickening crack of ribs breaking…the taste of blood…pain…the sound of chanting…screaming…throat burning…tearing…

 

"Tell us."

 

No.

 

"You will tell us the location of the Shadow Agency base and of Clan Willow."

 

No.

 

"…will is too strong. More research is required. If we push much harder we'll fragment the memories and get nothing…finish the process and reprogram him as planned."

 

Music.

 

"…you think that's impressive, wait until I get you home tonight…"

 

Heat…the delirious heat of lips wandering over his skin…the comforting heat of a body pressed against his back…hot coffee taste in both their mouths…nails digging into his sides…back arching…a cry…

 

"Your name is Rowan."

 

Tastes…strawberries…sweat…blood…

 

"Talk about grandmothers or something. I can't even feel my feet."

 

Screaming…hateful voices, lustful hands, groping after him, stripping him, holding him down…

 

"I only know one answer to give. Yes. I will stand with you beneath the Blessing Tree, under the next Full Moon, and there I will bind my heart to yours for as long as love shall last between us."

 

The weight of a gun in his hand. A gun in his hands…a woman falling, bleeding at his feet…a drug dealer falling at his feet…fear in the eyes of the others as he strode along the path toward the Temple…love in the eyes of a young woman sharing a pizza with him while they unpacked boxes…love in the eyes of…of…

 

Oh, god…

 

"Your name is—"

 

Rowan woke.

 

At first there were no names for things. He woke to flickering lamplight, the soft sound of music, and the light touch of fingers carding through his hair, but his mind couldn't describe the sensations, only see and hear and feel them. Everything was so gentle and comforting, he didn't want to move, or think, but something compelled him to try.

 

His eyes opened partway and pain wrapped itself around his head, squeezing hard at his temples. He heard himself groan.

 

The hand on his head pressed a little harder, and warm healing energy blossomed where it touched, toning the ache down to a tolerable level. After a moment the appropriate term arose in his thoughts: hangover.

 

He tried opening his eyes again, this time with more success. The view presented to him made little sense: he was facing a doorway of some kind, and beyond it a forest in the midst of drenching rain. The rain thudded dully all around him, echoing the thudding in his head.

 

Slowly…very slowly…he turned his head upward, and met a calm, feminine face with a boyish crop of hair and tapered ears. He recognized her, and the way she smiled at him kindly; he also knew that she couldn't speak, not even telepathically.

 

Come to think of it, neither could he, at least not in the latter fashion—it was strange, but there were solid, flawless shields around his mind, the kind he hadn't been able to construct for himself in years. A careful probe of the barriers confirmed that it was his own energy, not imposed from an outside source. He was shielding himself. How?

 

He tried to sit up, but stranger still, his entire body was weak and aching as badly as his head, as if he'd been clenching every muscle for hours and only just relaxed. The effort to move made him tremble, but that was all it accomplished, and he gave up.

 

"Where am I?" he asked. His throat burned, and his voice was hoarse.

 

The woman smiled again, but of course she didn't answer, and he felt a little foolish expecting her to…but she reached over to one side of where he lay—a bed, he realized, a mat of blankets and straw on the floor—and retrieved something.

 

It was a drawing tablet and a charcoal stick, the sort favored by student artists in the Clans. She wrote something and turned the pad toward him.

 

WHAT DO YOU REMEMBER?

 

He frowned. "I don't…"

 

He turned his thoughts inward, trying to grasp hold of them, but his mind was a whirl of images and feelings, chaotic and blurry. As long as he focused on the external and the simple, it wasn't so bad, but when he attempted to remember even the moment before, it was as if there was too much to process and none of it was in the right places.

 

It hurt.

 

"I'm damaged," he murmured, putting his hand over his forehead. "Something's broken."

 

She wrote again. CRYSTAL.

 

He shook his head. "I don't understand."

 

A sigh. WHAT IS MY NAME?

 

He stared at her, trying to come up with it, and after a few minutes of casting about he found one that seemed to fit. "Naia?"

 

She nodded, and pointed back at her first question. WHAT DO YOU REMEMBER?

 

Again, he shook his head. "Where am I? What's happening to me?"

 

Naia considered him, weighing and measuring with her gaze, and something flashed in his mind: Naia on the ground, bleeding. He was looking down at her. She was weeping, and she could still speak.

 

She tapped the question a third time.

 

He was fighting, fighting both for memory and against it. He covered his face with his hands and struggled not to give in to the hysteria that was rising in his chest. Too much…there was too much in his head, and none of it made sense. It was like watching two movies at once, with the sound muffled and subtitles in both German and Japanese while a baby cried in the background. Too much. Too much.

 

Dizziness swept over him along with a wave of nausea, and if there had been anything in his stomach he would have been sick, but the way his back and shoulders hurt he had a feeling he had already lost whatever his last meal had been. He clamped his eyes shut in a futile effort to still the spinning, but it wasn't the landscape that whirled, it was his mind.

 

A touch on his arm. Naia pressed a cup of water into his hand, and he gulped it down almost too quickly. The coolness cleared his head a tiny bit but he looked up at her still without comprehension.

 

She held up the pad.

 

YOUR NAME IS ROWAN.

 

The world stopped.

 

The letters swam in front of his eyes as a dozen memories struck him at once, and he shoved himself backwards, trying to escape the words, pushing himself back against the wall and trying to get even farther away even though there was nowhere to go.

 

A scream choked him, but he no longer had the strength for it—he had already done this, he remembered, last night, on the ground before the pyre, just before the sky clouded up and the rain started. He had lain weeping in the grass as memory after memory forced its way back in, filling every square inch of space inside him and then more, and more, four hundred years of past becoming a second of present, and he had screamed forever as they clawed and tore at him.

 

"Oh, gods…Naia…I'm sorry…Kir…it's all my fault…I should have…oh god…"

 

This was wrong—memory shouldn't work like this, everything all at once. He couldn't differentiate between now and then, and what seemed like a year ago was only a day. There were months of extra memories that shouldn't be there; they weren't real. An entire year's history had been sewn into him, compressed into the span of two months, and now everything tumbled back and forth and over itself, and he had no idea what was true, and what was him, and what was invented…he couldn't stand it…too much…

 

He had to get control of this. It was going to kill him or at least drive him mad. He groped after his psychic energy, pushing it up into a barrier between this moment and everything else, creating distance. He'd done it before for other people, but it hadn't worked for himself before—but those shields shouldn't have been working either, and they were. He fed more power into the walls, as much as he could spare, and after a while the spinning slowed down and the panic subsided enough that he could at least put a thought together.

 

He made himself sit up despite his protesting muscles, but kept his eyes shut against the pain in his head. His fingers automatically sought the scars on one wrist, then the other, and felt for…something. Something that should be there. Why wasn't it there?

 

"All right," he muttered, speaking aloud to give himself a focus. "Obviously they broke down the natural boundaries separating long-term and short-term memory, and wiped everything they could from both, but of course they couldn't take everything from the long-term or we'd have to learn to walk and talk again. It's an imperfect system and it's so incredibly stupid. Too many variables. Mistake they made was trying to leave my mind intact enough to try and harvest from it again—I must have fought them the first time, and they couldn't get what they wanted so they had to leave more in there than usual. Only a matter of time before it broke down, another few months at the most and I'd be catatonic. I'm guessing that the memories themselves aren't in the crystals, but that they serve as an anchor for all the shields and new pathways, so when the stone is destroyed the matrix falls apart."

 

Naia was watching him, listening, and he looked up at her. "Do you remember everything?" he asked.

 

She tipped her head to one side, thinking, then shook her head and wrote, ONLY CLAN YEW.

 

"So they must still have your crystal."

 

A nod.

 

He made a disgusted noise. "They control us even after we're cast out. How very thoughtful of them."

 

He looked around the tent they were in, which seemed to have a flap in the back that led to another chamber; that must be where the Bard had been playing when he woke. "Do you have any weapons?" he asked.

 

Naia raised an eyebrow and shrugged. KNIVES, A FEW SPEARS. THEY LOCK UP ALL THE GUNS.

 

"I should have kept that one I grabbed."

 

Her eyebrow shot up even further. WHY?

 

He took a deep, determined breath. "Because I'm going back."

 

She dropped her pad, and scrambled for it, no doubt to tell him he was insane. He wasn't going to argue with that, but he explained, "This has to stop, Naia. Look at what they've done to you, and to everyone in the Clan. They've violated the very thing that makes us ourselves, and made themselves an army of malleable servants of their cause. They were willing to alter the memories of the whole village to make it seem like I'd been there a year. Not to mention…"

 

He couldn't think about that now. He couldn't think about Kir, or about Clan Cedar. All those Elves had died because the Council wanted him—they wanted to destroy the Agency, and Clan Willow, and were willing to murder dozens of their own people for the chance to murder even more.

 

And if it weren't for Kir, they might have succeeded. By the time Sethen's memories broke down and the past bled into the new, they would have had time to come up with a way to rape the last few memories from him.

 

Kir. Oh, love, I'm so sorry. I wish…I wish you were with me.

 

Naia was writing again: WHAT WILL YOU DO?

 

He couldn't answer at first; he was too lost in the sorrow of losing Kir, and in the bones-deep knowledge that he shouldn't be alone right now.

 

But he was alone.

 

He met Naia's eyes again, and asked what he knew was a futile question: "Do you know where we are? Are there any maps around here?"

 

Naia shook her head, but said, COUNCIL PROBABLY HAS SOME.

 

"You're right. They'd keep track of their enemies, and they had to have tracked Clan Cedar somehow. They might even have surveillance equipment—that would help explain how they keep such good track of everyone. I never knew to look for cameras, but I bet they're there."

 

He got to his feet, thankful that the tent's ceiling was taller than he was, and looked down at himself: they'd dressed him in what amounted to a Clan uniform, pieces taken from laundry and the clothing makers' mending baskets, no doubt. It fit pretty well, although he noticed that his body seemed to have changed subtly in the last few weeks. He didn't remember being this thin or having quite so much muscle in his arms. Probably from bashing people in the head.

 

He ran a hand through his hair, and made a face. "Bastards."

 

Naia looked at him quizzically, and he smiled thinly. "They cut our hair. I know you don't remember, but Elves in other Clans let theirs grow, sometimes all the way to the ground. Mine was about to here…" He gestured at his shoulders. "They won't recognize me when I get…"

 

He didn't realize he'd trailed off until Naia wrote, WHO?

 

Once again the memories were confused. He remembered the Agency itself—remembered that they'd saved him, and that he worked there. He remembered places, events. Something weird about cupcakes. But…

 

The ache in his head redoubled. There weren't just two lives competing in him, there were three; there was Sethen, and Rowan, and…before that. He'd been someone else before. How many lives could there be in one life?

 

This was wrong. There was something missing. He needed to remember…to remember…

 

Just then, there was a flash of lightning in his head, and he fell back against the wall of the tent, legs no longer able to support him. Naia leaped up and took hold of his arms before he hit the ground, and eased him back onto the bed, but he barely felt the contact.

 

From someplace deep in his mind and heart, so deep he never would have known it was there, something pulled.

 

It pulled so hard that for just a second he saw double. He saw the tent, and Naia's worried face, but he also saw another tent, a different color, still raining, candles burning, the smell of frankincense…felt himself fall, the muddy earth against his face, agony battering his body from all sides, dozens of voices from all three lives and still more, a young male voice yelling "Get the maps!" and a woman cursing, fear all around him, his own and theirs, footsteps thudding on wet ground, and…sadness…such sadness…death…I felt it, it was there, they killed him, it's real…it's real…it's over…didn't want to believe it…we were looking for bones and they were killing him, all alone in the darkness, chained, alone…I should have been there…he shouldn't have gone without me…it's over…he's really gone…

 

He fought for awareness, but he didn't try to escape the vision; he clung to it, to the familiar and beloved warmth, even in the cold abyss of grief. He reached—across hundreds of miles, across time, across death that was not death—and even though he knew he couldn't project that far, he tried anyway:

 

[Hold on. Hold on, amori. Don't let go. I'll be with you soon—I have work I have to do, but then I'll be with you. Wait for me.]

 

Then he fell back into his body, and the vision evaporated.

 

This time he didn't scream, but he was willing, and grateful, to black out.

 

Part Twelve

 

"Halt!"

 

A half-dozen guns cocking.

 

Rethka was out in front, as she would be the ranking Guardian now. She was trying to look, and sound, all business, but there were a hundred questions in her eyes, most of which probably started with what the fuck?

 

He stared right back at her. "Take me to the Council."

 

She sputtered for a second, and then began, "Sethen, you are charged with a third-level violation of--"

 

"Oh, shut the hell up," he snapped. "You don’t even understand what you're saying, so what's the point? Yes, I'm guilty of a third-level violation of the Way, and I intend to violate a whole lot more. So take me to the Council. Now."

 

None of the Guardians had the slightest idea what to do with someone who wasn't afraid of them. They exchanged brief glances, then looked questioningly at Rethka, who gestured for them to surround him.

 

One of the others pulled a black bag from her belt and started to tentatively approach him, but he shot her a look full of daggers and said, "Just try it."

 

His reputation, as always, cowed them. He felt sorry for them, on one level; they had been taught fear, and hate, and mindless obedience.

 

That was really the only thing that was keeping him from killing them at this point.

 

The Guardians fell into their usual pattern around him, but it was he who set the pace, striding purposefully along the path toward the Temple. Along the way he saw others of the Clan peering out at them, and there was wonder and shock on their faces--how mad would he have to be to turn himself in?

 

Apparently word reached the Temple before they did; as they neared the white stone edifice, a tall figure in long robes was outside waiting for them. She was flanked by most of the remaining Guardians--except, by his count, the ones he had taken down during his initial escape with Kir. He knew all of their faces as well as he knew the face of the woman waiting for him: Valana, the High Priestess of Clan Yew, spokesperson for the Goddess Herself, giver of Her commandments unto the Clan.

 

He stood in front of her, and while the others bowed their heads out of deference, he bowed his only long enough to choose his words before lifting his eyes to meet hers directly, openly.

 

He heard a murmur. Eye contact with a member of the Council, especially the High Priestess, was a violation of the Way. Most of the time it was dismissed for the young who didn't know any better. For someone like a Guardian, it was a sure sign of direct insurrection--level three.

 

"Valana," he said, causing another ripple of discussion.

 

She looked at him rather the way one might examine a mixed-breed hound caught trying to mate with one's purebred Pomeranian. "Sethen," she said. "I must say I am surprised to see you again. I only hope that the Goddess has spoken to you and you understand now the gravity of what you have done. And that you must submit to the proper purifications immediately."

 

She took two haughty steps down from the Temple landing, probably to make herself seem compassionate and understanding of the plight of the common Elf, but it still left her two steps taller than he was, to illustrate who was in power here. Silly little mind games, all a play for control, and he'd been just as much a part of it as anyone.

 

"I must also request that you address me as High Priestess, and not by my familiar name."

 

Something in his smile made her take another step back up. "Very well, High Priestess," he said. "But in turn you will address me properly as well--in fact, I suppose I can forgive the oversight, for I believe you and I have not been properly introduced."

 

She was frowning, her usual serene demeanor crackling around the edges with uncertainty, but she still believed she had the upper hand. "Have we not?" she asked.

 

He smiled again, stepped forward, and bowed in the manner of his people.

 

Then, before the Guardians could even react, he drew his knife and seized the priestess around the neck, pulling the blade up to touch lightly against her throat. She shrieked and tried to fight, but he was much too strong for her; the Guardians took aim, but couldn't shoot for fear of hitting their beloved tyrant.

 

When he spoke, he addressed everyone in sight, from the Guardians to the other Temple personnel to the Elves sneaking out of their homes to watch. His voice echoed off the trees.

 

"I am Rowan, born of Clan Oak. I am SA-5 of the Shadow Agency, Texas branch. I have come to put an end to the slavery and the illegal use of mind-control magic on the part of the Council. It's time for all of us to stop living in fear and reclaim what is rightfully ours. By the time I walk out of this building again, you will all be free, or I will have been killed in the act of liberating you. This ends now."

 

He dragged the Priestess backwards with him through the Temple doors. "Get those shut and barred," he ordered the nearest Temple Guardian. "If anyone attempts to rescue her, I will kill them, and her too."

 

Then, he released his hold on the Priestess, lowering the knife; she gasped and pushed away from him, tears streaming from her red-ringed eyes.

 

"I will tell you nothing!" she all but wailed.

 

He reached up and yanked down one of the cloth hangings that draped either side of the main altar, then tore a strip from it and used it to bind the woman's hands. He shrugged. "I don't need you to tell me anything, Valana. You're a hostage, nothing more. In fact, you might consider being helpful, just so I won't feel the need to use you as a living shield to get out of here."

 

Her eyes went wide. "You wouldn't dare--"

 

"Wouldn't I?" He hissed at her, pressing the tip of the knife against her mouth. "You people stole my life, stole my memories, and left a year of lies in its place. You killed an entire Clan of innocents and you tortured me for the information to kill my family and friends. Your lackeys murdered my lover. You turned me into a monster to enforce your law--well, now the monster has come home to roost. Ask me, Valana, what I will and will not dare, and you won't like the answer."

 

With that he took the end of the hanging and pulled her along through the Temple, into the Red Door. Once on the other side he threw the bolt home—the Guardians would probably open the outer doors as soon as he was out of sight, but the lock at least would keep them occupied for a few more minutes. He could tell by the thickness of the bolt that it was designed to stand up to a good deal of pounding.

 

He shoved open all the doors along the darkened hallway, and looked inside each one long enough to determine its purpose—he had to clamp down on nausea when he saw the torture chamber, the chains in the wall that he knew every Elf in the Clan had been hung from, including Kir…including himself, probably for far longer than the others. His memory of it was still vague, but he knew it had happened.

 

The Priestess didn’t fight as he dragged her into the room where all the crystals hung and sat her down in the corner, jerking her arms behind her back and binding them more tightly.

 

He stared at the rows of stones, at the precisely-written names over each one. He held his hand in front of them, and memories from each played at the edges of his consciousness; his empathic gift seemed to have gotten even stronger, if that was possible. The joys and sorrows of dozens of Elves, all locked away in favor of a circumscribed existence of brainwashing and submission, scrolled out before him.

 

He glanced back over his shoulder at the Priestess. “I really ought to kill you,” he said. “How many others are there in the Council?”

 

She looked away, refusing to answer.

 

Smiling tightly, he said, “Valana…you do understand that I know how to use most of the equipment in this building?”

 

Her face lost all color. “You would not harm me. You were a Healer, a rethla, once.”

 

“How kind of you to remember. I’m sure you remember what else I am. You helped the Council try to take it all from me—but I notice that none of you have crystals on this wall.”

 

Kir’s hook was empty, and at first he couldn’t find his own, but then he noticed another empty slot off to the side, with his name over it—his real name, not the one they’d given him. He thought back to the crystal, and said, “Mine was larger, and a different kind of quartz. Why?”

 

Valana leaned her head back against the wall in defeat. “The others will come for me. There are five other Council members, and the Guardians will find a way in. They will kill you. Whatever you hope to accomplish here, you will only find death.”

 

The knife hit the wall two inches from her face, and she cried out and flung herself backward.

 

He stared down at her with the look that had caused so many of the Clan to fear him.

 

“Answer my question,” he said calmly.

 

She was crying again, but she stammered, “Th—the usual quartz wasn’t strong enough. The smoky quartz cast a deeper veil between the identities. But it’s more volatile. It was only meant to be temporary.”

 

“And why is that?”

 

“They meant to kill you,” she said, hiding her head in her arms. “As soon as they had what they needed, they were going to kill you and wipe your life from the Clan.”

 

“And by ‘they,’ you mean, ‘we.’”

 

She shook her head hard. “I was not in charge of the plan. The Alchemist, Breden, managed the memory alterations. Once the rites of purification were finished I was no longer involved.”

 

“I see. So I have you to thank for the torture, but Breden to thank for the amnesia. But why am I the only one who needed a different stone? Surely there are others in the Clan with powers like mine—I wasn’t exactly unique among Oak.”

 

Valana gave him a strange look, and said, “You don’t know?”

 

“Know what?”

 

“What you are.”

 

Narrowing his eyes, he asked, “What exactly am I?”

 

Her expression changed completely, and she actually started to laugh, a high, hysterical sound that was probably the only mirth ever to be heard in this building.

 

Before he could demand an explanation, the walls shuddered, and from a distance he heard shouting—the Guardians were trying to get in.

 

There wasn’t much time. He closed his eyes, centering himself. They were going to kill him, that much he knew; the best he could hope for was that they would shoot him on sight and not try to get any more information out of him. He wasn’t going to let his last act on this Earth be a betrayal of his real Clan.

 

But first things first.

 

He turned to the wall of crystals and reached into the pocket of his borrowed uniform to pull out the only thing besides the knife he’d brought with him into the village: a rock the size of his palm.

 

Valana saw what he held, and pleaded, “You cannot. You will cause anarchy—the entire Clan will destroy itself. We only did what we did to save them! Imagine living with the memories of such death and destruction, and then the peaceful life we have given everyone here.”

 

Rowan looked back at her. “I have lived with it, Valana. I have lived with my past for decades now. And until you piled another form of violation on top of all the others I had suffered, I was healing. Happy. After all we have endured as a people, to take away the memory of those who died, and of all that pain, cheapens the lives of the lost…and in turn we lose everything. Who we are, the meaning of our lives, the meaning of our grief. The past makes us who we are and enables us to choose a future.”

 

The walls shook again, this time with the creaking noise of wood about to give way.

 

“They will kill us,” Valana said, desperate entreaty in her voice. “If they remember what we’ve done, they’ll execute the entire Council.”

 

He nodded at her. “Yes, they probably will. You taught us obedience and fear, but you forgot to teach us mercy. May the Goddess have mercy upon you if you are innocent, and may She strike you down swiftly in guilt.”

 

Then, he turned away from her, and smashed the rock into the first crystal under the header “Guardian.”

 

Outside, he heard a muffled cry, and the pounding against the door stopped, but Rowan didn’t—he broke another crystal, and another, down the row, fragments of stone flying out everywhere, one striking his cheek. He shut his eyes to protect them and kept going until he had broken every crystal in the group, then moved on to the Healers.

 

The silence beyond the door was profound; he heard the thump of knees on the floor, or perhaps someone passing out, and then voices raised, one by one, in screams of horror and sobs of realization.

 

Each stone that shattered emitted a brief pulse of light, and he felt the power of the memories as they were released to their rightful owners—Bards, Healers, Gardeners, everyone, one by one, suddenly seized with the truth of their identities. He knew that the trauma would be too much for some of them, but there was no alternative; memory magic had no gentle counterspells. At least they would all know the truth, whatever happened.

 

Finally, his arm aching and his face bleeding from shards of crystal, he struck the last one, and dropped the rock, narrowly missing his foot. Exhaustion hit him at the same time as the panic rising outside; an entire Clan of Elves waking up to what had been done to them was not something an empath needed to feel.

 

He leaned heavily against the wall on his forearm, hands clenched into fists, bolstering his shields as best he could. He was so tired…

 

Suddenly he heard a rustling sound, footsteps, and something slammed into his back—weight, and pain, and he fell forward and down the wall, a lance of agony through his back and a wail of rage at his ear.

 

Wrenching around, he flung Valana off of him. She had wrestled free of her bonds and pulled the knife from the wall, and he could feel the blade tearing through his muscles, blood gushing out in its wake.

 

She climbed back to her feet, his blood streaking down her robes, and said, hatred lacing every word, “I told the others to kill you when they brought you in. I told them. You are an abomination to the Goddess and should have been destroyed. At least I will know when I die that I acted in Her name where no one else could.”

 

He managed to twist around and pull the knife, which clattered to the ground, his hands uncooperative and weak. Pain coursed through him in time with his heartbeat—the blade had missed his heart, but it was bleeding in torrents. He knew he couldn’t stop it…as he couldn’t stop Kir’s death in his arms, only yesterday, blood everywhere, just like now…it was so hard to breathe…

 

His awareness was fading in and out of the room, but he could hear pounding noises down the hall as the Guardians resumed their work. Memory or no memory, they were coming. Distantly he heard gunshots, and more screaming; chaos, as Valana had predicted. How many more were going to die because of him? Clan Cedar…Kir…who else?

 

Finally he heard the door fly open, and footsteps rushing in, heavy boots, the metallic sounds of guns. Valana screamed, and the Guardians opened fire. A second later her body hit the ground.

 

“This one’s alive!” he heard…but it was strange…the words were strange, angular, staccato instead of lyrical.

 

“Get a medic in here!”

 

He felt someone kneeling next to him, pressing something into his back to staunch the blood. “Hurry,” came a woman’s voice. “He may have a punctured lung.”

 

He knew that voice.

 

“Easy,” she said. “We’ve got you…can you hear me?”

 

He thought for a second it must be Naia, but as careful hands turned him over, he caught sight of long, dark hair coming loose from a ponytail, and smoky hazel eyes.

 

“Oh, my god,” she whispered when she saw his face. “Oh, my god.”

 

She leaned down and kissed him full on the mouth, and when she lifted her face she was crying, smiling, and gripping his hands so tightly he could feel it even through the pain.

 

More footsteps, and the sounds of equipment cases being opened. His vision was cloudy but he saw something being brought in that he recognized as a stretcher.

 

“It’s all right,” the woman said, stroking his face. The touch was so comforting, and grounding, that he leaned into it with what little strength he had left, staying with her voice as she murmured encouraging nonsense to keep him conscious.

 

“Knife wound,” a man said briskly. “He’s lost a lot of blood. SA-24, get me two units of E-positive while I start a line. What’s the status of the mobile surgery unit?”

 

“Ten minutes,” came the reply. “The rest of the convoy’s on its way in. I just hope we have enough sedatives for everyone who needs them.”

 

The woman added, “There are three Healers who seem to be doing okay. They can help.”

 

He felt a needle in his arm, and a moment later warm sleepiness stole over him, the pain in his back melting into numbness. The woman held onto his hand, and the others lifted him up onto the stretcher.

 

The last thing he saw before he drifted off was another woman in the doorway, armed to the teeth with ivory skin and a wild mop of black hair streaked with bright red, grinning from ear to ear.

 

 

Part Thirteen

 

The Shadow Agency arrived to find Clan Yew falling apart. They expected to meet resistance at the borders, but there was none; they expected armed guards or at least sentries, but all they found were two black-clad Elves lying on the ground sobbing. The village was full of the same—Elves on their knees, Elves who had fainted, Elves holding onto each other and weeping, some sitting and staring off into space, unresponsive.

 

Sara had no idea what it meant. No one seemed to be able to answer their questions. The Agency swept through the village, securing house after house, but there was no objection, no battle. Whatever had happened here, the battle was long lost.

 

Finally she and Beck came upon a Healer who was alert enough to move among the huddled Elves and, from what it looked like, knock them unconscious.

 

When faced with a dozen armed humans and a pissed-off vampire, the Healer nearly fled, but Sara cast Ardeth a helpless look, and he motioned for them all to back off.

 

He spoke to the woman at some length, his tone soothing and reassuring, and his hand flew to his mouth more than once at something she said. Then he thanked her, embraced her, and let her go back to work.

 

“What happened here?” Sara asked.

 

Ardeth was beyond words for a moment, but then said, “Something you could say is very, very good, or very, very bad, or perhaps both.”

 

He looked around, the plight of the others affecting him so much that he had to take a deep breath before he went on. “The Council has been stealing memories, turning everyone into a blank slate that could be imprinted with their Way. The entire Clan has had amnesia. None of them knew who they really were…until about ten minutes ago.”

 

“What happened then?” Beck wanted to know.

 

“Someone named Sethen, one of the Elves who enforced the law, went rogue and attacked the Temple. The rest of the guards have been trying to get into the Temple to stop him, but apparently whatever he did, it succeeded. Everyone has their memories back, and the knowledge is overwhelming them all. Some haven’t spoken or moved, some are going mad.”

 

“We need to get to the Temple,” Sara said. “Whoever this Sethen guy is, even if he’s not on our side, we can’t let them kill him until we know more.”

 

The others agreed, and the team headed for the Temple at a run, following Ardeth’s directions. Elven villages were all built according to the same basic pattern, so the Temple wouldn’t be hard to find, especially in a theocracy like Clan Yew—they’d want it out in plain sight where it could overshadow all else.

 

Sure enough, they found the building surrounded by warriors with guns, but no one was trying to get in; like everyone else, they were reacting to the abrupt return of their memories. Sara saw one dead on the ground with a bullet in his temple.

 

Someone had barricaded the Temple door, but it was hardly going to stop the Agency. The double doors sailed open with the crash of breaking furniture, and Beck led the way in.

 

There, hiding behind an enormous stone altar, were four other Elves, these all perfectly fine. They weren’t dressed in black, and two had long hair, unlike everyone else Sara had seen. They had on fine, ornate robes in the shades of the forest, and were unarmed.

 

“This must be the Council,” Sara said.

 

Beck smiled. “Shall we open fire?”

 

“No,” Ardeth shook his head. “The Clan must be allowed to decide their fate. And they may have information about what was done here that will help everyone recover. At the very least they can tell us what happened to Rowan.”

 

Galvanized, Sara walked over to the Elves and demanded, “What did you do with him?”

 

They looked at each other, confused and terrified, and Ardeth repeated the question in Elvish.

 

One of the Elves, a male, muttered something to the others and looked away. None of them offered any information.

 

“All right,” Sara said, “How about we try it your way, Beck?”

 

Beck gave her another toothy grin and lifted Vera, aiming the gun at the Elf’s head.

 

He made a squeaking noise and stammered a sentence or two, gesturing wildly at the doorway at the back of the room, which was painted an ominous blood red.

 

“There,” Ardeth said. “That’s where they take them to be purified.”

 

“I want this door open right now!” Beck ordered. “SA-14, get these people in cuffs and ready for questioning. 21, 17—go back out and send for the med units. We need every available body to help round everyone up so we can take care of them. I want triage set up outside this building in that big open space by the fountain. Find all the Healers you can and get their help. Ardeth, go with them; they need a translator.”

 

He bowed, and followed the two Agents back out of the Temple.

 

From the far side of the door, Sara heard someone yelling—the words were muffled but the anger in them was clear. “There’s someone in there!” she called. “Hurry up!”

 

Between the remaining Agents and Beck, the door was off its hinges in a matter of seconds. Sara plunged through the doorway, gun drawn, and the others fanned out room to room to find the voice.

 

Sara reached the last room first. She took in the blood all over the floor, the body, and the woman—who saw her and, with a scream of challenge, went for the knife—and without a second thought, shot her in the head.

 

The rest of the Agents thundered into the room as Sara knelt beside the male Elf on the ground in a rapidly spreading pool of his own blood. “This one’s alive!” she said.

 

It had to be Sethen, she reasoned. It looked like the other Elf had stabbed him in the back; he lay surrounded by broken crystal, and the wall was hung with dozens of cracked stones, each one set in silver with a name written over it. She’d heard about something like this—the stones were used in memory spells. It made sense given what the Healer had said.

 

The Elf’s breathing was shallow and hoarse, and based on the location of the wound she thought he might have a punctured lung, but if they could stop the bleeding and get him sewn up he would most likely live.

 

He whimpered and made as if to try and push her away, but she took his hand. “Easy,” she said. “We’ve got you. Can you hear me?”

 

As the medic arrived and started work, she tilted the Elf’s head around to try and get a better look at his face.

 

“Oh my god,” she breathed.

 

It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be…

 

She looked down at the hand she was holding, saw the scars and the tan line where the bracelet should have been.

 

“Oh my god.”

 

Sara’s heart felt like it was going to burst out of her chest—she couldn’t believe it, but she was staring at proof against even the strongest denial.

 

She looked up at Beck, who was also staring, eyes wide. “That can’t be…”

 

“It is,” Sara replied, wiping tears from her eyes with her free hand. “Beck, it’s really him.”

 

She held up his wrist, and Beck saw what she had seen and gasped. “Holy shit.”

 

Sara ran her hands over Rowan’s face, afraid he would disappear, then kissed him, much to the medic’s consternation.

 

“Agent,” he said, “I really do need you to—“

 

“Okay, okay,” she said, moving back, but still gripping the Elf’s hand. “But I’m not leaving.”

 

True to her word, she stayed at Rowan’s side while the med team worked on him, then got out of the way to let them load him onto the stretcher and carry him out of the Temple.

 

Word had spread—the Elves had been mostly corralled into the field in front of the Temple, and med tents and shelters were going up. More of the Elves seemed calmer and were helping as much as they could. She saw Ardeth among them, sleeves rolled up, carrying one of the handful of Clan Yew’s children over to a woman who saw them and cried out with joy as she recognized her son.

 

As for the Agents…they came closer when they saw the stretcher, and nearly all of them moved forward to touch Rowan as the med team bore him to the surgery unit, some of them beaming, others awed, one or two in tears.

 

The noise and the light from the floods the Agents had set up made Rowan stir, and his eyes opened a slit. She wasn't sure if he recognized her, but she leaned over him and said, "It's all right, Rowan. You're safe now."

 

She nearly wept again when a familiar, gentle voice spoke into her mind.

 

[Sara...I remember you.]

 

*****

 

The next 48 hours were a blur. Sara barely got a chance to sit down for the first night and day; there were simply too many who needed help and not enough help to give. More and more Agents, especially medical personnel and counselors, arrived by the hour, flown in from Austin, Baton Rouge, and Tulsa. Elven Agents also came from all over the country to act as translators and to help soothe the jangled nerves of all the Elves who had never seen a human before.

 

The village was crawling with people of several races and all descriptions, and the roar of helicopter blades could be heard at all hours, bringing in personnel and supplies. Agents and Elves alike had to be fed, medicated, and clothed.

 

Sara filled as many roles as she could. She helped coordinate the supply drops and meals; she assisted the Healers; and she sent reports back to Ness about their progress.

 

That first phone call had been the best.

 

"WHAT?"

 

The Director actually dropped the phone, and it was a few seconds before Sara heard her ask, breathlessly, "He's alive? Are you sure?"

 

"He just came out of surgery," Sara told her, smiling broadly into the receiver. "He was stabbed, but they said he'll recover. They've got a Healer working on him now, too. As soon as he's stable we're sending him back to Austin."

 

"Sweet Jesus. I..." Sara had never heard Ness speechless before, and she held back her laughter for the sake of protocol. "So they gave him amnesia like all the others?"

 

"Yes. They tried to get our location out of him, but couldn't. This whole time he's been here, a police officer for the Council. I don't have the whole story, but somehow he figured out what was going on. He's the one who reversed the enchantments and gave everyone back their memories."

 

"Of course," Ness said, and now she sounded positively giddy. "Leave it to our Rowan. Get him home, SA-9. As soon as possible."

 

"Yes, ma'am. Is...how's Jason?"

 

She sighed. "No change. I'll go to the infirmary now and tell him--he might be able to hear me. At the very least it will be fun to see Nava lose her mind when she gets the news."

 

Another strange thing happened that first day: a handful of Elves emerged from the forest, dressed in ragged castoff clothing and armed with spears and knives, and asked after Rowan. The woman who spoke for them, Naia, seemed to be in the best shape, but out of all the Elves, their group was coping far better than everyone else. A number of them had tearful reunions with loved ones. Sara surmised they were some sort of outcasts from the Clan--yet another mystery that she hoped Rowan could solve when he woke.

 

When she finally got a break, she went to the medical tent and asked if she could see him. The medic in charge was reluctant, but showed her over to a bed surrounded by a canvas divider, telling her to keep her voice down.

 

"His condition is still delicate," the medic explained. "Don't hug him, or let him move around too much."

 

Sara agreed, and slipped inside the divider, where it was dim and cool, and the canvas cut down on all the noise coming in from the rest of the tent.

 

"Hey, gorgeous," she said quietly, sitting down on the edge of the bed and trying not to react too strongly to how he looked.

 

He was so thin, almost gaunt, though he had acquired a significant amount of muscle definition in the last ten weeks. The blood had been scrubbed from his skin, and he was clad in a plain Elven robe as hospital gowns had been notably lacking in the supplies; his short hair let his ears show, and the starkness of his cheekbones made him appear even more exotic than before, and even less human. He looked like a visitor from some immortal realm of stone and light, and if it weren't for the shadows under his eyes and the drawn, exhausted state of his face, he would be almost eerily beautiful.

 

As it was, she hurt for him. God only knew what he'd been through here. She'd seen the torture room, the cells made of iron bars. Everyone in the Clan had been subjected to unthinkable treatment at the Council's hands.

 

At least leaving the Council alive had borne some fruit. Ardeth and some of the Healers had interrogated them and then torn through the books and scrolls in the Temple, finding out everything they could about the memory magic they'd used, and had been able to ease the trauma of the others. Several of the unresponsive Elves had come back, and most of the minor cases were fit again, though fully half the Clan was still in a dangerous state close to insanity and healing would come slowly, if at all.

 

Sara touched Rowan's hand, twining her fingers through his, resisting the urge to squeeze him as hard as she could or throw herself on him. After so many weeks of missing him, and mourning him, the fact that he was alive was still impossible to digest.

 

She sat with him for over an hour before he started to wake, eyes fluttering, fingers tensing. Finally he opened his eyes to half-mast and after a while longer seemed to see her.

 

"Sara," he whispered. His voice sounded like it had been raked over coals. "Is it really you?"

 

She smiled. "Yeah, it's me."

 

"How...how did you get here?"

 

"We tracked you," she told him simply. The full story could wait.

 

"How are the others?"

 

"Most of them are going to be okay. Some have already left--they had family alive with Clan Willow or one of the other intact Clans. I think some are planning to stay here and start over. This woman named Naia has been organizing them."

 

He smiled weakly. "She got her voice back?"

 

"I guess so. Did she lose it?"

 

The smile faded. "They took it. Just like they took our memories."

 

Sara nodded. "We know. The Healers are doing what they can to fix things. How do you feel?"

 

"Like shit."

 

She had to chuckle at that. "Yeah, well, you look pretty awful. Have you eaten at all since you've been here?"

 

"Not much. I was never hungry. I think it was the magic...it has a lot of side effects. I tried to eat...Kir was a good cook, he always said that..."

 

He trailed off, and she saw the shine of tears in his eyes, spilling over the bandage on his left cheek where he'd had a fairly nasty laceration.

 

"Who's Kir?" she asked.

 

He lifted his eyes to the ceiling. "He was my lover. Sethen's lover. We lived together for a month. He's dead...shot...he died in my arms."

 

"Oh, honey, I'm so sorry..." Sara kissed his forehead and his lips, then each of his hands, wishing so badly she could hold him and let him cry on her shoulder; but orders were orders, and he could damage himself badly if he moved too much.

 

Rowan looked back at her and asked, "Where's Jason? Is he here?"

 

She took a deep breath. "No. He's in Austin. He's...there was this spell, a trace we did to try and find you, and it left him in a coma."

 

He was still crying, and made no move to stop; he didn't have the energy. "Yes...I felt it. I remember now. I have to get home to him, Sara. When can I go home?"

 

"Soon. The doctors want you to stay where you are until morning, then you should be fit to travel. Another Healer's coming in this afternoon--they've cut your recovery time in half already."

 

"Good," he murmured, closing his eyes again. "I need to go home."

 

"I know," she said, running her hand down the side of his face and neck. "We need you too."

 

*****

 

In the end, it was two days before the medical team cleared Rowan to leave, and when he did, Sara, Beck, and Ardeth accompanied him in one of the vampire-friendly Agency vans. Ness wanted Beck in Austin to resume her usual duties, and Ardeth had requested to return to his own Clan now that the situation with Yew was well in hand. There were ten or more Elves joining Clan Willow, and he wanted to be there to help them adjust. Sara was recalled because her particular skills weren't of much use there anymore. She was about sick of sleeping in a tent anyway.

 

Rowan dozed in the front bench seat, doped up on pain medication so the bounce and jolt of the trip wouldn’t cause him distress. The Healers had practically worked a miracle on him; aside from residual pain and exhaustion, he was recovered. He just needed a few days of rest.

 

Sara still watched him in bewildered awe. He was here, and alive, but she kept expecting to wake up and find she had wistfully brought him back only in her dreams.

 

She felt eyes on her and turned in her seat to face Ardeth, who was smiling. "You are not dreaming," he said. "Or if you are, so are we all."

 

"You're reading my mind again," she accused without any real accusation.

 

His eyes were sparkling as he said, "There is no need, really. Your emotions are remarkably easy to sense considering your shielding."

 

"Are you saying I'm obvious?" she asked.

 

The smile turned a touch enigmatic. "Not at all."

 

Behind them, Beck chimed in via the intercom between the blacked-out half of the van and the windowed half. "Oh, just hop in the sack already," she said.

 

Sara felt herself turning beet red. "Beck! That's not what--"

 

The vampire snorted.

 

Sara stole a glance at Ardeth, who was pointedly looking out the window. The tips of his ears were pink.

 

She had to change the way she was sitting to relieve the low-down tickle that started up just considering the possibility. She wanted to change the subject, but couldn't think of anything to say; her mind had gone completely blank with all the blood flow directed into her pants.

 

"Ignore her," said Rowan without opening his eyes. "She's feeling her oats today." He raised his voice slightly and added, "Behave yourself, Beck, or we'll turn off the intercom and you can ride in your carrier like a pet Chihuahua for the next eight hours."

 

Beck gave him some rather urgent, profane advice about what he could do with a Chihuahua, and the tension was effectively broken for the time being.

 

Sara reached over the seat and took Rowan's hand, and he smiled sleepily. [Soon,] she said. [By tonight we'll be home.]

 

[Yes. It's all I've thought about since I woke.]

 

[How are you doing? Really?]

 

He passed his emotions to her in a complicated cloud: relieved, yet worried; happy, yet grieving; himself, and yet confused. There were still a lot of things he didn't understand about what had been done to him--the tampering with his mind had affected his psychic abilities, and he wouldn't know to what extent until he was well enough to work with them. But somehow, he had regained his ability to shield; if it held, he would be able to go out in public without the inhibitor.

 

[There's more,] he added. [Valana told me there's something different about me, but she wouldn't say what. They knew something I don't know, and it bothers me.]

 

[We'll figure it out. Don't worry.]

 

Rowan didn't reply, but drifted back off to sleep again, and Sara stared out the window for a while, her mind wandering nowhere in particular.

 

Out of nowhere Sara thought about the night she had spoken to the land where Clan Cedar had lived, and what it had said to her.

 

She turned back to Ardeth and asked him quietly, "What does Eseteleth mean?"

 

He didn't seem surprised by the question. "Village," he replied, also keeping his voice low to avoid waking Rowan. "Although the connotation is more of a sanctuary than a town. It's the word we use for a Clan's home."

 

"Okay. What about Jenai?"

 

Ardeth frowned. "Say again?"

 

"Jenai. I heard someone say it, and I've picked up some Elvish in the last few days but that one got by me."

 

"Well...nai means 'lost,' and the accent on the second syllable would suggest it means 'the lost,' but the prefix isn't one in common usage. To me it sounds the way Elizabethan English would sound to you."

 

"So it's an old word?"

 

"Most certainly. Whom did you hear say it, and in what context?"

 

"Oh...I don't really know. Maybe it stuck out in my mind because it was a weird word even for Elvish."

 

"We would have to ask a linguist to be sure, but if I remember correctly, je is a formal pronoun. Many languages have formal and informal--the word 'you,' as you would say it to either a friend in the first case or an elder in the second. English does not have this distinction. Elvish once had another formal class, one considered even higher, used only for liturgical purposes."

 

"You mean like for priests and priestesses?"

 

"No," he replied, " for gods. You would use je if you were speaking directly to or about a deity."

 

She stared at him, eyes widening. "So you're saying that Jenai would translate as..."

 

"The lost gods," Ardeth confirmed with a nod. "Although that might be an oversimplification. As I said, I am no linguist. I can find out more, if you like, from others in Clan Willow who might know."

 

"Please," she said. "I'm...I'm curious."

 

She looked over at Rowan, curled up under a blanket and sleeping peacefully, and she wondered...and wondered.

 

 

Part Fourteen

 

Nothing had changed, and yet everything had.

 

Rowan stood in the doorway of his quarters, his eyes roaming over couch and chair and television, across the bookshelves whose titles he should know, over the bar that separated living room from kitchen. It was all so familiar, and yet so alien.

 

He wandered from room to room, touching things. His bedroom was exactly as he'd left it, though the bed was rumpled and there was a stack of folded cardboard boxes on the floor. There was also a layer of dust over everything. He opened the closet and ran his hands over his clothes, looking at a shirt here and a robe there, trying to remember where they had come from, which were his favorites.

 

The knowledge came slowly, but it was there; it was all there, but everything was still confused inside him, old memories and false ones vying for dominance. To the Agency he had only been gone a little over two months, but for him it had been a year. A year and so much more stood between him and his life. Coming back to it he felt like a stranger.

 

He opened the door to the smaller bedroom and stood at the threshold for a while, inhaling a scent he knew so well, yet had forgotten for so long. He smiled faintly--the room was in a disarray as always.

 

In the corner, in her place of honor, was the Tempest.

 

Her, he remembered clearly. He walked over and placed one hand against the wood, and it was surprisingly warm, the old magic contained in the swirls of varnish stirring at his touch.

 

"Tell him he can wake now," he said into the tomb-like silence. "Tell him I'm home."

 

He had wanted to go to Jason right away, but Ness had insisted on speaking with him first; he had at least argued her down to a short debriefing here in his quarters after he'd had a few minutes alone to shower and change. He was ready to be done with the borrowed Clan Yew uniform once and for all.

 

Rowan remembered the bathroom, too; he opened each bottle in the shower one by one, smelling it, and he knew the ones that were his immediately. There were still two bathrobes hanging behind the door, and he pulled one against his face, breathing in.

 

He wanted his lover. He wanted to look into Jason's blue eyes and feel the comfort of his arms. He needed to hear his voice, feel his hands. This was why he had come home, and he wouldn't feel like he was at home until Jason was here, with him, where they both belonged.

 

He stood under the hot water for a long time, the shower head turned to the setting he'd dubbed 'pulverize' when it nearly took his skin off the first time he'd used it, wishing he could wash away the last two months and erase everything, start again. He wanted the lost time back, wanted to go on as if nothing was different, but he knew it was. He was different. Only time would tell just how much.

 

He chose an Elven lounging robe the color of an eggplant and went into the kitchen to find something to drink. The fridge had been cleaned out, but there was still beer; he hadn't had beer in weeks, or much of anything for that matter. Everyone who had seen him so far had remarked on how skinny he was.

 

There was a covered platter on the counter with a handwritten note. "Welcome home!" it read. "Love, Sage and Frog."

 

Sage and Frog, he thought, placing their faces and personalities. They were going to have very green children.

 

He lifted the cover and found at least two dozen cookies: chocolate chip, nut butter, and dark fudge crinkles coated in cane sugar. He smiled and took one of each with him into the living room, where he settled on the sofa and tried not to swallow them whole.

 

The sweet earthy flavor of Sage's blend of whole wheat and spelt flours brought back a flood of memories, and he savored every bite, working his way through them, saving the fudge crinkle--his favorite, he remembered--for last.

 

The door lock beeped, and Ness entered with Nava in tow. When they saw him, they both broke out into huge smiles, and Ness came forward, bent, and hugged him enthusiastically.

 

He laughed.

 

"God, it's good to see you," the Director said. "How are you?"

 

"Wishing I had some milk," he replied. "Cookie?"

 

She shook her head and took the chair while Nava repeated the hug treatment and sat down on the couch next to him. He could tell she was itching to examine him.

 

"I'm fine," he told the doctor. "Really. Aside from exhaustion, malnourishment, and my usual complement of psychological problems, I have a clean bill of health. Plus yet more painkillers, just in case. The day I’m not on some kind of drug, we’ll know to prepare for the Apocalypse."

 

Nava looked unconvinced, but Ness said, "All right...let's get started so we can have done with the formalities and you can head up to the infirmary. After you see Jason, Nava can have a quick look at you and make her own determinations."

 

"As you wish," he said.

 

"Why don't you start at the beginning, then? Tell us what you remember of the night you disappeared."

 

Rowan set down his beer bottle with an inward sigh. This couldn't be a short briefing if they wanted the whole story. But it couldn't be helped; they needed to know whatever he could tell them, as jumbled and wrong as it all still was.

 

He took a deep breath and began to speak.

 

*****

 

Sara stood beside the bed, keeping silent vigil, as the vampire began to stir, just as Rowan had a few days ago. She had spent a lot of time waiting lately, but she didn't mind; she had an inner certitude that everything was going to be all right. They had Rowan back, and an hour after they'd returned Jason's vitals had begun to come back to normal, a sure indication he would wake soon. He had been waiting for Rowan. He didn't have to wait any longer.

 

His eyes were a dull silver--not the predatory color of anger, but something more like the leading edge of a stormcloud, full of emotion but slow to move. He groaned softly and flexed first one hand, then the other.

 

"Sara," he said.

 

"That's me."

 

He looked around, momentarily baffled, and asked, "Where am I?"

 

"In the infirmary. You've been asleep for almost a week."

 

Jason looked down at himself and made a face. "You let them put me in a hospital gown?"

 

"I wasn't here. Sorry."

 

He plucked the heart monitor from his hand and yanked out the IV, making Sara wince. One of the machines that had been keeping watch over him beeped out a shrill alarm, but Sara reached over and flipped the switch to turn it off.

 

Jason rubbed his hands over his face. "I feel like hell."

 

She grinned. "You kind of look it. Do you want me to get you some blood?"

 

"No, not..."

 

He dropped his hands, staring at the sheets, then lifted his eyes to her and said, "You're back."

 

She knew what he meant. "Yeah."

 

He shut his eyes and asked hesitantly, "Did...did you find him?"

 

Sara smiled again. "Yes, we did."

 

"Did you bring him home?"

 

She laid her hand on his shoulder. "I promised you I would."

 

There was pain etched deeply into his words as he said, "I need to see him. I need to know for sure."

 

"Of course. If you're ready, I brought you some clothes. I can take you to him now."

 

Now, she could see fear in his eyes, another in a long line of things she had never thought she'd experience. He put his face in his hands for a second, then nodded. "Yes."

 

She helped him out of the bed, saddened at how shaky he was; whether from so long asleep or from the aftereffects of the spell, she didn't know. But it would be all right--as soon as he saw Rowan, everything would be fine.

 

It took a long time to get clothes on him, but at least he wasn't modest and didn't protest her assistance. "Okay," she said. "Let's go."

 

He toyed with the cuff of his shirt. It was strange how young he sounded, how unlike himself. He couldn’t even look her in the eye. “Is...where is he? In the morgue?"

 

Sara's mouth fell open.

 

Oh my god. He thinks...of course he does, how would he know...

 

She couldn't just blurt it out. There was no way he'd believe it. Like he'd said, he had to see.

 

"Come on," she said, grabbing his arm. "You have to come with me now."

 

"But where--"

 

"Just trust me," she cut him off. She pulled him along with her faster than he could really walk, but she knew there was only one thing that was going to help him, one thing that would bring the fire back into his voice and the steel back into his spine. She had to get him there and waste no more time.

 

They took the elevator to the lower staff quarters level, and she dragged him down the hall to the apartment.

 

He dug his heels in outside the door. "Here?" he asked, panic in his voice. "Why here? Why would they bring him here?"

 

"Just go inside," Sara begged. "Please, Jason, just trust me and go inside. You have to."

 

"No," he said, shaking his head violently. "I can't see him in there. That's where we were together, where we lived." There were tears in his eyes--real tears--and he was perilously close to hysteria, backing away from the door. "I can't see him in there. I can’t--"

 

"Jason, listen to me! You have to walk in that door, and you have to do it right now. I swear to you it's going to be all right, but you have to trust me. Please, Jason, trust me and do as I ask, and I promise..." She was crying too, trying to push him toward the one place he didn't want to go, knowing there was nothing else she could do.

 

He sagged back against the far wall, curled up on himself. Sara crouched at his side, touching his face, trying to draw him back out again.

 

"Is there...is there a coffin?" Jason asked. "Was there anything left? Did they find bones? Was there blood? How could they know for sure it was him? How do they know?"

 

The apartment door opened.

 

"We know," Ness said. "Jason...we know. Come and see."

 

"I can't...I can't..."

 

"Jason," Ness said firmly, "Stand and come into this room. That's an order, SA-7."

 

The directive got through to him enough that he straightened and stood upright on his own again, but he made no move away from the wall.

 

Sara grasped both his hands and pulled him forward. "Jason...come with me. I promised you I would bring him home, and I have. Now you need to see him. Come on. It's going to be okay, I promise. I kept my first promise, and I'll keep this one too. Just come with me."

 

One step at a time, she coaxed him away from the wall and toward the door that stood halfway open and waiting.

 

Ness took up the rear, and Sara the lead, and the two of them eased Jason toward the door, up to the threshold, and past it, into the living room he had shared with his lover...

 

His lover, who was sitting on the couch wrapped up in a warm robe and blanket, eating an enormous plate of cookies and drinking a glass of vanilla soy milk.

 

His lover, who was very much alive.

 

Nava moved out of the way as Jason entered, and the vampire was gripping Sara's arms hard enough to break the bones as he stared, and stared, and stared, unable to even understand a millionth of the scene before him.

 

Rowan looked up and saw Jason, and the expression that dawned over his face was like a Spring sunrise, breathing out the promise of hope and renewal, all contained in the smile of an Elf in love.

 

They stared at each other for what seemed like forever, and worlds of words and emotions may have passed between them, but as Jason stumbled away from Sara's grasp and crossed the room to where Rowan sat, then fell to his knees and reached out, his hands seeking every inch of flesh he could find, touching to see if it was real, squeezing new muscle and seeking out old places where his hands had always come to rest, the most remarkable thing that had ever been recorded in the history of the Shadow Agency occurred in that living room.

 

Jason broke.

 

His hands traced the contours of Rowan's face, one thumb brushing across the Elf's lips, and he dared--such a dare, for it was about to change the world--to draw Rowan's mouth to his in a light, almost chaste kiss.

 

Then he drew away, his eyes locked on the Elf's...and in the next breath buried his face in Rowan's lap, his entire body wracked with sobs, hands clenching in Rowan's robe, the sound absolutely heartrending, made as much out of grief as it was out of joy.

 

Jason wept, and Rowan held him close, murmuring to him as his own eyes filled with emotion. Neither of them seemed to see anyone else, so lost they were in each other, and first Nava, then Ness, then Sara snuck out to leave them to their privacy.

 

As they left, Sara too was crying for about the millionth time in the last two months, and she looked over to see that so was Nava, and even Ness was wiping away tears with a linen handkerchief from her pocket.

 

Sara was the last to leave the hallway. She paused at the corner, looked back at the door, and said, "Welcome home, Rowan."

 

Then, she took the elevator upstairs to the cafeteria, to meet Frog and Sage for dinner and a whole lot of explanations.

 

*****

 

He slept without drugs, without whiskey, and without nightmares...and when he woke, he was warm and safe, and there were arms around him, a heartbeat against his back.

 

It might all be a dream. His fevered mind may have created an illusion to ease the path between sleep and death. But if it was a dream, he was grateful for the dream, and he wanted to stay asleep...forever.

 

He was afraid to move--if he woke himself it would all be over. No movement, no sound, no words. He had to hold onto this moment as long as he could, before it slipped away.

 

Breath on his neck, a deep inhalation. "You've been using my shampoo."

 

Jason shivered involuntarily at the voice that passed through his entire body like the sweetest drug he'd ever known.

 

Memory returned. He'd wept until his body gave out, cried himself to sleep in Rowan's lap.

 

Rowan. Rowan. He's alive. He's here. Right here with me in this bed. He's really here.

 

It was impossible. Absolutely impossible. But Jason turned over gingerly, minding his knees and elbows, and met the deep green and gold-flecked gaze, and again, he had to place his hands upon Rowan's skin and touch him, lightly and reverently, everywhere he could, every inch of exposed flesh warm to his fingers. Warm, and smooth, and real...and pulsing with life.

 

Jason wanted to say something--there were so many things he wanted to say--but the only thing that would come out was a confession: "I threw your fruit away."

 

There was so much guilt contained in the words that before he knew it he was shaking again, and probably would have wept if he’d had any tears left, into Rowan's shoulder, Rowan's arms around him so strong, and so real, and it had been so long...

 

"It's all right," Rowan said to him, rocking him back and forth, stroking his hair. "You did what you had to do."

 

"I couldn’t pack away your things. I just couldn't, not yet."

 

There was a smile in the Elf’s voice. “I’m glad. It took long enough to unpack the first time.”

 

Jason moved back and looked at him, hearing the tiredness in his voice, and realized for the first time how weary he looked. “Are you all right?”

 

A measured nod. “Well, I was drugged, beaten, tortured, brainwashed, and stabbed in the back, among other things. All things considered, I’m fantastic.”

 

“God.” Now Jason slid his arms around Rowan, sorrow giving way to an exhausted sort of fury that anyone had dared to harm his beloved. He should have been there with the rest of the Agency to help, not asleep. He should have been there.

 

“Don’t,” Rowan said into his neck. “None of this is your fault. Those responsible have been held responsible. We’re here now, and that’s what matters.”

 

“And you’re really okay?”

 

Rowan sighed. “There are a lot of things…there’s so much I need to tell you. So much happened. I’ve already had to unload most of it on Ness for the official record—I don’t know if I can tell it all again just yet.”

 

“You don’t have to. We have time.”

 

Rowan smiled, and after a brief hesitation he smiled back. “We do,” the Elf said. “We do have time.”

 

“I missed you so much.”

 

“You, too. I missed you even when I didn’t know I did.” Rowan lay his head on Jason’s shoulder, arm curving around the vampire’s middle, the way they’d fallen asleep a hundred times before. “There’s one thing…I should tell you…while I was gone, I was with someone. He was a Healer, and his name was Kir.”

 

“Was?”

 

“Yes. He was the one who discovered the truth about the Council, and he set me free. But they killed him.”

 

Jason kissed his forehead. “Did you love him?”

 

“Yes…at least, the person they created out of me did. I’m not really sure what that means now. I don’t know how much of that life is going to be part of this one. I did things—I hurt people. I just…I’m scared, Jason. Scared that I can’t be who I was anymore, that…some part of me really did die.”

 

"Maybe it did," Jason reasoned, the weight of Rowan's hand on his chest making him strangely aware of his heartbeat, as if it had never beat before. "But you don't have to be afraid. Whatever comes, whoever you are...I'm with you. You don't have to face it alone."

 

Rowan lifted his head and smiled a little, gazing down into Jason's eyes. "Promise?"

 

"I promise." Jason wrapped a hand around Rowan's neck and drew their lips together, adding, "You're not getting rid of me that easily."

 

Rowan's tongue slipped into his mouth, and despite their exhaustion they practically devoured each other, putting ten weeks of hunger into a single kiss. Jason moved his hands under the blanket and beneath the Elf's robe, untying it with one hand and pushing it off with the other. Rowan busied himself doing much the same with Jason’s clothes, both of them chuckling at their fingers gone clumsy with impatience.

 

Skin met skin. The contact felt electric—suddenly Jason felt he could breathe again after weeks of slow suffocation. He had drifted through life numb and now his senses had all come roaring back with a vengeance. Rowan ducked his head to nibble along the line of his collarbone, and his short hair tickled Jason’s nose, that one pleasant itchiness more wonderful than anything he’d experienced since the night the world blew apart.

 

Rowan looked up at him, the old mischief glimmering in his eyes. “How are you feeling? Still tired?”

 

Jason snorted. “Yes, that’s tiredness poking you in the thigh right now. And you?”

 

The Elf thought about it. “Hungry,” he said. “I would kill for a pizza. I wonder if it’s too late to call for delivery—“

 

Jason cut him off with a hard, demanding kiss, and Rowan laughed into his mouth, surrendering one hunger to another one, this one far older, far sweeter, and far more urgent to fulfill.

 

 

Epilogue




Autumn came early that year, brown strands sneaking into Rowan’s hair even before the heat had relented; by mid-September his eyes were already turning gold, even though it usually took until the beginning of October to see such a change. There was a softness in the evening air that hadn’t been present even a week before.

 

He knelt beneath the Blessing Tree, settling the carved stone among its roots, then sat back to look over his handiwork.

 

He had commissioned the same memorial artist who etched names into the gravestones for the Agency—in fact, this was his stone, taken from the cemetery and turned over to be carved on the back. He had fretted over which name to have written on it, but Sara had suggested both; so now the stone bore Kir’s name, and beneath it, Kellan.

 

There would be another like it in the village once claimed by Clan Yew. Those who remained had discarded the old name and the Way, and were in the process of restoring both sanity and society. The Council had been executed—an unprecedented act on the part of a Clan, but unanimously voted for and carried out quietly, with no fanfare and no ceremony. The Elves who had survived the catastrophe had renamed themselves Clan Ash.

 

Rowan had been grimly amused by that—the Council had led everyone to believe that Sethen was the sole survivor of Clan Ash, but in truth, there was no Clan Ash. They had chosen the name because in North America rowan trees were also sometimes called “mountain ash.” The new Clan adopted the name partly in his honor, partly out of symbolism, and partly because of the forest climate where they lived. Many of the old members had left, finding relatives in other places, but the new Clan still had about twenty-five Elves, half of them once Silent, all determined to create something beautiful from the ashes of the past.

 

Almost a month had passed since he had come home. He’d been back on duty for two weeks, and already things were changing; no longer content to stay at the base and wait around to be needed, he’d requested a patrol shift, which had shocked Ness and floored Jason. There had been arguments among the three of them, but Ness had finally agreed to let him go out with another Agent two nights a week with the understanding that he was not to put himself in jeopardy. His psychic abilities were too valuable to the SA to risk on a routine drug bust.

 

As for those abilities…he had kept the knowledge mostly to himself, but something was different there too. The shields he’d regained were still holding, effortlessly as they had before he had lost them in the first place. Frog hypothesized that the memory magic the Council had used required strong shielding, so they had imposed the barriers into his mind and then made him forget he had the power to control them.

 

But beneath the shields, his powers were growing. Steadily. He was afraid to mention it to anyone official, but of course Jason was aware of it…because since the Agents had done the spell that found Rowan, he and Jason had become aware of each other in a way they never had before. It wasn’t anything obvious, but they constantly knew how to find each other anywhere in Austin, and sharing thoughts was as clear as if they were standing face to face.

 

It had also elevated their sex life from “phenomenal” to “shifting the laws of physics.”

 

Jason had actually finished his bereavement leave instead of going back to work, so they had stayed in bed for almost an entire week, only emerging to eat (which ended in sex), to shower (which ended in sex and another shower), and entertain the occasional guest who dropped by to welcome Rowan home (which ended in sex as soon as they were alone again).

 

Things were settling back into routine, though, and he was glad. Even with the changes, he had come to realize how much he loved his life here, and his work.

 

He’d also remembered how much he loved food, and he’d gained enough weight that Nava had stopped mumbling about post-chemotherapy nutrient milkshakes, and when he looked in the mirror he recognized himself much more easily.

 

Then too, he’d asked Beck to teach him more about martial arts, so the extra strength he’d acquired as a Guardian had no time to atrophy. She had remarked more than once that he was “mighty butch these days.”

 

He had looked over from the practice ring to see Jason watching their sparring session, staring wide-eyed at his lover’s bare upper arms in one of the vampire’s “wife beater” shirts and standing there, transfixed (which ended in sex).

 

Bringing himself back to the present, Rowan got to his feet, brushing the dirt off his knees.

 

He thought back to the last time he’d stood here; there were still one or two ribbons hanging in the branches, over a year later, faded from the sun and tattered by the wind. He remembered Sara reading the traditional Elven text and then giving her own blessing over their lives together; he remembered the energy he’d felt moving through them that night, energy he recognized now as the indefinable thing that had led Jason to him.

 

As if on cue, he felt the vampire’s presence emerging from the building into the courtyard, and he smiled. A moment later arms moved around him from behind, holding him close, and Jason rested his head on Rowan’s shoulder with a sigh.

 

“I wish you could have met him,” Rowan said.

 

Jason kissed the side of his neck, still bare—Rowan hadn’t let his hair start growing out yet, and was still deciding if he wanted to at all. It was rather nice not to have someone roll over onto it in the middle of the night and jerk him awake. “So do I.”

 

“What’s your schedule like tonight?”

 

Jason, still occupied with placing a line of kisses along his skin, spoke inbetween each one, bringing another smile to Rowan’s lips. “New case. Necromancy. Should be a real laugh riot. You?”

 

“I’m in the lab tonight with Frog. He’s still researching the memory spells and needs an Elvish translator. Then I have a psychic assessment session with that new trainee, and a sparring match with Beck.”

 

“Mmm…hope I have time to come watch.”

 

Rowan turned in the embrace and flicked his tongue over Jason’s lips, eliciting a groan. “Try to get done early. I have plans for you later.”

 

Jason bit him firmly on the ear, and this time Rowan made an appreciative noise. Jason chuckled, then pulled away slightly and reached into his coat. “I have something for you.”

 

Rowan made a face at him. “That line didn’t work last night and it’s not going to work tonight.”

 

“No, I mean it.” He withdrew a small box, and held it out, flipping the lid open.

 

Rowan put a hand to his mouth in surprise. “Oh…you fixed it!”

 

“Ardeth did. I sent it with him when you came home. He was more than a little pissed that they managed to break it, so he did something to it to make the metal even harder.”

 

Rowan held out his hand, and Jason took it, pressing the palm to his face for a moment before asking, “Is it still your will to pledge your heart to mine?”

 

Rowan nodded, his heart so full that it seemed to fill his entire body. “It is. Today and as long as I draw breath.”

 

Jason took the bracelet from the box and fastened it around Rowan’s wrist, where the silver settled as if it had never been parted from him.

 

Something inside him that had still been hurting finally released, and he breathed out the last of his sorrow as Jason took him into his arms and kissed him again, while a rain of leaves shook themselves free from the Blessing Tree and tumbled down all around them, bearing witness.
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