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 Chapter
One

I was in hell.

No, that wasn’t right. I’d been to hell, and it was
better. Like, by a lot.

And that was before Pritkin started to swear.

John Pritkin was an irascible war mage, the magical
equivalent of a platoon, with a mouth that would make a sailor
blush—and that was on a good day. This was not a good day. His
usually spiky blond hair was extra spiky from the cold, frozen into
pointy tips that looked like they’d stab you if you got too close.
His expression matched them when he turned around to look at me out
of furious green eyes.

“What?” I said.

“You didn’t mention them!” he accused, from the high
perch of the coachman’s seat.

“Them? Them who?”

I leaned forward, but couldn’t see anything from
here. I also couldn’t hear, with another icy blast howling down the
cavernous riverbed far below and whipping by our coach, which was
barely clinging to a narrow bridge as it was. Pritkin swore some
more, this time at the horses, who bucked and caused us to rock
alarmingly. I was treated to a brief, dizzying view over the
railless side of the bridge: rushing water studded with shards of
ice, snow-covered rocks sparkling in weak winter sunlight, dead
looking trees stretching their skeletal limbs skyward as if
grabbing for us, trying to stab, to drag us down, to—

And then we righted again, with a thud and a shake,
and I bit my tongue hard enough to taste blood.

At least I didn’t scream, I thought, clutching the
door. Six months ago, I would have been screaming my head off, and
flailing my way out of the open carriage we were in despite it
being freeze-your-ass-off degrees outside. And slip sliding my way
back down the icy bridge, hoping that none of the finely dressed
monsters in the carriages behind me were hungry.

My name is Cassie Palmer, and six months ago, I was
a down on my luck secretary who read Tarot in a bar. I clipped
coupons, shopped yard sales, and knew fifteen different ways to
dress up ramen. Had anybody told me that, by December, I would be
Pythia, the chief seer of the supernatural world, and on my way to
a vampire ball full of traitors, I’d have either laughed or edged
slowly away, depending on how crazed they looked.

I wasn’t laughing now.

I was swallowing blood and looking up to find my
second companion on his feet, his dark hair flying out behind him
on the wind, his hand gripping the back of the coachman’s seat.
“Where?” he demanded.

“By the portcullis,” Pritkin said, his voice tight.
“You see?”

I assumed it was a rhetorical question, since a
vampire’s eyes didn’t miss much, especially this vampire's. Mircea
Basarab was a first-level master, the highest vampire rank, which
came with a lot of nifty bonus features. That included eyesight
with a telephoto ability that I’d found out about recently when
Mircea and I had briefly shared power.

In fact, that was the whole reason I was here,
freezing my silk covered ass off: Mircea had discovered a spell
that allowed two or more people to share magical gifts, assuming
that they were lovers—or in our case, had recently been lovers.

It sounded like a nifty idea—until you learned the
catch. The spell wasn’t really about power sharing; that was just a
byproduct. It was about soul sharing, linking you to someone else
at the deepest level, which also didn’t sound too bad.

Until you realized: at that level of connectedness,
when one of you died, you both did.

Yeah.

I wasn’t a fan.

People had been trying to kill me ever since I got
this job, because we were at war and a Pythia was a formidable
opponent. Especially a young Pythia who wasn’t frail and half dead
from poison like the last. And then completely dead, because they’d
gotten Agnes in the end, despite the fact that she was as wily as
they came.

But they hadn’t gotten me.

Only they didn’t have to, because my ex-boyfriend
was going to take care of that for them, risking his own neck along
with mine and Pritkin’s, too. Pritkin was my current lover, which
roped him into the enchantment as well, and explained why he was
here. He was afraid that Mircea was going to get us all killed,
because the spell was just fine with ménages à trois.

Unfortunately, Pritkin wasn’t.

I’d tried to play peacemaker by pointing out that
the spell wasn’t a problem right now, since Mircea had had it
removed. And had sworn never to have it cast again, in exchange for
me taking him on this one last mission through time. Assuming we
survived, that was.

That last thought must have occurred to Pritkin,
too, because my attempts at diplomacy had not been well received.
The tension had been a little thick in the carriage as a result,
and it didn’t look like things were improving. Mircea’s expression
had turned dark and scowl-y, and his nose was twitching.

I surreptitiously sniffed myself, wondering if my
panicked sweat had broken through the rose-scented perfume I was
wearing. But seriously, who could tell? All I could pick up was
cold and horse, and I couldn’t see anything huddled under my heavy
fur blanket, or talk without possibly being overheard by the dozens
of carriages around us.

So, I stood up, too. Another gust of freezing wind
hit, making me shiver and causing our horses to do another jig
across the slick, icy stones. But, this time, I barely noticed.
This time, I was riveted by something even scarier than a plunge
into the void.

Shit.

Two figures stood at the end of the death trap of a
causeway, in long dark cloaks that billowed out on the wind like
the banners on the castle ramparts above. If they were trying to
look human, it wasn’t working. For one thing, they dwarfed the guy
that they’d just snatched off a coachbox, and for another, one of
them had turned him upside down, holding him easily by one leg and
shaking him until the knives hidden about his person fell out and
rattled against the stones.

Seven feet tall, super strong, and with long, silver
hair that whipped in the wind when one of their hoods fell
back?

Shit, shit, shit.

I guess Pritkin felt the same, because the howling
of the wind, the creaking of the carriage wheels, and the whinnying
of the horses abruptly cut out, when he threw a silence spell
around us.

“Son of a bitch!” he snarled, turning around, and
Mircea shot him a warning glance.

“They can still see you,” he said, talking about the
vamps in the other carriages, I assumed.

“Like I give a damn! We aren’t getting in
there!”

“We are.” It was implacable.

“What are the fey doing here?” I asked, trying to
avoid a fight, possibly literally.

“Checking every carriage,” Pritkin snapped. “And I’m
part fey—”

“Which is why you shouldn’t have come,” Mircea said
flatly.

Pritkin’s eyes narrowed, taking on a color closer to
the turbulent, icy water below. “Which is why you need me—”

“I’ve dealt with the fey before—”

“And how many men did you lose?” Pritkin asked
sweetly. Because sure. This was the time to poke the bear.

“Can we stay on target?” I asked. We were only three
carriages away from the fey, with the huge portcullis behind them
close enough to remind me of a mouth full of jagged teeth, ready to
consume us. It didn’t help that icicles had formed on the pitted
iron, turning the teeth into elongated fangs. Which was appropriate
considering how many more of those there were in the surrounding
crowd.

Damn, I wanted out of here!

But we had a job to do first.

“—vampires,” Mircea was saying tersely. “Not men.
And I know how much that thought disturbs you.”

“It disturbs me that our forces are dwindling—of
whatever kind,” Pritkin growled. “I would prefer that number not
include us!”

“A little late,” I pointed out, because we were
almost there. The carriage with the stupidly armed driver had been
allowed to pass, with a fey at the reins after the man himself was
tossed carelessly over the parapet. We were now second in line.

I need a drink, I thought vaguely, trying not to
listen for the coachman’s terrified scream to abruptly cut out. I
didn’t hear it—the bridge was freakishly high, and the wind was
doing a banshee impression—but my brain kept insisting that I did,
and rerunning the sound on a loop. Scream, splat, scream, splat,
scream,
splat.

Mircea pulled a flask out of his coat as if he’d
heard my thoughts, but the alcohol didn’t go into me. It went onto
Pritkin, who snarled and grabbed the now mostly empty piece of
silver. “Are you mad?”

“They can’t smell you this way,” Mircea informed
him, unperturbed.

“They don’t need to smell me! They’re fey. They can
sense—”

And then it was our turn.

The carriage in front of us—a closed one, to keep
the late afternoon sunlight off delicate vampire skin—had been
waved through almost at once. I didn’t know who had been in it, but
they must have been trusted enough to bypass the goons, leaving us
holding up the line. Pritkin had no choice but to brave it out,
snapping the silence spell and clicking his tongue at the horses,
causing them to move slowly forward.

I knew I should sit back down, should smooth the fur
over my knees, should try to act normal. But my blonde updo had
taken a beating in the wind and was coming down around my
cold-reddened and probably terrified face, so I doubted it would
help. Plus, I couldn’t reach the guys that way.

And I had the feeling that I was going to need to
reach the guys.

My hands tightened on Mircea’s arm and Pritkin’s
leg, as I stared up at the portcullis some more. I probably looked
like I was mesmerized by it, and I almost was, although not for its
fearsome appearance. But for what was swirling around it.

It was panting like a great beast, but the steady
in- and exhales weren’t of air but of time. Time was the realm of the
Pythias, the medium through which all our magic was done. Time
usually soothed and comforted me, wrapping me in a warmer embrace
than my fur, a sweet reassurance that my power glimmered at my
fingertips, ready for use.

It wasn’t glimmering now. It was stuttering, upset
and worried, because it could only feel me intermittently. Because
the castle… wasn’t really there.

Well, part of it was. The outside part, to be exact,
where the portcullis was, and which had been carved from the same
dull gray stone as the surrounding mountains. It was old and
weathered and half tumbled down, but it was real enough. But the
inside… well, who knew where that was.

What I did know was that I’d seen this trick
before.

In the supernatural world, when you absolutely,
positively didn’t want interruptions from nosy parkers like me, you
had an option. You could park yourself outside of Earth, outside of
time, outside of everything, smack in the middle of a ley line, one
of the rivers of metaphysical energy that flowed between our planet
and the realms beyond. Because, while you traversed the space
between worlds, you weren’t really anywhere—or anywhen.

You could fix yourself there, like a ship dropping
anchor on storm tossed seas, and provide your guests a single
doorway into your temporary oasis. Once they stepped through, they
were somewhere that you controlled absolutely. And if you later
shut that door?

Well, then even time itself couldn’t reach you.

Despite the weather, I felt my palms start to
sweat.

That was why I hadn’t just shifted us inside to
begin with. I couldn’t risk it when my power was stuttering like a
candle in a high breeze. Especially not while carrying three. And
three it had to be, because my two companions were both Alpha males
determined to help me, but who instead were giving me cancer. Pure
cancer, just any time now.

“—know who I am?”

That was Mircea, of course, talking to the guards
and, despite what we’d just seen, sounding as imperious as the
prince he’d once been. And looking like it, too, because the cold
loved him. It made my face flush like I had a fever, sent enough
static electricity through my hair to make it frizz and crackle,
and caused snowflakes to gunk up my eyelashes like old mascara. But
Mircea…

Looked like the goddamned god of winter.

The cold heightened his color, but just enough to
faintly tinge the high cheekbones and redden the shapely lips. The
glorious mane of thick, dark hair was loose and flowing on the
breeze, the usually dark eyes were starting to glow amber bright,
with striations of color spiraling up from the depths as his temper
rose, and the rich, dark blue, mink lined robes he wore, old
fashioned even in the seventeenth century, fit the scene
perfectly.

They were from the time when his family had ruled
this region with an iron fist and a lot of pointy wooden stakes, or
at least his brother had. But Vlad the Impaler was just a legend
now, and not one that the fey appeared to have heard of, because
they weren’t even looking at the current family scion. They also
weren’t paying any attention to the blond huddled under a blue
greatcoat and reeking of alcohol in the driver’s seat.

They were staring at me.

I looked back in surprise, because I was just
supposed to be Mircea’s date for the evening and should have been
beneath their notice. The Svarestri type of fey didn’t think much
of their own women, and believed the human variety to be beneath
contempt. My outfit ought to have helped with that, consisting of a
frilly, shell pink dress with enough lace to choke a horse, and the
currently fashionable “Spaniel ears” hairstyle, which looked
exactly like droopy dog ears on either side of my head with a bun
in back. If anyone had ever looked like the human version of a
fluffy bunny, it was me.

Yet the fey didn’t seem to think so. Twin pairs of
pewter colored eyes, almost the same pale gray as the sky, stared
into mine. Thanks to the height of the carriage, and the fussy,
watered silk high heels I was wearing, we were almost eye to eye.
And theirs were wide and getting wider.

“Um,” I said, a brief, reflexive sound, barely a
huff on the freezing air. But it had an outsized effect.

Two powerful fey warriors, probably centuries old
and covered with weapons, abruptly turned tail and ran, with one
screaming something in a language I didn’t know. They disappeared
through the portcullis, both of them yelling now, and two more
pairs of eyes turned on me. One was now amber bright and one was as
green as a new leaf, but they held identical, accusing
expressions.

I looked back, nonplussed. “What?”

And then we found out what.

The portcullis started to lower—faster than I would
have expected for something that rusted—and the sound spooked the
already unhappy horses. They started forward again, which
threatened to bring the heavy iron thing crashing down on top of
us. But Pritkin applied a quick lash to a couple of shiny russet
backsides and they jumped ahead, slipping us through at the last
possible second.

Which would have been great except for the couple
hundred fey now thundering toward us across a courtyard.

“Shit!” I said, and shifted, the last swirl of my
power taking us to the top of one of the castle’s turrets, just
before the great gate clanged down.

“What did you do?” Pritkin demanded, jumping up from
the floor of a narrow, watchtower like surround, where he’d landed
in a still-seated position. “What did you—”

I didn’t answer, being too busy staring back at the
portcullis, which had just effectively cut me off from my power.
And because the army of fey were now climbing up the castle walls
after us, as if their feet were velcroed to the stones. And because
a rain of arrows had just headed our way.

We ducked behind the crenelated battlements, seeking
cover, but a shaft took Mircea in the shoulder, nonetheless,
courtesy of some fey still in the courtyard. He pulled it out
without so much as a curse and jammed it through the eye of the
first guard over the wall. Blood spurted, the fey’s body fell back,
already lifeless, and I screamed.

“No!” And got a mouthful of ash for
my trouble.

It took me a second to realize that it hadn’t come
from a chimney, which the castle didn’t seem to have anyway, but
rather from Pritkin. He’d just sent a massive fireball at the next
five guards leaping for us, which had hit them mid jump. The spell
had been hot enough to dust them to ash and a few charred slivers
of bone, which the wind whipped at us and at their friends now
flooding over the battlements.

I spat out pieces of fey and tried to talk, but my
gag reflex kicked in.

“Shift,” Pritkin suggested, because the assault
hadn’t so much as slowed our enemy down.

I hacked and coughed and tried to explain that I
couldn’t, but I didn’t get the chance. Because Mircea was opting
for the better part of valor, and taking me with him. I felt a hard
hand grip my waist and then nothing under my feet, as we took a
flying leap into the air. We landed a second later, with me
coughing out “Pritkin!” and Mircea finally cursing as half a dozen
arrows slammed into his body from behind.

They would have slammed into me, too, but he was
keeping me in front of him, something that would have been
marginally less terrifying if we hadn’t been sliding down an
absurdly tilted roof of slick clay tiles, straight toward—

“Auuggghhhh!” I yelled, finally getting my breath
back, as we plunged over the edge and into darkness.

Well, almost. I found myself on my hands and knees,
my body jolting and sending pain signals everywhere, and my eyes
staring down at a blinding circle of light. I appeared to be
straddling it, I didn’t know why. Until my vision adjusted, and my
confused brain finally figured out that I was looking through a
round opening in the castle floor, below which was a huge drop that
ended in the rushing river and a lot of rocks.

And a lot of bones.

The river curved about the castle here, creating a
fairly sharp turn, and allowing anything dumped below to pile up.
And the bones had done exactly that, washing up onto the riverbank
in heaps of rotting ribcages, dirty clavicles, shattered femurs,
and a few skulls, one of them alarmingly outsized. Its features
looked more human than animal, with green, trailing slime for hair
and eye sockets that must have been as big as my head. The river
was pouring through them, making the giant skull look like it was
weeping—

For us, probably, I thought, snapping out of it, as
a fey hit the floor in front of me.

Mircea pulled me up, and I received a brief glimpse
of a small, roofless room; of a long-decayed sheep’s head, its
tongue lolling from a perch by a door; of a bunch of empty meat
hooks, originally plain wood like the tables scattered about, but
stained dark from years’ worth of dried blood; and of more bones,
most of them near the opening in the floor, because we were in the
castle abattoir, weren’t we? It was on the edge of the structure,
probably so the animals could be butchered and their unwanted bits
chucked down the hole for the river to sort out.

Fitting, I thought, as Mircea grabbed a cleaver.

The fey in front of me went staggering back with his
head bisected down to the neck and flopping to the sides, spilling
his brains out. My gorge rose, but I swallowed it back where it
belonged because more fey were sliding down the steeply sloped
roof, some shooting as they came. Thankfully, the little room had
once had a thatched covering, some decayed bits of which still
clung to the stones and acted as an arrow trap.

But not enough of one.

A shaft took me through the hand, I screamed, Mircea
swore, and then the bastards were on us.

And really wished they weren’t.

An enraged master vampire is a terrible and
strangely beautiful sight, what you can see of him. Which wasn’t
much in this case, because Mircea was little more than a blur
against the gray stone walls. But then, I didn’t have to see him
move.

I saw the results.

Fey warriors suddenly appeared, writhing, on those
no-longer-empty meat hooks, as abruptly as if I’d shifted them
there. Others disappeared down the well, tripped or thrown, one
with the aforementioned cleaver sticking out of his forehead, right
between his surprised looking eyes. The fey in our time had fought
an army of master vamps recently and gotten their asses handed to
them, but these hadn’t. I wondered if they’d have been so gung-ho
to follow us if they’d realized what they were getting into.

But what they lacked in vamp-killing ability, they
made up for in numbers. I had no idea what they were doing
here—they weren’t supposed even to be on Earth in this era—but they
were flooding down the roof like the water tumbling over the stones
below, and just as deadly. And just as impossible for us to kill,
because we were in the past, damn it!

I grabbed for Mircea as he streaked by, and somehow
managed to snare an arm. “You can’t kill them! We’ll destroy the
time line!”

He paused to stare at me as if I was mad, a fey in
each hand. “Then what would you have me do?”

“Run?”

He looked vaguely offended. I half expected him to
remind me that the great Mircea Basarab did not run. But then a
dozen arrows slammed into him, into the wall, into a still writhing
fey body on a hook, and into the remains of my updo.

And, a second later, he had knocked his prisoners
unconscious, scooped me up, and we were pelting through a series of
storerooms full of half frozen, hanging carcasses.


 Chapter
Two

Meaty thud, thud, thuds punctuated the air, as arrows hit
flesh that was thankfully far beyond feeling it. I was not beyond
feeling it, and my hand burned like somebody had shoved a red-hot
poker through it. But worse than that was not knowing what was
happening to—

Pritkin, I thought, as the scene skewed around me.
My eyes blinked and I was suddenly looking at another corridor,
this one full of old stones and torchlight, and a bunch of
screaming, running fey. They were chasing not one, not ten, but
maybe a hundred Pritkins, who were racing through side corridors
and down cross-tunnels and into rooms where what sounded like major
battles were going on.

It was like some kind of slapstick sketch—Monty
Python in a dungeon—but it wasn't funny. Because that particular
spell was exhausting, and normally used as a last resort, since
there wouldn’t be enough magic left for many more after it. I
stared around, looking frantically for the real Pritkin, before
abruptly realizing: he was me.

The hand clutching the stone of a doorway in front
of my face was a familiar one. It didn’t match the blunt instrument
that Pritkin often pretended to be, looking more like something
that should belong to a pianist or an artist. Sun bronzed and
slender, with just a smattering of fine golden hairs that caught
the light of the fey’s torches, it was like the rest of the
man—surprising.

And dead, if he didn’t get out of there. The fey
were running his copies through left and right, although some of
them were holding their own. A handful of crazy-haired mages had
banded together and were ambushing individual fey, lobbing spells
and stabbing them wildly—and further screwing up time.

“No!” I thought, horrified, and all the Pritkins
looked up.

The one whose eyes I was currently seeing through
started, and then cursed inventively. “What are you doing in my
head?” he
demanded.

“Looking for you?” I said, confused at the fury in
his voice, and then the implication hit. I wasn’t a telepath; I
couldn’t do this.

But someone else could.

“Son of a bitch!” we said together, before the scene
suddenly popped.

“Damn it, Mircea!” I glared up at the vaguely
harried looking vamp, although whether that was because we were
still dodging arrows or because he’d just seen the same thing I
had, I wasn’t sure. But I was sure about something. “I’m borrowing
your abilities, aren’t I?”

Mircea had set the rows of carcasses swinging behind
us, throwing off the fey’s aim, but it wasn’t enough. A couple of
arrows slammed into the dead deer we’d just dodged behind, and
another took off one of my fake dog ears. Mircea’s hand grabbed my
exposed head and tucked it closer into his chest.

“Perhaps we could discuss this another time,
dulceață?”

“Don’t dulceață me! You know full well—”

He threw open a door at the end of the room and
ducked inside.

“—that we had a deal!”

“One I am perfectly willing to uphold,” he said,
slamming the door and smashing his arrow-riddled back against it.
The abrupt motion caused the pointy tips of the weapons to suddenly
erupt from his torso, ruining the fine lawn of the shirt he wore
under all that velvet. He winced but otherwise didn’t seem to
notice. “Once we are finished here,” he added.

“It looks like we’re finished now!”

We were in a long hall that resembled the one that
Pritkin had been in, except that it had a line of Romanesque arched
windows looking over the stunning view. I could see pale, blue-gray
sky, fir covered mountains, and craggy heights, but couldn’t really
appreciate it considering that the door was already thudding like
there was a giant on the other side. Or a heck of a lot of fey.

And I guessed Mircea didn’t like our odds against
their arrows in an open corridor, because he pointed at the wall.
“If you would be so good as to hand me a spear?”

I looked behind me to find that the side of the hall
opposite the windows was decorated with numerous lethal looking
weapons, arrayed in pretty formations. The nearest group contained
a bunch of spears with thick wooden shafts. I started to jerk one
off the wall, had my hand scream bloody murder at me, and
swore.

And then jerked the arrow out of it, because I
didn’t have a choice, and immediately went swimmy headed from the
pain.

The arrow head had broken off at some point, but
just removing the wooden shaft was horrible. Why had I done that?
Why the hell had I done that?

Bad
idea, bad idea, bad idea.

Even worse, the wound did not immediately close up,
as I’d half expected since I was currently channeling the power of
a master vampire. It didn’t look like there were any bones broken,
the head having sliced cleanly through the middle of two of them.
But the pain was horrible and the red, gaping mouth looked like it
was laughing at me—

“Cassie!”

I snapped out of it, belatedly remembering that we
were still in battle. Get a grip, I told myself savagely, or you’re
about to have a lot more wounds courtesy of a lot more fey. I
grabbed the spear and tossed it to Mircea.

He caught it mid-air and used it to brace the
door.

It did not appear to help much.

“The deal was that you take the spell off,” I
reminded him shakily, refusing to get side tracked. “And once we’ve
found this guy you want—”

“This fey I want,” he corrected, motioning for more
spears.

“—then that’s it. You don’t do this again—”

“Exactly so.”

“But you’re doing it now!” I tossed him the rest of
the thick shafts, one at a time, using my good hand as much as
possible. “You never removed it!”

“I did, in fact.”

I looked at him.

“And then I had it reapplied,” he admitted.

“Why?”

“That’s why,” he said, right before the door, now
braced by no fewer than six huge spears, nonetheless blew
inward.

The blow, which simply had to be magically enhanced,
caught Mircea as well as the door, shooting them both almost
halfway down the hall. And leaving me facing the mass of fey
muscling in with no magic and no time. But thanks to Mircea being a
bastard, and my current terrible mood, I did have one
advantage.

“I hate it when you’re right,” I muttered, and
slammed a heavy shield into the nearest fey’s face, hard enough to
send him and the three immediately behind him staggering.

“I heard that!” A distant voice said.

“Shut up and help me!” I yelled, and for once,
Mircea did as he was told.

A bunch of spears machine gunned through the air,
thrown hard enough to blow the vanguard off their feet, and to
affix them to the wall like bugs on a pin. It was the sort of thing
that would normally merit a double take or two, but not now. I was
too busy lobbing every weapon I could find at the fey while walking
backward down the hallway.

Using my own strength, I’d have had trouble even
lifting many of the heavy maces, war hammers and flails, much less
rapid-firing them with devastating effect. But I wasn’t using my
strength; I was using Mircea’s. And he didn’t have any problem at
all.

The initial barrage paused some of the feys’ forward
momentum, and the second—half a dozen of the heavy shields—stopped
it altogether. The iron banded disks slid across the stone floor,
hard enough to cause sparks to fly up, before tumbling the fey like
bowling pins. And before they could react to that, Mircea was
running at them carrying the heavy oak door.

“What are you doing?” I demanded as he blew past.
“The hinges are broken!”

“Then make me some new ones!”

“What?”

He didn’t answer. He just waded into the fey, half
of whom were already back on their feet, completely defenseless
except for the door he was holding in front of him. I had no idea
what the hell he thought he was doing.

“Why don’t I ever fall for sane men?” I said, and
grabbed some swords.

“Your life… would drive them mad… soon enough,”
Mircea informed me, while using the door as a club to beat back the
fey. “It is easier to start out that way.”

I opened my mouth to make a response to that,
realized I didn’t have one, and started throwing swords. Because
the fey had surrounded him now and ex or not, I didn’t want him
dead! Not until I get the chance to kill him myself, I thought,
slamming swords through fey bodies hard enough to pin them to the
floor.

It was amazingly easy. The steel felt feather light,
as if I was holding a needle and was stitching them to the stone
like embroidery. If embroidery writhed and bled and tried to stitch
you back. I dodged a barrage of fey weapons with liquid speed and
grabbed another shield, but I didn’t use it for protection. I threw
it like a frisbee, and watched the heavy, iron rimmed edges mow
half a dozen bodies down.

I don’t know how I got here, I thought blankly, my
stunned brain finally catching up to my actions.

“You are Lady Cassandra, Pythia and guardian of the
Pythian Court,” Mircea told me, reading my mind. He was regarding
me out of dark, flashing eyes while holding the door shut, which
he’d somehow gotten back in place. “And a damned fine one!”

I stared at him for a moment, because I didn’t get a
lot of compliments these days, not since I’d started talking back
to him and the other vamps. They’d wanted a good, docile little
Pythia, and were perfectly happy to pat me on the head and to
protect me, as long as I was doing their will. A hard headed,
willful little Pythia, on the other hand, who felt like the power
had come to her and she should have a say in how it was used, was
something else altogether.

Which might explain why I just stood there for a
second, until Mircea yelled. “Any time now, dulceață!”

I blinked, and realized that the same thing that had
happened before was about to happen again. The door was going to
blow in, assuming that the fey left in the room didn’t kill us
first, and we’d be overrun. But I still didn’t know what Mircea had
meant about—and then I did, when he snatched a sword out of a fey’s
body, used it to run another through, and then kept on going,
jamming the bloody blade through the door and burying it deep into
the stone of the wall.

New hinges, I thought, and grabbed a bunch more
swords, short spears, and anything else that might work.

A moment later, I had finished ensuring that a
certain door would never open again, and Mircea had a fey in either
hand, clearly intending to throw them out the windows.

“Don’t kill them!” I reminded him, which earned me
an eyeroll, probably because of our body count. Which didn’t mean
we needed to kill any more! Mircea compromised by battering their
two, helmet clad heads together.

I wasn’t sure that that was an improvement, as I
distinctly heard a sound like cracking eggs, but before I could
point that out, the room went dark. At the same time, there was a
terrific whooshing noise paired with a sucking sensation, and then
a bellow of what felt like air but hit like a fist, sending me
stumbling back against the wall. I hit, bounced off, and spun back
around—

In time to see something flash by the windows, going
up. Something black and huge, but moving so swiftly that I blinked
and it was gone, before I could identify it. And it didn’t look
like Mircea had had any better luck.

Even more worrying, the fey had stopped pounding on
the door.

“What—” I asked him, but he shook his head.

He cautiously approached the line of windows,
gesturing for me to stay back. Which made no sense. If the fey were
planning to flank us, and climb around the building and come in
through the openings, then we were both about to be—

“Don’t stick your head out!” I said, hurrying over
as he did just that. An arrow through the brain could sideline even
a master for a few moments, and with the fey, that might be
enough.

“There’s nothing here,” he said, glancing around the
gray expanse of mountains, sky and wall. There was nowhere for
anyone to hide, not even behind the vine that had scrawled up the
castle’s side and died, leaving only withered fingers clawing at
the stone.

I felt myself relax slightly.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s get out of here, find
Pritkin, and—”

And then I was flying.

It took me a moment to realize what had happened.
All I saw for a dizzying second was a swirl of gray and something
huge and black that appeared and disappeared in flashes. I caught
the latter out of a corner of my eye, but couldn’t see it too well,
because I’d been caught by one leg, leaving my skirts falling into
my face. And before I could fix that, I was interrupted again.

By another vision.

“Got him!” Pritkin’s voice said
triumphantly.

My eyes blinked in sudden darkness. A torch
somewhere nearby was splashing dark stone with honeyed light, which
was also reflecting off the eyes of a very strange looking
creature. It looked like the rabbit from Alice in Wonderland, with
its fur covered body dressed in old timey clothes—if the rabbit had
been a really messed up goat with savage looking horns and a maw of
razor-sharp teeth that it was using to snap at me. It made me worry
that I—or rather, Pritkin—was holding the creature only by the
neck.

“Cassie! Did you hear me?” Pritkin demanded. “I’ve
got him; we can go!”

“Yes, I—I heard you. But I’m kind of busy right
now—”

“Doing what?”

“I’m not… entirely sure—”

“What do you mean you’re not sure? What’s going on?
Where’s that bastard Basarab?”

I never knew whether it was Pritkin calling out his
name, or Mircea himself deciding to interrupt our conversation, but
suddenly I was seeing through a different pair of eyes. Ones that
were looking at a small, pink balloon being borne aloft by—

“Oh, shit.”

“Is that you?” Pritkin’s voice demanded accusingly. “Tell me
that’s not you!”

“Um—”

Pritkin said something very rude, right before the
goat thing jumped him. Damn it! And then Mircea was talking very
fast and very loud in my head. “Cassie, listen to me. You need to
bring the creature back this way, do you understand? I can try to
get in its head, but it’s too far away and I don’t have a
connection with it—”

“Bring it back?”

“—and therefore must be closer in order to—”

“How the hell do you expect me to bring it
back?”

Considering that I was currently dangling from the
giant paw of a massive black dragon, I thought that was a fair
question. But then Mircea sent me his plan, which had me uttering
some of Pritkin’s best verbal explosions, not that anybody could
hear them. And then grabbing the damned skirts and using vamp
strength to rip them off, giving me a free field of vision.

Which I could have really done without.

A huge expanse of black scales gleamed above me in
the weak sunlight. They weren’t smooth like a snake’s but ridged,
each having a little mountain in the middle of it, like an
alligator’s hide only pointier. It made the creature look like it
was bristling all over and would shred any skin that it came into
contact with. And I was pretty sure that I wasn’t able to borrow
Mircea’s healing abilities, since my hand was still on fire.

This was really going to suck.

“You can’t overpower that thing!” Pritkin yelled, as
if hearing my thoughts, and maybe he could. “Use magic!”

“I don’t have my magic—”

“You don’t need yours. You have mine!” And the next
second, he sent me a spell so strong and so compelling, that I felt
my lips forming the words before I could stop them.

A massive ball of blue flame erupted out of nowhere
and shot straight up the monstrous body, as if the creature had
been doused in propane. It hit mid-way on the chest, as if I’d just
lobbed a bomb into the middle of a 747, and ran over the gnarled
old scales like water. In seconds, the entire top half of the
creature was burning.

Only no, not burning, I realized sickly.

Because the tough old dragon hide seemed impervious
to fire, including the magical variety. Even the great, leathery
wings, which were the thinnest and thereby most vulnerable part of
the beast, sloughed off the flames like water from a tarp. Huge,
burning blue droplets cascaded backward and tumbled off the slick
surface, almost hitting me in a few cases, despite my position
dangling from a back paw. But most sailed over my head, leaving a
trail of blue flame streaming out behind us that I stared back at
in confusion.

Not at the visual, although it was impressive
enough, but at the thought that we were supposed to be parked in
the middle of a ley line. We had been since we passed through the
portcullis, taking us who knew how far away from the outer world.
So how were we flying off into the sky? How had we gotten back out
again? Or had we, because a quick attempt to shift did nothing, my
power being as locked away from me as ever.

I stared around at the landscape, seen through the
rain of strange, blue fire, and felt my stomach tilt and whirl even
more than it had when I’d first been snatched away. Because this
looked like Earth, smelled like Earth, felt like Earth, except for the
great, fiery dragon flapping through the sky above me. But it
couldn’t be
Earth, or I’d have been able to shift out of this already.

What if that portcullis hadn’t been a doorway to a
stationary bubble, as I’d initially thought? What if we’d gone much
further than that? What if the reason my power didn’t work was
because we weren’t in a bubble at all, but had stepped through some
kind of portal, all the way to—

“Faerie!” I screamed through the link at both men.
“We’re in Faerie!”

I didn’t get a reply, or maybe I just couldn’t hear
it over the sound of the dragon suddenly screeching overhead, an
awful, tearing metal sound that maybe indicated that the fire was
doing something, after all. The terrible shriek certainly was,
namely rupturing my eardrums, not that it mattered. Corpses don’t
need ears, which is what I was about to be, because the creature
had just opened its paw.

And the difference between being carried and being
dropped was like a shock of cold water to the face. Or a slap of
cold air, as the enveloping cave of flesh fell away, and I started
to plummet to my death. The old Cassie would have dropped the
thirty or so stories to her doom, probably screaming the whole
way.

The new Cassie reacted a little differently, because
this wasn’t the first time that I’d been dropped from a height.
Pritkin had done it at least a dozen times in training, to help me
learn to use the Pythian power even under duress, although he’d
always been there to catch me. Nobody was there now, but I didn’t
need the help. Not with borrowed vampire reflexes allowing me to
snare one of the great claws a split second later.

I held on for dear life, my hands sliding on the
thick, horn-like surface, while my body twisted and turned in the
freezing air.

The screaming part was, however, was pretty much the
same.

I couldn’t hear myself; I couldn’t hear anything but
dragon screeches. But I felt every one of those screams, which kept
going on and on because the dragon was writhing now, turning and
twisting, as if trying to shake me off. Or as if trying to shake
someone else off, I realized, finally glimpsing the colossal battle
being waged in the skies above me.

For a moment, in spite of everything, I just stared.
Because that is what you do when your ex-boyfriend is darting
through the air, battling a massive dragon in the middle of the
sky. What the hell?

I blinked a couple of times, the cold air forcing
tears from my eyes, or maybe that was due to them not believing
what they were seeing. Mircea looked like a dark angel, I thought
in shock. Or the opposite type of creature, because the wings he
was currently using to batter the air were huge and black and
leathery, growing out of his back near his shoulder blades, and he
held in each hand a wicked looking spear tipped with more of that
strange, blue fire.

“—the joints!” Pritkin’s voice was yelling in my
head, but I didn’t think he was talking to me. His voice was
dimmer, farther away, and harder to make out because of the wind in
my ears. “Where the wings attach to the body. Strike there!”

Mircea struck there.

The words were still echoing in my head when he
dove, the wings he shouldn’t have had tucked close to his body, the
two glowing spears held together and out in front of him, forming
his whole being into a sleek projectile that screamed through the
air, hitting the huge beast exactly where Pritkin had advised.

And the advice had been good.

I felt the thud of the blow shiver through the great
body, almost hard enough to throw me off. And then the beast
reacted, and if I’d thought it had been writhing before, it was
nothing to this. It thrashed in mid-air, while a spew of red and
gold erupted from the huge maw, turning the world above us into a
canopy of contrasting fire, and blocking out my view of—

“Mircea!” I screamed, my throat raw, but I didn’t
hear anything back. Or maybe, as before, my ears were too full of
dragon screeches to hear anything.

“Where is he?” Pritkin asked, his mental voice now
loud in my head.

I looked everywhere, feeling my heart pounding
against my ribcage, threatening to beat out of my chest. But I
couldn’t see him. Billowing black smoke and leaping blue and red
flames blocked my view, while the twisting of the great beast was
slinging me about so hard that even vampire strength was being
tested. I couldn’t see him.

“Cassie!” Pritkin’s voice had turned urgent.

“I don’t know; I don’t know!”

The tears streaming out of my eyes were from a
different source now. I’d only recently lost a dear friend to this
war, the wound still bright and sharp and burning. I couldn’t lose
Mircea, too. I couldn’t.

And then the great beast gyrated, so abruptly that
my body slung out behind me, and I lost part of my grip. Leaving me
dangling by one hand as it spun in mid-air and started back for the
castle, I didn’t know why. Until I saw them: a whole phalanx of fey
spread out along the ramparts, and nocking arrows.

I stared at them, at the fairy tale castle behind
them, at the colorful pennants snapping in the breeze, and my brain
went blank. Humans are great adaptors, but not this fast. All I
could think of for a second was: “how pretty.”

But I snapped out of it, because I’ve never believed
in going quietly into that good night. I tried to remember the
fireball spell, which hadn’t worked so well on dragon flesh but
might do better against fey. But my brain was occupied by rushing
white noise, my hand was slipping on the slick, horn-like material
of the claw, and my stomach was threatening revolt despite the fact
that I hadn’t eaten anything today.

Nothing remotely resembling a spell made it out of
my mouth.

Which was why it was surprising to see the line of
fey go up like birthday candles, nonetheless.

“Silent spell casting,” Pritkin yelled in my ear,
before I could ask. I received a brief, one second flash of him
running through the now virtually deserted halls of the castle,
with something tucked under his arm. “Anything you can see, I can
burn!”

Good to know, I thought, and lost my grip.

It seemed less of a deliberate thing than a reflex
as the great beast realigned its legs, preparing to land. Or to
crash, which was more likely to be the case here. But that was less
of a concern to me than to the burning, panicked fey, because this
time, I was falling.

Until, suddenly, I wasn’t.

I looked up, gasping at two shocks in as many
seconds, and saw Mircea’s face backlit by the light through huge,
leathery wings. “Hold on!” he yelled, clutching me tight.

I held on.

Yet I couldn’t help wondering why we were following
the dragon straight down into—

“Heeeeeeellllllll!” I screamed, and Mircea’s grip
tightened even more.

But he didn’t let go, or change course. What he did
do was to follow the dragon straight back through the side of the
castle. Which promptly ceased to be a castle and became a burst of
flying blocks larger than my body, of tiny, shrapnel-like pieces as
big as my fist, and of dust and screams and blood and arrows,
because some of the crazed fey appeared to be trying to shoot the
dragon.

This did not work, any more than shooting an
out-of-control jumbo jet would have. And like anyone foolish enough
to try, the fey ended up getting mowed the hell down. Or slammed
against whatever remained of this part of the castle. Or kicked
away from us by Mircea, who was still right on the dragon’s tail
for some reason.

Maybe that reason, I thought, as we burst out of the
shattered building and back into the courtyard where we’d first
come in, and where still more fey—did they respawn or something, I
wondered dizzily—were rushing to form up.

Only one does not form up before a dragon.

One gets the hell out of the way of a dragon, or one
wishes one has.

It was a fact these fey were learning quickly, with
the pretty, pretty lines, so shiny and smart, scattering and flying
and, in some cases, getting ground into the stones of the courtyard
beneath the great belly.

And then continuing to be so as the wounded beast
thrashed around, giving me a brief, confused view of leather sheets
blocking the sun, of great claws scrabbling at the ground I was
trying to run over after Mircea touched down, of the feys’ silver
hair streaming like banners in the wind, while we ducked and dodged
and tried to avoid the churning caldron of dust and death that the
once orderly forecourt had become.

And avoid it we did, because somebody had opened the
portcullis, not that I could see it from here. But I could hear it
clang, clang,
clanging upwards, and more importantly, I could feel it. A
blinding, shimmering tide of the Pythian power surged through the
opening, as if it had been bunched up on the other side, collecting
into a mighty wall as it struggled to reach me, but was denied.

It wasn’t denied now, and it didn’t grab me so much
as snatch me up and throw me through the gate, where Pritkin was
waiting on the other side, because of course he’d gotten the
portcullis open; of course, he had. I snatched him up, too, on my
way past, getting rewarded with a flash of brilliant green eyes in
a bloodied face, and a triumphant yell as the portal released us
and another power took us. My power.

And then we were gone.


 Chapter
Three

I hit the ground running and almost immediately
smacked into a wall. The blow had me stunned for a moment, but I
was pretty sure that we’d landed okay since I felt modern carpet
under my butt when I abruptly sat down. I was also pretty sure that
I’d managed to bring both guys back with me, because a fight had
just broken out.

A big one.

The landing pad I usually used in these cases was in
my bedroom, so that was probably my favorite lamp, I thought, as
something big shattered against the wall. The pieces went
everywhere, including down onto me, so I flipped over and started
crawling. There were a lot of feet in the way, scuffling around,
and some pointy bits that I was fairly sure were the trailing ends
of the wings that Mircea should not have had, because contrary to
legend, vampires did not turn into bats.

Well, most vampires, I corrected myself, because the
old ones had some pretty freaky powers, but I’d seen Mircea’s and
that particular trick wasn’t among them.

“Pardon, dulceață,” the man in question said, as he fell into
my path.

“Urp,” I said, because my brain didn’t seem to be
working right.

Mircea didn’t notice, and launched himself right
back into whatever was going on above my head. Didn’t know; didn’t
care. I felt funny and I could swear that I saw Pritkin’s legs
cover the same bit of floor three or four times in quick
succession, as if he was doing some kind of weird dance move.

Michael Jackson would have loved that one, I
thought, just as the door to the hallway slammed open and a bunch
more legs joined the party.

Mircea’s were directly in front of me again, because
he seemed to be trying to shield me from the fracas while still
pummeling something off to the side. You had to admire the manners.
It reminded me of a story about Marie Antoinette that my governess
had once told me, while trying to improve my childish ways.

“She accidentally stepped on the executioner’s
foot,” Eugenie had said. “On the way to the scaffold. Yet she asked
the man for his pardon, nonetheless. Now, what would you have done
in her stead?”

“Kicked him in the balls,” I’d answered promptly,
which I guessed was not the hoped-for response, judging by the fact
that I did not receive pudding that night.

Pudding, I thought, while crawling determinedly for
the hallway door. It had been Eugenie’s catch-all phrase for
dessert, because I guess British people really like pudding. She’d
called it the pudding course, although sometimes it was actually
cake or trifle or pie.

Pie. My brain latched onto the idea with enthusiasm.
I could really do with some pie. I was absolutely ravenous for some
reason, although pudding—

Somebody snatched me off the floor.

—would be nice, too, I decided, dangling from a hand
the size of a catcher’s mitt.

“What the fuck did you do?”

“Hello, Marco.”

I was having a problem focusing suddenly. The big,
handsome face of my chief bodyguard kept doing the mambo, shifting
back and forth every time I tried to catch it with my eyes.
Focus, shift,
focus, shift, like it was dodging my eyeballs. It was making
me woozy, and I guessed I must have looked a little weird, because
he shook me.

Urp, I thought again, and tried not to retch.

“Mage Pritkin!” he yelled.

“I am here as well,” Mircea said, sounding slightly
aggrieved. Maybe because Marco used to be his vamp, not so long
ago. But the former gladiator had thrown in his lot with me,
deciding that my court needed more help than Mircea’s did, and
making me joke that I’d got him in the divorce.

That wasn’t true, of course. There’d been no
divorce, since Mircea and I had never been married in the human
sense of the word, and since such things didn’t exist in vamp land,
anyway. But even if it had, Marco wouldn’t have been divvied up.
Not because he was a person instead of a tchotchke—vamps tended to
view their servants and their furniture on something of a par—but
because he was a master, too. A second-level one, in fact, one of
the most powerful tiers, and the kind who often had their own
courts.

Marco could have left Mircea’s service years ago,
but he hadn’t seen the point when it wouldn’t get him out of the
dog-eat-dog vamp world, but just set him up with a new set of
headaches. So, he’d stuck around, telling me once that everybody
serves somebody, and that Mircea was a better master than most. But
then he’d seen a chance to join a different kind of court, where he
made the rules, at least where security was concerned.

It had been a win for both of us, with Marco’s
six-foot-five-inches of studliness striding around, giving orders
that my young initiates cheerfully ignored. They knew that, despite
his size, he was a softy underneath, at least where they were
concerned. Marco, who had lost his own daughter centuries ago, now
had dozens of them, who tended to flock after him like goslings
after an oversized mother goose.

You haven’t lived until you’ve seen a
two-hundred-and-fifty-pound vamp, with inch long fangs when fully
extended and glowing, amber eyes, sitting quietly while a tiny tot
carefully painted his fingernails.

I grinned sloppily at the handsome Italian features
and saw him scowl. “I’m too old for this,” Marco muttered, making
me laugh. “Are you drunk?” he demanded.

“I wish.”

Marco muttered something else I didn’t catch, and
tucked me under the bunch of boulders masquerading as his arm.

But that didn’t please someone.

“None of that,” a voice said sharply. “Give her
here.”

The booming voice belonged to my new Eugenie,
although technically her title wasn’t governess, because at
twenty-four, you don’t get one of those. At least, not officially.
But Hilde didn’t seem to know that.

In fairness, the robust older women with the
shelf-like bosom, which was currently wrapped in a blue bathrobe,
and the head of silver white hair done up in curlers, had been left
with the unenviable task of trying to wrangle my out-of-control
court. That included shepherding a brand new, largely clueless
Pythia, developing training programs for my growing number of
initiates, and somehow turning a Vegas penthouse into a war-time
base of operations. She’d managed admirably, like she did
everything else, so I supposed she could be forgiven for getting a
little strident sometimes.

And for grabbing my arm and trying to pull me away
from Marco, who was now wading into the fray with me still tucked
securely under his bicep.

Since said bicep was as the size of a baby’s head, I
wasn’t going anywhere. Which was bad, because pretty soon, Hilde
would be using something a lot more powerful than old lady
strength. Only, for once, that didn’t happen.

“Damn it, you walking mountain!” Hilde snapped. “I
said put. Her. Down!”

“In a minute—”

“We don’t have a minute! She’s phasing!”

The unfamiliar word must have gotten Marco’s
attention, because the next second, my butt hit the floor again.
Repeatedly. I stuttered through a half dozen smack downs, like a
glitching video game character, and kind of felt like one, too.
Before the craziness stopped and I fell back against the
carpet.

I lay there, watching the people above me zoom about
as if I’d put time on fast forward. And then abruptly freeze, dead
still, with the rabbit/goat thing stuck halfway through an arc in
the air above me. I’d almost forgotten about him, despite the fact
that he’d been the whole point of our trip, but it looked like I’d
successfully brought him back, too.

And he was pissed about it.

Or maybe that was because someone had thrown him,
although I couldn’t see who. I couldn’t see much of anything, since
I could no longer turn my head or even blink my eyes. It felt like
somebody had stopped time, although I didn’t think that was what
was happening here. I could pull out of a time stoppage, even one
thrown by another Pythia. But this…

I didn’t know this.

The rabbit/goat was looking a little worse for the
wear, I noticed, with his coat torn and his pantaloons splattered
with blood. It didn’t look like the blood was his, since more deep
crimson was dripping off of the seriously elongated fangs in the
snarling little maw. But the golden eyes had a contrasting
expression, and the square pupils stared bewilderedly into mine, as
if asking “do you know what the hell?”

I stared mutely back.

I did not know what the hell.

Time abruptly snapped back to normal, the
rabbit/goat sailed off and hit the floor, and then scrambled up and
ran in a panic for the door. Mircea and Pritkin raced after him,
with Pritkin pausing long enough to look at me oddly. “Are
you—”

“Go,” Hilde barked, kneeling by my side.

Pritkin’s green eyes continued to look at me,
because he did not take orders from Hilde. Of course, he didn’t
take them from me all that often, either, but this was one of the
rare exceptions. I managed a slight nod and off he went.

“What is it?” Marco asked, kneeling on my other
side.

And continuing to do so, in a stuttering motion that
made me want to close my eyes or look away, but it was almost
impossible to do either. Damn it! What the hell was wrong with
me?

“Ph-ph-ph-ph-ph-ph-phasing,” Hilde said, and then
time normalized again and she snapped her fingers at someone behind
me. “My case. In the corner of my etagere—”

“I know it.” I heard the breathless voice of my
heir, Rhea, and then her running footsteps. Out of my room and down
the hall she flew, almost noiseless on the subtle beige carpeting.
She could have just shifted, but Rhea was kind of new to all
this.

I could sympathize.

“Yeah, heard you the first time,” Marco was saying.
“Doesn’t tell me much.”

“She’s stuck in transition,” Hilde said. “The shift
did not complete, leaving her simultaneously occupying numerous
times, all at once.”

“And that’s bad?” Marco said, his voice making it
clear that he already knew the answer.

“If we don’t get her out, it could tear her
apart.”

Yeah, I thought, staring up into Hilde’s concerned
brown eyes.

Bad.

Her hand was gripping mine tightly enough to bleach
the color from her fingers. It should have been excruciating, since
that was, with my usual luck, the hand with the arrow wound in it.
Yet I didn’t feel a thing.

Really bad, I decided, just before we were flocked
by a bunch of old dames in white. They were my acolytes, although
it mostly felt like they were Hilde’s acolytes, since they were all
old friends of hers. And I do mean old.

There wasn’t one under a hundred, with many being
almost double that, and most of them had known each other for
longer than I’d been alive. I frequently felt ganged up on as a
result, not that they were trying, but they had a bad habit of
talking things out with each other before “bothering” their Pythia.
Meaning that they already had the defense prepared before I even
knew what was going on.

But putting them in their place was harder than it
sounds. For one thing, they really did mean well, and had been a
huge help around court. I hadn’t realized how much we’d needed them
until they arrived, and everything seemed to magically sort itself
out. Tami, my rather frazzled major domo, had been walking around
with a smile on her face lately, and the little initiates were
noticeably better behaved with a bunch of powerful grandmas around
to keep us all in line.

Not that they were the martinet type. They left that
to Hilde, who seemed perfectly happy to play the bad guy when
needed. Like now, I thought, as she squeezed my hand, and this
time, it was hard enough to hurt.

“Ow-w-w-w-w-w-w-w-w-w-w-w-w—"

Another spasm hit and the room juddered, along with
my thoughts. I vaguely heard Hilde yelling for the acolytes to help
anchor me, but it didn’t feel like they were successful. Suddenly,
I couldn’t feel her grip on my hand at all anymore, not like she’d
let go, but as if her fingers had simply dissolved into mist.

Or that mine had.

The room went hazy, as if my eyes were dissolving,
too, and I couldn’t feel anything anymore. Not the carpet below me,
or the air around me, or anything but the mad thudding of my heart.
But I could hear, not Hilde anymore, but someone else.

“There you are,” a voice said, seemingly coming from
all directions at once.

I blinked, and was no longer in my bedroom, with its
dim lighting and subtle, blue, sand and cream color scheme. I was
somewhere with dazzling light and pale blue skies and stacked white
clouds. But I could only see them as vague impressions out of the
corners of my eyes.

Because looking up…

Was overwhelming.

Not just because of the brightness, which surpassed
the sun’s cheerful yellow to venture into blazing white. But
because of a feeling of power, so much and so awe-inspiring, that I
couldn’t look at it or even speak. I couldn’t do anything but lay
there, prone and helpless and scared out of my mind.

“Ah, you see me, too, don’t you?” the voice mused.
It might have been a man’s—it was deep enough—but there was a hint
of many voices, some male and some female, all talking at once,
that confused my mind. The others were just echoes, barely-there
vibrations on the edge of his words, but enough to make me unsure
about who was speaking.

“You know who is speaking, little Pythia,” the voice
said, sending vibrations through me. “But you do not know what I
can do. It seems only fair that you should, and that we meet before
you get in over your head.”

I’m always in over my head, I thought, and heard the
voice chuckle. And strangely, it was a pleasant sound, even as it
shivered through my body with the same strength as the words. It
made me want to quake in fear, and yet to raise my head, too, like
a beaten dog still hungry for its master’s approval.

That made me furious with myself, even before the
laughter came again.

“Yes, you do see. That is good. Greater souls than yours have
bowed before me, and found peace.”

And this time, along with the words came more than
power. For an instant, I was suffused with the most wonderful
feeling I’d ever known, like warm arms engulfing me, like the world
itself embracing me. It was all I’d ever longed for: home, family,
love, joy, and yes, peace. A pure, unending flood of it, turning my
bones liquid with relief.

I hadn’t realized just how much of a burden I’d been
carrying these last six months. Hadn’t known how heavy it had all
been, ever since this terrible war started, or seen how close I’d
come to cracking. But all of it hit now that I no longer had to
carry the load anymore: the desperate fear that I wouldn’t be good
enough; the agonizing pain of friends lost; the creeping suspicion
that I was going to get even more people killed, perhaps all of
them, all of those who had trusted in me, who had dared to
believe…

When I didn’t believe in myself.

That was the terror that had kept me up at nights,
and the dread that had shadowed my feet during the day. We’d won
victory after victory, but no one knew as well as I did how close
most of those battles had been. One little change, one tiny
alteration, and they could have gone the other way. And what had
made the difference?

Not me. I’d spent most of my time running to catch
up—on all the training I’d never had, on all the politics I didn’t
understand, on all the things a normal Pythia would have grown up
with, but which didn’t come so easily to someone plucked out of the
gutter. It had been a trial by fire, and I’d spent most of my time
trying not to get burned. And those victories?

They belonged to the people around me, and some very
fortunate, last minute, Hail Mary passes that had somehow made it
to the in-zone. I was a secretary who read Tarot in a bar; I had no right to be here, to be doing
this, to be leading people to their doom, and the supernatural
community off a cliff. I was a fool—

No! I cried out as all the doubts, the fears, and
the inadequacies I’d fought so hard against for months, and which
I’d thought I’d finally put behind me, came flooding back. No, I
hadn’t done everything on my own, not even close. I wasn’t some
kind of superhero, striding in to save the day. But I had helped. And these
thoughts were a lie, because I knew I had—

“Yes, you fought courageously,” the voice said. “You
are so frail, so small, so human. I was surprised to see you come so far. But
you must have known you couldn’t win. Not alone—”

“I’m not alone!” I tried to reach out to Mircea and
Pritkin through our bond. The spell that tied us together us was
called Lover’s Knot, and was a powerful enchantment. It allowed me
to see through their eyes, and to use their powers as my own. But
right now, I couldn’t even feel them.

I couldn’t feel anything.

Except fear.

The warm glow of a second ago was gone as abruptly
as it had come, replaced by a harsh chill. Like the voice, when it
came again. It had lost its previous charm, and was now as warm as
ice.

“Others have resisted, and known only exile, pain
and loss,” it said. “I would not have you make the same
mistake.”

With the words, the world shifted, showing me the
other side of the coin. A cold wind swept across bare, desolate
cities, stretching as far as the eyes could see. It was a blighted
world I saw, a desert world, where nothing moved but the wind. It
ruffled the decaying clothes on what looked like acres of corpses,
which were now no more than skeletons, bleached white by the
merciless sun.

I had done this, the more panicked part of me
thought, staring around in horror. I had wrought this. I was a fool
and should have never started what I couldn’t finish—

“It’s not too late,” the voice whispered. “There is
a choice, Pythia. A decision that only you can make. Forgiveness is
still possible, for the penitent. But for the stubborn, the
willful, the proud, there is only death, and not just yours. Will
you gamble with your world? Will you?”

The wind seemed to ask the same question, with a
howling, haunting cry, like the voices of millions of ghosts
rushing out of the desolate cities, screaming across the sands,
headed straight at me. I screamed myself and ducked, with my arms
over my head, but still they came, merging with the swirling,
leaping sands. Shades with dark pits for eyes and elongated, open
mouths, and bodies that battered me as they passed, yelling things
in a thousand tongues that I didn’t know, and didn’t need to.

I knew what they said, knew what I’d done. But
whenever I tried to explain, to apologize, to beg, all that emerged
were more screams. Until even those were cut off by a river of
sand, pouring down my throat, into my eyes and ears, as if they
would bury me alive, all those vengeful shades. As if they would
draw me down with them, until there was nothing anymore. No world,
no time, no suffering, just hopeless howls.

And endless darkness because I had failed.


 Chapter
Four

Light hit my eyes, making me blink. And wonder what
was going on, because the curtains in my room were usually drawn to
accommodate the vamps. The ones I lived with were plenty strong
enough to endure the day, but direct sunlight gave them a headache.
Like that moment in the clouds—

Had for me.

I sat up, abruptly enough to send the coverlet that
had been slung over me sliding to the floor. It wasn’t one of the
blue ones that matched my room, because this wasn’t my room. The
sun pouring in through the old, sashed window was striping the
fallen eider down, the planks of a worn wooden floor, and a
washstand, its blue and white pitcher gleaming cheerfully in what
looked like morning light. The rest of the room matched the
highlighted areas: an old-fashioned wardrobe; an equally
old-fashioned, fourposter bed; a weird looking copper bathtub. And
a faded painting of droopy tulips on the wall, their once vibrant
hues now a washed out mauve.

I stared at them for a moment, then slowly lay back
against the large bolster behind me. I was in Edwardian London, at
the court of a previous Pythia named Gertie, who had been
clandestinely training me. Clandestinely because Pythias weren’t
supposed to meet, in case one let something slip about her era, and
thus screwed up time. And training because I desperately needed it,
and the only person who can really train a Pythia is another
one.

What I didn’t know was what I was doing here, and
there was only one way to find out.

Yet I stayed where I was for a moment, clutching a
blanket, and listening to my heart pound. I’d had a lot of practice
at not freaking out these past six months, to the point that you’d
think I’d be better at it. You would be wrong.

Or maybe freaking out was the appropriate response
here. Even for me, it wasn’t every day that I talked to a god, or
to a being who thought he was one. And who kind of had the
preponderance of evidence on his side.

The supernatural community was at war against
creatures out of legend, the kind that had been memorable enough to
hold their own even in the modern mental landscape: Apollo, the
shining, charming sun god; Ares, the cruel, overwhelming
personification of war; Artemis, the brilliant huntress, although
the jury was still out as to which side she was on. And now… what?
Zeus?

Had I really just spoken to the All-Father, to use
his Scandinavian alias? The gods were known by a hundred different
names, but the archetypes were the same, no matter where in the
world their memories persisted. Zeus/Odin was always a crafty old
man who knew more than he should, and who often used others to
fight his battles for him. I knew that because I’d been brushing up
on my mythology, since it was suddenly less about stories in
children’s books and more about an existential threat to
mankind.

I hadn’t enjoyed it.

Pouring over dusty tomes of esoteric knowledge was
Pritkin’s thing, not mine. It still seemed strange to be dating a
guy who had guns and books in about equal numbers cluttering up his
rooms. But Pritkin had learned a long time ago that knowledge was
also a weapon, and right now, it was the best one we had.

Yet it still wasn’t enough.

I’d been told—I’d been promised—that I didn’t have to
worry about facing Zeus himself. I’d been assured that his
surrogate, Aeslinn, a king of the light fey and the guy whose
castle we’d probably just burgled, was our real target. He was a
Zeus-loving son of a gun, exactly the sort of patsy the All-Father
used to do his dirty work.

And Aeslinn was working hard. He was trying to bring
back the gods, AKA ancient creatures from another universe, because
they’d once ruled Faerie and had favored his family above all
others. And Zeus seemed happy to leave him to it.

Aeslinn, I’d been told, was like Paris, the prince
of Troy whom Zeus had once saddled with the task of choosing which
of three powerful goddesses was the most beautiful. The story went
that Eris, goddess of discord, had thrown a golden apple into a
wedding party that she’d failed to be invited to, and which was
inscribed “to the fairest.” Three goddesses had immediately reached
for it: Aphrodite, the goddess of love; Hera, the powerful and
vengeful queen of the gods; and Athena, the goddess of war and
strategy. And, of course, an argument had broken out over who
deserved it more.

The three had turned to Zeus to settle the
score.

Not being a fool, Zeus had pointed out that he was
hardly good looking enough to be an arbiter of beauty, and so chose
Paris, a famously handsome prince, to take the hit for him. Each of
the goddesses subsequently tried to bribe Paris, with Aphrodite
promising him Helen, the most beautiful woman in the world, as his
bride. Paris accepted her offer and ran off with Helen, who was
already married to the king of Sparta, thus causing the Trojan
War.

Paris had ended up dead, and by some accounts, so
had Helen, who was hanged by a vengeful widow whose husband had
died in the conflict. But Zeus? He’d adroitly sidestepped a
potential problem and got off scot-free.

He was supposed to be trying the same trick on
Aeslinn. Let the fey king and his people die for the cause of the
gods’ return. If he was successful, maybe throw him a bone and
allow him to rule Faerie while Zeus and the rest of the pantheon
swept into Earth, their real target, since it was the gateway to
the hell regions beyond. There, they could feast on fat demon lords
full of centuries of accumulated power, while the fey and whatever
humans they had left alive slaved to serve them.

And if Aeslinn failed? Well, Zeus hadn’t shed any
tears over Paris, and likely wouldn’t again. There were always
other power-hungry patsies out there. I ought to know; I’d battled
more than a few of them myself.

That was the problem: our side had too many enemies
willing to sell out Earth for whatever crumbs of power the gods
offered them. And while we had to win every time, they only had to
get it right once. Once and they bypassed the barrier that Artemis
had thrown up millennia ago to protect Earth from Zeus and his
divine buddies, after she kicked them out of this realm. Whether
that move had been altruistic, as the magical community believed,
or a bid to keep this rich honeypot all to herself was an open
question.

What wasn’t in question was that she was no longer
around to help, we were a world besieged, and I couldn’t fight Zeus
in her place!

But that was looking more and more like what people
expected me to do. Because great Artemis, the famed virgin goddess,
might have overtasked herself in the fight with the other gods and
eventually faded, but she’d left behind a single, half-human child
in her stead. Just another one of the kids that the gods had
littered about all over the place, most of whom had come to a
sticky end.

I didn’t know why she’d done it. Maybe it had been
an oops moment, a little sexual healing with a mortal that got out
of hand. Maybe it had been deliberate, the result of her wanting
someone to cling to in those last few years of life, because the
one thing the gods didn’t seem to know how to do was to die. Or
maybe she’d actually hoped that I’d finish what she’d started. Like
so many things with her, who the hell knew?

All I did know was that I’d taken waaaaayyyy more
after the human side of things than the divine, to a completely
unfair degree considering the nifty gifts that other demigods had
gotten. I wasn’t a brilliant warrior like Achilles, off to cover
himself in glory in the Trojan War. I wasn’t a supernatural strong
man like Heracles, determined to prove himself to his divine father
and join the ranks of the gods. I wasn’t a famed monster-killer
like Perseus, battling gorgons and assorted other terrors. I was
just Cassie, a clumsy, occasionally clairvoyant, mostly clueless
nobody and I couldn’t do this!

I shouldn’t have to do this!

A sudden rush of anger overtook the fear, causing me
to throw off the blanket and stumble out of bed. And then to
stumble again because I was dizzy as hell. I grabbed Gertie’s
bedpost and held on while the room swirled violently around me. I
stared back at it resentfully, at the rush of brown and mauve and
brilliant, yellow sunlight, and wished, not for the first time,
that my mother was here so I could yell at her.

But somebody else yelled instead.

“Get off! Get off with ye! Rotten beasts!”

It was coming from the street outside, so I
staggered drunkenly over to the window and threw up the sash. And
discovered the local pie man on the street down below, in a fresh
white apron and soft cap, on his way to a nearby park. My mood
lifted immediately.

He wasn’t one of those highly dubious streetside
sellers who had populated the Victorian age, with “meat” that could
be anything from unwanted off cuts, many also old or diseased, to…
well, whatever stray was handy. No, this one owned a respectable
shop a few streets over, where I’d eaten a couple of times. And
just took his extras to the local park to sell to the Saturday
crowds for a little extra cash.

Unfortunately, today he’d come along at the same
time as another entrepreneur: the neighborhood cat meat seller.

That wasn’t as bad as it sounds. The guy in the blue
apron and beat-up stovepipe didn’t actually carve up any kitties,
at least not that he admitted to. He sold meat for cats, and dogs,
as well. It was horse meat, from some of the thousands of dray
horses that died in the city every year, and was colored a bilious
green or a sickly blue so that it couldn’t be resold for human
consumption. It substituted for the commercially produced pet food
that no one had invented yet.

And the kitties knew it.

Roving gangs of strays and escapees from fussy old
lady parlors ganged up to patrol the streets, and to lie in wait
for the cat meat guy to come by. And then to do what they were
currently attempting, while the peddler beat at them with his hat.
It did not appear to be helping, and neither did the pie-man’s
yelling, which increased in volume when a large, stray dog darted
into the fray, stole a pie, and ran off down the street with
it.

I stopped watching the spectacle, fun as it was, and
started looking for my purse. It was a gift from Gertie for
whenever one of our training sessions took us outside, so that I’d
have some local money on me. I found it on the top shelf of the
wardrobe, with a few coins still in the bottom.

Score!

Somebody had stripped off my tattered pink silk
number and put me in a thin, dove gray dressing gown. I pulled it
close about the throat and scurried to the window again. I caught
sight of myself in the mirror over the washstand on the way, and it
wasn’t pretty. My hair was everywhere and my face was deathly pale,
except for my cheeks. They were bright pink from sleep and smeared
with the makeup from yesterday, or whenever the hell I’d gotten
dressed for a ball I’d never made it to.

But there was no chance to fix it now. I stuck my
head out the window, in time to see the cat food seller running
down the road as fast as his legs could carry him, his
wheelbarrow-like vehicle bump, bump, bumping over the cobblestones ahead.
Most of the gang of fat felines and tough looking street dogs were
in pursuit, leaving the pie man only a couple of freeloaders to
chase away. Not that that was going well.

“Be off wi’you, you mangy cur. And don’t come
back!”

The dog he was addressing was the same one that had
already snagged a pie, and looked ready to try for another. But the
cat meat guy had dropped some of his wares in his hurry to get
away, and the pie man frisbeed a few of the larger scraps at the
dog. It adroitly caught them in mid-air, rewarding the man with a
sloppy grin and a wag from its stump of a tail. Then it trotted
off, looking smug and chewing on its latest prize.

I didn’t have a prize, but I wanted one. Only I
needed permission first. “Pie?” I asked my power hopefully.

The Pythian power was not, as I’d once believed,
merely some kind of supernatural battery. It had a consciousness
all its own, one it had developed in the centuries after Apollo
sliced off a bit of his energy to give to his priestesses at
Delphi, the original Pythian Court. He might have assumed that it
would help to keep us in line, but the power had had different
ideas. It had taken its duties seriously, and become as much a
guardian of the timeline as we were.

It was a symbiotic relationship, with the Pythias
serving as its eyes and ears through our clairvoyance, and it
serving as the source of our power. It sent us wherever there were
problems with the time line, and we did our best to fix them. And
it compensated for whatever we screwed up in the process.

Or, at least, it tried.

But there were things it couldn’t fix, and you never
knew what those things might be. A man dying could end up being
less problematic for the time line than something seemingly
trivial—like buying a pie. So, I’d learned to ask, whenever I had a
chance, before I put my foot in it. And although the power didn’t
speak, it had ways of letting me know if I was about to make a
serious mistake.

But it was seemingly indifferent to me buying
breakfast, so I shook my purse to get the pie man’s attention, and
saw his eyes zero in on my window.

He made a big to-do about doffing the flat cap that
he’d just put back in place, and sketched a bow. “Send your servant
out, miss, and I’ll send her back with the best pies in
London!”

“What kind of pies?” I asked breathlessly, my
stomach growling.

“Why, whatever kind you like. Minced meat and gravy;
eel; beef with eel liquor—really stick to yer ribs, they will;
steak and kidney; good old chicken; ham and leek—”

“One of each, except the eel,” I said, trying to
talk while salivating.

“Right you are, miss. Just send out your girl—”

“Can’t we do it from here?”

He paused, probably because I was on the second
floor and there was a significant gap between the house and the
street due to the sidewalk, and then to the stairs that went down a
flight to the servants’ entrance below street level.

But I didn’t give him a chance to say no. I threw
him the purse, even though it contained way more than necessary,
and saw his face transform. The guy wanted to sell some pies. Which
was perfect, because I wanted to eat some! I was freaking starving;
I was always freaking starving anymore, and that was when I hadn’t
missed a meal or two. My stomach grumbled plaintively, and loudly
enough that I was surprised he didn’t notice.

“I’ll take ‘em down to yer kitchen maid,” he
offered, and started for the servants’ entrance.

“No! No, I mean, that won’t be necessary.”

The confused look was back. “Well, how am I supposed
to get ‘em to ye?”

“Can’t you just, um, toss them?”

“Toss ‘em?” He sounded like he wasn’t sure he’d
heard me properly.

Which was fair, ‘cause this was crazy. But while
Gertie had a kitchen, I didn’t know why I was here, or how much of
a blessing out I was likely to get before anyone let me eat. I
wasn’t supposed to just show up without warning, much less phased
out of my mind. It might be hours before I saw breakfast.

“Yes, toss them!” I called. “One at a time. I’ll
catch.”

The pie man looked at me, looked at the purse in his
hand, and did the tradesman’s shrug. The one that said that the
customer was crazy, but what did he care? He was getting paid.

“No take backs if you drop ‘em,” he warned.

I started to point out that I’d just given him
enough for a couple dozen pies, maybe the whole damned cart. But I
didn’t. I wanted him to be careful. I didn’t want to have to
explain to Gertie why the side of her house was plastered with
pies.

“I won’t drop them,” I promised, and watched him
carefully select a pie, wrap it in a bit of rag, and toss it at my
window.

I almost fell out trying to catch it, because
somebody had put a bandage around my hurt hand, and it made me even
clumsier than usual. I’m pretty sure I flashed him, given his
expression when I looked back up, but I had a pie! I put it on the
washstand, fixed my robe, and here came another.

And another and another, and God, I was going to
feast. They
smelled heavenly, and didn’t even look too bad. Maybe I should have
gotten an eel one, too, I thought, right before a knock came at the
door.

I looked up, panicked, and quickly threw a towel
over my stash. Just in time, because the door opened and there she
stood: Agnes, Gertie’s heir apparent and my predecessor in this
crazy job. Which translated to a deceptively demure looking
brunette in a long, white dress who didn’t bother with the
sweetheart act around me.

Around me, she always looked like she smelled
something bad, and today was no exception.

Today she actually sniffed and then frowned. “What
is that?”

“What is what?”

“That smell. That disgustingly greasy smell.” She
eyed me. “Is that you?”

“No! And what do you want?”

“To know what you’re up to.”

“Nothing—”

“Liar. You’re always up to something.”

“I’ll try to make sure I don’t disappoint you,” I
said dryly. “But as you can see, I just got up, so if you don’t
mind—”

“You’re wanted downstairs,” she said sourly. “Try to
dress appropriately for once.”

“I always dress appropriately,” I started
indignantly, and then cut off. Because Agnes had crossed the room,
zeroing in on the washstand, and was reaching for the towel.

“What have you got there?”

“Nothing!” I said, and moved to stop her.

But I didn’t stop her.

The pie man did.

I guess he’d gotten tired of waiting for me to
reappear in the window, because another of my purchases came
shooting through the open space a second later, and nailed Agnes
broadside. She went down, I think more out of surprise than
anything. And then shot back to her feet, because there was nothing
wrong with her reflexes. Her head, on the other hand, was now
covered in crust and what looked like—

“I didn’t order eel!” I yelled out the window, only
to have to duck because another oily package was incoming.

“What the—” Agnes said from behind me, and then cut
off when she got nailed again, full in the face this time.

“Always give a baker’s dozen, me da used to say,”
the pie man called up. “That way, they’ll know y’run a proper
business.”

“A dozen?” I said, and turned around from staring at
Agnes, only to get nailed in my own right.

Damn; I had said one of each.

“What is this?” Agnes demanded, glaring at me.

I swallowed and licked my lips. “Apple?”

She smushed half of a chicken pie in my face, really
grinding it in, and then left before I could retaliate.

Not that I wanted to.

I had pie to eat.


 Chapter
Five

I emerged into the hallway a while later, freshly
scrubbed and wearing an awful, Edwardian era frock, which had been
the only thing hanging in the wardrobe. It was a white lace,
high-necked, torture device with a too-small waist, especially now.
It was also scratchy as hell.

It had been hard to get into with my hurt hand,
which had a couple dozen strips of bandages wrapped around it,
probably by Gertie. It wouldn’t be the first time she had fixed me
up. Pythian training tended to be a little… intense.

Like that, I thought, recognizing the unmistakable
sounds of a duel taking place somewhere nearby.

It was hard to tell where, because the hall outside
my bedroom was a long, claustrophobic cigar box, wood paneled and
unornamented, except near the stairs at either end, where some
uninspired silhouettes tried to gussy the place up. I headed toward
the back stairs, where the sounds seemed to be coming from, and
which opened onto a landing with a larger cigar box below. Unlike
the marble foyer and grand reception rooms in front, this part of
the court was rarely seen by outsiders. But it was impressive in
its own way, all gleaming hardwood except for where a gorgeous old
Persian rug covered part of it.

The sounds continued as I reached the landing, but
they weren’t the rapid-fire snick snick snick of a rapier fight, or the
crashing clang of metal on metal of the broadsword variety. There
were thuds, yes, like of a body hitting a floor. But those were
followed by strange cries, the ahhh… ahhhs of exclamations being
cut off as people shifted, and then completed as they reappeared
somewhere else.

It was the sound of a Pythian duel, which wouldn’t
have been so bad, because the acolytes were always dueling,
learning about their power by using it to beat the crap out of each
other.

Only, this time, one of them was mine.

“Rhea!” I said, after catching sight of her off the
landing.

She looked up, a dark-haired girl in another long,
white gown. Only, instead of my usual variety of hot mess, she
looked like she ought to be gracing a Victorian era painting of a
woman embroidering in a garden, entitled “Sweet Gentility”. Or
maybe not, I amended, catching sight of the half tumbled down
chignon and the rent in her gown, which showed off a reddened
shoulder.

But her eyes were bright, and her face was suffused
with a combination of relief and happiness as she caught sight of
me. Until the wild-haired bitch across the foyer leapt up and threw
a spell, that is. And Rhea froze as if she’d turned into stone.

“Damn it!” I said.

Agnes, the bitch in question, cackled and looked up.
She appeared to have washed all the pie off, although I thought I
saw a few suspicious brown smears on her bodice. Was that why she
was beating up my acolyte?

“What are you doing to Rhea?” I demanded.

“What she asked for.” She grinned. “She took
exception to something I said.”

Yeah, probably about me. Agnes had decided that I
was a disaster, and didn’t mind saying so. That would have been
fine, since I mostly just ignored her. But Rhea was fiercely
protective of me, and had a short fuse—especially where Agnes was
concerned.

“She should have learned by now to avoid
distractions,” the bitch continued.

“So should you,” I said, because Rhea’s hand—the one
holding a wand—had just twitched.

Agnes’ eyes flew back to her opponent, but not
quickly enough. A bolt of energy hit her, sending her staggering
backward, and Rhea tore out of the time spell and pursued. Her face
was grim and determined, and her hair was tumbling down around her
shoulders as the fat bun gave up the ghost and began crackling with
energy. Loose, it looked a lot like Agnes’.

Fair enough; daughters often favored their
mothers.

I still found it a little hard to believe that
Agnes, by far the biggest stickler for the rules that I had ever
met, would one day have a daughter. Who she would then hide away
from the supernatural community, because Pythias weren’t supposed
to do the horizontal mambo with the head of the Silver Circle, the
world’s leading magical authority. Or anybody else, for that
matter.

Pythias didn’t have lovers, or so the story went,
since that might compromise their neutrality. The arbiter of the
supernatural world needed to be impartial, not favoring one group
over the other, including whichever one her lover might come from.
That was why Pritkin and I snuck around like a couple of teenagers
trying to avoid a vengeful father.

In reality, Pythias often had partners, although
children were far rarer as having them required sacrifices of both
mother and child—sacrifices that only one of them had any say in.
Rhea had a number of issues with her mother as a result, but
couldn’t work through them in our time because Agnes was dead. It
was one reason I’d requested that they start training together; the
other being that Agnes was a better duelist than I was.

Or at least a more vicious one, I thought, as she
shifted behind Rhea, and when my heir spun about, shifted back to
where she’d started and cursed her—or tried to. But Rhea hadn’t
fallen for it, and had just shifted herself behind Agnes. Ha!

I laughed in delight as she froze her mother,
because Agnes very rarely had to endure the kind of crap she dished
out. Rhea looked up at me again, her face shining with pride. Very
short-lived pride.

“No!” I yelled, and Rhea started, remembering how
this had all begun. She hit the floor, just in time to avoid a
spell bolt that toppled a bust across the room, and then Agnes
jumped her. The two girls started wrestling around the floor,
Pythian training forgotten, with a whole lot of cursing, punching
and kicking going on.

I sighed, just as Gertie shifted onto the landing
beside me.

“She’s getting better, your girl,” Gertie said. She
looked a lot like her sister, Hilde, only younger. But they had the
same… hearty… figure and cap of curls, although in Gertie’s case,
the latter were purple with gray roots instead of silver white.

I’d wondered about the hair color, which hadn’t
seemed normal for the Edwardian age—or for the Victorian either,
which is when we’d first met. But I’d since learned that the silver
nitrate used as hair dye in this period often resulted in purple
tones with prolonged use. I didn’t know what color Gertie had been
going for originally, but the pale lavender she’d ended up with had
become her signature look.

Gertie was a hippy before they were cool.

The hair clashed a bit with the fashionable
mustard-colored frock she was wearing, with black silk fringe
tacked on at odd places, because she’d lived most of her life in an
era where more was more. And because Pythias didn’t have to wear
the crap they foisted onto their subordinates. But it complemented
the amethysts set in gold and shaped like ancient amphorae in her
ears and winking from a pin at her breast. Gertie liked fashion,
and she had the money to show it off.

“Are you sure?” I asked, watching the girls go at
each other.

“Watch,” was all she said.

I watched. And was quickly reminded that Rhea had
been stashed with the covens by her mother when she was really
young, to avoid having anyone guess that the resemblance between
them might be more than coincidence. The result was that she didn’t
just know Pythian magic; she knew coven as well. Which explained
why Agnes was determinedly holding her wand hand against the
floor.

Or she was until Rhea shifted the small piece of
wood into her opposite grip and—

“Nice one!” I called, as a blast set Agnes’ hair on
fire.

A snarled word from Agnes put it out, and then the
wand disappeared, shifted who-knew-where. Rhea didn’t like that,
and jumped her again. The wrestling continued.

“She’s learning to trust herself,” Gertie said.
“Confidence was the main thing she lacked. Skill can be taught, but
without belief in oneself, all the skill in the world is
useless.”

There was nothing pointed in Gertie’s tone, and she
didn’t so much as glance at me. But I recognized the growing
feeling in my gut. The squirmy, half-ashamed, half-angry feeling
that I often got in the middle of one of her lessons.

“Are you trying to make a point?” I asked.

That got me a glance, at least. “You talk in your
sleep.”

“I do not.”

“You mumble in your sleep. Enough, in any case.”

“Enough for what?”

Gertie winced, maybe because the fight had just
descended into hair pulling. “Let’s breakfast in the garden.”

The back of the London court was its own enclosed
world, seemingly miles away from the busy streets outside. A tall,
red brick wall enclosed a sizeable space made less so by the
presence of a huge oak in the middle. The hoary old roots had
shoved some of the flagstones trying to form a patio out of the
way, but there was still enough room under the spreading branches
for a small, wrought iron table and a couple of chairs.

The chairs weren’t very comfortable, but Gertie was
an adherent of the Victorian belief in pain being good for the
soul, or at least the spine. My spine was feeling a little bruised,
like the rest of me. But a rotund woman in a maid’s black and
whites was already bustling over with a tray, and my mood was
perking up.

“I don’t think I have ever seen anyone as fond of
food as you,” Gertie said, as the woman put the tray down onto the
little table.

It covered most of it, but that was fine, because I
still had room for a teacup, leaving my unbandaged hand free for a
cherry turnover. The sweet pies hadn’t survived transit,
unfortunately, so this was dessert. And a good one, at that.

The pastry was flaky and homemade, and stuffed with
huge, fat fruits that were just slightly sour, their taste offset
by a heavy swath of icing. To make things even better, the turnover
was still warm, as if the cook had taken it out of the oven just
before popping it into its little silver basket. I inhaled it and
was halfway through number two before I looked up.

“Does you court feed you at all?” Gertie
demanded.

“When they can,” I said, around a mouthful of
pastry. “I’m away a lot.”

“So I heard.”

“I do not talk in my sleep.”

“Then perhaps I had a vision.” Gertie sipped tea.
“Or perhaps you came screaming past me at a hundred miles an hour,
untethered in time and chased by your desperate heir, and I had to
catch you.”

I stopped chewing. “Is that what happened?”

“Well, why did you think you were here?”

I didn’t answer. I didn’t think that the truth—that
so many strange things had happened to me in the last six months
that I’d learned to just roll with them—would go down well. Gertie
tended not to understand answers like that.

Maybe because her court was what a Pythian home base
was supposed to be. I glanced around enviously. A few autumn leaves
blew across the paving stones, rustling softly, like the skirts of
several white gowned acolytes walking serenely by. Autumn roses, in
vivid orange and red, bloomed from a trellis by the wall, and the
tree overhead produced an even more impressive swirl of color.

It must have been used for some kind of lesson for
the initiates, because the hoary old oak was looking a bit strange.
The trunk was a twist of variegated patterns: frost covered bark
fading into mossy green, which in turn transitioned into the clean,
bare wood of summer, and finally into a riotous scrawl of bright
yellow leaves from an autumn vine. The canopy above reflected the
same seasonal confusion, with branches heavy with new green leaves
sitting cheek by jowl with ones loaded with a multicolored
profusion, and still more that were completely bare, hung only with
new fallen snow.

The snow appeared to be melting, and had just
dropped a dollop onto the head of a plump red squirrel. It had been
gathering some of the acorns shed by the fall-colored limbs, but at
that it started and looked around. But unlike us humans, who had
stumbled into the magical world and mostly remained confused by it,
the little creature soon shrugged it off and went back to work.

Everything just flowed here, I thought, staring up
at the sun sifting through the living artwork above. It contrasted
uncomfortably with my home base, where we just tried to corral the
chaos. The court reflected the Pythia, or so I’d always heard.

Yeah.

That was about right.

“Are you going to tell me what happened?” Gertie
asked, watching me.

“Rhea didn’t?”

“Rhea is loyal to her Pythia.”

Translation, Rhea considered this to be my problem,
which… fair enough. So, I told Gertie what I could, in between
bites. I shouldn’t have, but she and I had long since passed the
stage of strict rule adherence, which neither of us was very good
at anyway. And I needed some advice.

And just like always, she skipped over the splashier
stuff to zero in on the main issue.

“Why would Zeus want to talk to you?”

“That’s what I hoped you’d tell me.”

Of course, Gertie did not tell me. That wasn’t how
Gertie rolled. She liked me to figure things out for myself.

Only that didn’t seem to be working today.

“He threatened me,” I said, trying to puzzle it out.
“Showed me images of a desolate world, implied that if I didn’t
stop fighting him, that’s what Earth would look like.”

“You think he was trying to intimidate you?”

“Maybe.” But that didn’t ring true, even to me. In
order to intimidate someone, you had to make them believe that
there was safety in doing what you wanted. That you’d spare their
life, or the lives of those they cared about, if only they did
certain things. But I was under no such delusion.

The gods weren’t going to spare Earth. It was their
gateway into this new universe they’d found, and the world that had
blocked them from it. They wanted it subjugated, especially the
magical community, which had been fueling Artemis’s spell since her
death. No way were any magical humans surviving their return, and I
doubted that the non-magical world would do much better.

It was said about the Romans that they created a
wasteland and called it peace.

I had a feeling that I knew where they got that
tactic.

As for me, my mother had been the goddess who’d
kicked the rest of the pantheon off Earth in the first place. I had
afterward personally fought against and helped to kill two gods. If
they ever returned, I was most definitely on their shit list, and
I’d have to be a fool not to know it.

Of course, maybe Zeus thought I was a fool. The gods
had never had much regard for humans, and I was underestimated a
lot. It came with the territory when you looked like a Kewpie doll
and frequently stumbled over your own two feet.

“But?” Gertie prompted, picking up on the disbelief
in my tone.

“Why would Zeus care if I fought or not?” I asked.
“I’m nothing to him. I’m… I’m like that beetle over there—”

“Where?”

“Right there, by your shoe—”

I broke off because Gertie took that moment to
strike. She stabbed down with a cane I hadn’t noticed her carrying,
right on top of the poor beetle. Gertie liked things tidy, and I
guessed it had offended her, trundling across her picturesque
courtyard.

I heard the shell crack, and watched it squirm for a
second. It stopped and I pushed the remains of pastry number two
away in sympathy—and an odd feeling of solidarity. I’d felt like
that, these last six months, more times than I could count. Like a
tiny thing just bumbling through life, trying to get more stuff
right than wrong, when suddenly—crack.

“You were saying?” Gertie prompted, while scraping
the remains of Mr. Beetle onto the stones.

I looked away. “He’s king of the gods. He shouldn’t
have bothered with me at all.”

“Apollo bothered with you.”

“Apollo knew I was a brand-new Pythia with no idea
what I was doing. He thought he could manipulate me into helping
him get past Artemis’s spell before I figured it out. But I’m not
brand-new anymore.”

“You’ve been at this for six months,” Gertie said
dryly. “You’re new.”

I looked back at her and frowned, something which
she failed to notice since she was also frowning, regarding the
stones at her feet thoughtfully. I knew better than to interrupt
when she looked like that, so I contented myself with adding some
milk to my tea. I used to take it with lemon, but Pritkin had been
so horrified at the idea that I’d adopted his version instead. It
wasn’t bad.

“I don’t even understand how he was able to contact
me,” I said, a minute later, after Gertie shook her head and
refilled her own tea cup. “The gods are supposed to be cut off from
us.”

“You said Apollo managed it—”

“Because the Pythian power once belonged to him. It
gave him a conduit that the other gods didn’t have. Some part of
him that still resided in this world.”

“And Ares?”

Her voice had acquired an edge. Maybe because we’d
fought the god of war together, if by fight you mean run around in
stark terror and try not to wet ourselves. Or maybe that had just
been me.

But even so, seeing a skyscraper-sized, blood-red
god tearing his way through space-time, coming to murder you and
everyone that you love, does tend to stick with a person. I
strongly suspected that it was the main reason that Gertie was
helping me. Unlike her heir, she frequently bent the rules, but not
to this degree.

Only, where the gods were concerned, there didn’t
seem to be any rules.

“Ares did talk to me once—sort of,” I admitted.

“How?”

“Kind of the same way that Apollo did. Apollo shaved
off some of his power, binding it to the Pythian Court. Ares did
the same with certain weapons and pieces of armor, infusing them
with part of his energy, and leaving them behind when the gods were
kicked off of Earth. So, a part of him remined here, and was able
to possess whoever used the weapons or wore the armor.”

“And you wore the armor,” Gertie guessed.

“Not… exactly.” I shivered slightly, recalling the
feeling of having my soul ripped and shredded, as merely a tiny
part of a god went on the attack.

It had been during a battle that our side was
losing, and where I’d made a desperate, last-ditch attempt to turn
the tide. The Pythian ability to possess people was meant to allow
us to shift in spirit, rather than body. That meant we could travel
farther in time, as the load was lighter, and avoid getting a
plague while we were there. I’d never used it much, since the whole
concept skeeved me out, but I’d made an exception in this case.

And used the gift to possess the other side’s
leader.

Possession was a tricky business, and I’d known that
any control I acquired probably wouldn’t last long. But then, I
hadn’t needed it to. I’d planned to have him order his men to stand
down, thereby giving the cavalry in the form of the Silver Circle,
who were already on the way, time to rescue our sorry asses. Only
it hadn’t worked out that way.

As soon as I forced my way inside, I had found
somebody else already in residence. Namely Ares, who’d possessed
the guy—who did own a piece of that armor—before I had the chance.
And three was most definitely a crowd.

He would have ripped me to pieces and feasted on my
soul, except that Mircea had come to my aid. He hadn’t even been at
the battle, but he’d used his mental powers to take on a god,
distracting him just long enough for me to flee, because nobody had
ever called Mircea a coward. I’d gotten away, although it had been
a damned close call and one that still gave me nightmares, despite
the fact that Ares was now dead.

But someone else wasn’t.

“You think Zeus tried the same ruse?” Gertie asked,
after I explained. “Leaving something infused with his power
behind?”

“I don’t know,” I said, and drank tea.

“Or that he is planning an assault like Ares?”

It took everything I had not to yell that I didn’t
know that, either! And then to storm off and lick my wounds in
private—the ones from today, from the past six months, from this
whole crazy war. But I stayed put.

We were past the point where running helped anything
at all.

“Zeus can’t kill me; he isn’t here,” I said instead,
my voice surprisingly steady. “Apollo managed to get through
Artemis’s barrier, half frying himself in the process, and came
after me for revenge. For his part, Ares attacked me because he
planned on returning to Earth in the past, when no one would be
expecting him, and needed to kill off the only time traveler who
might warn anyone. But otherwise, he could have given a crap about
me.” I looked at her. “So why does Zeus?”

Gertie drank tea. “That, my dear, is what we must
determine.”


 Chapter
Six

I don’t like this,” Rhea said, as the wind tossed
her still unbound hair around.

Join the club, I didn’t say, because I was Pythia. I
was supposed to be fearless, calm and resolute. A daunting leader
for the ages.

Or to fake it ‘til I made it, only making it was
taking a while.

We were standing on the banks of the Thames, on a
blustery fall morning that should have warmed up by now, but the
sun was barely a pale smear behind some gloomy looking clouds. I
was reminded that Britain was on the same latitude as Newfoundland
in Canada, but felt warmer because of the Gulf Stream. But you
couldn’t tell it today.

I half expected a moose to trot by.

“Shall we begin?” Gertie asked, as a frigid wind off
the water made our scarves flap, and even Agnes shiver under her
smart, red and green tartan cloak. Or maybe that was something
else. Maybe she didn’t like being bait any more than I did.

Of course, Agnes wasn’t actually the bait. She was
one of the fishermen here to save the bait once the fish spied it.
I was the little worm writhing on the end of a hook, wondering how
I’d gotten talked into this. Which wasn’t going to work anyway.

“Even if some part of Zeus remains on Earth, he
wouldn’t be looking for me here,” I pointed out. “He’s not a time
traveler—”

“And yet you were attacked whilst returning from the
seventeenth century,” Gertie said mildly.

I frowned. “That wasn’t an attack. And it happened
after I got back—”

“No, it happened on the way back. You never entirely
arrived.”

“—so the reasonable thing would be to go home and
see if—”

“Can you?” Gertie asked, adjusting her own cloak, a
plush, black sable lined number that matched her smart, fur edged
hat. It was perfectly still in spite of the breeze, like maybe even
the wind was intimidated.

“Can I what?” I asked, confused.

“Go home. What if you’re attacked on the way?”

“I wasn’t attacked—”

“And this time, I might not be able to catch you. I
strongly suspect that Hilde aimed you at me when she was unable to
hold onto you herself. Otherwise, the odds of you flying right by
me are… well, frankly impossible. But what if she isn’t there this
time? Or what if you don’t make it all the way back to court before
you’re attacked again?”

“I’ll make it back—”

“Not if it is Zeus attacking you—”

“Stop saying that!”

“Saying what?”

“I haven’t been attacked by the king of the gods!” I
wasn’t even sure that I’d spoken with him. The more I thought about
it, the stranger the whole thing seemed. Probably some trick by the
other side in the war, to freak me out.

Which, thanks to her, it was damned well doing!

Gertie popped an eyebrow. “Then what would you call
it?”

I didn’t give her an answer, because I didn’t have
one, but Rhea came to my aid.

She’d been fiddling nervously with her own coat,
which was a lighter shade of blue than the navy number I’d borrowed
from an acolyte. It had a matching woolen ruffle around the high
collar, which added to the overall joy of wearing these awful
dresses, and little bows on the pockets that made her look even
younger than she was. But there’d been no help for it.

Unisex clothing wasn’t a thing a century ago.

But nervous or not, Rhea was fearless when it came
to defending those she cared about. “She was shifting four people
over a gap of more than three hundred years,” she told Gertie
staunchly. “Most Pythias couldn’t even complete a jump like
that.”

“And neither did she,” Gertie pointed out, but she
looked pleased. She liked to see an heir defending her Pythia. I
was a sorry sort, but Rhea had garnered more than one approving
glance over the recent months, which was probably responsible for
the animosity Agnes kept displaying.

She didn’t like competition, even from visitors.

Which may have been why she decided to get nasty
now.

“She shouldn’t have attempted a jump she couldn’t
complete,” she said, her blue eyes scornful. As if I wasn’t
standing right there.

“I didn’t,” I said shortly.

But Agnes wasn’t satisfied. “No one makes a jump
like that unassisted. I couldn’t do it; I doubt even Lady Herophile
could,” she added, using Gertie’s reign title. “And you said you
didn’t have any acolytes with you to boost your strength. Are you
still taking drugs or—”

“I’m not taking anything!”

“Like anyone believes that.” The scorn was palpable
now.

“I don’t give a damn what you believe. It’s the
truth.”

And it was—unfortunately. The Tears of Apollo, a
potion designed to boost a Pythia’s power, was what Hilde had asked
Rhea to get from her room. It was kept there specifically so I
couldn’t get my hands on it, which was why it hadn’t arrived in
time to do any good. It was a sore spot between Hilde and I,
because I wasn’t using, damn it!

Although, in fairness to her, that was a new
occurrence. I’d been mainlining the stuff for a while, since it
made an impossible job seem—for a short time—almost easy. But
wonderful though it felt in the moment, it had some very bad side
effects, forcing me to go cold turkey. It was also more than a
little addictive, something I’d only found out about after said
turkey grew to five hundred pounds and sat on my chest.

I’d often wondered if my strange hunger recently
wasn’t for food so much as power—power I could no longer access. I
felt like a druggie who had broken the physical dependency, but was
still mentally enslaved. It made me snappish, especially on days
like today, when one of those small, triangular bottles would have
felt really good in my gloved hand.

I could almost feel the weight of it, strangely
heavy in spite of its small size. Could almost see its golden
light, filtered through the old amber glass with its striations of
bubbles. Could almost taste the thin green liquid inside, bitter
and herbal-y on the tongue, but like fire in the belly. Delicious,
glorious fire that turned into power, so much and so bright, that I
could—

Agnes’s smug look increased, and I scowled at
her.

“I’m not taking anything,” I repeated. I’d fought
off the cravings after a hell of a battle, but everyone still
thought I was an inch away from relapsing. It was maddening!

Although not as much as when Agnes’ eyes suddenly
widened, and her lip curled enough that I could see an incisor.
“No, you’re not, are you?” she said. “You don’t need it. Not when
you’re borrowing power from that vampire.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Gertie said. “She fixed that
problem.”

I didn’t say anything some more.

The gimlet-eyed gaze hardened. “Didn’t you?”

“It’s… being handled.”

“Handled?” Agnes echoed. “You should have killed him
by now!”

“I can’t kill him—”

“Then bring him here and I’ll do it for you, if
you’re so squeamish. But either way, he dies—”

“You don’t give me orders,” I snapped, because Agnes
could get under the skin of a saint, which I’d never claimed to
be.

But then another artic blast hit us, causing me to
forget to be mad, and to shudder and sink even further into my
coat. It didn’t help much. Damn it, English wool could stand up to
a blizzard, yet I felt chilled to the bone.

I wanted to get out of here!

“How is it handled if you are still bound to him by
that nefarious spell?” Gertie demanded, as if she hadn’t even felt
it. “How is it handled if he can borrow your power whenever he
likes?”

“He isn’t doing that anymore—”

“He doesn’t need to if you are carrying him wherever
he wants to go!” Agnes said, with more perception than I liked.
“That’s it, isn’t it? He was one of those you took back in
time!”

And now I had two accusing stares pinning me
down.

“It’s not—that isn’t—you don’t understand—”

“I understand perfectly. You’re in love with him,”
Agnes sneered. “That’s why you won’t do your duty—”

“I’m dating a war mage!”

“Dating?” That was Gertie. “What do you mean
dating?”

“It’s another word for courting—”

“I know what it means!”

“You shouldn’t be “dating” anyone,” Agnes snapped.
“You’re Pythia—”

“You should talk,” Rhea muttered.

“—although how you are, I have no idea! You’re the
sorriest, most slapdash, most irresponsible—”

“She’s more Pythia than you’ll ever be!” Rhea said
hotly, causing Agnes to round on her.

But she didn’t get a chance to deliver whatever
scathing retort she’d come up with, because Gertie intervened.

“You could be more right than you know,” she said
slowly, in an odd tone.

“Meaning what?” I asked.

And immediately regretted it.

“If you are involved with this war mage, and the
enchantment that binds you is a love spell…”

Shit.

“…is he in it, too? Are you bound to both of
them?”

I managed not to squirm. “Not… like you make it
sound.”

“I would hope not—”

“That’s disgusting,” Agnes said, looking at me with
revulsion.

“I’m not dating both at the same time!” I said
hotly.

“But you are borrowing power from them both,” Gertie
pointed out. “And that could be very bad.”

“I know. I’m working on it—”

“I don’t think you do know.” She regarded me
soberly. “The Pythian power originally came from the gods. The gods
were cannibals, leeching energy off each other, off demon lords,
off anyone they could, to increase their strength. But sometimes,
it did more than that. The power they consumed wasn’t mindless, and
mixing it with their own changed them—”

“Changed them… how?”

“It depended on the source of the power. Zeus is
said to have absorbed Phanes, a primordial god of reproduction, to
give him the strength to sire the other Olympian gods. He also
consumed his first wife Metis, who had prophesized that they would
have a child together who would be stronger than Zeus himself. He
had barely escaped being eaten by his own father, Chronos, for much
the same reason, and later overthrew him. He therefore devoured her
to prevent something similar from happening to him, and to steal
her power.”

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Rhea said
softly.

“What a surprise,” Agnes scoffed.

Gertie ignored them. “What you have done is to open
a door to potentially changing yourself, or even worse, the Pythian
power,” she told me. “Perhaps in small ways, perhaps in large ones.
You cannot know what the end result will be, and thus you must
close that door again—immediately.”

Sounded like a plan, I thought, shivering slightly.
I wasn’t sure if that was the breeze off the water, or something
else. Like the thought of my own power turning against me?

I shivered harder that time and shoved the thought
away. That was stupid. The Pythian power had been from a god, yes,
but it had developed its own personality over time, and didn’t seem
to like them any more than I did. It had even helped me to defeat
Apollo, the god who had originally given it. Not to mention, if I
was drawing on new sources of strength, they came from Mircea and
Pritkin, two men I cared for deeply, two men I trusted.

Well, most of the time, in Mircea’s case.

But his recent actions, like forcing that trip
yesterday, weren’t entirely his fault. He was battling a mental
affliction that hit older vamps, focusing their mind on a powerful
obsession, in this case with his wife. That’s what that whole
charade in Romania had been about. To find a fey creature who knew
the truth about Mircea’s long-lost wife, who he’d thought was dead,
but who had instead been kidnapped and taken into Faerie.

He wanted to get her back, if she still lived, or at
least to find out what had happened to her. Once he did, the
obsession should lift, and I’d have the old Mircea back. At least,
I really hoped so!

“I will,” I told Gertie firmly. “As soon as I go
home. This trip was the final thing he wanted.”

“Who cares what he wants?” Agnes said furiously.
“Just kill him and be done with it!”

“I can’t kill him! He’s the senate’s general and
we’re in the middle of a war—”

“A war you’re losing!”

“We are not losing, we—” I cut off, because I didn’t
owe her an explanation. And because I didn’t want to be here all
damned day.

And I guessed that Gertie didn’t, either.

“Back to the original point,” she said heavily. “You
have shifted hundreds of times. It is easily your best skill. You
have a natural affinity for it such as I have never seen—”

Agnes snorted.

“—and yet, you suddenly have a life-threatening
problem with a shift, and before you can pull yourself out of it,
you’re distracted by a message from a god?”

“She wasn’t distracted! She was attacked—” Rhea
said, before realizing that she had just agreed with Gertie.

She shot me an apologetic glance from under a
matching, pale blue hat, its lone feather flapping furiously in the
wind. I smiled back with more reassurance than I felt. I was
freezing, Gertie was determined to use me as a lure to find out if
part of Zeus was hiding somewhere on Earth, and I was wondering
what the hell we were supposed to do if we found him.

Only we wouldn’t, because he couldn’t time shift,
damn it!

“Then you don’t have anything to worry about, do
you?” Agnes asked, because I’d probably spoken that last part
aloud. Although how she’d heard me with the wind picking up, I
didn’t know. I was sick of being cold, I was sick of this war, and
I was sick of her.

“Let’s just get this over with,” I said.

“We’ll go slowly to start,” Gertie assured me. And
before she’d finished speaking—

We went nowhere. My feet never moved, and I never
shifted. But the scene around us started to change.

I stood still while the sun moved backward across
the sky, while stars bloomed overhead, while clouds raced about
like they were on speed, and while the water sloshed over my shoes
again and again, as the tide surged and receded. I tried to move
away but it didn’t work, with my feet feeling like they were welded
to the stony sand. So, I just stood there, with my stockings
getting soggier and my toes starting to freeze as the days flew by
in reverse.

“This is what happens when you shift,” Gertie
explained. “But you do it so quickly that you never notice. You can
slow it down, however—”

“Why?” I managed to ask, through numb lips.

“This is why,” she said, and took my hand.

And, suddenly, I could move again, and walk beside
her along the sand as people flashed into and out of existence
around us. A fisherman and his boat flickered into our path, and
then was gone, as if washed away on the tide. A couple of kids,
scavenging for saleable junk along the shore, did likewise, but not
before one found a coin and took off with it, the other in hot
pursuit. An old woman sat by the embankment, her dirty skirts piled
around her knees, and raised a bottle to her lips. But the next
second, she was gone, too, just like a man who walked casually
through the middle of me.

“Be still,” Gertie told me, as I jerked. “You’re not
really here.”

“Then where am I?”

“In the space in between.”

This was starting to be too existential for me, but
I took the bait anyway. “In between what?”

“Seconds, moments, years, eons.” She fluttered a
gloved hand. “When you’re shifting, you’re not really anywhere. You
are in the process; you are a potential, not a reality. Not until
you arrive. But what if you postpone that arrival for a while?”

I blinked at her, feeling about as stupid as I
usually did during one of these lessons. I heard Agnes snort behind
me, and bristled even before she spoke. “You’re wasting your time.
She doesn’t understand. She doesn’t understand anything.”

“Don’t you?” Gertie looked at me keenly. “Can you
think of no reason why you might want to be nowhere?”

“I’ve been nowhere,” I reminded her. “I’ve been
outside time—”

“This isn’t outside it. This is the process of
traveling through it, which is a very different thing.”

“Is it?”

Gertie didn’t answer, but the days started passing
faster now, until the strobing effect of the sun and stars
alternating overhead made me dizzy. On the opposite bank, buildings
popped up and down, as newer ones were torn away by the builders
that scurried across them like ants, and older ones rose in their
place. Or disappeared entirely, like the trees that shrank back
into the earth, or rose magically from the blade of a woodsman’s
ax.

It was a different way of viewing time than I was
used to, and yes, it wasn’t anything like stepping outside it. That
left Earth behind entirely, in favor of a different realm—a very
scary one. But this… was more like what I was used to, only slowed
down enough that I could watch the years scroll by.

I could see details that I’d never noticed before,
and watch events unfold at whatever speed I liked. Yet all the
while, I was a ghost, a phantom, an unseen eye that no one noticed
because I wasn’t really here. I wasn’t really anywhere.

“You could use it to spy on people,” I said. “To
watch them unseen without having to risk stepping outside of
time.”

“Good,” Gertie said. “Anything else?”

I thought about it, and then frowned. “You could see
what’s behind a door without having to shift inside a room. You
could walk in with nobody the wiser, because you’re not really
there yet, and find out what kind of mess you’re about to pop into
before you actually do.”

“Very true.”

“That would have been really helpful to know
about—more than once!”

“Well, now you do.”

“Damn it, Gertie!”

“It’s also used in dueling,” Agnes spoke up, her
voice amused. “To avoid an opponent’s next move whilst planning
your own.”

“Is that how you always get ahead of me?” Rhea
demanded. “How you seem to know what I’ll do before I do?”

Agnes smirked.

“That’s cheating!”

“Not my fault that you weren’t properly
trained.”

“It’s entirely your fault!”

“Rhea—” I began.

“I’m just your dueling partner,” Agnes said. “Trying
my best to get you up to some kind of standard. Fortunately, your
court has a low bar—”

“You’re one to talk!”

“Our court is properly run,” Agnes told her proudly.
“Unlike some I c-c-c-c-c-c-c-c-c—”

Shit, I thought.

“—could name.”

Time snapped back into focus, after briefly going
hazy, and everybody looked around in surprise. Everybody except me.
I was too busy staring in disbelief at what was approaching over
Agnes’ shoulder, boiling across the water like a demon.

Or a god.

“What was that?” Agnes demanded. “What just
happened?”

“I think we found him,” I said, right before all
hell broke loose.
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I couldn’t see whatever was headed at us, because it
was engulfed in a tsunami of spray from the speed it was kicking
up. But then, I didn’t have to. There weren’t a lot of things—I
assumed—hanging around in the space between moments.

And if there were, I didn’t want to meet them,
either.

I shifted, which was harder here, maybe because we
were already in the middle of one. But that was Gertie’s and this
was mine, and she’d been right. Shifting really was my best
thing.

That was lucky, because the ball of Thames’ water
followed me, turning on a dime and refocusing on the opposite
shore, where I’d landed.

I was still in transition thanks to Gertie’s spell,
which meant that time was on rewind, but not so fast so that I
couldn’t see what was going on around me. Just to the side a
warehouse was being constructed in reverse. Bricks in a wall
plinked out of view, one by one; shadowy figures of workmen flowed
here and there, not stopping long enough for me to get a good look
at them; and piles of building materials appeared magically on open
ground.

Yeah.

That’d do.

Because I wasn’t convinced that this was Zeus. For one thing,
if he’d somehow found a way back to Earth, would hunting me down
really be job one? The Silver Circle, the Vampire Senates—any of
them—our fey allies, the covens… there was a whole list of people
who’d be more of a priority. Especially if Zeus could time travel,
which negated my one big advantage, didn’t it?

For another, if he could time travel, why weren’t we all dead
already? Or never born in the first place? He could go back to
ancient Greece and kill Artemis before she even tried her coup.

So, maybe this wasn’t Zeus. Which would mean that it
was some mortal who’d acquired power he shouldn’t have, and was
mucking about in the time stream. And that meant his ass was mine.

And, man, had he picked the worst possible venue for
said ass-kicking.

As demonstrated when my power grabbed him, even
before I could clearly see a body, and threw him at the half-built
warehouse. Then reversed time around it, so that the structure
threw up a wall that hadn’t been there a second ago. A wall on
which some asshole went splat.

I backed time up and did it a couple more times,
because why not? Throwing things using the Pythian power was the
latest skill that Gertie had taught me, and I needed the practice.
Plus, I wanted to get a better look at him. The slamming motion
blurred things a little, but it was a him, and I suspected I knew
which one. But I wasn’t sure, so when he finally staggered off the
wall and into the path of a nearby sapling, I sped things up—

And the tiny tree abruptly became a mighty oak.

Very abruptly.

Limbs speared his flesh as they shot skyward,
ripping great gouges into his body—a very familiar, overly
elongated body, with a head of flowing, silver-white hair and a
mouth screaming what were probably profanities in whatever language
the fey spoke. Because he was a fey and, unless I was very much
mistaken, was named Aeslinn. And what the hell?

“Who is that?” Agnes demanded, catching up.

“A king of the light fey.”

“What is he doing here?”

“Beats the shit out of me.”

Her lips pursed and her eyes narrowed, as they
usually did when I uttered some strange, futuristic vulgarity. But
then she surprised me. “I’d rather do it to him.”

And that’s how I ended up tag-teaming an ancient fey
warrior with the biggest badass I knew. Except for one. “Where’s
Gertie?” I asked, while Aeslinn writhed and twisted as the tree did
its best to rip him apart.

“Keeping us in phase. He can’t be allowed to enter
real time, or everything he does becomes history.”

“And it doesn’t now?”

Agnes looked annoyed. “Didn’t you listen to anything
Lady Herophile said? We’re in transition. We’re all just potentials
at this point. Nothing is real until we land.”

“We take him here, then.”

“Agreed. We need—”

But I didn’t find out what we needed. Because
Aeslinn suddenly tore himself off of the still growing tree,
ripping through flesh, cracking through bone, and essentially doing
our job for us. While raining enough blood and gore and viscera
onto the ground that there were literal puddles in the dirt.

I wasn’t nearly as squeamish as I’d been when first
starting this job, but I still had to swallow hard. And then do it
again for an entirely different reason a few seconds later. Because
the hunk of torn flesh and busted sinew that fell into the blood
puddles didn’t stay there—and didn’t stay mangled.

I stared, because while I knew that the fey healed
fast, even they don’t close gaping wounds in seconds. But Aeslinn
did, fixing a gash in his thigh that ran from groin to knee as
easily as zipping up a jacket. And then tearing a tree branch,
complete with a profusion of bright green leaves, out of the middle
of his torso, which immediately closed up, too.

He was still covered in blood, there was a star
shaped, silver scar on his chest from the branch, and his fine
black clothing was in tatters. But the man himself was fine. He
must have been missing half of his intestines, judging by what lay
coiled on the ground at his feet, and basically all of his blood,
yet he was fine.

And had a curl to his lip and a fire in the
storm-colored eyes that promised pain for somebody.

“Shit,” I said succinctly, and it looked like Agnes
agreed. But before she could comment, we had to throw ourselves to
either side, to avoid a bolt of something that looked like
lightning that he threw out of one hand.

It felt like lightning, too, blinding me and searing
my skin, despite not having touched me. I shifted immediately,
landing on the opposite side of the tree, where I tried to send
Aeslinn back onto his living torture device by reversing time. But
it looked like he’d discovered what I already knew from dealing
with another king of the fey: time spells had a limited effect on
their royal houses.

Really limited.

Which was why Aeslinn almost immediately tore out of
it, spinning and raising an arm—

And I shifted blindly, because there was no time for
anything else. I landed on the far side of the now completed
warehouse, my eyes struggling to see anything past the aftereffects
of another lightning bolt, one that had almost ended this fight
really fast. And I do mean almost.

My hair was all standing on end, my heart was trying
to decide whether to beat or not, and my hands were shaking like I
was holding a pair of maracas. And when I tried to move, my limbs
all went in different directions and I fell to the ground.
Hard.

I stayed there, gripping dirt, unsure what to do for
a minute. I could barely see anything, and all I could smell was
smoke—which I belatedly realized was coming from me. Fuck!

I tore off the now burning coat and rolled to put
out any remaining fire, wishing I had the war mage outerwear that
Pritkin had given me, and which was flame retardant. But I hadn’t
exactly been prepared for this, which could be the byline of my
life at this point, I thought viciously, as my elbow went up in
flames. I shoved it into the dirt, and I must have been fast
enough, since the rest of me didn’t ignite. But not roasting to
death took a moment, and by the time I staggered back to my
feet—

Shit.

I lurched around the side of the warehouse,
following the sound of shrieking, and remembering that I’d left
Agnes battling a god all on her own. Only to stop dead at more
evidence of why she was Gertie’s heir. She’d learned from my
mistake, realizing that time spells didn’t work properly on
Aeslinn, but that they did work on everything else.

And that those things worked on him just fine.

Which was why a massive cloud of seagulls were
stuttering around his head, to the point that I couldn’t even see
it any more, while a tangle of roots had shot out of the ground,
wrapping around his limbs, and dragging him down to earth, stabbing
him repeatedly in the process.

Unfortunately, along with souped up healing, Aeslinn
seemed to have acquired souped up strength. Or maybe the fey were
just that strong naturally; I didn’t know. I just knew that he
grabbed a handful of the animated vines and jerked them out of his
flesh like huge, writhing, blood covered snakes.

And then flung a lightning bolt at Agnes large
enough to have turned her to ash, only she was no longer there.

Reflexes, I thought blankly, and shifted a
barge.

I hadn’t meant to, because that would be stupid. I
couldn’t move a barge, with its thick wooden sides and heavy metal
smokestack, much less one that was also pulling several flat,
raft-style boats like cars on a train. The very idea was
absurd.

I’d planned to shift some of the cargo, but Agnes
had been right: through my link to Mircea, I was mainlining
something a lot stronger than the Tears of Apollo. I was also
watching another lightning bolt scorch half of the waterfront,
sending a line of boats flying upward in flames and freaking me
out. So, I shifted a barge.

A whole one.

On top of Aeslinn.

Only, that wasn’t the best part. The best part was
something that I hadn’t intended or even thought about, because I’d
only vaguely noticed the heavily laden barges making their way up
and down the Thames. They were as much a fixture of life in
Edwardian London as the seagulls that constantly wheeled overhead,
chugging along and carrying everything from wool and timber to
cement and cheese.

And coal.

Lots of coal.

Huge mountains of it, in fact, to light all the
fires and run all the factories around London.

And guess which barge I’d grabbed?

I’d always thought of coal as more of a smoldering
thing than an exploding thing, but I guess it’s not supposed to be
lit by lighting. Or maybe some volatile gasses had gotten trapped
under those black mountains. Because, hell yeah, it exploded.

No, that’s wrong. It EXPLODED, loudly enough to
destroy my hearing and with a blast strong enough to threaten to
rip me apart, only I’d just shifted back behind the warehouse.
Which… hadn’t been my best move.

I rematerialized in a world on fire, with the
warehouse falling to pieces and a whirlwind of ash and smoke
swirling everywhere. I couldn’t see anything but fiery smears
across my vision; I couldn’t breathe at all, having sucked in some
of the burning ash; and I was pretty sure I was going to die. And
then flaming nuggets of coal, like blazing hail, started pelting
down, and I knew I was.

But somebody took that moment to grab me, a soft
hand reaching out of the hellscape, one with a surprisingly strong
grip. Rhea, I thought, grabbing her back. And the next minute, I
found myself kneeling in freezing water and trying to cough up my
lungs.

She’d shifted me somewhere, but I had no idea where.
I still couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t see, and my ears—well, they
weren’t even bothering to ring anymore; they’d just cut right out.
Leaving me with the taste of ashes and the smell of fire as my only
senses. And the feel of someone shaking my shoulders, with a grip
far less gentle than Rhea’s had been, although I was too busy
choking to death to protest.

Somebody started slapping me on my back, hard and
repeatedly, and I didn’t have the strength to tell them that it
wasn’t working. Until it did, and I coughed up a huge wad of
something I couldn’t see—thankfully—but which allowed me to get my
first good breath in minutes. Which I used to vomit up
breakfast.

All of it.

I didn’t care about that, either. I didn’t care
about anything but sucking in whatever oxygen I could get in
between my stomach’s eruptions. Which finally finished, leaving me
kneeling in freezing water with half-digested pie on my face and
gulping in breath after cold, wonderful breath, as if my lungs
couldn’t get enough.

It was the most amazing feeling in the world.

And then my ears popped, and I heard Rhea’s voice
saying: “I’ll go.”

“You will not!” That was Gertie, sounding as grim as
I’d ever heard her. “You wouldn’t last a moment against that
thing.”

“I have to try!”

“No. I’ll do it.”

“You can’t! You’re Pythia! If you die, the timeline
will be irretrievable altered—”

“And what do you think is about to happen now,
hm?”

“What’s… what’s about to happen now?” I croaked,
staring blindly about. “What are you… talking about?”

“Aeslinn, Lady,” Rhea breathed.

“But… I killed him. I just—didn’t I?”

My vision took that moment to clear slightly, enough
for me to get my answer without her needing to say a word. We were
back across the Thames and down a bit, on the other side from the
world’s biggest bonfire. Which was currently backlighting the
world’s biggest what-the-fuck, heading our way.

It was huge, at least nine stories tall, and maybe
more. It was black, but shedding pieces of burnt, crispy skin on
the air behind it, to reveal blood red flesh underneath. It was man
shaped, and judging by the way it grabbed a passing barge and threw
it at Agnes, it was pissed.

Aeslinn, I realized, or what was left of him. Only
what was left was now a towering giant and how was that fair? How
was that possible?

I didn’t know, but it made the contest ridiculously
one-sided. As if it hadn’t already been, because that explosion
shouldn’t just have killed him; it should have obliterated him. It
had almost killed me, and I’d been a good distance from the
epicenter and behind a solid brick building.

So, what the hell were we supposed to do with
this?

I didn’t know that, either, but he wasn’t daunting
Agnes. And she was fast—so goddamned fast I couldn’t believe it,
letting me know that she’d been taking it easier on Rhea than I’d
thought. I could barely keep up with her as she shifted around,
skipping from boat to shore to barge, and sending everything
possible at the hideous specter in between.

And she could preach to me all she liked, but no way
wasn’t she hopped up on something. Because a stream of objects hit
their target from three directions at once. What looked like tracer
fire slammed into the creature’s back, as she summoned burning
coal, bricks and pieces of glass from the bonfire behind him. From
above, thousands of birds swirled around his head, caught in a time
loop that they couldn’t escape, and unleashing a hurricane of
biting, clawing, and dive-bombing frustration on Aeslinn. And from
below, some long-buried artifacts out of London’s eventful history
were being called forth to protect its people.

Old, pockmarked cannonballs sped through the air,
trailing ropes of green slime; a surprising number of algae-covered
harpoons tore into the giant at vulnerable points; and every kind
of trash imaginable—an old ball and chain from what looked like the
Tudor period, a hail of Roman-era rooftiles and pottery shards, and
pieces of sunken ships from a huge swath of time—all left a
mark.

But nothing stopped him.

I glanced at Gertie, and saw that her hand was
extended, somehow helping Agnes while also maintaining the
transition, which explained the strength of the defense. But it
wasn’t enough. Battered, bruised, and with parts of him still on
fire—he was coming.

And when he got here, he was going to kill us
all.

Unless…

“What are you doing?” Rhea said, when I staggered to
my feet, my filthy, wet skirts wrapping around my legs and
threatening to trip me.

I didn’t give her an answer, because I didn’t have
time, and because she wouldn’t have liked it anyway. I didn’t like
it, either, but if I was going down, I was going down fighting. And
I had one last trick up my sleeve.

Or, rather, Pritkin did.

“Take Gertie out of here,” I rasped. “Take her
now.”

“You will do no such—” Gertie began.

And then they were gone.

It wouldn’t take Gertie long to overpower Rhea and
return, but I didn’t need long. This would work or it wouldn’t, and
if it didn’t, it was going to be a short fight. Very short, I
thought, and lifted an arm.

There was no time to panic, which I probably
wouldn’t have been able to do anyway, because I was all out of
adrenaline. My bones felt like liquid, my vision was still blurry,
and all I could taste was bile. But I could still feel, and what I
felt was a flood of power surging across the water toward me,
unlike anything I’d ever known. There were no more questions about
what I was facing. I didn’t understand it, but that wasn’t just a
king of the fey striding this way, pushing boats aside with the
force of his passing.

That was a god.

It didn’t look like one because it wasn’t corporeal
at the moment. Aeslinn was, but the being surrounding him was pure
energy, like the gods of old, who could take human form when they
wished, but didn’t have to. They could appear as geese, or showers
of golden rain, or oversized bulls—or like what was encircling
Aeslinn in a sparkling cloud.

The halo of the old stories was real, only it was
body sized and didn’t indicate holiness, or anything like it. It
indicated power, splashing around beyond the confines of Aeslinn’s
body, because the gods fought using themselves. The same energy
that made them up was also their greatest weapon, and right now, it
was everywhere.

I stared at it, while a little part of my brain
reminded me that I was nobody; I was a runaway, a street kid, a
secretary who read Tarot in a bar. Zeus had said it himself; I was
so frail, so small, so human.

But a human with a lover who was more than he
seemed.

Which was why I didn’t crumble under all that power.
Or fall back to my knees, or cry out in terror, or whatever else
the gods expected from us mere mortals. I embraced it instead,
called it closer, and took it—

For myself.

Because John Pritkin wasn’t just a mage. His mother
had been mostly human, but his father was Rosier, Prince of the
Incubi, and he’d passed on part of his nature to his son. The part
that allowed him to feed as the demons did, as the gods did, as
Zeus had when he’d swallowed his wife and child…

And as I now did to him.

A punch of power hit my outstretched hand, hard
enough to stagger me, but not to make me go down. It felt like it
fried every hair on my body, assuming that I had any left, but it
didn’t hurt, because I didn’t keep it. I sent it to Mircea, merging
it with the huge pool of energy his family possessed, and which
acted like a battery pack for the whole clan.

And then I took some more.

A lot more, also sending it to Mircea through our
bond, sucking it down. And, this time, Aeslinn noticed. He had just
put his foot through a barge that Agnes had been standing on a
second before, but at that he looked up.

And just that quickly, she was forgotten.

It looked like she’d done all she could for me
anyway. The massive bird cloud was shredded, with tiny bodies
floating on the water everywhere. The streams of fire and junk had
also petered out to a few random pieces burning brightly against
the gloom. And when I spotted her on the opposite bank, where she’d
just rematerialized, she looked exhausted. Her body was slumped,
and while I couldn’t see her face, I had the impression of
despair—and apology.

She was spent, having given the fight everything she
had.

Fair enough; channeling the power of a god can be
exhausting. So why did I feel fine? Why did I feel amazing?

Because I wasn’t channeling Aeslinn’s energy, like I
did with the Pythian power. I was consuming it. I’d been sending
most of it to Mircea, in an attempt to drain my opponent’s
strength, but some had spilled over.

And it tasted wonderful.

Better than the best meal ever, and suddenly, I was
starving. I pulled again, and this time, I didn’t send it on. This
time, I kept it. And watched as my skin lit up with a golden glow,
as warmth and sparkling energy coursed through my body, as the hair
blowing around my face turned from sweaty, dull strands to
glistening gold that rivalled sunlight, and as
laughter—effervescent, joyous, and slightly mad—spilled from my
lips.

Yes! Yes! This was what I’d been craving, this was what I wanted.
Ambrosia, I thought, the nectar of the gods—from a god.

And then I pulled again, and this time, I didn’t
stop.

But Aeslinn did. He paused, with that huge body in
the shallows, almost close enough to bring one of those massive
feet down on my head. But he just stood there instead, looking more
confused than anything, as if he didn’t understand what was
happening.

He’d almost healed, in the few moments that he’d
been slogging upstream, so the surprise on the regal features was
easy to read. And so was the fury the second he figured it out. Or
when someone told him.

I laughed again, not intentionally, but because I
couldn’t seem to stop. I pulled and I laughed, and I laughed and I
pulled, and for a moment, it was sweet, sweet, so freaking sweet I
couldn’t believe it.

And then he pulled back.
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The jerk was so hard and so unexpected that it sent
me staggering. I ended up waist deep in freezing water, not sure
how I got there or what I was supposed to do now. Because the power
drain wasn’t stopping. If anything, it was getting faster and
harder as he pulled from me.

And not just me. I suddenly realized that I’d put
others in danger as well. Mircea, along with his whole family, and
Pritkin… could Zeus drain them, too, through me?

I very much feared that the answer was yes.

Will
you gamble with your world, he’d asked? And I guessed I had.
Because they were my world—

And he didn’t get to do this to them, I thought,
fury swamping me.

He didn’t get to do this to anyone.

Not when that wasn’t even Zeus, not fully, or I’d
have been dead by now. That was Aeslinn, somehow channeling the
power of a god. And while I couldn’t stand up to the real thing, a
fey king with delusions of grandeur?

Was a whole different ball game.

I staggered back up, looped the power around my
fist, and pulled back.

And then more than pulled, because in a contest of
strength I didn’t know who would win, especially if it dragged on.
I needed to end this fast, and I didn’t care how. Pritkin had
taught me that, when you’re battling for your life, anything
goes.

So, I took his advice and flung an abandoned barge
right at Aeslinn’s oversized crotch.

My aim had never been great with guns, and it wasn’t
any better with the Pythian power, but a nine-story tall fey king
was a hard target to miss. The barge connected with enough force to
make him yell, a furious, bellowing sound like a clap of thunder,
and try to stomp me. But I shifted to a sinking boat, out of harm’s
way, and threw the bonfire at him.

All of it.

The remains of the blazing coal looked like a
speeding comet hurtling across the water, with small explosions
still coming off of its surface. It was the biggest damned fireball
I’d ever seen, and I was sorry that Pritkin wasn’t here to see it,
too. It was his favorite spell.

And when it hit, Aeslinn staggered, toppled… and
went down.

I had to shift again to avoid the tidal wave that
the huge body sent up, and when I reappeared on the bank, he was
still floundering about in the water. So, I pressed my advantage,
using my stolen energy to hurl any and everything I could find,
battering him with planks of wood off a barge, with the barge
itself, with the remains of buildings, some still on fire, and with
the cargoes of a dozen boats, including one filled with a mountain
of gravel headed to the port to provide ballast for ships, and now
providing a million little projectiles that left Aeslinn a bloody
mess.

In return, he was churning up the water, creating
huge waves that forced me off every perch I found and threatened to
drown me. Water, fire and smoke were everywhere, confusing my
senses; adrenaline was coursing through my body, further throwing
off my aim; not to mention that I didn’t know what the hell I was
doing. But Aeslinn didn’t seem all that skilled, either.

Huge and powerful yes; practiced and finessed, no.
He looked like a kid who’d been given a new toy that he didn’t
quite know how to use. And like a BB gun that was cracking windows
instead of finding its target, the energy bolts he was throwing
missed as often as they hit, skewing wildly or sizzling off into
the sky. They were frying the few remaining birds still airborne,
and sending up geysers of steam whenever they hit the water, but
not doing much else.

Maybe it wasn’t so easy for the gods to work through
our limited mortal faculties, after all, I thought.

That had been true for the mage I’d possessed, and
why Mircea had been able to distract Ares long enough for me to get
away. The same shouldn’t be true here, with Aeslinn being a
demigod, or so the rumors went. Yet he was acting just like that
mage, as if Zeus was giving him pointers, but they lagged behind my
attacks. It wasn’t by much, but it was enough to give me an
advantage, and I tried my best to capitalize on it.

Unfortunately, I was running out of projectiles that
were still in a condition to do any harm.

The riverbank was a fiery wasteland, with much of
the local boat traffic in pieces on the shore, including a barge
that had ended up on top of one of the warehouses. The river itself
was dotted with burning cranes, with more flaming pyres of what had
been ships, and with floating islands of debris. And while drifts
of smoke obscured much of the rest of the scene, what was there
looked like a war zone, with dozens of bodies bobbing among the
waves.

The only reason the Pythian power wasn’t screaming
at me about changes to the timeline was that I hadn’t made any yet.
This was all still potential: real for us, but not for everyone
else. Not until we dropped out of transition and time solidified
around us, turning all of this into history. I needed to take
Aeslinn out, then rewind time and erase the record, otherwise…

I didn’t know if even the Pythian power could fix
it.

But while Aeslinn might not be able to react to
everything that a god was whispering in his ear, he was an age-old
warrior himself. He knew how to fight, and as soon as the battering
slowed down, he threw out a hand. And tore a swath through the
embankment behind me, exactly as if a lightning bolt had just hit
down.

My hair went electric, standing up like a cartoon
character’s; my body crawled with electric worms; and a long dirt
wave blasted skyward, obscuring the sun and sending clods and rocks
pelting down in a wide arc.

I shifted out in time, but that had been close,
enough that I felt dirt sliding down my back when I rematerialized
upriver. And whatever other abilities I might have, super healing
wasn’t one of them. I had to finish this—now.

My eyes scanned the riverbank, but there really
wasn’t much left to work with. But I couldn’t shift him somewhere
else, because my power wouldn’t hold him. I also couldn’t drain
him, not with him pulling back as hard as I was pulling on him.

Neither of us was getting any added power currently,
like an irresistible force meeting an immovable object, but Aeslinn
was getting
back to his feet. He towered over me, like an eldritch horror
rising from the deep, dripping water, mud and blood in about equal
amounts, and making his point without saying a word. The sheer size
of him would end this, as soon as I made a single mistake.

Damn it! I couldn’t have fought so hard and fail
now. I wouldn’t, but I didn’t know how—

But maybe somebody else did.

Pritkin, I thought desperately, trying to reach him
through our bond. But either he couldn’t hear me, or he couldn’t
respond from more than a century away. Mircea—but he was already doing all
he could. I had power; I just didn’t know how to use it!

A giant booted foot came down, half a dozen times in
swift succession, carving swimming pool sized divots in the
riverbank. I watched them fill with Thames water from a perch on
the embankment above, where I’d shifted out of the way—filthy,
mud-covered, and panting. And desperate because I couldn’t think; I
couldn’t think of anything!

But then it came out of nowhere, a single, shining
picture in my mind. I didn’t ask who had sent it; didn’t care. I
grabbed hold of the thought, concentrated on it, tried my best to
will it into existence. And the next second, a whip of golden
energy was coiling outward from my hand.

It felt solid, just buzzing slightly under my
fingertips, and looked like the Pythian power as I’d seen it
sometimes in my mind. And maybe it was, maybe this was my power
guiding me, but I didn’t have time to wonder about it. Because
Aeslinn had spotted me, and it looked like he’d decided to end this
fight the old-fashioned way, and crush me to death.

Only instead of wrapping around me, his reaching
hand—

Went sailing off down the Thames.

The whip I’d lashed out with had cut through flesh
and bone as if they were nothing, sheering off his hand and
cauterizing the wound, all at the same time. Aeslinn screamed, a
strange, high-pitched sound, unlike anything he’d uttered before,
and so loud that it was actually painful. It made me want to stop
and hunch down, covering my ears, especially when it went on and
on. But I didn’t stop. I lashed him instead, over and over, in a
relentless flurry of strokes because I might be small, but the whip
was as big as he was.

And it was easy; it was so unbelievably easy! It
shouldn’t have surprised me, as the main problem with the Pythian
power had never been with the power itself. It had always been with
the exhaustion of the user. Humans weren’t built to channel the
power of a god.

Unless they were jacked up on godly energy, as it
turned out.

Because what I’d pulled off Aeslinn was life energy,
giving me the stamina of—literally—the gods. The Pythian power
flowed through my fingers like it was weightless. I felt no strain,
no exhaustion, and for a moment no fear. I laughed again, in
complete disbelief—

And saw a sight that I wouldn’t have believed just a
few moments ago: a flash of genuine fear crossing those noble
features.

Suddenly, it was all over. A wave was thrown at me,
which I sliced through the middle of, sending freezing rain pelting
down everywhere, momentarily veiling the world. And when I looked
again—

Aeslinn was gone.

~~~

I swam back to consciousness again at Gertie’s, the
familiar, lavender-scented sheets alerting me to my location even
with my eyes closed. But there were different scents mixed in
there, too, strange ones. A sharp, acidic reek tickled my nose,
like the medicinal potions my Victorian counterpart brewed up to
torture initiates who had anything from a cough to a sprain; the
slick smell of ozone, cool and vaguely metallic, as if from a
rain-riddled sky; and a warm and seductive scent that reminded me
of sex, surprising and completely out of place in what was
essentially a magical nunnery.

My eyes opened to find a pillow half over my face. I
removed it, but it didn’t help my vision very much. There was no
sunlight streaming through the window this time, just scattered
moonbeams from the wind tossing the sheers around. I looked at them
blankly, wondering what had happened to the day, then sat up,
intending to go find out—

And oh.

Oh, God.

Oh, no.

I lay back against the bolster, arching and
writhing, because everything hurt. Even my toes were complaining,
although it was hard to tell past the throbbing headache and the
screaming nerves and the pulse suddenly pounding in my throat like
it wanted to get out. I groaned softly, and my voice sounded hoarse
and raspy, as if I’d been screaming for hours.

Had I been screaming?

I had no memory of it. No memory of anything after
Aeslinn fled. Just fog and darkness and—






“Get
her onto the bed.” It was an older woman’s voice. Gruff, almost
harsh. I thought I should know it…

“Get
her to a healer! We can’t cure this!” another woman, her voice high
pitched and frantic. A stranger.

“It’s too late for a healer. Are you blind?” a third woman
demanded. Her voice was familiar, too, but so strained that I
couldn’t name her. She sounded like I felt.

“Shut up!” Finally, a voice that I could name. It was Rhea,
but calling out from a distance, as if she was by the door or out
in the hall. “It’s all right, Lady, you’ll be all—”

“Get
her out of here!”






I snapped back from the memory or vision or whatever
the hell that had been, panting and shaking and more than a little
freaked out. Not that I hadn’t had similar experiences in the
past—when you’re a seer, it comes with the territory. But not like
that.

When I Saw things, I saw them. Sometimes it was
murky, like looking at the transmission on an old, black and white
T.V. Other times, I got the full, Technicolor, and Dolby surround
sound experience. What I did not get was pain, especially
excruciating waves of it, hot and burning and immediate.

And tearing through my body like it was happening
right now.

I hugged my pillow and stared into the darkness,
shivering and waiting for the pain to back off. It didn’t seem
interested, but I was suddenly remembering more—a lot more. Like
thrashing around after my body fell off the embankment and into one
of the divots left by Aeslinn’s oversized foot.

Now I recalled screaming, in rage and fury because
he’d escaped me, and then in agony, because something was wrong. My
memory was fractured, with only bits and pieces coming back to me,
and I wasn’t sure I wanted them. I felt the shock of cold water as
I went under; heard people yelling as I surfaced again; saw
billowing steam that was suddenly rising up everywhere; and smelled
blood and sizzling meat.

What
was happening to me? What was—

Stop it!

Just stop it!

I held onto the pillow like an anchor, but it didn’t
help much. Maybe because the room in front of me seemed fractured,
too, to the point that it was hard to tell past from present.
Semi-transparent figures of acolytes, horror writ large on their
usually impassive faces, flitted around like ghosts, then abruptly
disappeared.

Furniture moved as things were shoved aside, with
the door opening and closing repeatedly, and the chair by the
dressing table flickering abruptly out of view. Another ethereal
acolyte ran in, carrying a basket of jars, bottles and
flasks—Gertie’s feared ointments—but I didn’t think they would help
me now. Especially after the girl tripped and went down.

I saw her fall, saw half of the bottles go rolling
across the floor, saw several others shatter into a million pieces
on the hard old boards. And then nothing—she vanished, winking out
of sight along with her spilled basket. Leaving only a faint stain
behind, where someone had cleaned up the mess what looked like
hours ago.

I closed my eyes in self-defense, and it seemed to
help. Most of the memories slacked off and dulled somewhat. But one
was still shining, bright and clear and vivid against the darkness
of my mind, one so unbelievable that I caught my breath in
wonder.

Aeslinn ran.

Not like a king of the fey making an orderly
retreat, but like a beaten dog, fearing for his life. Because I’d
done it. I’d won.

I knew that, even if I didn’t know anything else. It
might be a fleeting victory, since I hadn’t managed to kill him.
But I’d hurt him. I’d drained him. I’d driven him off.

And right now, I’d take it.

Assuming that I survived long enough, that was,
which… yeah. I writhed some more, strangling the pillow and wadding
up the already mangled sheets, but it didn’t help. Maybe because I
couldn’t tell which pain was real and which was tortured memory,
and I wasn’t sure that it mattered.

Either way, it hurt like hell.

Another spasm left me panting and wondering if there
were any drugs around here. The Edwardians had the good stuff; they
even dosed their babies up on morphine and alcohol when the poor
things were teething. The Edwardians were hardcore.

So, there should be something—assuming I could find
it.

Annnnnnd that would be a no, I decided, as I rolled
off the bed and the room slung wildly around me. I hit the floor,
crying out when my elbow smacked down, and took the brunt of the
fall. Shit, shit, shit!

I cradled the throbbing joint, rocking back and
forth for a moment, and feeling like an idiot. I was already hurt
enough; I didn’t need to add to it! And then I felt something
else.

Something… weird.

It was on my elbow, or rather, on the skin just
above it, but it wasn’t the blood or bruised flesh I’d have
expected. I pushed up the sleeve of my robe and took a look. And
then just sat there, staring at what appeared to be a piece of lace
imbedded into my skin.

I finally realized that it wasn’t lace itself I was
looking at, but the impression of it, carved into my flesh. It was
dark pink and looked like I’d been branded. It wasn’t large, and in
the low light, it was hard to see in detail, something the location
didn’t help with. But that was definitely lace under my
fingertips.

What the hell?






The
voices kept talking, but I couldn’t concentrate enough to make
anything out. I didn’t understand what was wrong with me. I’d been
in a fight; I knew that, but I hadn’t been badly hurt, had I? I
thought I’d won. I thought—

A
wave of agony hit, whiting out my mind, and ripping scream after
scream from my lips. I had the vague impression of people running,
of them crowding into the bedroom and being pushed back out again,
of someone cutting the ruined gown off me, the cold metal of the
scissors a small relief against my overheated body.

Only
they weren’t making much progress.

“I
can’t get it off,” someone said, in what might be Agnes’ voice.
“What’s left is melted to her skin.”

“Move aside,” the older woman said, her voice clipped. And
then the feeling of the Pythian power swirled around me, dissolving
the rest of the material all at once. The blast of cold air hitting
all that raw flesh made me mewl like a hurt animal, and my whole
body shake.

“What… is that?” Agnes whispered, her voice gone flat and
shocked.

“I
don’t know.” It was grim. “We need a healer.”

“A
healer?” I could almost see the incredulity on Agnes’ face. “For
what? Can’t you see—she’s already dead.”


 Chapter
Nine

I was shaking as I tore free from the memory again,
with a helpless sound building in my throat. I cut it off,
swallowed it back down. I was better than this, better than
trembling by my bedside like a frightened child!

But getting up wasn’t an option right now. I sat
there, gripping the end of the coverlet with one fist and my
stomach with the other, sure I was about to throw up. Only I
couldn’t because there was nothing left to work with, my breakfast
having already floated down the Thames. I wept silently for a while
instead, half in anger at my own weakness, half in confusion and
pain. And, slowly, over a period of minutes, the complaints from my
body became softer, from screaming at me to muttering darkly.

Finally, I felt myself relax back against the side
of the bed in exhaustion.

The floorboards were chilly, and the thin robe I was
wearing shouldn’t have provided much warmth. But for some reason, I
didn’t feel cold. I didn’t feel much of anything, my overtaxed body
having mostly gone numb.

My brain joined it for a while, zoning out, with a
rushing white noise filling my ears. I stared at the dark room
sightlessly, but eventually noticed that I was in the same position
as this morning, only with no pie man to cheer me up. Someone had
been in here, though.

There was a splash of golden light among the silver,
coming from the bedside table. A half-finished cup of tea with
lipstick on the rim resided there, under the flickering light of a
single, half burned candle. The straight-backed, wooden chair from
the dressing table had also reappeared, and been pulled over near
the bed.

Rhea, I thought. The lipstick was her favorite shade
of pinkish brown. She must have been keeping a vigil at my bedside,
watching over me as she had during the fight.

As she always did.






“Let
me through!” Rhea’s voice was shrill. “Damn it, let me
through!”

“Get
her out of here.” The older woman said again, her voice an oasis of
calm among the fluttering crowd. “Get them all out.”

“No!
You’ve no right! I’m staying—”

“Knock her out of you have to.” The voice was curt now, and
ice cold.

“You’re not drugging me!” Rhea said, outraged.

“Who
said anything about drugging?” And okay, that was definitely Agnes.
So, the older woman was probably Gertie. Gertie, I thought,
latching onto the name. Help me—

But
nothing came out of my mouth but another mewling cry. The pain was
savage and unrelenting, like a pack of wolves tearing at me all at
once, refusing to let me speak. I struggled to find a position that
didn’t hurt, or at least that hurt less, but there were none. My
body was fire, my existence agony, my—

A
hand, reaching out of the darkness, gripped mine. It made me gasp,
just that little touch, because with it… came relief. Not complete,
not even close, but something. Enough that I was able to breathe
again.

I
must have been breathing before, I thought in confusion, or else
how could I have screamed? But it didn’t feel like it. My lungs
creaked, as if long atrophied, when I took what felt like my first
deep breath in hours. Agony poured through my body, but so did
sweet, cold, life-giving oxygen. I gulped and gulped, and couldn’t
seem to get enough.

The
healer, I thought vaguely.

He
must have come.

Voices faded in and out and people came and went, but fewer
now. Agnes was doing as instructed and clearing the room. Curtains
were being drawn, leaving everything in twilight, letting a darker
shade of gray fall over my closed eyelids.

“Keep Rhea out; whatever you do,” Gertie said
softly.

“But
if Cassie starts to fade…” Agnes’ voice.

“Especially if she starts to fade.”

Gertie sounded like that ‘if’ was actually a ‘when’, which
was enough to panic me. But at the same time, someone else was
murmuring reassurances into my ear, so softly that I couldn’t hear
them. But I could feel them, resonating through my
bones.

And
it wasn’t the healer.






A wave of disorientation hit as the latest snippet
of memory vanished, and with it went any pretense of numbness. My
heart was pounding and my overloaded brain was threatening revolt.
I recited the alphabet backwards, over and over, while refusing to
think about anything else for a minute. It was a trick I’d learned
while on the run from the vampire mobster who’d raised me, to avoid
having a panic attack and ending up dead at the hands of his goons,
but it only worked about half the time.

Tonight, it was easy, as if I was too tired even to
panic properly. My brain continued to scream in alarm, but my body
wasn’t listening. The adrenaline rush sloughed away fast, as if I
was mostly out of that particular hormone, leaving me shaking and
vaguely nauseous, and feeling like I could fall asleep right there,
hard floor and all. It was a strange mish-mash of reactions that
had me staring at the darkness, caught in indecision.

But in the end, I vetoed them both. I wanted to see
the damage. I needed to.

And for that, I had to get up.

That turned out to be easier said than done. I tried
twice the usual way, only to end up back on the floor, dizzy and
angry and shocked that I couldn’t even do this, couldn’t walk
across the room. Only I could; I would. Whether my body liked it or not.

That was a not, but I finally managed to pull myself
to my feet using the bedpost, and then just stood there, clutching
it and wondering if my legs would hold. It honestly didn’t feel
like it. Maybe I should have crawled—

Fuck that! A sudden wave of anger overtook me at the
very idea, I didn’t know why. I’d done plenty of crawling through
the years, literally as well as figuratively, scurrying into
whatever bolt hole I could find, pride be damned. Survival was more
important.

But it didn’t feel that way right now.

It didn’t feel that way at all.

I was sick of crawling.

So, slowly, unsteadily, I put one foot in front of
the other, and felt a ridiculous surge of pride when they held. I
swayed like an old drunk, like a sailor on the high seas, like…
like a woman who had battled a god and somehow lived to tell the
tale. And walked across the room on my own two feet.

The dressing table wedged in between the washstand
and the wall boasted a large, square mirror, but the old, age
spotted surface wasn’t great even in full light, having lost a
third of its reflective coating to time. It was even less helpful
in near darkness, showing me back only a pale, hazy figure, swaying
back and forth in my gray dressing gown like some restless shade. I
couldn’t make out much even when I bent closer, which… might be
better, all things considered.

But I needed to know how bad this was, and how much
of a lie I was going to have to concoct for my court. I moved to
the much smaller mirror on the washstand, and grabbed Rhea’s candle
before peering at my face. And got a shock.

I didn’t look that bad.

Well, okay, that was a lie; I looked like crap. Limp
blond hair, which had been drenched in Thames water and allowed to
dry in clumps, straggled around my face. My eyes were shadowed with
dark circles, ones I didn’t have the makeup to conceal, assuming it
would have worked on those things. And there were strange hollows
in my cheeks, as if I’d lost twenty pounds in the fight.

But it could have been worse.

It could have been much worse.

So why wasn’t it?

What I kept remembering felt like the aftermath of a
war, where courageous medics fought to save a dying soldier, with
the grim air of people who knew they were laboring in a lost cause.
The frantic voices, the running feet, the excruciating pain had all
said as much, even before Agnes’ harsh comment. Yet here I was,
looking, if not normal, at least no worse than I had plenty of
times before.

What the hell had happened?






It
wasn’t a stranger’s hand that gripped mine, but one with a pattern
of calluses so familiar that I could have mapped them in my sleep.
But that couldn’t be right. I must be dreaming.

You’re not real, are you? I thought, my fingers moving in
that familiar hold. Just another of the tricks the brain plays on
us as we lay dying. To smooth the transition—

“You’re not going to die.”

It
wasn’t a whisper that time, and the voice was instantly familiar.
And so loved, so wished for, that it made me doubt myself.
“Pritkin?”

There was no response, at least, not in language. But
something was happening. The hand covering mine guided it downward,
to where a wound on my hip was a searing white flame. We pressed
into it, and it hurt, a blinding flash of agony like nothing I’d
ever experienced—for a moment.

But
then it began to cool, and as it cooled, it contracted. I felt it
shrink beneath my fingertips, growing smaller and smaller until it
was gone. With nothing left behind but soft skin shivering under
that familiar touch.

The
hand smoothed back and forth over my new flesh for a moment, as if
in as much disbelief as I was. Then it moved upward again, guiding
me to a line of deep burns down the middle of my stomach. They
hurt, too, but not like before. The pain was distant now, a vague
background noise, his touch acting like the best kind of
drug.

“Am
I doing this right?” he asked, as rough, torn flesh knitted back
together, smoothed out, and was made anew.

“Don’t you know?”

“No.
I’ve never done it before.”

I
frowned. “Then how are you doing it now?”

“I’m
borrowing an ability from the vampire. He knows how to
heal.”

“I
didn’t think that worked for me. My hand—”

“Not
everything is automatic. Some abilities must be called
for.”

“And
you know how to do that?”

“I
am learning.”






I snapped out of another memory, my limbs shaking
and my throat swallowing convulsively, because that hadn’t felt
like one. I knew memories and I knew visions, and what I kept
experiencing was something in between. As if someone was prompting
me to remember, which… yeah.

My breath, which had evened out again, sped back up,
and my eyes darted around the darkened room. But this time, I saw
nothing out of the ordinary. The phantom people from earlier had
disappeared as my brain slowly sorted itself out. Leaving just the
usual suspects: the hulk of a wardrobe looming like a leviathan in
the shadows, a spear of moonlight glinting off the side of the
bathtub, the comparatively brightly lit window with winter
moonlight spilling in, the buttery puddle of light around the
candle…

I gripped the side of the washstand to stay upright,
and listened, but there was nothing to hear, either. Just a soft
rain that had started to patter down outside, spotting the
moonlight and strobing the faint wedge of light on the floor. A few
creaks and groans from the old house, barely audible to my
straining ears, as it had settled long ago. And the distant chiming
of the grandfather clock on the floor below, striking eleven.

But nothing else.

There was no one here.

I pulled Rhea’s chair over and sat down, feeling
wobbly. And seriously confused. Instead of making things clearer my
memories seemed to be doing the opposite, showing me things that
seemed real, but couldn’t be.

I found the place on my hip where the large wound
had laid me open. It had been a burn, one deep enough to threaten
the bone, the kind they called third degree. But all I felt now was
smooth skin, perhaps a little slicker than the rest, with slight
puckering at the edges. Fire’s kiss, I thought vaguely, and then
shook my head.

What was wrong with me? And why wasn’t more wrong
with me? If I’d been that badly hurt, could even Mircea have healed
me? And if he had, why was he doing it through Pritkin and from a
century away? He could have just shifted here. And if Pritkin had
come instead, where was he?

Why was Rhea watching over me instead?

I clasped my arms around myself, wishing they were
Pritkin’s much stronger ones, hard and warm and reassuring. Nothing
made sense, yet I didn’t want to go back to that place of pain and
terror to find out more. I suddenly didn’t want to remember
anything, not now, maybe not ever.

So, of course, my jumbled brain decided that it was
finally time to cough up an answer.






“Lady! Lady!” A stranger’s voice popped in, although whether
from the door or from shifting, I couldn’t tell. I wanted to open
my eyes, but my lids were heavy, so heavy, as if they were made out
of lead. I couldn’t do it. “The healer is downstairs, but the mages
won’t let her through.”

“Why?”

“I
don’t know. Agnes is arguing with them now. But they want to see
you—”

Gertie muttered something and got up. “Stay with her,” she
snapped.

But
the girl didn’t stay. No sooner had Gertie left than she was gone,
too, off chasing a wild idea planted in her mind, like the one that
had prompted the argument a floor below. I could see it in my mind
if I concentrated, although I didn’t know how. Likely by borrowing
one of Mircea’s gifts. But there they were, standing in the
imposing front hall with its gleaming marble and sparkling
chandeliers: a small, dark-haired woman in a fur collared coat—the
healer, I guessed; Agnes, her face livid under its coating of soot;
and, finally, a chubby, purple haired woman, lashing out at five
fearsome war mages, all of whom were suddenly convinced that the
healer was a dangerous fugitive.

“Illusion,” Pritkin’s voice said, before I could ask. “I
cast a spell to confuse their minds, but it won’t hold.”

No,
I didn’t suppose so. The Circle’s operatives were specifically
trained to shake off such things. They would slip the spell soon
enough, and when they did—

“They can’t save you, but they can stop me from doing so,”
he agreed. “We must act quickly.”

“How?”

I
tried to open my eyes again, wanting to see him. It still didn’t
work, but there were other ways to see, weren’t there? I pulled
back the mental eyes I’d been using to peer into the hall and
looked up. And saw him gazing back down at me, his hands on either
side of my face, long fingered like a musician’s, but callused like
a warrior’s.

Fitting, as he was both.

But
at the moment, it was the warrior I saw, his eyes blazing. They
were emerald fire, so bright that they might have been twin lasers
in his face. Until they darkened, like a flood of black ink had
been dropped into water, taking over the light, obscuring even the
whites of his eyes, until there was nothing left.

Except for a field of stars.

I
stared at them, entranced by their beauty, and tried to raise a
hand to cup his face, but it wouldn’t move. It was heavy, too. Why
was everything so heavy?

“I
can heal you,” he said. “But I am going to need your help. It’s
going to take all of us—everything we have. Do you
understand?”

No,
I thought. I didn’t understand anything but the fire suddenly
threatening to consume me again. I’d always thought that serious
burns were less excruciating than other kinds of wounds, that they
killed the nerve endings, allowing you to die in peace, at least.
But these were different. Fresh agony bloomed in spots all over my
body, as if to replace the pain we’d just silenced, making me
moan.

No,
I didn’t understand anything.

“Cassie! Cassie!” That was Rhea, darting back in as
soon as the other girl left. And then giving a horrified gasp. “Oh,
my God. Oh, my God—”

For
a second, I thought she was surprised to see Pritkin, although why
she sounded so shocked, I didn’t know. But then my mental vision
skewed, and I glimpsed myself through her eyes: charred skin, red
and black and oozing; one side of my face a wobbly mess, like
well-done fish ready to slide off the bone; and something that
looked like silver lightning creeping up my arm, scrawling across
my torso, and spreading along my thigh.

The
tiny filaments were as beautiful as their larger cousins, flashing
across a midnight sky, except that they left nothing but
destruction in their wake. Dead, blackened skin curled up around
them, the smell of cooking meat filled the air, and red, raw flesh
peeked out from the fissures they’d made.

And,
finally, I understood: the battle wasn’t over, was it?

We’d
just switched opponents.

“You
drank Zeus’s power,” Pritkin confirmed. “Turned it on his ally and
won the field. But what remains of it now continues the fight in
your body. We have to rid you of it—quickly.”

“But… I used it,” I said. “It followed my
commands—”

“And
now it follows his. The gods are energy beings, Cassie. That wasn’t
free floating magic you absorbed; it was part of him. Once he
realized that you still retained some of it, he was able to turn
that power against you.”

“And
rip me apart from the inside,” I whispered, as a new fissure opened
in my thigh.

“Lady!” Rhea was sobbing, half choked, and as pale as a
ghost. But she didn’t leave; didn’t run. Nor did she seem to see
the man above me. When I’d looked through her eyes, I’d been alone.
“Do you want me to take you home? Do you want—”

“No,” I said. And, suddenly, I couldn’t see her anymore,
even with her tentative grip on my hand, like I couldn’t see
myself. All that filled my vision were the eyes burning above me,
so bright they were like twin suns.

Black suns.

“Are
you sure?” Rhea sounded frantic. “They keep trying to separate us,
and I don’t know if—”

“I’m
sure. Keep them out. Keep them all out.”

“Lady?”

“Just do it.”


 Chapter Ten

I heard Rhea’s running footsteps, heard the bedroom door slam
shut, heard strange enchantments going on outside. Magic swirled
around the room, bright and peppery, tinged with her fear and
distress. But that in no way limited its effectiveness. Unlike the
bits and pieces that she had used with Agnes, this was the real
thing: thick, strong, almost overwhelming.

I
didn’t know what she’d done to that door, but I was doubtful that
it would ever open again.

That
was all right.

There was nothing out there I needed.

I
saw relief on the familiar features above me, but I could conjure
little for myself. In my mind’s eye, I could see those tiny, silver
filaments crawling across my flesh, burning it, consuming it. Not
from without, but from within.

It
reminded me of Ares, and that awful attack on the drag. It wasn’t
an exact parallel, but the helplessness, the naked terror—they were
the same. And, after everything, it was that thought that finally
broke me, sending me into a full-on panic. I couldn’t die like
this, not like this, not eaten alive—

I
started to scream, as a new wave of agony swept over me, but my
companion distracted me. He grabbed my shoulders, slid a hand under
my sweaty hair, and cupped the good side of my face. “See me. See
only me.”

And
then he kissed me.

I
didn’t know how he could bear it in my current state, or how he
could think that he could do anything for a half-burned corpse—one
that was still on fire. I was going to set the bed alight, I
thought wildly. Possibly even burn the whole house down as I
self-immolated. I was going to save everyone the trouble and
cremate myself—

Pritkin pulled back, his face furious. “See me!” he roared.
And the next moment, I did. My eyes flew open as incubus energy
flowed around me, through me, a roaring tide of it that gave me the
first real shot of strength I’d had since I woke up, and that
ripped my thoughts away from everything else—

Until someone else ripped them back.






It
was a rainy afternoon, with gray skies churning overhead and
rain plunk, plunk, plunking down everywhere. Not surprisingly, Gertie’s back
garden was deserted, with no acolytes whispering to each other in
the corners, over a love note sent from an admirer, which they
weren’t supposed to have. Or maids beating out rugs flung over the
walls, while billows of dust scattered everywhere. Or little
initiates running about, their ringlets bouncing and their white
dresses—much more poufy than the acolyte’s version—bearing sashes
made out of brightly colored ribbon.

There was always some activity in the big, walled garden,
except for today. Today, the only other inhabitants were a couple
of little wrens. One of them, who I assumed was the female, was
bathing in a puddle, while the other was staunchly standing
guard.

They
reminded me of me and Pritkin for some reason, maybe the grumpy
look on the male’s face, which made me smile. I wiped off the
little wrought iron table with my hand, wrapped the paisley shawl
that I’d grabbed from a hook beside the back door closer around me,
sat down and pulled my feet up. I’d forgotten shoes, and the
flagstones of the courtyard were cold and unwelcoming on my bare
toes.

There was no sound except for the rain hitting the
flagstones and dripping off the roof, and very little to see. Just
gray: sky, stones, even the air had taken on a grayish tinge,
bleaching the usually jolly red bricks and turning the saturation
of the brightly colored tree way down. I closed my eyes and just
breathed for a moment, enjoying the freshly washed air—so rare in
London—and the peacefulness.

The
shawl was one of those huge old Victorian things, meant to go over
the bustles that nobody wore anymore, so it covered my feet, too.
It was warm, and thawed my toes soon enough, but it wouldn’t help
for long. The rain was settling in for one of those all-day
soakers, where you keep thinking it’s going to stop, but it never
does. Just slacks off for a few moments to get your hopes
up.

It
had slacked off now, but it was almost impossible to tell, since
the massive old oak was leaking onto my head. I looked up, and got
a drop right in the eyeball for my trouble. I blinked it away and
sat there, cold but not cold enough to move, wet, but not wet
enough to go inside. I was waiting for something, but I didn’t know
what.

And
then the sun came out.

Not
shyly, the way you’d expect on a day like this, peeking through the
clouds as if not to startle anyone. But suddenly, abruptly,
flooding the courtyard with color. It was bright enough to leave me
blinking.

And
staring around at a suddenly completely dry space, lacking rain or
puddles of any kind. Except for the droplets that sprayed out of my
hair as I twisted my neck, searching for the next threat. He wasn’t
hard to find.

“So,
this is the famous Pythian Court.”

The
man sitting in the sunshine on the chair opposite mine looked like
a proper British gentleman. His three-piece suit was a navy
pinstripe, with a brighter blue tie and pocket square, the same
color as his eyes. His beard and hair were white and neatly
trimmed, and a bright gold watch chain glinted at his waist. He
could have been any well-dressed businessman ready to head out for
another day of wheeling and dealing, and crushing the little
guy.

He
wasn’t.

Well, except for maybe that last part.

And,
suddenly, I was furious.

“What are you doing here?” I got up, abruptly
enough to overturn my chair. “How are you here?”

“The
latter is easier to explain,” he said, lighting a cigar. “I’m here
because you’re here.”

“To
do what? Threaten me some more?” Because I had no doubt about who
he was. He hadn’t introduced himself, but he didn’t need to. The
power flooding off him said everything, all on its own.

He
glanced up in feigned surprise. “Oh, that’s the why. We’re still on
the how. My power in your veins allows us to communicate, although
not for long. You used most of it chastising poor
Aeslinn—”

“What you aren’t using to attack me!”

He
smiled slightly. “But not to kill you. Not yet. I thought we might
revisit our previous conversation first.”

“Why, if I’m going to be a corpse in a minute?”

“That, my dear, is entirely up to you. Come, sit, let’s have
some tea.”

A
proper tea service appeared on the table, much like the one that
Gertie and I had shared.

I
stubbornly continued standing.

“You
do so remind me of your mother,” he sighed.

“Don’t you dare to speak of her!”

He
looked surprised again, this time genuinely. “Why? She wronged me,
not the other way around. But I bear her no animosity. She paid for
her crimes, as all must in the end. But it would be a shame for you
to share her punishment.”

“You
didn’t seem to think that way on the river.”

He
shook his head. “That little stunt was Aeslinn’s idea. One that I
do believe he is regretting.”

“Is
he dead?”

“No,
although he’s in quite a bit of pain. He’s also
furious.”

“What a pity.”

“Not
at all.” He paused to take a puff or two, little ones, to get the
cigar started. He didn’t seem to be in any hurry; it wasn’t him
bleeding out on the bed. “He made the mistake of underestimating
you. He’s paying the price for that.”

“You
don’t sound too disturbed.”

He
shrugged and blew a smoke ring skyward, enveloping and then leaving
behind a falling leaf. “Should I be? At least his hubris gave me
the chance to get a look at you.”

“And
you couldn’t do that before?”

He
smiled around the cigar, showing big, strong, white teeth. He was
pleasant looking, a grandfatherly type, the kind you’d smile back
at on a sidewalk somewhere if you didn’t know him. It bothered
me.

Villains should look like villains, like Ares, the
towering, red embodiment of hatred. Nobody looked at him and
thought ‘what a nice old gent.’ Of course, nobody who looked at him
thought anything, because they didn’t live long enough.

But
still.

Zeus, on the other hand, set off no warning signals. A fact
that set off warning signals all by itself, because I’d known guys
like this before. Tony, my old guardian, was fat and jolly and
charming in his own way, when he felt like making the
effort.

Right up until he wasn’t.

I’d
seen him have that same pleasant smile on his face while watching
somebody be ripped apart.

“No,
no I could not,” Zeus said. “Nor could I talk to you properly. And
once you use up the rest of my power, that will be true
again.”

“You
managed it well enough in my suite—”

“No,
I managed it in transition. I absorbed a little goddess, some years
ago, who had power in the byways, as she put it. It gives me some
control over the spaces in between—worlds, moments, what have you.”
He waved a hand, as if he hadn’t just admitted to cannibalism.
“When you gatecrashed Aeslinn’s party, we were able to follow you
into your—shift, I believe you call it? But not to
land.”

“Aeslinn didn’t seem to have that trouble,” I said tightly.
He’d run like a whipped dog through that portal of his.

“Aeslinn forgot what I’d said,” Zeus corrected. “That if we
tried to leave transition, the time stream would wash us back to
where we started. You could have escaped us at any point today,
merely by shifting back into real time.”

“Good to know.”

He
smiled. “You managed well enough, as it happens.”

“And
you’re lying,” I said, getting tired of the pretense of civility.
We intended to kill each other; this whole thing was obscene. “If
you were telling the truth, Aeslinn would be the one from the past,
who had no reason to attack me. He didn’t even know me
then!”

Zeus
let out a breath of smoke. “Impressive. Most people would not be
clear minded enough to fish for information in your current
situation.”

“I’m
not fishing—”

“Of
course, you are.” Sharp blue eyes found mine through gaps in the
smoke. “You already suspect the truth—you destroyed his court, but
didn’t find him there. What better place to hide than back in time?
And in a world where the Pythian power doesn’t work and cannot spy
on you.”

I
blinked; I hadn’t expected him to just come out with it like that.
Candor from him worried me, made me doubt myself. Not that I wasn’t
doing that already.

“You’re saying he can time travel.” It came out harshly. I
didn’t care. If Aeslinn could travel in time, and channel the power
of a god while he did it? Yeah, my life was about to infinitely
suck.

Which considering how it was already going, was saying
something.

But
Zeus shook his head. “No. His servant, that disgusting
necromancer—Jonathan, I think he was called?”

I
nodded tersely.

“He
took us back in time before he died. He harvested part of that
girl’s soul—what was her name?”

“Jo.”

It
came out calmly enough, I’m not sure how. Jo featured in my
nightmares on a regular basis, although not just because of what
she’d done. But because of what had been done to her.

I
could still see it, that vague impression of a face, screaming
silently from underneath the skin of Jonathan’s side. The eyeballs
pushing against their fleshly covering and constantly working, as
if trying to see out; the nose grotesquely distending the flesh,
not that Jonathan had seemed to care; the wide-open mouth. I hadn’t
been able to tell what she was saying, if anything.

I
hadn’t wanted to know.

She
hadn’t deserved that fate; nobody did. But the Circle wouldn’t have
been much kinder. She’d been a Pythian acolyte who was seduced by
the gods to betray her vows, although they hadn’t had to work too
hard in her case. She’d been mad at the world for years and looking
for a way to get even.

She’d found one.

But
helping Ares to return hadn’t panned out. And the party had ended
with Jonathan slicing and dicing her soul and grafting a piece of
it onto his own, to give him the ability to access the Pythian
power. She and Jonathan were both dead now, so they wouldn’t be
joyriding around the timeline anymore.

It
should have been a relief, but I was finding that a hard emotion to
summon at the moment.

“I
take it Jonathan learned to graft souls from you?” I said, also
calmly. I was pretty sure that I was numb at this point. “I heard
the gods were into that.”

“Some, not me.”

“No,
you just eat them whole,” I said, before I thought. But I didn’t
flinch at the warning flash in those baby blues. Because it was
true, and because I was dying anyway.

I
found it weirdly liberating.

“Fearless,” Zeus mused, after a moment. “But then, I don’t
know what else I expected.” He took a puff and let it out, watching
it drift slowly skyward. “In any case, they were right to kill
him—filthy beasts, necromancers, playing with the dead—”

“As
opposed to feasting off their souls? Tell me, did Metis scream when
you ate her alive?”

Again, the words were out before I could stop them, making
me wonder what was wrong with me. Was I trying to provoke him? Had
I actually gone crazy?

But
Zeus learned fast, and there was no reaction this time.

“No.” Blue eyes met mine coolly through a haze of smoke. “I
caught her by surprise.”

I
didn’t have anything cute to say to that. The rush of adrenaline
fueling my bravado gave out abruptly in the face of true evil.
There was no emotion on his face, no happiness at the thought of
her death, but no remorse, either. Just cold
calculation.

He
smiled at me. “In any case, we followed you into your shift, where
I could talk to you—”

“Where you could threaten me while you tried to kill me, you
mean.” My mouth seemed to be on autopilot, while my brain reeled in
terror. But it was true enough. After this morning, there was no
longer any doubt who had provided a distraction at just the right
moment for me to become untethered in time.

One
to you, Gertie, I thought.

One
to you.

But
Zeus brushed it away. “A test, and an insultingly easy one—I see
that now. The second attempt was better, although its outcome
remains… uncertain.”

“What do you want?” I asked thickly, because this was
clearly meant to be a bribe. Do what I ask and I’ll let you
live.

Zeus
raised an eyebrow. “If I were allowed, I would say once more that
you remind me of someone else. She was also… disturbingly blunt.”
He put out the cigar he’d barely smoked. “And you know what I
want.”

“To
ravage the Earth, and for me to get out of the way while you do
it.”

“Not
ravage. Would it help if I tell you that I’ve learned a few things
since my last visit to your world?”

It
was my turn to laugh, which surprised me, bursting out in sheer
reaction. “No.”

“It’s the truth, nonetheless. As is this: you can’t win,
Cassie. Not against me.”

“Which is why you’re spending so much time trying to
convince me of that.”

“Our
previous conversation was a bit crass, I admit,” he shrugged. “But
you’d be surprised how often that sort of thing works.”

“And
how often does this?

“Oh,
but this is special—and rare. This is me being honest.”

“About what?”

He
looked rueful. “See, there’s the rub. I could simply tell you—and I
have partly. You do not win this contest, no matter what you do.
But there’s more to it than that. However, explaining that part…
could be counterproductive.”

“How? If I’m not going to win anyway, what does it matter?”
I knew he was lying about most of this, maybe all of it. But our
side needed any help we could get, and maybe he’d slip up and
reveal something.

He
smiled again, almost admiringly, and it was disturbing how much my
heart leapt at the sight. He was literally currently killing me,
with part of me gibbering somewhere in terror. And yet some other
part still wanted his approval. I was insane.

And
then I proved it when he laughed, and I felt an answering smile
come to my lips.

I
bit it back.

“I’d
prefer to be plain with you,” he said. “But if I do, it increases
the odds that you won’t believe me. I can’t blame you; when I first
figured it out, I didn’t believe me—”

“Figured what out?”

“See, again, that’s where we run into trouble. I want to
tell you, but it is vastly better if you discover the truth for
yourself, as I did. I will give you a hint though. If you survive
this: read your mail.”






I hit the floor abruptly, as if falling from a
height, but no rough flagstone met my fingertips. Just old wooden
boards, worn smooth and almost velvety to the touch. The dazzling
sunlight of the courtyard was also suddenly absent, replaced by
soft darkness and a little moonlight. I stared around my bedroom at
Gertie’s, and for a second, wasn’t sure where I was—or when.

This felt like the present, as if I’d finally exited
all the overlapping snippets of memory, likely because my brain
couldn’t take anymore. But I wasn’t sure. I lay there, clutching
the floor and waiting for a god or a ghost or something to jump out
at me, only nothing did.

The floor stayed reassuringly still, if surprisingly
wet, and occasional sprinkles of water hit my body from time to
time. I didn’t wonder where they were coming from. Didn’t think at
all, afraid that I might trigger another memory. I did, however,
eventually get up and sit on the chair by the dressing table, which
I must have fallen out of when the memory shattered.

And even that wasn’t the best move.

Going from horizontal to vertical made my head spin,
to the point that I thought I might black out. I hugged the table
for a while, feeling the smooth surface of the wood against my
cheek and smelling the old resin—kind of lemony—in my nose. The
thick solidity of the piece was comforting, having been built for
sturdiness rather than beauty. It was the Ford Escort of dressing
tables: not real flashy, but it got the job done…

Why was I thinking about dressing tables?

Maybe so I didn’t have to think about anything
else.

I decided that was a plan, and just listened to the
rain kamikaze the window for a while. There was a lot of it, like a
storm had blown in while I was out. One that was wetting the floor,
I realized, because someone had left a couple inches of the pane
pushed up.

After a few moments of watching a puddle form, I got
up and went to close the gap, only to pause and do the opposite. I
pushed the stiff old sash further up and stood there in the spray,
breathing it in. The street below was wet and shining in the
moonlight, and deserted, probably because it was also freezing.
Which meant if my robe got wet, I was screwed since I didn’t have
another one.

I didn’t move.

I stood in the spray, letting it hit me, letting it
soak me, enjoying shivering because I was alive to do so. And felt
a weird smile stretch my lips. I felt strangely euphoric, a feeling
I hadn’t expected just after being threatened by the king of the
gods.

Only it wasn’t ‘just’, was it? That must have
happened hours ago, shortly after they brought me back, yet I was
still here. I had no idea how, but suddenly, it didn’t matter so
much anymore. I’d lived. I’d healed. I was here and Zeus was gone and Aeslinn was
off somewhere, trying to regrow a hand.

How’s that working for you, I thought, half
hysterical laughter bubbling up in my throat. How is that
working?

I let my emotions out after a minute, despite
knowing it would hurt, and I was right. My abused vocal cords made
me sound like a winded donkey, braying snorts instead of anything
resembling a human sound. I didn’t care. I laughed and laughed,
until I was dizzy again, then sat on the windowsill and laughed
some more. I finally ran out of strength and leaned my head against
the panes, staring in wonder at my reflection in the darkened
glass.

How in the hell had I gotten out of that alive?
Any of it?
How in the—

Hey.

I paused, and squinted into the makeshift mirror
that the window had become, thanks to the darkened street. It was
rain splattered and a little grimy, but as good as the others I had
in here. Or maybe not.

Because the face being reflected back at me was…
strange.

Instead of wide, relieved eyes, mine were narrowed
to slits, and instead of stretching into a sloppy smile, my lips
were… kind of scary. My lips were set on snarl, and I didn’t know
why. I was definitely not feeling like snarling. I wasn’t feeling
like much of anything except finding a towel and going back to bed.
Just sitting there was taking all the strength I had, and even with
that, I was trembling slightly.

So, what was up with my mouth?

I stared at it some more. It continued to snarl.
Stop that, I told it sternly.

It did not stop that. It did, however, start to
speak. Which freaked me out so much that I got up and staggered
back a few steps.

Because the words… weren’t mine.


 Chapter Eleven

What the hell are you doing?”

I started and stared around at the empty room.
“Zeus?” I said, feeling slightly ridiculous. And then wondering
what I was doing, because if this was another attack, I was
screwed. I had nothing left—absolutely nothing—to fight with, which
meant that I didn’t need to sit around, chatting with this thing! I
needed help and I needed it now, which was why I bolted for the
door the next second.

I didn’t make it, tripping over my own two feet and
going down half way. A wave of pain went through my already bruised
knee, but I ignored it and lunged for the doorknob. I even got a
finger on it, before my hand was knocked away.

“Augghhh!”

“Stop screaming or they’ll hear—” my own voice told
me.

“Good!” I cut myself off, and no, that wasn’t freaky
at all!

“Then we won’t be able to talk—”

“Wouldn’t that be a shame?” I said wildly, and
grabbed for the doorknob again. Only to halt halfway through the
movement and crabwalk backwards, like some possessed thing, which…
yeah. “Get out, get out, get out!”

“Will you please stop yelling and listen to me?”

“No,” I said, and tried to scream for help again,
only to have a fist close around my throat.

It didn’t help with the imminent panic thing,
because it was one of mine.

“Augghhh! Augghhh!” I whispered, while choking
myself.

“Stop it!” The voice echoed in my head. It didn’t
sound like Zeus, but right then, I didn’t care. “Stop fighting me;
I don’t have much time!”

Well, that was encouraging, I thought, and redoubled
my efforts.

“Stop it or Emrys will hear!”

I stopped it, mostly out of surprise. There weren’t
too many people who knew the name that Rosier had given his son,
and which Pritkin never used. And even fewer of them could be
talking to me right now.

But one could.

I felt a surge of pure rage flood through me, hot
enough to drive out everything else. “You!”

“Anger is as difficult to read through as fear,”
Pritkin’s incubus said, after my hands loosened slightly. “I
need—”

“I don’t give a damn what you need!”

“You don’t understand. We have to talk—”

“I don’t understand? I don’t?” I felt my skin flush. “You tried
to rape me, barely a month ago, in this very room! And now you have
the utter gall—”

“I was trying to take power from you so we could
talk!” the creature said, and actually sounded insulted. “I was too
weak to do that without a power boost, which incubi get through
sex, and since you’re already having regular intercourse with—”

“Him! Not you!”

“I am him. I have always been him. There is no
diff—”

“Son of a bitch, let me up!”

To my surprise, he did. The hand on my throat
released, and I lay there, staring at the ceiling and breathing
hard. The candle had guttered, leaving only moonlight for
illumination, but I managed to see my traitorous right hand rise
into the air when I told it to. And then my body follow as I slowly
got back to my feet.

I caught my expression in the washstand’s mirror,
and it was furious, but this time, the emotion was all mine—and for
good reason!

When I first met Pritkin, I didn’t even know that he
was part demon. He didn’t use his incubus powers, substituting
human and fey magic instead, and eventually he explained why. His
incubus nature had gotten away from him exactly once—on his wedding
night—when his bride had tried to initiate the feedback loop of
power that incubi royal house used to magnify magical energy, both
theirs and a partner’s.

She was part demon, too, but weak, which had
constantly left her on the outside looking in where demon society
was concerned. She’d planned to change that by switching on
Pritkin’s abilities, and unfortunately for her, she had succeeded.
Pritkin didn’t know how to shut down the loop once it began, having
never previously utilized that particular talent, and before he
could figure it out, his demon side had drained her dry.

She’d never received anything back, having not had
enough power to fuel a single loop, leaving him with a lifeless
husk in his arms, a feeling of crushing guilt, and a burning hatred
of his other half. He’d kept it on a hard lock down thereafter,
starved it of power, and tried to pretend that it didn’t exist.
Which had worked pretty well—right up until the fight with
Ares.

In order to defeat the god of war, he and I had had
to engage the feedback loop. On the plus side, it hadn’t drained me
as it had his wife, since it had pulled from the Pythian power,
giving it plenty of energy to feed on. And then to multiply, many
times over, before sending it back to me, allowing me to distract
the god of war while a member on our side reflected one of Ares’
own battle spells back at him, thus killing him.

But everything comes with a price, and for Pritkin,
the price of victory had been a newly reinvigorated demon side. It
had retained some of the power from the exchange, and had been
using it to try to influence me ever since. First, by making me
feel sorry for it—poor little demon, all locked away—and then by
attacking me, trying to drain my power during a previous trip to
Gertie’s.

I didn’t know what its end game was, but I didn’t
think I’d like it.

And I didn’t want to deal with it right now, goddamn
it!

“How did you possess me?” I demanded.

“I haven’t. I—”

“Liar!”

I saw a flash of annoyance cross my face in the
mirror, and then a look of… almost defeat. I actually felt bad for
a second, before reminding myself sharply that this was an incubus.
They traded on emotion, manipulated it, twisted it to get what they
wanted. They did more gaslighting than Victorian England! I did not
feel bad for it!

“I am not an it,” it informed me stiffly. “I am part
of him, part of your lover—”

“Bullshit.”

“—and I have saved you, more than once. More than
once today, in fact.”

I didn’t bother replying that time, just walked over
and sat on the bed, my legs shaking slightly in reaction, although
to what I wasn’t sure. I had so much to choose from. I hugged my
knees to stop the tell-tale movement, and stared into the darkness
resentfully. I wanted to curl back up and go to sleep. I wanted to
pull the blankets over my head and pretend that this stupid,
horrible, screwed up day never happened. I wanted the weirdness to
stop already!

But first I had to deal with this, whatever this
was.

I got up again and dragged over the little
washstand.

“Yes, use the towel. You are wet and cold,” the
demon informed me. Like I didn’t know that. “And shut the
window—”

“Don’t tell me what to do!”

“You need to warm up,” it said stubbornly, in my
voice. “Or you’ll catch your death.”

“I don’t have to catch it; it’s stalking me like a
motherfucker.” I had a sudden idea. “If I shut the window, will you
leave?”

“No—”

“Well, then.”

“—but I’ll fade soon enough anyway. And getting
pneumonia will teach me nothing!”

I decided it had a point. I used the towel. The
candle had ended up on the floor, extinguished by the puddle that
had formed there. I picked it up, put it back on the nightstand,
and closed the window, then used the towel again on my wet
feet.

“Happy?” I asked, sitting back down on the bed, and
pulling the blanket around me.

“I do not think that word best describes today,” the
demon said grimly.

Okay, give it two points, I thought, peering into
the mirror at my face, now lit only by moonlight. I didn’t see any
more signs of possession, and I looked slightly less scary. I was
still pale, but so was everything under the glistening rays, which
bleached the world of color. My eyes were dark pits, thanks to some
next level bruising, but in this lighting, that could have been
mistaken for a shadow.

In moonlight, I looked almost normal.

Yeah, like I’d ever been that. Like the world had
ever let me be that. I grabbed one of the long, fat,
feather-stuffed bolsters and hugged it for comfort I didn’t
feel.

“You don’t want to be normal,” I saw myself say.

“What do you know about me?” I shot back.

“A good deal more after today.”

And then something freaky happened—what a
surprise—and a shadowy figure appeared on Rhea’s chair, a
barely-there smear of color against the night. But I could pick out
the pale blond of the hair, with its golden sheen faded by
darkness, to the point that it almost looked like Aeslinn’s. I
could also see a glimmer of green in the eyes, which I shouldn’t
have been able to in this light, but then, he wasn’t real, was he?
And, yes, I was going with ‘he’ because this was my brain and I
could be contradictory if I wanted to.

And because calling him ‘it’ was freaking me
out.

Kind of like his body, which was letting off some
weird black smoke from around the edges. He looked strangely like a
dark ghost sitting there, a thought that brought a new flash of
pain to an already bleeding mental landscape, so I shoved it away.
If I thought about those I’d lost in this war, I’d break, and I
wouldn’t break!

“No, you won’t,” he agreed, causing me to snarl.

“What the hell do you know?”

“As I said, a good deal.” The almost invisible man
shifted position, to one that Pritkin—my Pritkin—would never have
used. He looked like Rosier suddenly, sprawled lazily on the chair,
with one leg crossed carelessly over the other. It was an
unconsciously sensual pose, and one that pissed me off for some
reason.

“What do you want?”

He ignored the question as easily as Zeus had done.
Instead, he answered a previous one. “I saw the real you today, out
there on the water. For the first time, I saw her.”

“Did you possess me just to talk in riddles?”

“I didn’t possess you.” The face changed, giving me
the impression of a frown. “How much do you remember about
today?”

“Plenty.” Never give a demon an advantage over
you—Pritkin had taught me that—like admitting that I had a brain
like a sieve at the moment. And a pounding headache—and damn it,
why wouldn’t he go away?

But he stubbornly sat there and smoked at me. He
didn’t appear to believe my lie, judging by what little I could see
of his face. But he didn’t call me on it.

“You’re not possessed,” he repeated. “We’re linked
through the Lover’s Knot spell, something that has taken me some
time to figure out. Ingenious magic, like nothing I’ve ever
encountered. But I have learned to navigate it, and after the power
you sent me—”

“I didn’t send you anything,” I said
resentfully.

“Spillover, from what you sent to the vampire. You
received added energy that way. Are you surprised that I did,
also?”

“And you used it to come here and keep me from my
sleep?”

“No, I used it to try to talk to you, something I
have been attempting for some time. But the one you call Pritkin
has been especially watchful lately, and when I finally did get an
opportunity, what did I find?”

I didn’t get a chance to reply, not that I was
planning on it, because he showed me.

The space in between us lit up with more hazy
imagery, although it wasn’t as indistinct as he was. Maybe because
this newest picture was filled with the watery light of a cloudy
day—this day. And it was showing me the Thames where—

A battle for the ages was going on.

It was a replay of what had happened this morning,
only this was late in the game. There were already wrecked hulks
everywhere, the remains of once robust river traffic. There were
miniature bonfires scattered across the scene, the leftovers of the
great one that our fight had dispersed far and wide. And there were
drifts of smoke obscuring parts of the landscape, even from the
bird’s eye view I seemed to have. But the smoke wasn’t so thick
that I couldn’t make out what was happening below, which…

“You see?” Not Pritkin said. “I arrived, became
disoriented, and pulled back for a wider view. You can imagine my
surprise at what I saw.”

Yeah, I thought, leaning forward. And momentarily
forgetting that this was crazy, and that he was dangerous, and that
I should be calling for help. Although what Gertie could do against
a demon hopped up on godly spillover, I didn’t know.

And I didn’t find out, because I was too gripped by
what I was seeing to do anything but stare in amazement.

Below was a tiny figure in a ruined dress, more
black than white at this point, with strange, burnt edged holes all
over it, like hell’s polka dots. I finally figured out that they
were the marks from the hail of burning coal, which had left the
dress more missing than there. But the person wearing the ruined
outfit didn’t look beaten down and defeated, as I’d have expected.
She also didn’t look like me. A halo of stolen power spilled out
around her, lighting up the murky water and gilding the gloomy day.
Her face was so bright that I could barely look at it, her hair was
a radiant sunburst about her head, and her eyes…

Shone like stars.

“There,” Not Pritkin said, and I realized that he
had moved to the bed beside me. I still couldn’t see him very well,
more like black smoke given human form, except for the brilliantly
green eyes. “You see?”

I saw.

The woman in the image had coiled a massive golden
whip out of her hand, and was using it to lash the giant fey in
front of her. She should have been terrified; he was huge and
furious, and kept slinging silver lightning bolts that I didn’t
remember, maybe because my whip had grabbed them and thrown them
aside as if they didn’t matter, as if they were nothing. And in
between, the great golden strand darted back in, cutting bloody
rents in Aeslinn’s body, ones that even his prodigious healing
powers seemed to be struggling with.

The end came much as I remembered, with Aeslinn
kicking up a tidal wave from the river to buy him a moment, and
stepping through a portal that had opened up behind him, even as my
whip tore one last gash across his face.

Then he was gone, and the image faded, leaving the
room dark once more.

I hugged my pillow and stared at the hell beast
beside me, and at the black steam boiling off him in waves. He
didn’t say anything, maybe giving me time to absorb all that,
although I didn’t know why he thought I needed it. I’d been
there.

“You ended too soon,” I finally said. “You cut out
the part where I almost died.”

“But you didn’t. Aeslinn fled before you, back to
Faerie, vanquished and beaten—”

“And I almost drowned in a watery footprint!” I
threw the pillow aside and got up, furious again, but too tired to
wonder why. I rounded on the demon. “What do you want?”

“What I’ve always wanted: to help you.”

I laughed. “I’m sure.”

“I helped you today—or yesterday. It is difficult to
keep track with all the time hopping you do. But recently, I showed
Lord Mircea how to borrow an ability from Emrys, one that we
absorbed from another demon once, so that he might rescue you. Or
did you think he grew those wings on his own?”

I had been about to say something, but at that I
stopped. “You did that?”

He brushed it away. “Vampires are easy. They love
power. Show them a new one and they grab it with both hands. I had
barely indicated the possibility when his new accessories were
sprouting from his shoulders.” He shot me a look. “Would that
others felt the same.”

I frowned.

“Later, on the river, I helped you again. You had
power, but did not know how to use it, how to fight as the gods
once did. I showed you—”

My frown tipped into a scowl. Now I knew he was
lying. “You showed me nothing!”

“The whip? That was my idea. I planted it in your
mind—”

“That was my power!”

“It was formed from your power, yes, but the idea
was mine.” That last was said more sharply, and with less charm
than his voice had held so far. He sounded more like Pritkin
suddenly, who had never uttered a charming word in his life. Charm
to him was another form of lying, of manipulation, of all the
things about his heritage that he hated. He avoided it like the
plague even with me, although I’d long since learned to hear the
concern behind the blunt remarks.

But hearing it from this thing—

Was infuriating.

“You have a temper almost as quick as his, although
you’ve learned to hide it,” the creature said. “You’ve learned to
hide a great many things.”

“Get out.” My voice was harsh, so much so that it
didn’t even sound like mine. But he wasn’t having it.

“You don’t like hearing your true voice, do you?” he
asked, his head tilting. “Or seeing your true face—”

“I see it all the time.”

“No. You see the pretty, harmless, clumsy little
mask, the human veil that covers the truth within. You think I
don’t know? That I don’t see? I have always seen. How could I do
otherwise, when we are the same?”

“We are nothing alike!”

“We are exactly alike. Why do you think I was able
to help you a third time?”

I was going to ask what he was talking about. To
point out that there had been no third time, assuming that there
had been a first or a second. But then, he showed me.

And this time, it wasn’t a projection.


 Chapter Twelve

There was a flash of vivid blue eyes in a sun bronzed face,
a crack like thunder, and a blaze of white light. Then the garden
was gone, and I was back on my bed, holding my breath and expecting
to see blood flowing from a dozen new wounds. I didn’t.

I
saw something worse.

The
lightning bursts in my skin, which had been growing like slow
blooming fireworks, suddenly stopped. For a second, for one brief,
wonderful second, I thought that Pritkin had somehow managed to fix
this. But one look at the confusion on his face told me I was
wrong.

And
then I felt a familiar sensation: barbs sinking deep.

Zeus, it seemed, had decided that sauce for the goose was
sauce for the gander, a fitting term for one who had appeared in
goose form to one of his mistresses. But he didn’t want pleasure
from me; he wanted power. My power, all that I’d taken from him and everything
I had left. It felt like a hundred fangs biting deep—and starting
to feed.

I
screamed as every filament of stolen strength suddenly reversed
course, from tearing me apart physically to doing it spiritually.
My greatest fear had become my enemy’s greatest weapon, because I
couldn’t think past the terror. Couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t
feel, couldn’t breathe.

Couldn’t let Pritkin in.

“Cassie!”

“I
can’t; I can’t!”

“You
must! Look at me!”

I
screamed again instead, a terrified, gut-wrenching sound, the cry
of a cornered animal who knows it’s trapped. Who knows that nature
is red in tooth and claw, and that there will be no mercy. No way
out; no way out. I was trapped and I was going to die this way,
because he was eating me, he was eating me, he was—

“Lady!” Rhea was pounding on the door, her voice frantic.
“Lady, do you need me—”

“No!
Stay out!” She couldn’t help, and I couldn’t let her see me like
this; not like this.

So
weak, I thought in disgust. I always had been, except for that
brief moment on the river when I’d dared to steal power from a god,
from the king of the gods. And even then, it hadn’t lasted. Aeslinn
had quickly begun pulling it back, because power—

Goes
both ways.

I
blinked, my desperate cries suddenly silenced, as I realized—I
might not be able to survive this, but I could make my opponent
pay. If he had his fangs in me, then I had mine in him. And what
the hell did I have to lose?

Not
like a beaten dog, you bastard, I thought. I go out like a goddess,
like my mother before me, like a Pythia. You might win, but I will make
you bleed.

My
strange new vision kicked in, showing me lightning running like
thorny vines throughout my body, like a second venous system. I
didn’t wait to examine them closely; didn’t care. I ripped them
out, feeling my life force splatter like blood as they tore loose.
Didn’t care; didn’t care; didn’t care. It beat along with my heart,
a new mantra, because I was dying anyway. I just needed to last
long enough to take him with me.

I
looped the silver strands around my mental hands, round and round
and round, ignoring their bite; it only helped me to hold
on.

Then
I jerked, pulling with everything I had, and felt a god
falter.

“You
would vie with me?” The voice was amused.

“As
opposed to dying like a dog? Yes!”

He
laughed. “Then dance with me, little Pythia. Let us see if there is
anything of your mother in you. Or if your father’s tainted blood
has poisoned yours as well.”

“Go
fuck yourself,” I panted, because this was not my finest
hour.

“Yes, it is,” Pritkin said, his voice rough, and kissed
me.

And
this time, there was something different in his touch. The previous
kiss had been tender, light and careful—the caress of a man whose
lover is suffering. This one was all passion, hard and demanding,
and full on from the start. It awakened a fire in me that had
nothing to do with pain, and everything to do…

With
power.

Not
stolen from a god, but ours, thrumming through the bond between us
and sweet, sweet, so damned sweet, like honey dripping onto my
lips. It healed my flesh, sang in my veins, and for a moment, all I
could do was cling to him, licking it up. I felt my strength
returning, my vision clearing, the ringing in my ears beginning to
ease—

And
then Zeus jerked us halfway across the room.

We
hit the floor, and Pritkin’s body went up in strange, black smoke
underneath me. I stared around at the dissipating clouds, and
wondered if I was somehow imagining all this. But part of it was
real enough. Zeus was sucking me dry, and in the process was
throwing me physically around the room, using his power like a
whip—

And,
yeah, I got the irony, I thought, right before he slung me against
a wall.

People outside were yelling, fists were beating on the
door, and enchantments were being muttered, which did exactly
nothing, because that was coven magic sealing me in, and the war
mages didn’t know it. And a good thing, too. If they tried to
interfere, they might get themselves killed, and add changing time
to the clusterfuck of the last few days.

But
I wasn’t doing so well on my own. I was dragged along the floor,
suddenly grateful for boards that had given up all their splinters
ages ago, only to stop when I hit the side of the tub—with my head.
The blow was hard enough for me to see stars, but I found purchase
on the slick side anyway, bracing myself and pulling
back.

Which did nothing except to almost break my leg when I was
ripped out of place and dragged over the top.

Agnes flickered into view for a second, a red-faced girl in
a filthy gown that she’d never had time to change. I opened my
mouth to warn her, to tell her to get out, but I didn’t have a
chance. Because she was suddenly gone again, looking as surprised
as I was.

Redirect spell, I thought. Rhea couldn’t keep anyone with
the Pythian power from shifting in, but she could lay spells that
sent them elsewhere whenever they tried it. I wondered where she’d
sent Agnes as I was flung back across the room.

I
landed on the bed, flipped over, and looked up—

And
saw a furious woman flash back in, wearing a filthy gown that was
now also dripping wet.

Oh,
that was where.

Well, at least the dress was already ruined, I thought, as
she was redirected back out again.

And
then someone grabbed me.

It
freaked me out because it felt like a real hand, but it wasn’t made
out of flesh. I jerked around, wondering what this new hell was,
and then froze because I didn’t know. It didn’t look like anything
I’d ever seen, and I’d seen a lot.

But
then, it wasn’t finished yet.

The
bed sheets had started rising up and pulling away from the
mattress. But instead of blood stained and mud smeared, as they’d
been a second ago, they were almost blindingly white. They were
also forming themselves into a familiar shape.

A
well-muscled arm emerged from the billowing mass, pale but fully
formed. Then a naked torso, lithe and long, like a swimmer’s body,
but heavier across the shoulders. And, finally, a head, one with
high cheekbones, proud arched eyebrows, and a fierce, aquiline
nose, the whole adding up to a hawk-like profile that a Roman
senator might have envied.

I
didn’t understand how, but it was unmistakably Mircea. Looking like
he’d been caught in someone’s laundry, with his body outlined
against the billowing sheets, but him nonetheless. And it didn’t
take long for the fabric to tighten up, to mold itself to the
strong contours of his chest, the sweeping ladder of his ribs, the
soft indentation of his navel, and the heavy weight of his
sex.

It
was a perfect recreation, to the point that I could see the
outlines of his nipples, furled against the cold; could make out
the pale slash of a knife scar on his hipbone, a rare reminder of
the violent days of his youth; could trace the prominent veins in
his forearms. Even the muscles working in his thighs were visible,
as he fought to free himself from the remains of his fabric prison.
He finally succeeded, with his feet coming into view and indenting
the mattress.

They
were as pale as marble, like the rest of him, because the sheets
had disappeared all right, but they hadn’t vanished. They’d been
transformed, although into what I wasn’t sure. He looked like an
anatomically correct statue, like a better endowed David stepping
off a plinth. Even the hair was right, with that well-kept mane
flowing like sculpted stone. But it didn’t feel like stone when he
knelt down and a strand of it brushed against my cheek.

It
felt like him.

I
knew I should run, knew that this was just another trick by Zeus,
like that farce in the courtyard. But if it was a trick, it was a
damned good one. And where was I supposed to go?

The
poison was in my blood.

It
didn’t help that it all felt so real, so exactly like the man I
knew: the strength of his arms as they encircled me from behind,
hardened from swinging swords and flails and carrying iron banded
shields around; the steady heartbeat against my back, something
vampires didn’t need but that Mircea never forgot; the cool, soft
glide of his hair over my bare shoulders, like a silken river; and
the scent of pine, practically his signature, heady and rich and so
familiar in my nostrils.

I
could feel the warmth of his breath on my neck. Could trace the
pattern of calluses on his hands as they gripped my arms, so
different from Pritkin’s, which had been formed by medieval quills
and modern guns. I didn’t need to see the two men to tell the
difference between them; I could read their skin like
braille…

And,
suddenly, I had a new volume, when the sheets on the opposite side
of me started to rise up as well. For a moment, all I could see was
flapping white cotton and my hair, which the air they disturbed was
tossing around. Then I froze, and not just because Zeus was forcing
me to brace against the footboard with my legs to avoid being
thrown around the room again.

But
because I immediately recognized the new arrival.

And,
okay, maybe this wasn’t one of Zeus’s tricks, after all. Maybe
this… was one of ours. Because I’d know that shape
anywhere.

It
was in the muscular thickness of a thigh, pushing up from the
mattress. It was in the powerful chest and shoulders that followed,
the result of regular workouts and even more regular fights. It was
in the features on the head that fought its way out of the
confining sheets: the stubborn jaw, the slightly too-large nose,
and the thin lips that I’d once disliked, but had come to think
balanced out the face.

Pritkin wasn’t classically handsome, being more rugged,
more rough around the edges, more careless of his appearance than
Mircea. Good looks weren’t part of his job description as they had
been for the Senate’s chief diplomat, and he wasn’t a vain man. But
I’d learned to appreciate the bad haircuts and the stubbled jaw,
the rumpled t-shirts stretched over hardened pecs, and the way the
soft old jeans he wore sometimes dipped down to show me a glimpse
of an Adonis belt, or to hug that shapely backside.

I
used to have to catch a glimpse of said backside in our workout
sessions—carefully, when he wasn’t looking or when I hoped he
wasn’t. These days, I ogled openly, which got me warning looks,
because Pritkin didn’t play around during training. And then
escalating exercise— “an extra mile of jogging today, since you’re
so energetic” —as a penance. One I took gladly, because it
invariably ended with us in a closet or a spare hotel room,
whatever bolt hole we could find, tearing each other’s clothes off
like horny teenagers.

Yes,
it was unmistakably the man I loved, here via some magic I didn’t
understand. Like I didn’t understand what had happened a moment
ago, when he’d just disappeared. Or, for that matter, why he and
Mircea were showing up like this instead of coming in the flesh to
help me.

I
also knew that it didn’t matter. As good as it was to see them in
any form, they’d come too late. I was losing.

My
strength, already tested too many times, was all but gone. Zeus
might be a world away, having to command his power through space
and time, but he was managing really well. Better than well. I’d
thought the distance might give me a small chance, and maybe it
had.

But
it wasn’t enough.

I
could feel myself slipping away, my mental hands loosening on the
silver threads, the drain starting in earnest as my resistance
faltered. I didn’t have the strength to keep fighting, having
already expended the small hit of power that Pritkin had given me.
Right now, it didn’t feel like I had anything left at
all.

And
then Mircea bit me.

I
felt the agony of a bite with no preparation, felt my blood spirt
and then start to seep down my shoulder, felt confusion—Mircea was
tidier than that, and blood was precious. Why was he wasting it?
Why was he biting me at all?

Then
I realized why.

“No!” I said, fighting against the pleasure that followed
the bite, a rushing wave of it that almost cancelled out the pain.
But there were more ways to hurt than the physical, and my mind,
clear and determined a moment ago, was suddenly
panicking.

Something that ramped up when ghostly hands joined the
fight, closing over mine in my mental vision, and halting the slide
of lightning through my fingers.

“No!” I repeated. “Take his power and you’ll poison
yourself! He’ll drain you, too!”

“Then why hasn’t he?” echoed in my mind, in Mircea’s voice.
“You already sent me power—a great deal of it. Why hasn’t he pulled
it back, or turned it against me?”

“Because he hasn’t had time?”

“He’s had time; he hasn’t used it. Which means he
can’t—”

“You
don’t know that!”

“I
do know that. The gods don’t turn down power, Cassie. But diluted
among the family, all the multiplied thousands of us, his doesn’t
have enough strength left to hurt anyone. Not from so far
away—”

“And
if you’re wrong?

“I’m
not. And what is the alternative?”

“Break the spell. Let me die—”

“No.” It was flat.

It
was also stupid. “Better me than the whole family!
Mircea—”

I
felt his arms tighten possessively, while his mental voice, when it
came again, was as angry as I’d ever heard it. “That is not an
alternative. And he is vulnerable. Let us make him feel
it.”

Then
those powerful hands looped themselves in agony, and jerked
back.

I
thought I heard a roar—of surprise, of fury, of pain—I wasn’t sure.
It was distant, unimportant. Because Mircea had begun to feed, not
on my blood, but on the foreign energy pulsing within
me.

It
hurt—the ache bright and sharp and horrible with every draw,
fighting with the pleasure of a vampire’s kiss, making me gasp and
cry out. It was far worse than a normal bite, but not because of
him. But because of the barbed filaments that he was drawing into
him.

Little thorns were suddenly tearing loose all over my body,
but they went slowly, reluctantly, and damaged as much as possible
in the process. Leaving a raw, ragged soul behind, even more
injured than my body. Mircea might win this contest, but would
there be anything left of me when he did?

It
didn’t feel like it.

I
thought I’d accepted death, come to terms with it, been willing to
pay the price if I could hurt my enemy in the process. But I raged
against it now, faced with the terror, not just of ending, but of
leaving a world to be ripped apart as Zeus was doing to me. Mircea,
Pritkin, Rhea—my entire court—none of them would survive. Because
Mircea might understand the gods and their power, but I understood
them and their hate.

I
should; they’d been teaching me about nothing else since I met
them.

So,
I did the only thing I could do, the only thing I had energy left
for, and screamed my rage at the being who was destroying me from
worlds away. I cursed his name even as I felt my hold on life
slipping through my fingers, blasphemed every way I knew. And
yelled my defiance at the skies—

Until familiar lips stopped me, until a familiar thigh
parted my own, until Pritkin drove his tongue into my mouth and his
body into mine, at almost the same moment. And I felt a burst of
power explode through me like nothing I’d ever known. I gasped
against him, and then gasped again when the power of his people, of
the incubus royal house, ignited around us in a way that it never
had before.

It
was no secret that his line could multiply power. That was why
Rosier commanded such great fees from other demons for a single
night in his company, and why he’d wanted Pritkin back in hell,
enough to make his son’s life miserable for years. Because the two
of them together could generate enough power to hold his throne
against all takers.

I
had even experienced the effect myself a few times, and thought I
understood it.

I’d
been wrong.

Pieces of what looked like a star flung sky, if glimpsed
through towering black storm clouds, were suddenly whirling around
us. They were thick enough to blot out the room, to leave us in the
middle of a glittering swath of boiling power, both alien and
familiar at the same time. And I realized: I’d never seen Pritkin’s
power before, had I? Just what it acted upon.

But
I was seeing it now, and feeling it, when one of the rotating bands
brushed against my arm, raising gooseflesh all over my body. And
then my mind’s eye showed me two more hands, dark as night but
sparkling with power, grab onto the thin thread of barbed lighting
in my fist. That made six of them now: mine, Mircea’s, and
Pritkin’s.

And,
all of a sudden, Zeus had a fight on his hands.
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I felt it when Zeus realized what had happened, when he
stopped testing me and threw his real strength into the fight, when
the strand of lightning between us flared and crackled and
strained. But it didn’t go flying out of my grip, as he had
probably expected. And, frankly, as I had expected.

Alone, I was no match for a god, much less their
king.

But
right now, I wasn’t alone.

Which was why the lightning threading through the skin of
my arm… started to recede.

It
looked like an animal sheathing silver claws, giving way to a black
and red landscape of ruined flesh. But I could deal with that, I
thought, daring to hope. I could definitely deal with
that!

Only
I didn’t know if I’d get the chance, since the retreat was going
slowly and stutteringly, pulling back one minute and advancing the
next, as if a battle was happening inside me. Which I guessed it
was. It looked like I’d become the new combat zone, that my body
was the current theater of war. Something that would have been
terrifying even if I hadn’t seen what had happened to the
Thames.

But
Pritkin wasn’t done.

He
began to thrust, in long, practiced strokes, exactly the way I
liked them. Or the way I would have liked them, only my fantasies
didn’t usually involve imminent death! Or my ex.

Of
course, Mircea was feeding, and on a god’s power at that. That
tended to be an orgasmic experience for vamps, even under normal
circumstances. Perhaps he was preoccupied…

And
then I noticed—his pulls from my body had synched up perfectly with
Pritkin’s thrusts into it, and okay.

Done
thinking now.

Pritkin made that easy, starting slow, letting me feel the
thick glide of his flesh through mine, every inch of it, as he
caressed me from the inside. Slow, but not too slow, deep, but not
too deep, searching for just the right angle. Then gradually
building momentum when he found it, the sensual glide becoming
quicker as I squirmed, as I gasped, as my body stretched to
accommodate him.

That
part wasn’t so easy; he was big and I was unprepared, in more way
than one. But this was a half incubus, and one that knew me all too
well. He bent forward, the scratch of his stubble a welcome
distraction from the strange whiteness of his body. I closed my
eyes, and immediately received another shock, when a warm, wet
mouth closed over a nipple.

He
began to suck, gently at first, a sweet caress, the roughness of
his tongue sweeping around the areola, peaking the tender flesh.
And then harder, while squeezing and kneading my body with his
hands, until I writhed and muttered things, I’m not sure what. And
then came off the bed, crying out his name when he bit down,
nipping the little nub he’d made.

And
sending a new kind of lightning sizzling through me.

He
showed me no mercy, immediately returning to his former occupation,
and even speeding up slightly. Faster and harder, not pounding me,
not yet, just enough difference to make me feel it, to make it
resonate all the way to my bones. I had a flash of sensation: sweat
from his hair, a few drops, landing on my stomach; callused hands,
warm on the bare skin of my ass, adjusting me; fingers digging into
my skin, not enough to cause me pain, not that I’d probably have
noticed right then. Just enough to help establish a perfect,
passionate, toe-curling rhythm that had me panting in
seconds.

And
with every move, his power increased. I could see it in my mind,
the bands of glittering black, pulsing in time with his movements.
In seconds, it looked like we were caught in a galactic maelstrom,
trapped at the center of a universe of wildly skewing stars and
distant nebulas, one that was spinning faster and faster and
faster, with my heartbeat racing right alongside it.

Part
of that came from not understanding why we weren’t burning up. We’d
set fire to a hotel the last time we’d tried this, and had almost
gone up ourselves. And the dangerous feedback loop that
characterized incubus magic had caught.

I
could feel it every time it swooped back around, rushing through
me, hard enough to leave my heart pounding and goosebumps flooding
my skin. It had me writhing against the bed, breathing hard and
then crying out, half in pleasure, half in shock. Because the loop
was raging harder than I’d ever felt it, and moving faster, so
quickly that it almost seemed like Pritkin was forcing it into my
body with every thrust.

We
were generating so much magic that I was afraid it would incinerate
us all if it got away from him. But it didn’t get away, and after a
moment, I realized why. Because all that power…

Was
going straight into the battle with Zeus. It wasn’t burning us,
because it was burning him, and he was… not happy. I switched to my
mental vision and could actually see the result of his rage pulsing
down the link between us, being met by our own, and flaring up into
a firestorm of magic on the metaphysical plane that left me gasping
and swearing and tearing my vision away, because I couldn’t bear to
look at it.

Which left me looking at the two men surrounding me
instead, which… was disturbing for a different reason.

Because the hands on my body were no longer
white.

Mircea was gripping my arms, cradling me against him, with
one hand sliding down to my elbow and back up again, over and over,
in a soothing rhythm. It was sun bronzed and shapely, with
well-tended nails, and was wearing his heavy gold signet ring. The
jewelry was solid, with a metal coolness as it pressed against my
overheated skin, and felt every bit as real as the long, dark hair
spilling over my shoulders.

I
made a breathless sound, half pleading, half shocked, and wished I
could see his face. I’d no sooner had the thought than my mental
vision skewed, showing me a dark head bent over me and a
half-obscured visage, but what I could see had color, too: the
lashes black against his cheek, the skin flushed with power, the
lips stained bright red. And the one eye that I could see glowing
cinnamon amber, and brightening further with every pull of his
mouth, with every helpless thrash I gave, with every heavy thrust
from our third—

Who
wasn’t looking so much like a statue anymore, either. Or, if he
was, it was one liberally streaked with paint. I could still see
the stark white in places on Pritkin’s powerful body, but there
were also brightly colored brushstrokes everywhere, like a crazed
artist had had a fit.

They
splashed the hard lines of his chest, with one nipple still stark
white, while the other was peach-pink and almost lost in golden
body hair. They crossed his face diagonally, like a swath of woad
on an ancient Celt, leaving one eye in blind relief and the other a
brilliant, glowing green. They painted his lower body, too, with
patches of color showing through the marble-like sheen, and tiny
golden hairs glinting on his thighs.

And
every movement was filling him further in.

Thrust—his hair took on a golden tint.

Thrust—his lips, colorless lines a moment ago, were now
faintly pink, with strong white teeth just visible behind
them.

Thrust—and I cried out, my orgasm building fast, and color
spilled up from the connection between us to flood Pritkin’s entire
lower body. He was like an artist dipping his brush in paint, and I
was the paint. I didn’t understand it, but I’d seen something like
it before… somewhere. I just couldn’t think…

Maybe because the changes were happening to me, as
well.

Only
I wasn’t adding color; I was losing it. Specifically, I was losing
more of the silver filaments that had been multiplying in my flesh.
A moment ago, they’d been bright, so bright, that they were almost
too much to look at, spilling over my skin practically everywhere.
And while they hadn’t been advancing anymore, they’d clung to my
body like they planned to be permanent, like liquid metal
tattoos.

Now
one of the biggest was drawing up under the hand that Mircea had
placed in the middle of my chest, getting smaller and smaller until
he plucked the remainder up like a dropped handkerchief or an
annoying cobweb, and tossed it away. It wasn’t happening all at
once; Zeus was making us fight for every inch. But it was
working.

And
so was something else.

Overhead, the glittering black bands of incubus magic had
been joined by ones of another color. Sparkling silver-white, they
twined around and through the rest, as if two wildly different
galaxies were dancing with each other. I stared up at them,
entranced by their otherworldly beauty, but not sure what I was
seeing.

Was
that some of the lightning that Mircea had taken out of me? Was he
turning Zeus’s own strength against him? Because that was how we’d
gotten rid of Ares.

But
that would be dangerous, so dangerous, with the All Father still in
command of his power. Mircea had long ago been nicknamed Mircea the
Bold, and he didn’t shy away from risk. But he also wasn’t
stupid.

But
then, what was it?

I
put up a hand, felt it brush against my fingertips, felt it
resonate deep inside me. I knew this power, as much as I knew
Pritkin’s, instinctively, immediately. Because it came—

From family, Mircea confirmed, with vicious satisfaction in his mental
voice.

He
widened my field of vision, showing me the great Basarab clan, all
the multiplied thousands of them, each donating a tiny bit of power
to the fight, because a master never fought alone, either. It was
like a tug of war with a multitude on one side, and only one on the
other.

But
when that one is a god, maybe that’s all you need.

Or
maybe not. Because there were two power streams in operation: one
going into Mircea and thus into the great well of the family’s
power base, and one coming out of him, into the fight. Where it was
being magnified by Pritkin’s power and thrown back at Zeus. And,
suddenly, I got it.

You are using his power.

Laundered through the family, yes, Mircea confirmed. Our people
sequester it away from him, and donate some of theirs in return. He
can’t use theirs against us, and he can’t reach his, broken down
into so many pieces, and spread across so many lives.

I
stared at the multitude of tiny filaments, each shining brightly
against the darkness, and each coming from a different member of
the family, and felt my heart well with love for all of them. Some
were massive ropes all on their own, the ones from Mircea’s
masters, I assumed. Others were tiny, barely-there threads,
gleaming silver bright, from the newly turned. None of them would
have been sufficient on their own, but twined together, they made a
gleaming cable of power that Zeus didn’t own and couldn’t
command.

And
for the first time, I believed that we could do this; I believed we
could win!

But
we weren’t there yet, and I was starting to get
overwhelmed.

Okay, that was a lie. I was overwhelmed, and had been since
this whole thing started. But the feeling had been building and
building as things progressed, to the point that I wasn’t sure how
much more I could take. Being caught between incubus magic on one
hand and a vampire’s bite on the other was not normal.

They
were both designed to increase a partner’s pleasure and thus
prolong the feed, and I’d felt them individually before. But not
together, and not with their strength being magnified many times
over. I was starting to feel like I might explode, might just tear
apart from within with no need of godly help.

I
writhed some more, moving helplessly against the bed, groaning and
panting and twisting, trying to cope with the sensations pouring
through me. Was this supposed to be fun? I wondered desperately.
Because this was not fun. This was—

“Augghhh!”

I
cried out, and then continued to do so, over and over, as wave
after wave of impressions hit: Pritkin’s body in mine, hard, almost
punishing, pounding me into the mattress now; Mircea’s hair sliding
over my breasts, his eyes brilliant fire, his fangs in my flesh;
and the constant thrum, thrum, thrum of incubus magic running
through everything, magnifying it out of all proportion, turning
every sigh into a hurricane, every touch into an orgasm, every
sight into a memory seared into my brain.

I
suddenly couldn’t look at them, couldn’t process any more. I closed
my eyes, pushed away the crazy mental vision I’d been stealing from
somebody, and tried just to breathe for a moment. And discovered
that that worked a little too well.

For
in the darkness, the men surrounding me weren’t metaphysical
warriors taking on an elder god, they were just men: ones I loved,
whether I was supposed to or not; ones who were risking themselves
for me, as they always had, as they always would. I’d never had
anyone in my life like that. I’d gone through twenty-three years
with no one, and now I had two, and I didn’t deserve them, didn’t
deserve this. But I had it. For a brief moment, I had
it.

And
crazy battle or not, just for a moment, I let myself feel
it.

I
let myself feel them.

Not
just the physical sensations, but everything that went with along
with them: Mircea’s hands on my body, giving me a sense of safety,
even as the battle raged inside me. I saw him in my memory standing
up to Tony, making the fat man back down, the first person I had
ever seen do that; I saw him claiming me in front of the senate—
“this one is mine” –despite the fact that I was Pythia, and that
doing so could have easily resulted in a duel; I remembered him
making me his second, the most powerful figure in a vampire family
after the master himself, trusting me to care, not only for him
while he was incapacitated, but for the entire clan.

And,
yes, he’d had ulterior motives; he was a vampire, after all. But
that hadn’t changed the pride I’d felt when he put his faith in me,
or the sense of belonging—for the first time ever—to anyone,
anywhere. Or the love…

I
felt it all again, wrapping around me like a warm blanket; felt
them, the thousands of people we were connected to, the first
family I’d ever had and the one I would always belong to, no matter
what happened; felt the tears on my cheeks, the ones I was leaking
now and the ones of that orphan who had finally found a
home.

His
head came up as I let mine fall back against his chest, hearing his
heartbeat. His lips met mine, allowing me to taste the metallic
tang of my own blood. It was the strangest sensation, cradled
between the two of them, bookended by two totally different kinds
of strength, but it felt right.

Pritkin’s hands adjusted my hips, guiding me as my pleasure
built toward a crescendo. I looked down my body and into his eyes,
and somehow knew he understood. He didn’t say anything, even when I
reached up and let my hand comb through his hair, spiky rough
against my palm as I pulled him down to me. Like the stubble on his
face, tickling me as he bent to kiss my stomach, making me
laugh.

He
made me laugh all the time, this dour, supposedly taciturn man; I
wasn’t sure how. It wasn’t just the dry sense of humor that still
surprised me, catching me off-guard at a tense moment, expressing
itself in subtle ways—the quirk of a lip, the amused flash of an
eye, the fondly exasperated sigh when he caught me doing… well, any
number of things.

Because Pritkin seemed to find me endlessly
hilarious.

I
didn’t mind. He didn’t strike me as someone who had laughed all
that much in his life, and whenever I managed to bring a smile to
his lips, it lifted my spirits, too, and brought an answering smile
to my face. I felt my lips stretch again now, laughing in spite of
it all, because we’d been here before, so many times. In the middle
of some crazy fight, with all the odds against us, and everything
going straight to hell, yet laughing, laughing at the absurdity of
it all, or at the fact that we weren’t dead yet, or at the way that
fate seemed to rage all around us and yet kept missing the
target.

I
laughed now, felt Zeus feel it, felt his fury and the increase of
his power, but it didn’t seem to matter. I caught Mircea’s Adam’s
apple between my teeth, bit down and saw him throw his head back in
pleasure. I arched up under Pritkin’s mouth, then pushed him back
and sat up, taking him deeper inside me, gasping at the angle
change. We fell into a rhythm, the man in front of me, thrusting up
as I rode him; the man behind me, pressed against my back, hard and
ready. And all of us moving in a sensual dance as old as
time.

It
was beautiful, with even the clouds overhead pulsing in time with
our movements…

And,
I noticed, getting obviously thinner.
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I did a double take, hoping that I was seeing things. But I’d
been right the first time: what had been a maelstrom only a few
moments ago was now a winter’s gale, still powerful, still scary.
But patchy, as if some of its power was being drawn off.

Maybe because it was.

My
inner eye focused on the battle for the first time in a while, and
saw something concerning: the locus of the fight had shifted closer
to us, as our advantage was slowly but steadily eroded. It wasn’t
enough to make a difference, but it soon would be, because we were
now the ones in retreat.

And
for once, I thought I knew why.

I
stared up at the circling clouds, black and silver, still twining
together, still beautiful… but incomplete. There was no third color
there, no bright flash of gold among the starker shades. Something
was missing.

The
Pythian power was absent.

I
suddenly realized why all those claws in my flesh had been drawing
up. Not because we were winning, but because that was what we were
using as a power source—the energy that I’d stolen from Zeus and
that Mircea had been laundering through the family. And only that,
since my own power remained completely absent.

And
without it, we had begun to falter.

Pritkin fell back against the bed a moment later, panting
and spent, and stared up at me with confused panic on his face, the
first time I’d ever seen that emotion from him. “Why isn’t it
working? Why isn’t it working?”

Because we’re facing a god, I thought dully. We’d made
power—a lot of it. Enough to have vanquished a hundred other foes.
But it wasn’t enough for this one, and at this point, I didn’t know
what would be. Because, if Pritkin didn’t know what to
do…

It
was over.

He
was the smartest man I’d ever met. He knew a dozen languages, sped
through massive old tomes like they were comic books, had forgotten
more magic than most people ever knew. If he didn’t have an answer,
it was probably because there wasn’t one.

Did
you really think you could stand against Zeus? I thought, as
Mircea’s arms tightened around me. He’d steamrollered the world—any
number of worlds; he’d led a pack of human piranhas on a feeding
frenzy that had wiped out half of the hells; he’d commanded the
loyalty, however begrudging, of beings like Ares, who himself had
been terrifying. Had I really thought that I was going to defeat
something like that?

Yes,
for one short moment, I had.

Probably sheer bloody mindedness, as Pritkin would say. But
that wasn’t enough, any more than stubbornness, anger, desperation,
or courage were. Whatever was needed, I didn’t have it, and I
didn’t know who did.

The
storm above us was obviously leaner now, with pieces of the room
becoming visible as its essence was used up. It was flowing into
the fight, trying to stave off the inevitable for another few
minutes, because the power we were generating was no longer
sufficient. I watched it melt away, stripping itself of strength,
of life, in a futile attempt to save me, and I didn’t even know for
sure what it was.

And
then something started whispering to me, out of the glittering
depths.

It
wasn’t a voice, wasn’t even a language, at least none that I’d ever
heard. It was… feelings, emotions, passions, but so vivid, so clear
and tangible, that it almost felt like I could reach up and touch
them. And along with them, they brought information, although I
struggled to interpret it.

I
stared from the clouds to Pritkin and back again, trying to focus
with a thousand questions suddenly crowding my mind: was that his
incubus up there? Was that why he and Mircea were here—had
Pritkin’s demon brought them? Because it had done something like
this once before, in this very room, forming itself a body out of
stolen power.

But
if it had brought them, why not bring their bodies, too?

Maybe because it couldn’t. Maybe they had chased that fey
creature straight into Faerie, where my power didn’t work. Maybe
this had been the only way to reach me—

But
why make them bodies? If this was a spiritual struggle, they didn’t
need them. This wasn’t about the physical…

Only, of course it was, I thought, wondering how I was so
slow. It may not have started out that way, but we’d turned this
into a physical contest, because incubus magic was sex magic. It
might manifest on a spiritual plane, but it wasn’t made there. It
was made here, in sweaty hands slipping over heated flesh, in
whispered words and panted breaths, in physical contact—

And,
finally, I understood. I didn’t know how much of that was me
figuring it out, and how much was coming from the creature boiling
through the air around us. I couldn’t hear it that clearly,
possibly because it didn’t have much strength left. But we could
fix that, couldn’t we?

And
not through a vampire’s bite.

That
might feel sexual, at times, but it wasn’t. It was a trick, an
illusion to quiet a violent response in the victim, and an illusion
wouldn’t work here. We needed the real thing.

Help me, I begged Mircea, and sent him the jumbled thoughts that
were the best I could do at the moment.

But
they must have been enough, because the next second, I felt a hand
on the back of my neck, bending me over, felt a heavy weight
against me, felt—

“Ahhh!”

A
familiar warmth entered me, a familiar thickness took me, causing
me to cry out in surprise, even though I’d asked for it. Because
Mircea was bigger than Pritkin, bigger than most, something I’d
almost forgotten. But my body welcomed him, embraced him, engulfed
him as eagerly as if it had missed him, too. And the familiarity of
his touch, his scent, his heartbeat thudding against my back, eased
the transition from one lover to the other.

I
could feel his emotions through the bond as he took me, and there
was conflict there. He needed to go fast—there was no time for
anything else—needed to generate power before ours was all used up.
But he desperately wanted to take it slow. To savor this, to enjoy
it, to properly experience what was likely our last time together.
The depth of his feeling surprised me; I hadn’t expected
that.

But
he wouldn’t endanger me for his own gratification. Which was why he
almost immediately thrust deep, causing me to cry out again, in
surprise this time. He paused for a moment, giving me time to feel
the pulse of him inside me, to experience his heart beating at my
center, to sense the familiar heat of his body melting into my own.
And then he slowly withdrew, allowing us this if nothing else, the
long, slow glide of his flesh through mine, so good that it was
almost torture.

Until he thrust back in, setting up a powerful rhythm that
had me gasping at every move, had sweat running in rivulets over my
already overheated body, had goosebumps cascading and my skin
flushing and my teeth biting onto my lower lip to try to keep the
most embarrassing sounds in my throat.

I
found myself surprisingly emotional, too. I’d thought I was over
him, or as much as I was ever likely to get. Other people seemed to
be able to drop a lover, once the relationship soured, to put them
in the past, to just forget…

I
didn’t have that skill. And our relationship hadn’t soured so much
as… not worked out. If I’d hated him, maybe it would have been
easier. But I didn’t hate him; I never had.

Okay, maybe for a few hours, after the daughter he’d never
told me about almost killed me, but really not even then. I’d been
furious—and hurt and betrayed and just so very sad. But I hadn’t
been able to really hate him; I’d come closer to hating myself for
failing to do so.

I’m sorry. It thrummed through the bond suddenly, not words, not
even thoughts; like with the incubus, it was more of a feeling. And
the more I concentrated on it, the more I could feel it: his
sorrow, his loss, his regret—and worse, the knowledge that he
deserved all of it. He hated himself, as I couldn’t, for causing
the rift between us. For causing me pain and putting me in danger,
and for what?

Cowardice. The idea was bitter in his mind, on his tongue.
It was the worst accusation one of his rank could have made against
them, either in his time or our own. A master had to be many
things, but most of all, he was expected to be fearless in defense
of his own. But he had been a coward—

That’s unfair, I thought, and it was. There had been
extenuating circumstances; he’d wanted to save his wife, who he’d
believed had suffered a terrible death, and needed my abilities to
do it. He had lied to me, but not for himself. He’d done it for
her—

And that makes a difference? The words appeared in my mind, as clearly
as if they were my own. I feared to trust you—you, who had
never deceived me—feared to lose you if you knew the truth, feared
to lose her, feared to risk…

And thus I lost it all anyway, as cowards always
do.

You’re not a coward.

I was when it counted. And for that, I am sorry. I
am sorry for everything, Cassie.

If
I’d heard it, if those words had come from his lips, I wouldn’t
have believed them. Would have assumed it was manipulation, some
sort of ploy to get me back on his side. Not that I’d ever left it;
we had always been allies. But still… there had been a rift between
us, ever since I found out the truth; I couldn’t deny
that.

But
this wasn’t speech, wasn’t even thought, although there was some of
that mixed in. This was emotion, pure and unadulterated, and as
full of pain as I had been feeling. I didn’t know if the incubus
was responsible for that, if we were speaking to each other through
its language instead of our own, didn’t know anything.

Except that it made all the difference.

I’d
never gotten an apology from Mircea, not a real one. More of an
‘I’m sorry I got caught trying to use your power to rescue the wife
I didn’t tell you about, and hid the daughter I also didn’t tell
you about for worry that she would tip you off.’ Somehow, I hadn’t
found that too convincing.

But
this… maybe I was crazy, and this was some kind of trick, but I
didn’t think so. I felt his pain, his regret, his anger at himself.
Felt the cost, the fracture in the family that never should have
happened, another piece lost instead of one restored.

Felt
genuine remorse, and didn’t know what to do with it.

But
I guess my heart did, because it flooded the bond with so much
emotion that it shocked me, and caused Mircea to suck in his
breath. There was love there, and relief, and forgiveness, with
part of me so happy, so joyful, to heal at least some of the breech
between us. I had missed him, more than I’d allowed myself to
realize, because it was less painful to shove it away, to not think
at all, to not feel.

So,
when I finally could, it was overwhelming.

But
there was conflict, too, so much that it almost drowned out the
other. Wariness, fear, hurt, distrust—because I guessed all that
didn’t just go away because of an apology, did it? No matter how
heartfelt. But louder than all of those was worry—because I had a
lover, one who had never betrayed me, and the depth of my feelings
for him was a deep thrum along the bond.

I
think it surprised Mircea, how strong my feelings for Pritkin were.
I felt shock, dismay, possessiveness, anger—his immediate reaction.
And then confusion, sadness, regret, competitiveness, and—weirdly—a
strange kind of joy. He was happy that I was happy, I realized, but
there was a slew of other emotions that went along with that, which
he didn’t seem to know how to handle any more than I
had.

It
made me feel slightly better, that someone five hundred years old
hadn’t figured out human relationships, either.

But
joy was there, nonetheless, and happiness that we were together
again, if only for a moment. I decided to focus on that instead of
the rest while I could. And I guessed Mircea agreed.

Because one of his hands found my breast, pulling me up,
pulling me back against him. Another cupped me down below,
capturing my body, helping his thrusts find their mark. I felt
orgasm shiver over me, time and again, felt his breath warm against
my flesh, felt his tongue licking the remaining blood off my neck.
My hand went up, cupping his cheek, even as my breath sped up, as
if it hadn’t already been fast enough. Almost there—God—almost
there!

And
yet nothing.

Release remained elusive, as it had with Pritkin, which
made no sense at all!

Either man could speed up my breath with a look, could
bring me to the brink with a touch, could tip me over within
moments. Hell, Pritkin had to actually hold back his incubus
nature, whispering spells to prolong our passion, or any contact
would have been disappointingly short. And Mircea… well, whatever
problems we’d had, they had never extended to the
bedroom.

Yet
I couldn’t finish.

I
thrashed against him, almost in anguish now, my body twisting,
trying to find relief. But nothing worked. Nothing even came
close.

And
the Pythian power, likewise, stayed just out of reach.

What
was wrong with it? I thought desperately. Why didn’t it come? I
didn’t know, but I couldn’t make it; it wasn’t my slave. It had its
own mind, and for the first time, I wondered: was it afraid? Did it
fear Zeus, too?

Because it had reason. It was godly energy, gifted to the
priestesses at Delphi by Apollo himself. But he had played nice
with the All Father, hadn’t he? Just as Ares had. Both of them
afraid of the repercussions if they didn’t.

And
the Pythian power was merely a part of Apollo.

Maybe it didn’t think it would be enough. Maybe it didn’t
want to take the risk. Maybe it thought I had already lost, and
that it needed to preserve itself for Rhea and the fight to come,
because it was really starting to feel that way.

Pritkin was staring at me wildly, as if he didn’t know what
to do, either. But unlike me, he wasn’t used to failure; he always
had a solution to everything. And the fear that he might not be
able to save me this time was tearing him apart.

I
could feel his emotions as well, as I lowered myself down to kiss
him. Not for any magically-related reason, but because I wanted to.
Because I wanted to wipe that look off his face.

Our
lips touched, soft and gentle, and then hard and frantic, his hand
going around the back of my head and tangling in my hair, his mouth
and tongue searching for some sort of comfort in the
end.

But,
instead, we found something else.

A
small electrical shock went through us, jumping from him to me to
Mircea, as soon as we touched. It was a tiny hit of power, hardly
anything, especially compared to what we had been creating. But it
gave me an idea.

Or
maybe it was one of theirs; I didn’t know anymore. Couldn’t tell
the difference. And I guessed Pritkin couldn’t either, because he
didn’t object when I kissed down his body, when I teased him with
my tongue; when I took him into my mouth and licked along his
length, luxuriating in the strength and feel of him, and of having
his pleasure in my control. I swallowed him down, and the heady
feel of him throbbing in my throat warring with the feel of Mircea
pulsing into my body, a completely new sensation—

And
then another one ripped through me, almost violently, like a
supernova bursting across the night sky. Or as if a connection had
been made between the three of us, an electric current almost as
strong as anything Zeus could invent, flashing along the link in my
mind, until I couldn’t look at it anymore, until it overpowered
everything else, until it was like being swallowed by the sun.
Until something that sounded a lot like a lock clicked
shut.

Three of us, I thought dizzily; we’d needed all three of
us…

And,
finally, my pleasure exploded, orgasm tearing through me and then
out into the spell, magnified a thousand times by incubus magic—and
by the emotion it fed on. Lover’s Knot, I thought dizzily. Why had
I never understood the title of the spell? Incubus magic used
emotion as a conduit, used love not logic, and there had been a
huge emotional block between us.

Until now.

But
the limit we’d placed on its power was suddenly gone, and it roared
back, harder and faster than ever—and so did something else.
Something absent from the equation until now, but surging into the
fight, glimpsing an opportunity. A sparkling tide of golden power
twined around the other two streams, braiding them together,
merging them until it was impossible to tell where one began and
another ended.

And
then all three of them turned on Zeus, with an almost human howl of
fury. Taking everything that we’d made, all that power all at once,
and striking back. And bitch slapped the All-Father across space
and time.


 Chapter Fifteen

I woke up yet again, this time to someone pounding
on the inside of my skull. Pound, pound, pound; it echoed in my head, which was
already freaking out for some reason. It felt like I’d woken up in
the middle of a scream, which was weird enough, but I had the
strangest impression that it was a scream of triumph.

And I didn’t get many of those.

I opened my eyes.

The sound stuck in my throat stayed that way, which
was lucky, because it wasn’t my head that was pounding. It was the
door. And it was more like knocking, only my senses were currently
set on overdrive, making it echo like a kettledrum.

“Rhea? Lady Cassandra?”

For a moment, the words didn’t register, kind of
like the room. I finally figured out that I was still in my bed at
Gertie’s, but turned the wrong way around, which was why everything
looked weird. My face was also hanging off the end, with my chin
crushed between the mattress and the footboard, and there were no
warm bodies beside me.

I frowned. Was there supposed to be? Because it felt
like there was supposed to be. I reached out with the arm that
wasn’t trapped below me and half asleep, but felt nothing but
air.

And the wood of the headboard when my knuckles
knocked into it, which—ow.

After a moment, I pried myself out the gap and
rolled over, feeling a sense of loss and joy and pain and serious
confusion. It was like rising to the surface after a too-long dive
underwater. It was like awakening upside down, hanging over a
gorge, supported by a single bit of rope. It was like…

I didn’t know what it was like, but it was
discombobulating.

Pound. Pound. Pound.

“What?” I croaked.

“Lady Cassandra? Is that you?”

Well, who else would it be? I thought crabbily, and
managed to accidently flip a pillow onto my face. I stopped waving
my arms around, which I’d been doing for some reason, and just
stayed there, like a turtle suddenly tossed onto its back.

Help, I thought.

Pound. Pound. Pound.

“Coming!” I yelled, without having any idea how I
was supposed to do that. But something told me that I didn’t want
to draw any more attention to myself. That maybe I’d done enough of
that for one day, and should act all casual like for a while.
Before the Edwardian equivalent of the guys in the white coats came
to… came to… do whatever it was they did, and what had I been
thinking about?

Pound. Pound. Pound.

Oh, holy shit.

“Lady Cassandra? Do you need any help?”

“No! I’m fine!” I finally got the damned pillow off.
And also managed to recognize the voice that was determinedly not
going away.

Crap, I thought blearily. It was Iris. Or Lily. Or
possibly Rose. Some flower name, anyway. She was the acolyte I’d
borrowed the now-ruined coat from.

Guess nobody had told her that she wouldn’t be
getting it back.

I rolled off the bed, muttering, and still not sure
which way was up. I took a shot and must have chosen correctly,
because my feet found purchase on the floor. I stood up, and then
just stayed there, swaying a bit, because the room was slowly
revolving, like a fun house ride that wasn’t very fun.

Even worse, my brain kept insisting that something
was wrong, that something was coming. A blow, an attack, it didn’t
know, but something. Something bad!

I waited.

Nothing happened.

I waited some more.

Nothing continued to happen, except that I started
to feel foolish and my toes went numb. And flower girl started
pounding on the door again. I sighed, drew my robe around myself,
straightened my shoulders, and staggered in her approximate
direction.

It took a while, because my feet kept making detours
to visit the dressing table and the tub, and then ran me straight
into the wall beside the door. But I finally made it and grabbed
the knob after the fourth or fifth try. I cracked it open to see a
smooth blonde chignon and a pair of lovely gray eyes reflecting the
light of a single candle.

I sighed again.

There were two types of people at the Pythian Court.
The first were those like me, who were kind of a mess. We weren’t
untalented—in some cases, quite the opposite—but we didn’t fit the
graceful stereotype. That included people like Tessie, a tall,
beefy girl who was only sixteen, but who already resembled a
linebacker and hit about as hard. I’d dueled her once, and once was
enough. Or Ermengarde, who was short and boxy and about as graceful
as I was, but who had the rare ability to discern even minute
disturbances in time. She was like a bloodhound on the scent,
easily able to track down dark mages who were violating the Time
Rules or visiting Pythias who were up to no good.

They proved that we misfits could be useful, but we
didn’t exactly make the promotional material.

Iris did.

She could have been the poster child for Pythian
recruitment if they’d had had one. She was the second type of
acolyte: beautiful, serene, and poised. Tonight, she was wearing a
pair of small, pearl drop earrings that gleamed softly in the
candlelight and completed the young Grace Kelly impression she was
giving off. And—of course—a white lace dress. Only on her it looked
regal, almost princess-like.

Definitely Grace, I thought, as I clutched my
blood-and-salve-stained robe with a pair of badly skinned
knuckles.

“Uh, hi,” I said.

“Lady.” She curtsied—elegantly, of course—and when
she came up, her face looked relieved.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“No, my apologies. I was just here when… when they
brought you back. I am pleased to see you looking so much
better.”

Better?

What the hell had I looked like before?

I had a sudden flash of panicked faces and running
feet; of blood and lightning and horrible pain; of whips made out
of living gold and strange beings in brilliant white, like erotic
angels; and of watching myself burn to death, my body turning black
and red and dead, dead, dead—

I shut those thoughts down—hard—before I started
hyperventilating, and concentrated on not screaming. Just don’t
scream, I told myself harshly. Just don’t do it.

“Lady?”

“Uh, yeah. I’m… better.”

“That is good.” She smiled, and it was lovely, too.
“They didn’t let me stay, but I heard… that is, there was a great
deal of confusion. I assumed the stories were exaggerated.”

The same wild thoughts battered the inside of my
skull, striving for attention, but I shoved them back. Later. Deal
with it later.

Act sane right now.

I tried a smile of my own, although it felt more
like a grimace. “Yeah. Exaggerated. But I’m afraid you’re going to
be upset.”

“Upset?”

“About your coat. There was an, uh, unfortunate
accident—”

“An accident?”

“—and it didn’t make it. We ran into some trouble on
the river and—”

I stopped, because the confusion on her face had
just changed into something closer to horror.

I thought that was kind of over the top for a coat.
But with my luck, it had been her favorite, gifted to her by her
dying granny or something. In which case, lending it to Calamity
Cassie had not been a great move.

“Look, I’m really sorry—”

“Is that what you think,” she whispered. “That I’m
worried about a coat?”

“Uh, yeah?”

That did not appear to be the right answer.

“I’ll replace it,” I offered.

“I don’t care about the coat!”

I don’t know what was on my face, but her expression
was half angry, half gob smacked. “Okay?”

“Yes! Yes, it is! I would never—” she stopped for a
moment, and then took a deep breath. “My apologies, lady.”

“For what? I burnt up the coat.”

She stared at me some more, then closed her lovely
eyes. And when she opened them again, the serene smile was back,
and so was the elegant curtsy, which she showed off again for some
reason. “The Lady would like to speak with you, if you are
able?”

I almost remarked that of course I was able, I was
talking to her, wasn’t I? But she was acting a little weird. “Okay.
I’ll be there in…” I looked down at my rumpled, salve-stained self.
“An hour or so?”

She nodded, curtsied for a ridiculous third time,
and fled. I stared after her in confusion. Sometimes, I didn’t get
this place at all.

I pulled my head back into the room.

And was immediately reminded that I had a demon in
it.

“Shit!” I jumped back, hitting the now closed door,
as a shadowy figure lurched at me out of the darkness.

“I find you entirely frustrating,” Pritkin’s incubus
informed me, boiling blackly.

I didn’t even respond to that. I just sank down onto
my haunches with my back to the door, put my face in my hands, and
let the cascade of wild images pour over me. A few moments later, I
finally had a complete picture of the day, most of which I didn’t
want.

Kind of like my companion.

A flash of guilt accompanied that last thought, and
then more than a flash. If I was remembering correctly, he had
helped me—like a lot. But that was the thing—was I remembering
correctly?

My brain felt like it had been forced through a
sieve, a couple of times. And what was left was not firing on all
cylinders. Physically, I felt better, if alarmingly sore, as if my
mind had finally figured out that I wasn’t being tortured
anymore.

But mentally?

I wouldn’t trust myself to get my name right just
now.

I was definitely not in the headspace to match wits
with a demon, much less one with Pritkin’s intellect. But that
looked like what we were doing. Which was why I looked up,
scowling.

And found him scowling back at me.

Or, at least, I thought so. It was kind of hard to
tell now that he was no longer in a body, assuming that he’d been
in one before. I was a little hazy on that point, along with a lot
of others.

Like what had happened to the empties?

I glanced worriedly at the bed, but didn’t see them,
not even back in their original cottony form. The sheets currently
in place were pristine and had tiny blue flowers on them, so I
assumed that they’d been changed at some point. Probably by whoever
had salved me up and put me into this robe.

God, I hoped that had been Rhea!

And then I wasn’t sure that I did, because she was…
Rhea. Innocent, sweet, amazingly naïve for one at her power level,
and only nineteen. I did not think that she was prepared for…
whatever had happened in here.

But then, what was the alternative? Gertie?
Agnes? I
winced, and then did it again, feeling a migraine start a staccato
beat on my already messed up head. The universe could not be that
cruel. And what the devil had she seen, anyway? What had been left
of those all-too-lifelike bodies that the incubus had made?

Had they still been… colorful? Anatomically correct?
And what positions had we been found in after—

No! No, that had not happened. They had fallen to pieces,
back into the rumpled sheets that they’d started out as, as soon as
the power was all used up. They had, they had, they had, because I
couldn’t deal with it if they hadn’t!

And that was assuming that they’d even been here at
all, and that I wasn’t just imagining the whole—

My thoughts screeched to a halt, desperately
grasping onto the new idea.

I looked it over, and didn’t find any flaws. Yeah, I
thought, brightening. That was probably it.

Yeah, that was definitely what had happened!

My head came up.

“That was you, right?” I said to the demon, wanting
confirmation.

“What was me?”

“All of it. The… that whole thing… it was some
incubus-induced dream you made up, some trick to fool Zeus?”

The demon frowned. “What are you talking about? Do
you still not remember what occurred?”

“I remember,” I said, a little knot of panic growing
under my breastbone. Because he didn’t look like he understood.
“But I don’t really remember, right?”

He frowned at me some more. “I have no idea. I
prompted your mind so that we could talk—”

“Yes!” I cut him off excitedly. “Yes, that’s what I
mean. That wasn’t real. You did something, messed with my
brain—”

“It appears to be messed up enough already.”

“Just tell me that you did that!” I grabbed him, and
somehow found purchase on the smokey body. I used it to shake him.
“Tell me!”

“What I’ll tell you is that you need to calm
down—”

“I’ll calm down when you tell me the truth!”

“I have told you the truth, and let go of me—”

I did not let go of him. “Tell me that wasn’t
Pritkin earlier, that it was you—”

“Very well, if it will help. It was me.” I loosened
my grip slightly, feeling a huge rush of relief flood my overtaxed
body. “After all, we are one and the same—”

“Augghhh!” I shook him some more.

“How are you doing that?” he demanded. “I’m not in
physical form—”

“But you were! That was you in that body you made,
right? Not Mircea; he contacted family, so that had to be him. But
the other—that was you!”

The demon stared at me for a moment, and then
bizarrely, he shook me back. It was hard enough to make me feel
like a human maraca, which was unpleasant, although nowhere near as
much as the full-blown panic now clawing at my breast. I grappled
with him, sending us rolling around the floor.

“Tell me! Tell me! Tell me!”

“I saved your life, you maddening woman!” he
snarled. “Repeatedly! And you’re worried about—I don’t even know
what you’re worried about!”

“Pritkin! And Mircea! And me!” I stopped fighting
and shoved him away, before putting my head in my hands again,
although I felt more like tearing my hair out. “Tell me I didn’t
just destroy my entire life!”

I sat there for a while, rocking back and forth,
feeling like I was going crazy. I thought about screaming, but my
throat hurt, and the last thing I needed was to summon additional
company. I rocked some more instead, telling myself that it was
fine, it was fine, it was all going to be fine, but it wasn’t fine
and the words rang hollow.

Of course, it would have helped if I’d gotten some
kind of comfort, or at least acknowledgement of the problem, from
the demon! But he was being unusually silent. And when I finally
looked up, I found him lying on the floor, with an arm thrown over
his eyes.

It was bizarre enough to leave me staring.

After a moment, I poked him. “What are you
doing?”

“Grappling with a concept.”

The lying on the floor, looking like an overwhelmed
southern belle thing, did not change.

I poked him again. “What concept?”

“The concept that we just defeated Zeus, the most
powerful being of the ancient pantheon—and yes, I know it was from
a world away, but we beat him.” The arm was thrown off, revealing blazing
green eyes, and then he came up on one arm so that he could get in
my face. “We beat him as few, and possibly no, other people have
ever done, and what are you thinking about? Having to discuss a
threesome with your boyfriend!”

I scowled. “It’s a problem!”

“It is not a problem! It’s absurd! And in any case,
you won’t have to discuss anything, as I brought his
subconscious—”

“What?”

“—his conscious mind being asleep at the time.”

“He was asleep?”

“Yes, he was asleep, so can we finally get back to—”
the demon stopped, probably at sight of the pure horror on my
features. “What is it now?”

“He was asleep? He doesn’t know?”

“It would have taken too long to wake him up and
explain everything, assuming he would have listened to me. Which is
why this whole thing is even more ridiculous than—” he broke off
again. “Stop looking at me like that. Why are you looking like
that?”

I hit him. “I have to tell him? You left me with—I
have to explain this?”

“Explain what? What we did saved your life—saved all
our lives, if I may remind you? We are linked via the Lover’s Knot
spell. If you had died, we would have as well—”

I put my head back in my hands. I thought that death
might be preferable to the mess I’d been left with. Pritkin hated
his incubus side, and was not remotely a fan of Mircea. This hit
every hot button he had and yes, I assumed he’d prefer for me not
to have died, that he would understand. But what would it do to
us?

“You don’t have to tell him,” the incubus pointed
out, apparently having no problem with eavesdropping on my
thoughts.

“Get out of my head! And yes, I do!”

He sighed, and it sounded exactly like one of
Pritkin’s. “I can’t get out of your head. It is the only way we are
able to communicate, through the vampire’s mental abilities. And
this is exactly what I mean.”

I did not ask what he meant.

Of course, he told me anyway.


 Chapter Sixteen

On the one hand, you spend most of your time acting
like you are nothing but little Cassie Palmer, utterly human and
frequently overwhelmed by the situations you find yourself in,”
Pritkin’s incubus said, looking aggrieved. “But as soon as things
go sideways, you act like your mother. Taking on an elder god, one
on one—”

I scowled at him. “As opposed to what? Zeus was
trying to kill me. Was I supposed to just take it?”

“No. You were supposed to think. You are neither of those two
extremes. You are not a god, but you are not human, either. You
have power, but you need allies—which you have! Yet you did not
call for them—”

“I didn’t have a chance—”

“You did. You did on the Thames and later, in this
room. You didn’t take it.”

“I tried to contact them on the Thames! Pritkin and
Mircea both!”

“But not to summon them. You did not even attempt to
shift them here to help you.”

“And do what? Get them killed? We were fighting
Zeus—”

“Lover’s Knot! If you die, so do they! It doesn’t
matter where they are!”

I scowled at him some more, because he had a point
and I hated it. “You told me they were in Faerie. That they chased
that goat guy through a portal or something.” I couldn’t remember
the whispered words exactly, because of when our conversation had
taken place. But I knew that much! “I couldn’t have shifted them
here if I’d wanted to.”

“But you didn’t know that.” He sat up. “Tell me,
what would have happened if you hadn’t accidentally given me power?
If I hadn’t been energized, and able to break out of my prison and
come find you? What would have happened then?”

“You know damned well—”

“But do you?”

“Yes, and I don’t want to talk about it!” I’d just
woken up, my brain felt spongy and bruised, I was grappling with a
possible relationship-killing event, and this bastard was still
yammering at me.

I wanted to shift something, I thought savagely.

Right back to hell.

I got up instead and went to the dressing table.

“But we need to talk about it,” the demon said
stubbornly. “That is why I came. The vampire isn’t a problem. His
kind loves power and he’s currently at war. He is grateful to have
allies. And thanks to the importance of family in the vampire
world, he is accustomed to asking for and receiving aid.”

“Your point?” I asked, picking up a brush. And then
putting it back down again, when the first stroke sent a cascade of
dust into the air. What the hell?

“That you are not,” the demon said. “And the one you
call Pritkin is even worse. He has been on his own for so long, he
doesn’t remember a time when he had reliable allies. Even in the
Corps, he was known as a loner—”

“For good reason.” I turned around and crossed my
arms, trying to look less weak than I felt. The dressing table
helped by giving me a prop for my butt. “They never trusted
him—because of his demon blood. Because of you. And as for allies,
when did he ever have any? Rosier’s people tried to kill him!”

“Yes, let’s revisit that, shall we?” the demon said,
suddenly vicious. He was back on his feet now, too, and pacing,
sending boiling black smoke across the room. “Rosier brings a part
human, part fey, half demon hybrid back to court and introduces him
as their prince. Naturally, the nobles were going to test him. No
demon would follow a weak ruler, and none respected human blood—or
trusted fey. He had to be vetted—”

“They tried to kill him!”

“Of course, they did—to see if he was worthy. Before
putting their lives in his hands and possibly getting killed
themselves! But instead of standing his ground and showing them
exactly how powerful he was, what did he do? Ran away to the
Shadowlands—oh, boo hoo, poor me, the big, bad demons are being
mean to me!”

“Shut up!”

“They didn’t know what to think. Then later, after
certain rule-shattering escapades, they worried that he was
potentially too strong, with our old enemies’ blood running through
his veins. That he might turn on them as the gods once had, since
he seemed to hate them so much—”

“So, he couldn’t win.”

“He could have easily won. He didn’t wish to. He
hated the hells, but not because they challenged him—how often did
the fey do that? Did he ever tell you how many times they beat him
up and threw him out of Faerie?”

“Beating him up is not killing him.”

“When the only thing saving him was Nimue’s blood,
it isn’t that different,” the demon said dryly. “He was never going
to be one of them, never going to be accepted. The human taint was
bad enough, in their view, but demon, too? In the hells, on the
other hand, power is all that matters, and he has that in spades.
But he refuses to use it, to admit what he is, and to make us the
allies we need.”

“To let you use him, you mean.”

The smokey head cocked. “Is that what he told
you?”

“Don’t you know?”

“I know that he doesn’t accept the truth about
himself, any more than you do. ‘Pritkin’.” His lips curled. “A
ridiculous, prickly sounding name, so wrong for an incubus. But so
right for the mask he was wearing, and wears still.”

The creature suddenly lunged for me, grabbing my
upper arms before I could stop him. I should have been afraid,
should have been screaming my head off or trying to cower behind
the furniture. But I wasn’t.

I was just angry.

“Let me go.”

He did not let me go. But he did crow. “There it is!
There, once more, the goddess peeking out. Your mask is slipping
tonight, Cassandra.”

I tore away, causing the hazy arms to momentarily go
up in smoke, before reforming again at his sides. “I don’t wear a
mask.”

“You’re nothing but a mask. Your whole life has been
a mask. The poor, downtrodden Seer, afraid of all those terrifying
vampires—when you could have stalked and killed and eaten any one
of them! The defenseless runaway, cowering in the night—only nobody
hurt you, did they?” He sat on Rhea’s chair and crossed his ghostly
legs again. “It’s something I have noticed throughout my life:
predators tend to sense a greater one, and to steer clear. Tell me,
were you jumped a single time, while on those dangerous streets?
Were you mugged? Beaten? Something worse? No?”

“Why are you still here?” I demanded, going to the
wardrobe and flinging it open.

Only to discover that I’d had my ration of dresses
for the day, and was all out.

“To tell you what I came to say.”

“Haven’t you already?” My God, it felt like he’d
been talking for a year.

“No. As I said, when I arrived earlier today, I was…
surprised. I did not expect what I found—”

“There’s a lot of that going around.”

“—but you needed to be warned about the current
situation—and about the one you call Pritkin.”

I’d been trying to hop up to see if anything had
been stashed on the top shelf, but at that I stopped and looked at
him. “Come again?”

“He is like you—he has not embraced his other
nature. He was born of multiple strands that were meant to be
intertwined like a rope, to make it strong. But instead, he has
shredded it, pulled it apart, locked much of himself away. It
weakens him, it always has, but he was strong enough in other
circumstances to compensate. He cannot do that anymore.”

I leaned back against the wardrobe and crossed my
arms. “Seems to be doing okay to me.”

“Yes, to you!” the demon snapped. “To you who hides
as efficiently as he does! Neither of you see what you are, and are
so closed off, so sure you’re right that—” he got up again and
moved closer to the bed. The darkness there allowed me to see what
I hadn’t before: what appeared to be genuine emotion on his face.
There was frustration and anger, but also regret, and something
that I thought might be fear.

It was a strange sight on Pritkin’s features. Fear
wasn’t an emotion that I usually associated with the man. Not that
he was reckless, as I’d sometimes thought when we first met, but
his abilities did allow him to walk where angels feared to
tread.

Literally.

“You’re afraid,” I said.

“Of course, I’m afraid! I would be an idiot not to
be.”

“Why? About the war? Because we’re winning—”

It was his turn to laugh, and despite coming from a
smoke being, it was full-throated and contagious. I felt my own
lips quirk in sympathy, before suppressing it. I didn’t hear
Pritkin laugh like that too often.

He noticed, and his expression grew rueful, although
he didn’t comment. “We are not winning.”

“We killed two gods—”

“Yes, two foolish gods who came here alone. Zeus
will not make that mistake. Not after today.”

Suddenly, I remembered my first chat with the All
Father, and the weird chorus of voices I’d heard on the edge of his
words. Like it wasn’t just him speaking. And something about that
thought made me shiver.

“He doesn’t have to worry about being controlled,
like Apollo and Ares,” the incubus said, watching me. “He is the
one whose control they were trying to avoid. That is likely why they
chose to come by themselves; they were tired of his yoke around
their necks.”

“But there’s no yoke on him,” I said, finishing the
thought. “Because he’s already on top of the heap.”

The demon nodded. “Precisely. Which is why, when he
comes, he will come with an army. Not of mortal men or the vampires
who vaunt their power so, but which only serves to make them
slightly larger ants on the hill with the rest of us. But an army
of gods. They will sweep over this world like a tidal wave, and
when they are finished…”

In my mind, I saw again that wasteland of ruined
cities, those mountains of skeletons, the desert sand blown in
drifts across highways that no one had bothered to clear, possibly
because there was no one left.

Then I shook myself.

“And how do you expect me to stop it?” I asked, my
voice harsh. “I’m already doing everything I can.”

“No,” he said quietly. “You are not.”

And then he told me.

~~~

The demon finally faded away, and I ran a bath in
the tub wedged in between the door and the wardrobe. Unlike modern
bathtubs, where the hot water came in as it filled up, this one
required you to run it full of cold and then to use the gas heating
unit in the base. Which would have been fine except that the
mechanism was cranky and would roast you like a plucked chicken if
you weren’t careful.

And sometimes, even if you were.

So, it took a while, which left me sitting on the
floor by the tub, monitoring the damned thing, because it could go
from tepid to lava pretty darned fast. I’d often thought that the
Victorians, who had made the tub—and the lights downstairs, which
would electrocute you if you handled them wrong, and the pretty,
bright green wallpaper, which got its color from arsenic and could
poison you—had had some kind of death wish. Or maybe that was why
they’d ended up conquering half the world.

After hanging out in their houses for a while,
nothing scared them anymore.

Plenty of things scared me, however, like Pritkin’s
incubus.

But not because he was a demon.

Demons were actually easier for me to understand
than for most people, who just assumed they were evil. I thought a
little differently, maybe because I’d grown up with vamps. From
what I’d seen, demons were basically vamps on steroids:
self-interested to the core, but potentially helpful if assisting
you netted them a significant gain.

In fact, vamps were harder to predict, because
they’d started out as humans and still sometimes acted like it.
They could surprise you, doing things occasionally even if they
didn’t directly help them. It wasn’t a good idea to bet on it, but
it did happen. My governess, Eugenie, for instance, had literally
died for me, refusing to tell my old vampire guardian where I’d run
away to, even as he ripped her apart.

Demons, on the other hand, had never been human, and
they didn’t act like it. Every demon I knew was completely
egocentric, and not because centuries of life—and all the
backstabbing, betrayal, and general bullshit that came with it—had
made them that way. They were like that because they were like
that; it was their nature.

But that didn’t mean that they were evil; in fact,
they didn’t even seem to understand the term. Something was “good”
if it helped them, and “bad” if it didn’t. The action itself was
almost irrelevant.

To figure out if you could trust a demon, then, you
first had to know what it wanted.

Take Adra, the head of the demon high council. He
skeeved most people out just by walking into a room, maybe because
of the less-than-convincing glamourie he wore, which was designed
to make him look like a slightly chubby boy scout. It didn’t.

Sometimes, the pleasant, round face blanked
entirely, when he forgot that humans required expressions in order
not to look like something out of a horror movie. Sometimes, he got
confused about the—to him—rapidly changing human culture, which
resulted in him doing things to fit in, like taking snuff, that had
been out of fashion for hundreds of years. And sometimes, he just
got the expressions wrong altogether, like when he’d grinned at the
mention of the massacre at Aeslinn’s court.

That had happened at the last war council meeting
he’d attended, which was probably why he hadn’t been invited to any
more war councils. The vamps and mages had taken heavy losses in
that battle, and hadn’t appreciated the sly grin that Adra had
deemed appropriate. The meeting had halted early, after a lot of
shouting, and Adra and I had ended up out in the hall where I tried
to explain it to him.






“They are soft,” he announced. “We took more casualties in
one day of your mother’s depredations in the hells than your side
has known in this entire war—a great many more! I have seen her mow
down entire armies, and use their power to crush others, yet they
cry over a few thousand men!”

“It
wasn’t a few thousand,” I said, feeling more than a little angry
myself. “It was closer to ten if you include the vamps, which was a
quarter of the entire force assembled for the war—”

“Then they must assemble a larger one. And stop mourning our
victories as though they were defeats. Did they think there would
be no casualties in this conflict?”

“No,
but not in these numbers. The Senate and Circle have had a treaty
for hundreds of years. They’re not used to this—”

“Then they had best get used to it,” Adra said bluntly.
“Those of us who battled the gods in the past knew exactly what to
expect when—” he broke off, possibly because I’d just crossed my
arms. Which I guessed he interpreted correctly, because he sighed.
“Oh, very well. In the interests of preserving peace in our ranks…
how is this?”

“Auggghhh!”

He
frowned, which was a considerable improvement over whatever the
fuck that had been.

“Not
good?”

“No!
No! Don’t ever do that again!” Damn, that face was going to haunt
my dreams.

“Then what?” he sounded exasperated. Dealing with humans and
their fanged cousins was clearly a trial.

I
glanced around, but nobody was in view. “Like this,” I said, and
attempted to look sad and respectful at the same time.

“Yes?” Now he sounded impatient.

“Like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like the face I just made—”

“You
did not make a face.”

“Yes, I did—"

“You
did not. You always look like that. Are you always in
mourning?”

“No!
And I do not always look like that.”

The
fake gray eyes squinted at me in obvious disbelief. “Try it
again.”

I
tried it again.

“You
see?” he gestured at me. “No change.”

“There was a change! Look,” I made a happy face. “See, that
is happy.”

“Yes, your mouth moved.”

“And
this is sad—”

“Yes, your mouth moved again. Upwards is happy; downwards is
sad. I already know this. But your mouth was in neither of those
positions before.”

“There are other things to an expression than mouth
movements.”

“Such as?”

I
was starting to see why Adra had problems controlling his face.
“Like eyebrow changes and… and the sort of micro expressions
that—”

“There are micro expressions now?” he sounded
horrified.

“Yes! Otherwise, you look like bad CGI—”

“I
do not know what that is.”

I
sighed, and attempted to avoid banging my head against the wall,
because he’d probably pick up on that one. “It means you won’t look
real.”

“I
am not attempting to look real, if by that you mean human. I am
attempting to be polite, and achieve normal, working
relationships—”

“Which you don’t do by laughing at our dead!”

“I
was not laughing; I was smiling at the thought of our victory, but
I shall attempt to refrain in future.” He applied a mournful
expression which, thankfully, was less exaggerated than the last,
and therefore managed not to look like a tortured soul screaming in
hell. I decided not to ask where he’d acquired that
template.

“You
look like you just lost your best friend,” I told him.

“I
do not have a best friend.”

I
waited.

The
mournful expression became slightly less so, albeit with a tinge of
crushing depression.

“Now
you look like you just got fired and came home to find out that
your house burned down.”

“But, if I was on fire, would I not expect—” I held up a
finger. He sighed again. “Very well, show me once more.”

I
showed him. He, in turn, made an expression that was a mixture of
sadness and anger, maybe because I was too annoyed to demonstrate
it properly. But it was an improvement on the others.

“Better?”

“Better,” I agreed, and then bowed out of the conversation
when the consul came up, with real anger all but boiling off
her.

Adra
tried out his new expression, and she stopped abruptly, as if
caught off guard. He gave me a subtle thumbs up and smiled. And
then realized that he’d made a mistake and tried to reapply the
mournful mask, but went too far again.

I
hotfooted it down the hallway, with the consul’s horrified cry
floating through the air after me.






So, yeah, Adra was having issues with his allies.
But he put up with it because we were fighting the same enemy. The
gods, as he mentioned, had hunted demons, devastating whole races
in their never-ending thirst for power.

He and the rest of the council feared a return of
the bad old days if the barrier keeping their opponents out of our
shared universe ever fell. He feared it so much that he was even
willing to work with the daughter of the greatest demon hunter ever
in order to prevent it. My mother’s name was still feared and hated
in the hells, despite her change of heart and her success in
ridding them of the others of her kind. And despite the fact that
the barrier currently protecting them was something she had
made.

I guessed one good deed didn’t really make up for
scouring a few thousand worlds.

But demons were practical, and the past was less
important to Adra than the future, specifically his future. He
didn’t want to die, and as one of the most powerful demons out
there, he’d be a fat prize for some hungry god. So, he was putting
up with us—the Circle, the Senate, even me—since he knew the demons
couldn’t win on their own.

I trusted Adra—to a point—because I knew what he
wanted.

The question was, what did Pritkin’s incubus
want?

Because I didn’t think it was merely to help us in
the war, as he’d claimed.

He’d said that he wanted to convince Pritkin to use
more of his demonic powers against our enemies. Or, to be more
precise, that he wanted me to convince him. “He won’t do it for anyone else, but he
would do it for you.”

And maybe he would. But I wasn’t planning to test
that theory, and not only because I wasn’t stupid. The more Pritkin
used his demon side, the more control it gained over him, something
I might have overlooked considering our current situation.

Except for one thing.

I had been warned.






“It
is a simple question, is it not?” Artemis asked. “You are proposing
to risk much for him.”

“He
would do it for me.”

“Would he? They are self-serving creatures,
demons—”

“You
could say the same about humans—or gods.”

An
eyebrow raised. “Perhaps. But we are not talking of them. But of a
creature who is struggling against his very nature. Sooner or
later, he will give into it. Perhaps it is best if it is among his
own kind.”

“They aren't his kind! They're—” I thought about the demons
I knew, from the mostly benign to the frankly terrifying. None of
which reminded me in the slightest of the man downstairs. “He's
human.”

“He
is part human. It is his other half about which he has yet to
learn.”






The conversation had taken place after I traveled
back in time to see my mother, seeking information. Rosier had
kidnapped Pritkin and dragged him into the hells and I’d needed
help to get him back. She’d been less than enthusiastic about
giving it, but in the short talk we’d had, she’d made one thing
very clear: waking Pritkin’s demon was a bad idea.

And when you get life advice from a goddess, it’s
probably best to take it.


 Chapter Seventeen

My body informed me that my back was finally getting
warm. I reached up and carefully tested the bath water with a
pinkie. It was hot, but in the good way, not the
scald-your-skin-off-and-end-your-life-screaming kind of way.

I turned off the heater, dropped the robe and
climbed in.

And, okay, that was terrible, so terrible that I
almost climbed right back out again, with all of my healing burns
waking up to bitch at me. And then wonderful, when I persisted and
they got tired of yelling and settled down. The tension in my body
held for another minute, as if afraid to let up.

And then it released all at once, as if I was
boneless.

It felt so good that I almost cried, and I hadn’t
even added the soap yet.

I remedied that, but didn’t scrub down, because I
didn’t want to wake up the burns again. There were a lot of them,
although nothing like I had expected. The terrible silver scrawls
were gone, and so too were the disturbing scars they had left
behind. But Mircea must have run out of juice before he’d gotten to
the rest of my collection, leaving me with pink polka dots all over
my body from the rain of burning coal, as well as cuts and
abrasions galore. I looked like I’d been in a fight, but not like
I’d won.

“We
are not winning.”

Shut up! I pushed the memory of what the incubus had
said away, and lay back in the hot, hot, almost too hot water. And
gave a deep, and heartfelt sigh.

This was nice, I thought drowsily. This was very
nice. There was a little green oil slick on the water’s surface,
probably from the awful salve. But it looked like somebody had
sponged me off at some point, probably in order to tend to the
wounds, so I hadn’t dirtied my bath too much.

Until I leaned back even more, and plunged my filthy
hair into it, and got a shock.

I didn’t know where it had all been hiding, but so
much dried mud, soot and grossness boiled off, as soon as I dunked
my head underneath the surface, that it looked like I’d been
mopping up the riverbed with my hair. There was even a small piece
of seaweed in there, floating among the waves. Along with something
that looked like—damn it!

I climbed out, immediately feeling cold again, and
wrapped myself in a towel. And watched a tiny fish skeleton float
around the now brown water. I cursed some more, let out the hot
bath I’d waited forever for, and washed my filthy hair in cold.
Because I wasn’t ruining another tub full, damn it!

By the time I finished, scrubbed the tub down with a
towel, and heated up yet another bath, I was thoroughly chilled.
And wondering if all this effort was even worth it. But the steam
seduced me, and I climbed back in.

And, oh yeah.

Oh, yeah.

God, so worth it!

It would have been even better if I could have shut
my brain off and just enjoyed it, but while my body felt tired and
sleepy and sore, my brain was doing just fine. In fact, it was
better than fine. It had woken up, thrown off the confusion, and
was ready to rumble.

In retrospect, taking a bath was probably a mistake.
Bath time was me time, when I took advantage of the brief solitude
to look back over my day. It had become a habit to get reflective,
and the fact that I didn’t want to do that right now didn’t seem to
matter.

Cut it out, I said, querulously. I’d done enough
thinking! I wanted to rest.

My brain did not cut it out. Instead, it brought up
the problem of my love life again, making me want to throw
something, only there wasn’t anything handy. Not even a loofa,
which I guess wasn’t a thing in Edwardian London.

I sank down under the water, as far as I could go
without drowning, but it didn’t help. I wasn’t sure what would. But
I wasn’t going with the incubus’s advice to just pretend the whole
thing hadn’t happened.

I’d broken up with Mircea partly because he’d kept
something from me—something huge. I couldn’t turn around and do the
same thing to Pritkin. I had to tell him. But what if he didn’t understand?
Or what if he did, but couldn’t get past it?

What if I lost him?

The demon had acted like I was silly for worrying
about such a thing. We had a war to fight and here I was, freaking
out over my relationship. But he didn’t get it: this wasn’t just
about a relationship. It was about my ability to fight at all.

This war was a constant, daily slog that had been
going on for months. And no, everyday wasn’t like this one. I’d
have been crazy a long time ago if every day was like this one! But
even on good days, when nothing was pressing and I could lay out by
the pool at court, and watch the little initiates splash each other
in the water, the war was always there.

I never really relaxed anymore. How could I? I never
knew when the next hammer blow would fall, never knew who might
come knocking at my door, never had any peace. I went to war
council meetings in the morning, held sessions to judge the
supernatural community in the afternoon, and tried to find time to
manage the court’s business at night. But every moment of every
day, the same clawing anxiety walked alongside me, turning down the
edges of my mouth, causing my hands to shake at inopportune
moments, and making me drop things or look up, startled, when
someone entered a room, with a cry on my lips that shouldn’t have
been there.

Except that it was always there—with one
exception.

At night in Pritkin’s arms.

Then, for a few hours, I didn’t feel it. My anxiety
vanished, to the point that it was hard to imagine it being there
at all. There, for a little while, I laughed and giggled and talked
and lived.
Just for a while.

It kept me going. I sometimes thought it was the
only thing that did. So, yeah, the incubus understood power, but he
didn’t understand that it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t some kind of robot—plug
her in and let her go. Or a Pythian Barbie: watch her defeat gods
and fey kings and monsters galore. Now with a new accessory pack, a
shiny golden whip!

I wasn’t either of those, or any of the other things
that different groups wanted me to be. I was just me. And while I
didn’t know what the gods were like, I got tired. I got
discouraged. I got afraid and neurotic and had panic attacks and
took far too many baths.

They didn’t help to calm me down much anymore, but
at least I was clean.

But the point, and why an incubus of all creatures
didn’t understand this was beyond me, was that it didn’t matter how
powerful I was. Whatever strength I had wouldn’t help if I didn’t
have the heart to wield it. And Pritkin, as irascible and crusty
and annoying and occasionally rage-inducing as he could be, was my
heart.

When we first met, I’d assumed that our relationship
was a case of opposites attract. He was the smart, studious type,
while books with tiny, medieval print gave me headaches. He was the
planner, the type to lay everything out ahead of time and check and
double check all possible outcomes, while I was busy running into
traffic without looking both ways. Or, you know, either way. He was
capable, skilled, and depended on a lifetime of experience to get
him through crises. Whereas I… hoped for the best?

Sometimes, I looked at him and wondered what he saw
in me. And then I remembered hearing him laugh for the first time,
and how it had been accompanied by a look of surprise, like he
couldn’t recall the last time he’d done that. Or watching him do
magic tricks to amuse a bunch of giggling little girls. Or walking
in on him making paper airplanes and arguing aerodynamics with
Jesse and Jiao, the sole boys at my estrogen-filled court, so they
wouldn’t feel left out.

All of which had made me start to think that maybe
we weren’t so different, after all. We’d spent our whole lives
wanting a home, a place we fit in, somewhere we could contribute
something. Pritkin had joined the Corps hoping to do just that,
after his wife betrayed him and his life fell apart. But the Corps
wasn’t a home, and as useful as he might have been to them, he’d
never fit in.

He did with me. We just worked; we always had. And
yes, I’d brought a lot of chaos into his life, and even more
problems; I didn’t deny that. But I hoped that I’d brought other
things, too, good things.

Because he had, for me.

If I hadn’t just thrown them all away.

I drifted lower in the water, until just my nose was
poking out, and felt the warmth surround me. It reminded me of
Mircea’s arms, in that terrifying moment on the bed, when he’d
first showed himself. I’d briefly thought that Zeus had found a new
way of attacking me, or at least of imprisoning me, but I hadn’t
really believed it.

I knew those arms.

Which brought up another problem I didn’t want to
think about. A whole list of problems, in fact, like how good that
embrace had felt, how much I had missed him, and how much the
estrangement between us had hurt, even though it had been my
idea.

Mircea and I didn’t work; we never had, no matter how
much I had wanted us to. But part of me didn’t understand that.
Part of me felt like an open wound, like I was missing something
vital without him in my life.

Part of me still loved him, and had for almost as
long as I could remember. He’d always been there: my first crush,
my friend and confidant, my supporter and defender when nobody else
cared. Loving him was my default setting, and the reason that long,
silky hair on a man was my ideal, why brown velvet eyes always made
me melt, why a Romanian accent, barely audible on the end of a
syllable, caused my heart to skip a beat.

Like the mere mention of the word dulceață.

But there were problems with loving Mircea—a lot of
them. Like the family, which he viewed me as being a part of. I
suspected that was why he hadn’t put up more of a fight when I’d
peeled off some of his masters recently, to help guard my court. In
his mind, any resources I used was fair, as keeping me safe
benefitted everyone.

But if I needed to be used as well, and my power
co-opted to benefit that same family?

Well, that was fair, too.

We were a unit in his mind, Pythian neutrality be
damned. And most of the time, that had turned out all right, since
his position on the Vampire Senate meant that a lot of the favors
that he wanted helped the war effort, too. I could give him what he
asked, and feel good about it, because he was right: it benefitted
all of us.

Except when it didn’t.

Like today, when the attack we’d barely survived was
a direct outgrowth of my visit to old Romania. I never should have
been there; never should have agreed to that. But I had, only not
for the reason that Mircea probably thought.

Yes, I was afraid that he’d hijack my power and go
on his own if I said no. And yes, I wanted my Mircea back, instead
of the obsessed vampire he’d turned into. But I’d also done it
simply because I loved him and wanted to help.

And that was the problem.

I’d put Mircea first, even above my responsibilities
as Pythia. Agnes would have killed him for trying to joyride around
the timeline, and probably Gertie, too. But I had helped him,
because Mircea was a man obsessed with family. To have failed one
member of it so completely as to let her die, and at the hands of
his own brother? It was tearing him up inside, and had been for
centuries.

Only, of course, his wife hadn’t died; we’d found
that out on a previous trip. But she had been taken away, and by
Aeslinn’s fey at that, and no one knew why. And I honestly thought
that was worse for him, worse even than her death, which he’d long
ago convinced himself that he would find a Pythia to help him undo.
But to not know where she was, what had happened to her? What fate
he had actually left her to?

Yeah, that was very much not working for him.

Another man would have descended into depression and
just given up. Or fallen into self-destructive tendencies, raging
and lashing out. Mircea was not another man. He was frighteningly
intelligent, utterly determined, fiercely devoted and furious.

He wanted Aeslinn’s head on a pike. He wanted his
wife back. He wanted his family made whole again and God help
anybody who got in his way.

So, I hadn’t. I’d helped him instead. Because I
understood his pain and was hoping that answers, whatever they
were, would finally allow him some peace.

But no way would he return the favor.

No way would he put me first.

He loved me; I knew he did, but the family was
paramount and always would be. I didn’t fault him for that; I cared
about them, too. But it often felt like being part of the
Borg—everything was for the collective.

Everyone outside was evaluated on what they could do
for the family or what kind of threat they offered to it. And those
of us inside were expected to be totally loyal, trusting the head
of the clan to do what was best for us all. Being an impartial
Pythia didn’t work in a situation like that, which was why I’d
removed my court from his direct orbit.

And was another reason I’d removed myself from our
relationship.

But Pritkin didn’t have a family, unless you counted
Rosier, which I didn’t think he did. The two had made up, if
grudging tolerance counted, but they weren’t close. Maybe as a
result, Pritkin had never asked me to do anything for his people,
or for him personally. In fact, he’d been furious any time I’d put
myself in jeopardy to help him.

That didn’t make him better than Mircea; they were
two different men in very different circumstances. But it made him
better for me. I knew that, and I loved him, utterly and
completely, but I loved Mircea, too, and it was a mess,
I was a
mess, and even more so lately, because there weren’t two men in my
heart.

There were three.

Billy Joe had been the ghost of a riverboat gambler,
who I’d managed to attract thanks to my dad’s type of necromancy.
He was one of hundreds of spirits I’d interacted with through the
years, only the others came and went, while Billy stuck around. To
the point that it had started to feel like he was a part of me, a
second, grumpy heartbeat, pounding in the middle of my chest,
because that was where his necklace—a talisman that fed him
power—had rested.

He’d acted like a second subconscious that piped up
to offer advice, whether I wanted it or not. Or to cheer me up with
one of his endless supply of terrible, dirty jokes. Or to distract
me when my brain kept spinning around and around in worry, and I
couldn’t turn it off.

Not until Billy tried to peek down my towel, that
is, because perviness apparently survived the grave. Or sang me
some old Irish ditty, making up more and more outrageous verses as
he went along, until I was in stitches and he couldn’t hold a
straight face anymore. Or beat me at cards, levitating them over
the coffee table because he could touch things when he really
wanted to.

But I couldn’t touch him.

My hand went to his necklace, which I still wore,
despite it being hideously ugly and not even having a purpose
anymore. A little chameleon tattoo on my wrist hid it from human
eyes, and from most non-human ones, too. I could see it, though,
and feel it, body-warm against my skin.

But it felt off these days; wrong. I couldn’t feel
Billy, buzzing in the background. Even when he’d been sleeping, I’d
always been able to feel him. Sometimes, I’d even been able to pick
up on whatever he was dreaming about, which had mostly involved
girls and booze, but still. I’d found it comforting.

I didn’t find it comforting now. It was an empty
house that I dragged around with me because I couldn’t bear to take
it off. Billy had passed on to whatever lay after death,
transitioning after protecting me one last time, and I had known
that I was going to miss him, but I hadn’t expected it to be like
this. I missed him, every moment of every day, more than I’d
ever thought possible…

And that, I realized, was why I was freaking
out.

I’d already had part of my heart ripped out, stomped
on, and lost, irrevocably and completely. I would never get Billy
back, so I was terrified of losing even more. Of losing Mircea, as
I almost had yesterday; of losing my court, who I was more and more
fearful that I couldn’t protect against skyrocketing odds; of
losing Pritkin…

An icy chill swept over me, even in the heat of the
bath, because I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t bear that. I knew it,
as certainly as I’d ever known anything in my life.

The incubus thought I was panicking over a lover,
but I wasn’t. If Pritkin never wanted to touch me again, I’d hate
it, I’d hate everything about it, but I’d be okay. But if he didn’t
care about me anymore, if he didn’t love me…

God! I just… I couldn’t… screw this! Screw all of
this!

In desperation, I reached for a technique I’d
learned in childhood, because growing up with a homicidal vampire
teaches you things, even if those things count as mental disorders.
But mental disorders can be useful at times, which is why the brain
invents them in the first place. And was why, after a brief
struggle, I was finally able to lock my worry and anxiety and sheer
bloody terror into a nice little compartment in my brain.

And throw away the key.

It wouldn’t last—it never did these days—but it
might give me time to finish my bath, to survive an interrogation
by Gertie, and to go back to bed.

And, this time, not to dream.


 Chapter Eighteen

Another knock woke me up, which was good, since I
appeared to be drowning.

I grabbed for the side of the tub I’d fallen asleep
in and held on, while coughing and retching and bringing up half a
lungful of soapy water. I had more in my eyes, and—disturbingly—was
blowing bubbles out of my nose. Which probably explained why I now
had burning sinuses.

Great.

The knock came again, a little more forcefully this
time, enough to rattle the door. I thought about ignoring it, but
that was a good way to get it blown off its hinges by someone who
was afraid that I’d died or something. So, grumbling audibly, I got
out of the bath, wrapped myself in my towel, and went to answer
it.

And found the same acolyte as before on the other
side.

She seemed surprised to see me standing there,
dripping at her, why I didn’t know. What had she thought I was
going to do with that hour? Paint my nails?

I saw her eyes flicker to the trail of wet
footprints I’d left across the boards, and at least she had the
grace to blush. But she didn’t retract the stack of towels she was
holding out, or the basket of toiletries, which I already had. I
took them anyway, since it seemed the easiest way to get rid of
her.

It wasn’t.

“Yes?” I said impatiently, when she just stood
there.

She looked nervous, but determined. “I’m… I wanted
to make sure that you have everything you need. I would have
brought a new dress, too, but I didn’t think that one of mine would
fit.”

No, I didn’t suppose so. She was tall and had a
shape that her doppelganger would have envied. Meanwhile I was
short and skinny, and getting skinnier by the minute because she
hadn’t brought any food.

But I wasn’t going to ask, because there was
something weird about this one.

“Yep. All set.” I tried to close the door.

“I’m glad to hear it,” she burst out. “I—that is,
we—but mostly I—” she stopped, and collected herself. “That is, I
really don’t mind about the coat—”

“Great.” I pushed against the shoe she’d inserted
over the threshold.

“I’m just glad you’re all right. I realize we’re not
supposed to know anything, about what you’re doing here, that is,
but I couldn’t help overhearing—”

“What?” I said sharply.

“Nothing!” She looked alarmed, probably afraid that
I’d rat her out to Gertie. “Merely that, I understand things of
importance are happening, of grave importance, and that you… that
the risks you’re taking… well, I just wanted to say, we’re all very
grateful and proud—”

“Yeah, you’re welcome.” I tried to shut the door
again, but again, it went nowhere.

Damn, she must have arches of steel.

“—and I was wondering—”

“What?”

“—if you could, perhaps?” She held something
out.

I looked at it. It appeared to be a small book. I
shifted some stuff around in my arms and took it.

There was nothing in it except for blank pages, like
a diary or something. I didn’t get it. Then I looked up and found
her holding out a pen.

Gray eyes gazed into mine hopefully. “If you could
sign to my good friend Iris…?”

I stared at her in disbelief.

Oh, my God.

I had a groupie.

I took the pen and scribbled something, I’m not even
sure what, thrust it back at her and finally got the door closed. I
waited to hear her footsteps walk away, but the thick old oak
muffled sound too well and she’d had on soft little slippers. I
couldn’t tell if she’d left, or if she was waiting outside the door
like some sort of glamorous stalker.

After a moment, I started to feel ridiculous. I
found the smallest towel in the bunch and draped it around the door
knob, knotting it so that it would stay. It covered the keyhole,
and the door was so well fitted that there were no cracks around
the jamb.

I stood back to survey my handiwork, and decided it
would do. Screw you, Grace, I thought. Screw everything about
today.

Including my bathwater, which had gone tepid, damn
it!

I’d intended to soak up whatever heat was left, only
to discover that there wasn’t any. I stood by the bath, clutching
my armful of towels and feeling cheated. But I didn’t turn the
heating element back on. I’d already tried my luck twice; three
times was just asking for trouble. I let out the water instead,
went over to the dressing table to put down all my stuff—and got a
happy surprise.

Because the basket wasn’t toiletries, after all, it
was food! A large linen napkin had covered it all up, but it slid
partly off when I put everything down. And allowed a hearty ham
sandwich to peek out at me, leaking some of that awesome hot
English mustard down the sides.

I quickly pulled the rest of the napkin away to find
that the sandwich had plenty of company. It was nestled next to
another with some weird sort of—oh. It was cold cow’s tongue. I
felt myself shiver slightly and pushed it aside. But there were
also some fried oyster patties, a couple of sausages, a slice off
some sort of terrine that was mostly meat and boiled eggs—because
the Edwardians were basically carnivores—and a vol-a-vent, a small,
puff pastry stuffed with creamy chicken, although there did appear
to be a few peas in there, too.

Why everybody in this era hadn’t died of heart
disease, I’d never know. Their meals consisted of multiple courses,
but that mostly translated into fish, fish, some other type of
seafood, meat, meat, meat, and sweets, with lots of wine
accompanying every course. Not that I was complaining. Except about
the missing sweet, that was, which I found after plowing through
everything else, in its own little pot at the bottom of the basket:
a Cassie-sized trifle made with ratafia biscuits and sherry.

Score!

I ate it all, washed down by a good English beer,
except for the tongue, although I eyed even that. After all, it was
just beef, right? But I couldn’t do it. Tasting something that
might be tasting me back freaked me out.

But everything else was marvelous.

Damn—it was good to have a groupie!

I left the bedroom a short while later, stuffed and
happy and looking for Iris to thank her. Only she appeared to have
left, and everybody else was in bed. Well, at least I wouldn’t get
any disapproving glances for once, because despite her attitude,
most of the court seemed to find me a bit of an embarrassment.

That might have had something to do with the fact
that they came back from training sessions without so much as dusty
outerwear, and I… did not. I’d seen their looks when I schlepped
in, covered in mud or blood or chicken feathers. I’d seen them
watching me from the foyer or the courtyard as I clumped upstairs
with my hair a mess and my makeup gone and sans a shoe.

Those had not been admiring glances.

But I might not have garnered too much disapproval
tonight, with my hair freshly combed and my dressing gown as
respectable as I could make it. Which wasn’t very, since the robe
had absorbed a lot of salve, leaving me with more polka dots. Only
these were greasy instead of burnt edged, and smelled of ten-day
old fish instead of ashes.

I sniffed myself. I did not want to face Gertie like
this. That trip today hadn’t been my idea, but freaked out people
tended not to remember things like that. And if I was going to get
a dressing down, I’d like to do it dressed up for once, or
“properly attired,” as Agnes had put it.

I needed the Edwardian version of a power suit, only
I didn’t have one.

Luckily, I knew someone who did.

I headed for Rhea’s room down the hall.

She somehow kept her wardrobe spotless, despite
wrestling around on the floor with Agnes half the time. I suspected
magic, not that any amount of it would save what I’d been wearing
today. But we were close enough in size that maybe I could
borrow—

Or not, I thought, glancing in her partly open
door.

Rhea wasn’t alone, which on its own was not
surprising. Unlike me, she was popular among the acolytes, who were
pleased to have someone else to take the position of Agnes’ chew
toy. Whenever we visited, two or three of them could usually be
found in Rhea’s room, sipping tea, playing whist, or gossiping
about court affairs. Sometimes, I also suspected them of giving her
pointers, because seeing Agnes dumped on her ass was some of the
girls’ fondest dream.

So, it was a little odd that, tonight, the girl
sitting on the bed behind Rhea and combing out my acolyte’s long,
dark hair was… Agnes herself.

Okay.

Hadn’t seen that one coming.

They looked like another painting, maybe “Sweet
Sisterhood” this time, although they were mother and daughter. But
they were also more or less the same age at the moment, and the
resemblance was striking when you saw them together. Especially
when they weren’t yelling at each other for once.

Instead, Rhea had her eyes closed, with the
lamplight gilding her pale skin. Her hair was gilded, too, only it
was too dark to reflect much light, just rippling down her back
like a brown river. But it was the expression on her face that
stopped me, halting my hand on the way to the door and making me
pause in the hallway like some voyeur.

Yet the only thing happening inside the room was
what looked like an Edwardian slumber party. Both girls were in
robes, with high necked, frilly nightgowns peeking out of the top.
Your neck just never got a break in this era, did it?

But I didn’t laugh at my own joke, because there was
nothing funny about the look on Rhea’s face. It was heartbreaking,
although I couldn’t have said why. But there was something so
incredibly vulnerable about it, so raw, so expressive even with her
eyes closed, that it made me gasp in sympathy.

Which is why they saw me before I could beat a
retreat.

Rhea’s eyes flew open and she jumped up, so fast
that the comb stayed in place.

“Lady!” She curtsied, which she almost never did
anymore, as I’d finally managed to talk her out of it. Then I
almost had a heart attack when Agnes rose slowly off the bed… and
did likewise.

Okaaaaay, weirded out now.

The world righted itself when she stood back up,
eyed me critically up and down, and frowned. “You look
terrible.”

Okay. Abuse. That was more like it.

“Are you all right?” Rhea burst out. “I’m sorry; I
should have been there when you woke—”

“For what? To watch me take a bath?” I came in. “I
was hoping to borrow a gown, if you have a spare.”

“Of course.” She immediately went to the wardrobe
and started sorting through what looked like a whole dress
shop.

“Have they been giving you extra?” I asked, eyeing
all the bounty.

She blinked at me over her shoulder, a delicate
number in her hands. “No?”

“Then why do you have so many?” The wardrobe was all
but bursting at the seams.

“She doesn’t destroy one every time she wears it?”
Agnes said dryly, as Rhea passed over another sacrificial lamb.

I would have had a reply to that, but Agnes had a
point. And sliding my greased up, fish-smelling body into this one
wasn’t going to do it any good. I stood there for a second in
indecision, admiring the handmade lace, before handing it back.

“Maybe a different robe instead?”

Rhea nodded, and knelt to paw through an equally
well stocked drawer on the bottom of the wardrobe. She came up with
an almost identical robe to the one I was wearing, except this one
was dark blue instead of gray and looked like it had been ironed. I
felt almost guilty despoiling its perfection.

But not enough to turn it down. “Thanks.”

I peeled off the old, sticky version, which had all
but welded itself to my skin, because that damned salve just didn’t
come off. I grabbed the new one, turned toward the mirror, and
heard twin gasps from behind me. I looked over my shoulder.

“What?”

“You’re—you’re still hurt,” Rhea said indistinctly,
her hand over her mouth.

“Not like before,” I said, vividly recalling the
sight of half of my face about to slide off. I repressed a shudder.
“I’m better now—”

“Yes, but they told me—that, is, I thought you were
healed.”

“You, uh, weren’t the one who tended to me?” I
asked, trying for casual. “Afterwards, I mean?”

“No, they wouldn’t let me. They locked me up—”

“Locked you up where?”

“We put her in timeout,” Agnes said, and I was
pretty sure she meant that literally.

“You put her in one of those cells, outside time?” I
was instantly furious. “She was helping me!”

“But we didn’t know that, did we? You didn’t bother
to tell anyone anything—”

“I was dying—”

“Exactly so, and we were trying to get a healer to
you. But it appears that you didn’t need one.” Agnes’ frown tipped
into a scowl as she looked me over. “You should be dead.”

“Sorry to disappoint—”

Suddenly, she was beside me, as quickly as if she’d
shifted. And maybe she had. I’d been looking down, knotting the
belt on the robe, and hadn’t seen her move. But when I looked up,
she was right behind me.

And I wasn’t the only one who was furious.

“You didn’t disappoint,” she hissed, meeting my eyes in the
mirror. “You should be dead. But after all that banging around and
screaming, when we finally broke in, what did we find?”

I had no idea. I wasn’t even sure I wanted one. But
Agnes was intent on telling me anyway.

“Just you. Bruised and battered and tangled in the
sheets, but alive. When you should have been a blackened, smoking
corpse! And Rhea won’t say why you’re not—”

“You’re not supposed to be asking her,” I said,
trying not to look relieved. “You know that—”

“Like it matters, after today. With gods haunting
the byways—”

“It matters! You could change time—”

“—and demigods opposing them!”

I stopped and stared at her for a moment in the
mirror. I did not look at Rhea, because that would have been a dead
giveaway, and because I didn’t need to. I could see her vaguely
over Agnes’ shoulder, violently shaking her head.

So, Agnes didn’t know.

But she damned well looked like she did.

“I’m not a fool, Cassie,” she sneered, as I turned
around. “No one could have done what you did today, no human, at
least. But no god would have looked like that when we dragged you
back.”

“She’s hurt,” Rhea said, coming forward. “You
saw—”

“Yes, and you would have seen worse, had Lady
Herophile not thrown you out.”

Rhea opened her mouth, then closed it again quickly.
She didn’t mention that she’d run back in later, when they were
arguing with the mages downstairs, and that she’d seen plenty. She
was learning discretion a lot faster than I had.

“The Lady shouldn’t have done that,” she said
instead. “I should have been the one to tend her—”

“And watch your Pythia die?” Agnes glanced over her
shoulder. “No one should have to live through that, not when half
choked themselves. You inhaled too much smoke rescuing her—”

“I’m fine,” Rhea said staunchly, and for the first
time, I saw Agnes smile at someone, and actually look like she
meant it.

“Yes, you are. You’re strong. But you will see
enough in this profession that you would wish to erase. No need to
add one thing more.”

“I didn’t die,” I pointed out—which was a mistake,
because it drew Agnes’ attention back to me.

“No, but you should have done,” she said. “But what
do we have instead? Half healed wounds instead of bubbled flesh,
scars that look weeks old instead of new and livid.” She grabbed my
arm and pushed up the sleeve of the robe, displaying a heavily
bruised expanse of flesh with an ugly ridge down the middle, like
an inverted seam. Her eyes met mine, and hers narrowed. “When we
brought you back, we could see bone.”

I jerked my arm back and scowled at her. “How would
you know? You were half dead yourself, so tired you could barely
stand, yet here you are—”

“Yes, dosed up on half a bottle of the Tears of
Apollo, and still exhausted. But then, I’m only human.”

I started to retort, but paused, because anything I
said could be dangerous. Agnes had been trained by Gertie to notice
everything, to extrapolate from what she knew, and to goad others
into revealing what she didn’t. Giving her anything to work with
would be stupid.

“Believe what you like,” I finally said. “We’re not
supposed to be talking—about any of this.”

“We are now. The restrictions have been lifted.”

“What?” I looked from her to Rhea, who was just
standing there, biting her lip. “What do you mean? Gertie told you
not to ask us anything—”

“She changed her mind. That’s how I discovered that
I have a daughter—”

“Rhea!”

“—and, apparently, that I am the reason you are here
at all. I save your life someday.” She looked like she found that
as hard to believe as I often did.

I ignored her and glared at my acolyte, who had
apparently lost her damned mind. “Did you get hit on the head?”

“Lady?” Rhea, who tended to be the literal type,
looked confused.

“A brain bleed? A concussion? A seizure—”

She flushed.

“Rhea is fine,” Agnes said. “She had to tell me. We
had things to discuss—”

“You absolutely did not!”

“—as you do, with Gertie.”

That was a dismissal if ever I’d heard one, which
right now, was fine by me. Forget what I looked like; I needed
answers. I spun on my heel and started for the door, but Agnes
grabbed my arm.

“Wait. I understand that I owe you something.”

“For what?” I asked, pissed.

“For saving my daughter’s life.”

My eyes went back to Rhea, who flushed a darker
shade. Looked like she’d decided to spill her entire guts. What the
hell?

“I saved you,” Agnes said. “You returned the favor
and saved her, along with the rest of my court. There is symmetry
there, don’t you think?”

I transferred my gaze to her. The woman I’d seen
this morning had been her normal self—haughty, competent, sure of
her abilities, and annoyed at the rest of us who weren’t on her
level. And just now, she’d been her usual argumentative, clever,
and infuriating self. But all that was suddenly gone. Her blue
eyes, normally as hard and cold as twin sapphires, were warm and
sincere.

It threw me more than anything else she’d done so
far.

“I… owe you more,” I said, not sure how to take this
new version of Agnes.

She shook her head. “I did my job, that was all.
Whereas you… saved a part of me. I may not have the chance to say
this later, so I wanted to do it now. Thank you.”

I thought of all the times she’d thrown me on my
ass—or shot me in it. And then I thought of how brave she’d been
this morning, taking on a god all by herself. And of how absolutely
kick ass of a Pythia she’d been, fighting the war all alone before
most people even realized we were in one.

She’d been flawed, but she’d also been the best of
us.

“You’re welcome,” I whispered, and left.


 Chapter Nineteen

I left the room and made my way to the stairs, head
still spinning. Today seemed determined to freak me out, over and
over. Like a prize fighter going for the knockout punch and giving
his opponent no time to recover in between blows.

And then the next one landed, before I could even
get down the stairs.

“Dulceață?” I stumbled and had to
grab the wall, so loud was the voice in my ear. And then had to
keep on grabbing it, because my eyes were suddenly seeing two
different places at once, both of which were pretty damned
dark.

Gertie’s back hall was lit only by a couple of
squares of dim moonlight, from the windows overlooking the
courtyard, and that had to filter through the branches of the great
tree. It left shifting light shadows dancing on the old Persian
rug, as the wind tossed the leaves around, and was usually enough
to navigate by. But not tonight.

Tonight, the moonlight was dulled by the silhouette
of another place, one that I could hardly see at all, even when I
strained. But it was there, like a dark transparency dropped over
the scene. One with half glimpsed shadows looming like monsters in
the corners.

Great analogy, Cassie, I thought, swallowing. And
then almost jumped out of my skin when the voice came again.
“Dulceață?”

I didn’t have to ask who it was, as there was only
one person who had ever called me that. “Mircea! You almost made me
fall.”

“Fall? Then you are back on your feet?” He sounded
hopeful as well as slightly breathless, which was odd since
vampires don’t actually need to breathe.

“More or less.” I bent down and felt around
underneath me until I found a stair. I plopped my bruised butt onto
it and closed my eyes, because the double vision was giving me a
headache. And got another surprise, when that actually allowed me
to see better.

Not that there was much to see. It looked like he was in
some kind of tunnel, cut through dirt instead of rock, with a few
stones poking out of the walls, ceiling and floor. I couldn’t tell
much more than that, because it was dark enough that I wouldn’t
have been able to see anything at all, except that I was looking
through a vampire’s eyes.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Where are you?”

“Not Kansas,” he said, as a commotion came from down
the tunnel somewhere.

And then he giggled.

I sat there for a second, unsure of what I’d heard.
Mircea did not giggle. He laughed sometimes, a rich, infectious
sound that brightened the dark eyes and crinkled their edges, and
made the handsome face even more so. Hearing him laugh wasn’t
unusual, as he somehow managed to combine a reputation as a
fearsome master vamp with a decent sense of humor, and preferred to
rule his family through bonds of affection and loyalty rather than
fear.

But he did not giggle.

And then he did it again.

“Mircea, what—” I began, but had to stop when he
snatched something from the ground and took off down the corridor
with it, so fast that the walls blurred together into a single,
dark line.

We slammed back into a crevasse a moment later,
where we panted and giggled and panted and giggled. One of us was
losing our minds, I thought. And, after today, I wouldn’t swear
that it wasn’t me.

But then Mircea’s voice came again. “It’s not
you.”

“Why are you out of breath?” I demanded. “And what’s
so funny?”

“My apologies, dulceață. I believe I am—I think the word
is ‘high’?”

I stared at the uninteresting dirt wall in front of
us. It had an overlay of Gertie’s stairs and back hallway on it,
because my eyes had flown open in surprise. I shut them again.

“Did you say high?” I asked, before catching sight
of what he’d dumped unceremoniously at his feet. “Is that
Pritkin?”

“Yes, he’s high, too.”

“Mircea, what—”

“One moment.” And then we were back on the move,
Pritkin thrown over our shoulder, his head and arms dangling
comically behind us as we all but flew down the tunnel, while
frequently glancing back, looking for something that even Mircea’s
eyes couldn’t see.

We hit a cross tunnel, turned sharply to the left,
and found another depression. It was shallower than the last,
leaving Pritkin’s head and shoulders sticking out into the corridor
when he was dumped on his ass again. Or they were until Mircea
kicked them back inside.

“Mircea!”

“He weighs a ton,” Mircea panted, unrepentant. “And
I have been lugging him about for the last half hour, barely ahead
of our enemies—”

“What enemies? What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. I was unconscious when I first
arrived—”

“You’re a vampire. You don’t do unconscious.”

“I don’t normally leap through booby-trapped
portals, either,” he said fiercely, as another distant commotion
came to my ears, this time including gunfire.

Mircea swore.

“Mircea, if you don’t tell me what’s happening—”

“The creature we retrieved from the fey dungeon
escaped the hotel and headed out into Las Vegas. The mage and I
traced it to a disused part of the run-off tunnels under the city,
where it activated an illegal portal. Likely to some part of
Faerie—the mage said the fey can sense their own type of magic, and
it probably honed in on that.”

“And you followed it inside?” I didn’t know why I bothered to
ask; this was Mircea. Of course, he had.

“Of course, I did! I didn’t come this far to lose it
now! But that put us outside the grip of Earth, which is why the
incubus brought our minds to you instead of our bodies.”

“You… remember that?” I said, biting my lip.

He glanced down at Pritkin. “I remember a great many
things, some of which are frankly… disturbing. But I cannot
currently tell fact from wildly exaggerated fiction—”

“You should probably go with the fiction,” I
admitted. “The wilder, the better.”

Mircea scowled; I could feel the muscles stretching
his face, since it was currently my face, too. “In that case, we
need to talk—”

Great.

“—but not now. Sometime when I can think, which I
can’t at the moment! The portal must have been rigged to explode if
any non-fey passed through—”

“Explode?” I suddenly forgot about my personal life.
“Are you okay?”

“No.” It was flat. “The explosion was a potion bomb,
filled with something that knocked us both out. It appears to have
worked on the body rather than the mind, allowing my subconscious
to remain active, and thus be able to assist you. But as soon as I
came around…” He shook his head violently, then clutched the wall,
hard enough for his fingers to sink into the earth. “The last time
I felt this way was after feeding on a human high on LSD, back in
the sixties—”

“Okay, we need to get you out—”

“—not one of mine, you understand. I was visiting
the consul, and she offered—did you know she calls them blood-pigs?
I haven’t heard anyone do that in centuries, and many of us—”

“Mircea—”

“—never did. Anjo de sangue—blood angel—to the
Portuguese; Levengever—literally life giver—to the Dutch;
Băiat de Aur
or Fata de
Aur—golden boy or girl—in Romanian, because they are prized,
you see—”

“Mircea! Try to focus,” I said desperately, which
felt surreal, because he was nothing if not strong minded.

Except for today, it seemed.

“I am trying,” he said, and to be fair, he sounded like
it. There was tension in his voice, and he appeared to be
sweating.

A vampire.

Was sweating.

The world really had gone mad.

“What the hell did they put in that bomb?” I
asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t even know who ‘they’ are. The
bomb went off, filling the small area we were in with smoke, and
when I woke up, I was caught in a metaphysical trap of the kind the
Circle likes to use.”

I shivered slightly in sympathy. The traps he was
talking about looked like a shoebox on the outside, just a shiny
black rectangle. But inside was an undefined space, a totally black
prison cell with no doors or windows or any other way out.

Physically, it wasn’t uncomfortable. Mentally, it
was a complete mind-fuck. Especially the longer you stayed
inside.

Mircea seemed to agree, because he jerked Pritkin up
by the collar at another sound, while looking frantically in both
directions. I didn’t say anything, as I wasn’t sure what would
help. I’d never seen him like this.

Then the noise came again, more clearly. And, this
time, it wasn’t the sound of booted, running feet, indistinct
shouting, or gunfire. This time, it was worse.

“What was that?” I said, as a stuttering roar echoed
off the walls, loud enough to make my flesh think about separating
from my bones.

“A cave troll?” Mircea suggested, and laughed again,
a high pitched, somewhat crazed sound.

“What?”

“From The Lord of the Rings. You remember—when they were
in Moria?”

I stared at the wall in front of us, in complete
shock. “My God, you’re high.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying! I cannot throw off
the effects of the potion. I tore through their flimsy trap,
rescued this lump,” he shook Pritkin, harder than technically
necessary. “And escaped into a maze that never ends, pursued by men
in black and a monster I cannot see, but who is hunting me. Hunting
us, do you
understand?”

“Yes,” I said. “I get it now.”

Mircea somehow grabbed me by one shoulder, even
though I wasn’t there. And shook me hard enough that I almost fell
off the stairs. “I need you. I know you are not fully healed, and I
apologize for that. But the mage won’t come around and I am having
difficulty using my own powers, much less yours—”

“It’s okay; I’ve got you.” My hand closed over his,
and he felt warm and real under my fingers. “We’ll find you a way
out—”

“I don’t want a way out; I want a way to the
creature.
That is why I brought you here. I can’t trust my own senses, but
yours are uncorrupted. You can borrow mine—”

“Mircea—”

“—and help me find it. It’s here; I can smell it—”

“Mircea! Pritkin is unconscious and you’re
compromised!”

“—and if it escapes this maze, I’ll never find it
again—”

“If you die, you’ll never find it again!”

“And afterwards, we can worry about—”

He cut off abruptly, and my vision slurred once
more. It snapped back to show me what looked like another dirt
wall, only with the tops of a bunch of heads sticking out. After a
few seconds, I realized that I was looking down at the floor from
above, and that the heads were those of a bunch of people passing
underneath us.

Mircea must have heard them coming and jumped up,
and was managing to cling to the ceiling above their heads.

But he hadn’t had time to take Pritkin with him. I
could see the light orbs that some of the men were carrying in lieu
of flashlights splash his blond hair, highlighting him even among
the crevasse’s shadows. All that was needed was for one of them to
turn his head—

And then one of them did, but before he could utter
a warning, he was up here, too, having been snatched out of the
pack so quickly that his companions never missed him.

He wasn’t fey. His height should have told me that
already, as a fey’s head would have been a lot closer to the
ceiling. This guy was shorter—maybe by a foot and a half—and human.
I had a brief impression of a rounded ear, of an acne-scarred,
human face, and of the stench of dark magic, like the funk off a
week-old corpse, staining the air around him.

And then the mage matched his smell, when Mircea
proved the difference between a master and a regular old vamp, and
exsanguinated him in about a second flat. It left the skin ivory
pale, the eyes fixed and staring, and the mouth still open on a
word of warning. One he’d never had a chance to utter, because
Mircea had killed him before he even knew what was happening.

But everyone was going to figure it out in a second,
because we were no longer steady.

I looked ahead, and saw Mircea’s free hand half
buried in the wall, where cracks in the earth were starting to
appear. I looked behind, where I could just see a booted foot
clinging to a boulder on the opposite side. But only one, because
the other foot and its leg were wrapped around the corpse, as was
Mircea’s other arm, holding it up and away from the mages. The
ceiling of the tunnel was low enough that they were passing maybe
all of three feet below, with the trailing tail of the mage’s long,
leather coat almost brushing a few of the taller one’s heads.

I held my breath, while small trickles of dirt
cascaded down the wall from underneath Mircea’s hand. Only the
darkness hid us, although the light from the orbs gleamed
dangerously off the slick surface of the mage’s outerwear, and his
dead, open eyes. And even if no one saw us, there was no reason to
believe that someone else wouldn’t see Pritkin, too.

I’ll
try a shift, I told Mircea mentally. If the portal is still active, my power
may be able to reach you.

Good, but not out. Back to the corridor where you came
in.

I didn’t like it, but I wasn’t sure that I could
shift two people any further than that. Not right now and not from
centuries away. I’d never done anything like this—

Annnnd that record held, I thought, when they went
exactly nowhere.

Cassie?

Trying. Only I wasn’t. I was straining enough to
cause me to gasp, and my blood to pound in my veins, but nothing
was happening. Maybe because I was attempting to feel something
that simply wasn’t there.

Cassie! Mircea’s mental voice was becoming
desperate, maybe because the hard packed earth wasn’t hard enough,
and his hand was sinking. But there was nothing I could do, and
there wasn’t going to be.

Plan
B, I told him grimly.

What
happened to Plan A? Shift us!

I
can’t—

Why
not?

The
portal is closed.

And then we fell, when the wall gave way in a
cascade of dirt. But we fell silently, landing no louder than a
cat, right behind the last line of mages. The platoon kept going,
pelting hell bent for leather somewhere that thankfully wasn’t
here, and from over a century away, I realized that I’d covered my
mouth to keep silent.

I let go, and concentrated on just breathing for a
moment. Mircea, however, didn’t hesitate. He shoved the dead man
into the surface of the crumbling wall, pushing until the dirt all
but liquified around him. Until only the round oval of his face was
visible, staring out at us with its glassy eyes.

Mircea pushed it the rest of the way in, essentially
burying the man standing up, and then he did an encore—only instead
of hiding someone, he was doing the opposite. I felt a fist
knotting in the front of my robe, and then a powerful jerk. And the next
moment, a solid looking me was standing beside him on the rocky
soil, which felt uncomfortable, cold, and all too real under my
bare feet.

That was disorienting enough, but then I looked up
and found myself facing Captain Jack Sparrow.

It took me a second to recognize Mircea with
unbound, sweaty hair, a dirt-streaked face, and wearing the
tattered remains of his once opulent ballroom attire. That
consisted of a pair of wide legged trousers confined by calf
hugging boots; a stained, blue silk sash around his waist with a
sword thrust through it; and a Renaissance type shirt with a lace
up front and full sleeves. There was blood on the sleeves, as well
as on the shirt, where big rents had left him with cold
shoulders.

But no wings.

He’d lost them somewhere, but I could see the ridges
where they’d been through the gaps. My hand moved before I could
stop it, feeling strange bumps beneath the skin that had never been
there before. And that shouldn’t be there now, with a vampire’s
healing abilities.

“What is happening to us?” I whispered.

He caught my hand and kissed it, and his lips felt
warm, too. “I don’t know. Are you alright?”

I nodded automatically, and then had to clutch his
arm to stay upright. “What is this? How did you shift me here?”

“I didn’t.”

“Then what do you call this?”

“Projection. It’s easier to talk to you this
way.”

I stared around some more. “That sounds
familiar.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

But unlike the incubus, who had used the same trick,
I wasn’t smoking. In fact, I looked just as I had when descending
the stairs a few moments ago. Where my body still was, I realized,
feeling the vague impression of hard wood under my butt. And the
pattern of Gertie’s raised wallpaper on my cheek, where I’d slumped
against it when my consciousness was hijacked.

Again.

I decided that I could either freak out and waste
time, or kneel down and check Pritkin over. I chose the latter, and
didn’t like what I found. His skin was pale and clammy, and his
breathing was shallow. The usually spiky blond hair was limp and
covered in the same dust that smeared the ratty old coat. I tried
to push the leather back, to get a better look at him, but of
course, it didn’t work.

I wasn’t really there.

But Mircea was, and he knelt and did it for me,
revealing the gray breeches, worn vest and old-fashioned shirt of a
hired coachman. That had been our cover story, to explain the lack
of the Basarab family ride: that it had broken down on the way to
the party, and we’d had to rent one at the last inn we passed. But
it left Pritkin looking like an overgrown Oliver Twist who’d taken
to drink and was sleeping it off.

The good news was that there weren’t any obvious
wounds, except for a few scratches on his hands and arms that the
goat thing had probably given him. But anything strong enough to
knock out a master vamp would kill most humans, and while Pritkin
wasn’t entirely human, it clearly wasn’t doing him any good. And
the fact that he’d been unconscious for something like a day now
seriously worried me.

Of course, his incubus had been busy, hadn’t it? So
maybe it had kept him unconscious so he couldn’t rein it in. But it
had faded a while ago, at least an hour and probably more, so why
hadn’t he come around?

I didn’t know, but getting him to a healer was a
priority.

“How high are you?” I asked Mircea. “What are the
odds of you fighting your way out of here?”

It wasn’t as crazy as it sounded. Under normal
conditions, he could have drained that platoon of every drop of
blood, row by row, while they double timed it beneath him. Only not
today, it seemed, because he laughed again, a little madly.

“Fuck all?”

“I’m serious, Mircea—”

“As am I. I do not know what was in that bomb, but
it was devastating. Concentration is difficult; thinking is difficult. I have
my speed, but the rest of my senses are dulled and I am currently
mind blind, unable to communicate even with family. I managed to
reach you through the spell, but you are the only one I can see.
Otherwise, I am alone.”

There had been no emotion in that last line,
deliberately so. But there didn’t have to be. Mircea had been a
vampire for well over five hundred years. He’d started building a
family early, so for most of that, he’d never been alone. There had
always been voices in the back of his mind, chatting, laughing,
arguing, teasing, something.

To have it all suddenly go silent must be
terrifying.

“It’ll wear off,” I said.

“Let us hope so. In the meantime, we have to
find—”

A high-pitched squeal, distant but deafening, cut
through the air. It sounded like a cross between an animal’s
desperate cry and torn metal, and felt like someone had stabbed me
through the brain.

“—that,” Mircea said, grabbed my hand, and took
off.


 Chapter Twenty

We zipped down the corridors so fast that, if Mircea
hadn’t been leading me, I’d have been utterly lost. There were no
signs down here; no guideposts of any kind. I didn’t know how the
people who used this place navigated, but it wasn’t in the usual
ways.

Of course, we weren’t doing that, either. Mircea was
using the ongoing, horrible wail as a guide, although how he was, I
didn’t know. It echoed confusingly, a long, continuous cry of
anguish that reminded me of an air raid siren, a spine-tingling
sound on its own that also activated warning signals in the
brain.

And so did that, I thought, as we spilled out of the
latest tunnel into a much larger space. A cavernous one with a high
ceiling and maybe a football field’s worth of floor space. Only it
wasn’t rectangular, but vaguely round, although it was hard to tell
with all the liquid-filled tanks in front of the walls.

Big tanks, with big things in them.

“Mircea—”

“One moment.” He let go of my hand and moved closer
to the nearest tank. It was ceiling height and as big around as a
tanker truck stood on end. It contained a few inground pool’s worth
of bluish liquid, or maybe it was the light that was blue, spilling
upward from some source at the bottom to highlight the contents and
splash the rough brown walls.

It contained something else, too.

“Mircea—” I could hear the fear in my voice and
didn’t care. Wanted out of here; wanted out now.

Because the tank had an occupant, suspended from the
top in what looked like a cocoon or a giant womb. It was
semi-transparent with a whitish skin and pulsing blue veins.
Inside, something huge was moving around, only no, that wasn’t
right. Something was writhing, and flailing and kicking with its
undefined limbs, while every once in a while, a huge eye pressed
against the membrane, as if attempting to see out.

It wasn’t alone. There had to be… I didn’t even
know. I looked around the room, trying to count the tanks, most of
which were smaller than this one, some only about my size. But that
didn’t really help much with the creepy.

“Mircea, let’s go.”

“In a moment—”

“No! Not in a moment. Now!”

And then the strange, alarm-like cry abruptly cut
out.

The absence of sound was almost worse than its
presence, which I’d started to become used to. Now, past the dying
echoes, I could hear everything: my heart beating loudly in my
ears; Mircea’s footsteps crunching on the pebble-strewn soil as he
approached the big tank; the thrum, thrum, thrum of some kind of engine
in the background, maybe the one powering the lights, although why
mages would need such a thing, I didn’t know. Like I didn’t know
what we were still doing here!

But we weren’t leaving. Instead, Mircea was doing a
Spock impression, with his fingers splayed on the side of the tank
and his forehead touching the glass, or whatever it was. I assumed
he was trying to communicate with the thing inside, why I had no
idea.

I was too busy freaking out.

And I wasn’t the only one. Because the rabbit/goat
thing suddenly reappeared, emerging from behind a tank and looking
more than a little crazed. I couldn’t read its expression, but
then, I didn’t need to. Because not only was it bloody and dirty,
with its once nice, if old fashioned, suit in tatters, it was also
holding a machine gun.

I blinked at it for a second, because Alice in
Wonderland meets Rambo isn’t something you see every day. Then I
threw myself at Mircea. He’d been so deep in whatever he was doing,
that I guess he hadn’t noticed the new addition.

I think my screaming got the idea across,
however.

Or maybe that was the gunfire. It was loud and
sustained and accompanied by a lot of angry, high-pitched bleating
from the goat. Say hello to my little friend, I thought wildly, as
Mircea and I threw ourselves behind the big tank.

That probably wasn’t the wisest move, since the goat
appeared to be targeting it, not that the hail of bullets was
making much of an impression. Or any at all. They were pinging off
to fly wildly around the room, because the surface was a ward, the
magical version of a forcefield, instead of glass.

Wards that Pritkin didn’t have right now, I
realized, about the time that I spied him over by the door, where
Mircea had dumped him when we came in.

And then things got worse.

The mages I’d almost forgotten about had been drawn
by the screaming or maybe the gunfire, or perhaps this was a new
group. But either way, what had to be a hundred of them were
suddenly pouring through several doorways that had been hiding
among the rocks. They were behind a quartet who were holding onto
the leash of something huge and hairy and wolf-like, if wolves had
massive hunch backs and were the size of buffalo.

Mircea’s monster, I thought, as it let out a bellow
that made my skin want to turn inside out. It was the same one I’d
heard in the tunnels, where the creature had been tracking him
down. And had now found him, lunging for us so hard that it dragged
its mage handlers right off their feet.

They let go of its leash a second later, whether on
purpose or not, and it bounded straight at—

“Pritkin!” I yelled at Mircea, who stopped looking
wildly at the fey version of a bloodhound, and started looked
wildly at the door, instead.

“Futu-i!” he swore, and dove after
Pritkin, and was strafed by bullets along the way. Because the goat
had noticed that we had company, too, and had slung the gun around
to target the nearest group of mages, but had hit Mircea instead.
Fortunately, it hit the monster, too, which didn’t seem to have a
master vamp’s healing abilities, and went down.

“Get out, get out, get out, get out!” I yelled at
Mircea, who for once didn’t argue. He grabbed Pritkin by the scruff
of his neck—and then fell back this way. Maybe because there were
mages racing in that door now, too, and slip sliding on the same
water that was suddenly rushing all around us, because the crazed
goat had managed to crack one of the larger tanks, I wasn’t sure
how.

Oh, that’s how, I thought, as I turned around and
saw him shouldering something a little more hardcore than a
gun.

“Rocket launcher,” Mircea said.

“You think?”

And then the world whited out.

“Lady! Lady!” Somebody was shaking me.

I opened my eyes—my real eyes—and there she was:
Grace Kelley, or at least her Edwardian counterpart. She was
standing on a lower stair, bending over me with a candle
highlighting her features, and looking concerned. Because my
consciousness had joined my body back at Gertie’s, and I couldn’t
afford that right now.

“I will go and get help,” the foolish woman
said.

“I don’t need help—”

“But you’re ill! You fainted—”

“I didn’t faint! I got shot at by a bazooka!”

“What?”

And then Mircea pulled me back in.

Things had not improved. The goat thing had been
successful in breaking the wards around a dozen or so tanks,
leaving the room temporarily flooded and gross, with squishy things
floating in the water. That included the large tank that Mircea had
been communing with, the womb of which had broken open to
reveal—

“Oh. Oh, dear me,” someone said, and I jerked my
eyes away from the bloated, half formed thing with the giant squid
eyes emerging from a bloody, pus-filled sack, and turned
around.

And saw Grace in her pretty lace gown and pearls,
which she looked like she’d be clutching right about now, only they
were in her ears.

Goddamnit!

“What is she doing here?” Mircea asked, while
reaching for the squid thing.

“How should I know? And what are you doing?”

“Attempting to talk to it,” he said, and
actually touched
the whitish skin.

“Oh, dear,” Grace said again faintly.

I smacked his hand away. “Don’t touch that!”

“It helps my mental abilities—”

“You don’t know what it is! It could be
anything!”

“—and we need its help—”

“Its help? Its help?” I was beyond furious. “You could
have been out of here by now! The goat thing is distracting the
mages. You could get by—”

“I can’t leave our prisoner behind—”

“It’s surrounded by a hundred mages,” I yelled.
“It’s getting left behind!”

And then Pritkin woke up.

I’ll admit that abruptly regaining consciousness
while huddled behind a baby squid the size of a whale, and coated
in its goo, would be unpleasant. And that having spell-fire and
bullets strafe a cave filled with dark mages on the other side of
the body, would probably be a shock. But that kind of language
didn’t help.

“You’re freaking out Grace,” I told him.

Pritkin stopped cursing long enough to stare at me.
“Who the hell is Grace?”

I hiked a thumb.

“That is not my name,” the girl whose name I
couldn’t currently remember said.

“What the hell is going on?”

I started to answer, although how to sum this up in
a sentence or two was beyond me. Until I noticed that Mircea had
two hands on the squid now, and one of the giant eyes had just
popped open. Well, fuck.

“Well, fuck,” I said.

Pritkin cocked an eyebrow at me. “Language.”

“Well, fuck!” Grace yelled, scrambling back, her
pretty gown still pristine despite being ankle deep in afterbirth.
Because we weren’t really here, but the guys were, and they were
about to be dead.

“Talk to Mircea,” I told Pritkin urgently. “Tell him
he needs to get out of here!”

“Not without my prize!” Mircea snapped.

“What prize?” Pritkin demanded.

“The prisoner we liberated at such cost. She,”
Mircea nodded at me, “wants to leave it behind.”

“Fuck that.”

“What?” I looked at Pritkin in disbelief. “You agree
with him?”

“Where is it?” Pritkin demanded, getting into a
crouch beside Mircea.

“Just there,” Mircea pulled him a little farther
around the squid, which was staring at me sightlessly. At least, I
hoped it was sightless. “Right there.”

“It has fangs,” Grace said softly.

“It’s not a normal goat,” I told her.

“No,” she pointed at the squid. “There. Among the
tentacles.”

And damned if she wasn’t right. The squid’s huge,
whitish tentacles had what looked like suckers on them. But if you
looked a little closer, the suckers hid mouths ringed in sharp,
pointy teeth that would have done a vampire proud.

“Fuck that!” I said, my voice a little high.

“How are the bastard’s shields holding?” Pritkin
asked Mircea. “It should have been dead by now.”

“It’s going to be in a moment if we don’t act,”
Mircea pointed out.

“What’s the plan?”

“There is no plan!” I said, inserting myself between
the two lunatics. “You’re getting out of here!”

“What the—why did my hand just go through you?”
Pritkin demanded. He’d been reaching for my arm, but of course, it
wasn’t really there.

“I’m not really here—”

“Projection,” Mircea said, his voice clipped. “I
couldn’t wake you, and I needed help. But now that you’re
conscious—”

I felt a sudden, dizzying push, like someone shoving
on the inside of my skull. It was a new and very unpleasant
experience, and the next time I knew anything, I was back on
Gertie’s stairs. Goddamnit!

“You’re not going back there,” Grace said, because
she was back, too.

She had a hand on my arm that I hadn’t noticed,
which was probably how she’d ended up getting pulled in with me.
Mircea had said it himself: touch heightened his abilities. I pried
it off.

“If I don’t, they’ll get themselves killed,” I said,
gripping onto the quickly dissipating thread of Mircea’s
consciousness. It was trying to unravel as I held onto it, but no,
I thought savagely. No, you don’t! Because right now, I have your
abilities, too, don’t I?

I mentally tightened my fist, looped the thread
around it a couple of times for good measure, and jerked.

And suddenly I was back in the cave again, just in
time to see the giant squid go crazy.

“I thought you said you could control it!” Pritkin
was yelling, as the thing flopped and gurgled and writhed across
the floor.

“Did I say that?” Mircea asked, his eyes a little
wide.

“You damned well did!”

“I said I would provide a distraction. They are
distracted,” Mircea pointed out, as the spells that had been aimed
at the goat were now turned on the squid—and us.

“Auggghhh!” Grace screamed.

I turned to find her right behind me, with her hand
on my shoulder, just as several spell bolts tore through our
bodies. They did no damage that I could see, however. Just felt a
little tingly.

So, okay then, I thought, that’s good. Right about
the time that I saw Pritkin make a run for the goat. Shit!

He’d grabbed two handfuls of potion bombs out of the
inner pockets of his greatcoat, and now he threw them ahead of him.
They must have been every one he had, because they totally obscured
the scene, in bursts of red, dark blue and black smoke. And left me
glad that I wasn’t actually there when the mages started choking
and hacking and throwing up.

A few with more presence of mind began wind spells,
trying to disperse the smoke, which worked pretty well, since there
was a high ceiling for it to flow into. But I still couldn’t see
anything. And then I did, as the clouds began to thin, and really
wished I didn’t.

“Pritkin!”

He was surrounded by at least thirty mages, who were
pounding on his shields with spells and, in a few cases, fists.
Meanwhile, the damned goat was making a run for it—at least
somebody had some sense—and Mircea was chasing him, so was not
available to help with said pounding. Pritkin’s shields were the
strongest I’d ever seen, but they wouldn’t hold up to this much
longer.

Damn it, why didn’t anybody ever listen?

“Here, Lady,” Grace said from behind me.

“Shut up! You’re not even supposed to be…” I began,
but stopped short at the sight of her. Because she wasn’t looking
so ladylike, anymore. She wasn’t even looking human. She was… “What
the hell?”

“It’s an illusion. I was always good at them in
school,” she said, which sounded really weird coming out of a
horse’s mouth. Only, that wasn’t a horse, was it? That was…

God, I was losing my mind.

“Climb on!” she whinnied.

I climbed on. Why the hell not? If I was going
crazy, might as well go all the way.

And then we were off, charging into the fray
and—yeah. Pritkin’s eyes went wide. See what you made me do? I
thought. I’m crazy because of you.

Then we left the ground, with the great, white
feathered wings of every little girl’s favorite horse beating
heavily enough to have knocked a few mages over, had we really been
there. Since we weren’t nothing happened, but I guess the wind
spells hid the fact that they felt nothing from our passage.
Because, once again, the barrage they were throwing found a new
target.

And, okay, maybe the bolts were doing a little
damage, after all.

A sizzling burst of red exploded against one of
Pegasus’ wings as we banked and turned, ready to come around for
another pass. It didn’t leave a mark exactly, but part of the wing
became hazy when the spell hit it. And after the bolt passed
through, to impact against a tank on the other side of the room,
the feathers stayed that way, as if an eraser had been briefly
applied to a pencil drawing, smudging it.

“The attack is doing something,” Grace said, echoing
my thoughts. “I can feel myself slipping away.”

“Then let’s make a dramatic exit,” I said, pointing.
“Over there!”

Over there was a cluster of five large tanks, still
full of whatever was being cooked up in those things. They were
pristine, having not been touched by the fight. And, together, they
probably had three, maybe four times as much liquid as the squid
tank.

That was important, since Mircea had run through a
door on that side of the room, chasing his prize, and Pritkin was
now making for the same one. But that wouldn’t do them much good if
they were followed by a hundred or so pissed off mages. So, let’s
bar the door, I thought, and kicked in my heels.

I guess Grace felt that, because she sped up, flying
and then banking right in front of the tanks. And, predictably, the
spell bolts followed our path. I saw Pritkin look up as we passed
overhead, his eyes wild, and couldn’t tell if he understood or not.
But considering how fast he was moving, I kind of thought so.

“One more pass,” I breathed, bending low over
Grace’s neck, and holding on with my arms in her mane, because my
legs had just vanished along with a big part of her side.

There was no blood splatter, no trailing entrails,
no anything where the bolts had hit, but I suddenly understood what
she meant about feeling woozy. The attack was weakening the link
between mine and Mircea’s consciousness. We didn’t have much
time.

But there was a lot of smoke up this high, as well
as a lot of dark, and I didn’t think the mages noticed our
predicament. The light came from below the creatures in the tanks,
and this far into the air, not much penetrated. That plus our speed
probably explained why they thought they’d just missed, and
increased the barrage.

“Almost there,” I muttered, watching cracks form in
the wards behind us, which were taking the brunt of the attack.
“Almost
there—”

When it came, it came all at once, a rushing torrent
that burst out of the sides of the now ruined tanks like a dam
breaking. The mages that had been running this way were suddenly
skidding to a halt, were turning around, were running the other way
instead, but it was too late. Their buddies behind them were in
better shape, with a decent head start—or they would have been,
except that the body of the giant squid was now blocking the only
door on that side of the room.

I had half a second to see them start firing off
spells, trying to carve a path through the creature, and the squid
predictably enough grabbing them with its fanged tentacles in
retaliation. And then the tide hit, throwing them off their feet
and doing something to us as well, although that didn’t make sense
as it was below us. Or maybe we’d just been hit one too many
times.

Either way, I felt a wave of disorientation slam
into me, and the next thing I knew, I was rolling painfully down a
set of hard, uncarpeted stairs at Gertie’s, screaming along with
the acolyte who I was currently straddling.

Doors opened, lights came on, and people in robes
and frilly nightcaps came out of bedrooms to peer over the
stairwell. And then to mutter things under their breaths at the
sight of us and go back to bed, some slamming their doors behind
them. I lay there, panting and confused, while the room spun around
me. And while the ladylike acolyte beside me laughed and laughed
and laughed.

“That was wonderful,” she finally gasped out.
“Wonderful! Do you do these kinds of things all the time?”

“Feels that way,” I said, dragging myself up, and
mentally adding another bruise to my collection.

And then I went back to bed.


 Chapter Twenty-One

I finally went for that talk with Gertie the next
morning. It was long after dawn by the time I woke up, but it
looked almost as dark as night, with rain drenched skies and gusts
of what would have been snow if it was slightly colder. My daily
gown had yet to arrive, so I went downstairs in my robe, hoping for
breakfast.

What I found instead was Gertie in her sitting room,
wearing a cherry-colored bathrobe of bright, Chinese silk and a
matching pair of booties. Even when lounging around, she liked to
make a statement. And she liked to be comfortable, which was why
the booties were fur-lined, the chair was overstuffed, and the fire
in the red brick fireplace was going gangbusters.

However, she wasn’t in front of the flames as usual,
but over at a small card table by the window. Rain was shushing
against the panes, although it was less a reminder of the cold,
inhospitable streets outside and more of a soothing background
noise. Strangely enough, it added to the cozy.

Gertie didn’t look up at my approach, but I pulled
out a chair and joined her anyway. She was reading Tarot, something
I’d never seen her do. It wasn’t going well, judging by the frown
on her forehead as she studied the cards. And by the sudden swipe
of her arm as she knocked them to the floor.

“Bad reading?” I asked, a little taken aback.
Gertie, for all her oddities, was fairly controlled. I’d seen her
smack down a misbehaving Were or tell off a mage with poorer than
average manners and never lose her cool.

But it looked like the reading had offended her.

“Disappointing,” she said tersely, and settled back
in her chair to stare out the window.

I knelt to pick up the cards, then crawled under the
table for one that had almost gotten away. It was the Wheel of
Fortune, which I was used to seeing as a pretty golden wheel set
against clear blue skies, with stylized depictions of the four
elements—earth, air, fire and water—in the corners. Meanwhile,
three figures rode on the wheel: a sphinx, a snake and a dog-headed
human.

It was some of the strangest imagery in the Tarot,
which was saying something. But this card was even worse than the
version I had back home, because it wasn’t from the modern
Ryder-Waite deck. This was the far older Tarot of Marseilles, which
had dialed the crazy up to eleven.

It made me smile, because people were always trying
to attribute all kinds of meaning to the wheel riders. I’d heard
everything from the dog guy being Anubis, the god of death,
symbolizing rebirth, to the snake being Typhon, a monster who had
tried to overthrow Zeus, symbolizing the dawn of a new order. Since
Typhon had failed, I thought that theory was reaching, and it was
one of the more halfway understandable ones.

I wondered what the theorists would make out of the
imagery here. The Marseilles card still showed three riders, but
this time they were… a skirt wearing monkey? A bat winged hell
beast? A uniformed maybe rabbit? Or was that last one supposed to
be a lion? I honestly couldn’t tell.

I also didn’t think it mattered. I’d always just
assumed that it was three funky looking figures undergoing
metamorphosis, which was what the card stood for: big change
coming, for good or for bad. Good if read upright; bad if
reversed.

So, what did it mean if it was found under a
table?

On that, the card was silent.

A log popped loudly, and it seemed to shake Gertie
out of her reverie. She looked at me. “Feeling better?”

“Yes.” I didn’t elaborate.

“Good. We need to take a trip.”

I glanced at the weather outside without enthusiasm.
“Really? Where?”

“You tell me. Where did you dig up that bastard of a
fey?”

Well, shit.

~~~

Half an hour later, instead of sitting down to a
nice, hearty breakfast, I was shivering in a borrowed dress and a
pashmina in the ruins of a Romanian castle.

It hardly deserved the term anymore, being just a
pile of tumbled down stones on a windswept hillside, the whole
covered by a thin layer of snow. There were vines and brown weeds
scrawling over everything, and the only remnant of the great gate
was a toothless arch, the fearsome portcullis now broken and mostly
missing. I spied a few rusted and pitted teeth among the weeds,
which the earth was busy reclaiming.

“This is where it happened?” Gertie didn’t look
impressed.

“Well, it was a while ago,” I pointed out, because
we were still in her era. Although even with that, the hillside was
oddly bare. There didn’t appear to be enough ruins to account for
the castle I’d seen. But maybe the locals had cannibalized them for
their homes or churches.

After all, why carve out stones for yourself when
you could just go pick them up?

Gertie grunted, maybe because of the cold wind that
had just sliced across the hilltop, as if it would like to cut us
in two. Or maybe for a different reason, I thought, as I felt a
swirl of the Pythian power. One that wasn’t coming from me.

“No!” I yelled and grabbed her arm, disrupting the
spell.

She hiked an eyebrow, which caused me to flash back
to my childhood, when my old governess had worn that same
expression, more times than I could count. It didn’t help that
Gertie was in all black today, a stylish number with jet beading
and ebony ribbon that looked like she was on her way to a
fashionable funeral. It reminded me of the type of thing that
Eugenie used to wear, accessorized by the ruler of doom, which
appeared whenever I was caught doodling instead of working on my
lessons.

My knuckles throbbed in memory, but I held on
anyway.

“We can’t go back there,” I said. “I can’t take him
on again! I barely survived last time, and—”

“Cassie.”

“—I’m not even fully healed. If we meet him again
right now, I’m screwed—”

“Cassie.”

“—do you understand? Completely and utterly—”

“Cassie!” Gertie’s voice snapped like a whip. “Calm
yourself. We are not going back.”

I paused with my mouth still open. “We aren’t?”

“Hardly.” Her lip curled. “I have no more desire to
see that… creature… than you do.”

She looked down at the hand that still had a death
grip on her arm. I tried to tell my fingers to release, but it
looked like they weren’t as trusting as I was. They held on.

“Then why did you summon the power?” I asked.

Gertie eyed me while the wind tossed the ribbons on
her hat around. “For a little trick you seem to have forgotten.”
She looked at the sky. “What were the conditions like when you were
here before?”

“Conditions?”

“For instance, the time of day.”

I blinked at her, and finally managed to remove my
stubborn hand. “Late afternoon?”

The Pythian power swirled again, making me tense up.
But the only thing that happened was that the sun sped up overhead,
causing the stones that remained upright to throw dancing shadows
on the ground. They looked like sundials gone haywire, which I
guessed they sort of were.

“Like this?” Gertie asked, when they stopped.

I looked around. “Yeah. I think so.”

She nodded. “And the color?”

“What color?”

“Of the sky. Was it the same?”

I stared upward, trying to remember such a trivial
detail. It was hard, since I’d mostly been looking down at the
rushing river that I’d hoped not to end up in. But the pale blue
dome overhead seemed about right.

“Maybe?”

“Hmmph. We’d best hedge our bets,” she decided. And
a second later, we were standing somewhere else.

I hadn’t expected the shift, as the Pythian power
had already been surrounding us and therefore gave me no warning. I
landed awkwardly, stumbling on a rock-strewn terrain a few feet
from the edge of a cliff. Pebbles rolled under my shoes, but Gertie
steadied me with a hand under my arm, allowing me to regain my
balance.

I recovered, only to find myself looking down from
one of the surrounding mountains, along a shelf of land well above
the castle’s stony corpse. From this angle, that term seemed
completely appropriate, with the tumbled stones looking like
bleached bones protruding from the earth, as if some great
leviathan had fallen on the spot. It made me think of Aeslinn and
the body he’d have left, had I managed to kill him on the
Thames.

What would Zeus have done, had his ride perished?
Would he have died, too, since their souls seemed to be
intermingled? Or were they sharing power some other way, and it
would have just pissed him off? Because I didn’t see Zeus trusting
Aeslinn with his life…

“Cassie!” I blinked and realized that Gertie was
looking at me impatiently. She was no more tolerant of inattention
to lessons than Eugenie had been. I rearranged my face, and tried
not to look like I was skeeved out just from being here.

“Yes?”

“We’re about to begin. Watch carefully.”

I watched, although for a moment there was nothing
to see. Just the ruined castle on its isolated hill, the churning
river, gray and angry and far below, and a lot of trees. Then I
noticed what looked like a plastic bag, which had blown into the
air a good way off the edge of the drop.

Only they didn’t have plastic in this era.

A moment later, it started to expand, growing from a
tiny thing, the kind you’d lug your groceries home in, to something
the size and shape of a kiddie pool. And I realized that it wasn’t
a tinted bag, slightly distorting the color of the sky behind it,
after all. But rather a hole in space, showing a completely
different view on the other side.

It grew some more, rippling a little at the edges,
and I realized that I still had it wrong. It wasn’t a hole in space
but in time.
I could see the castle through the wider opening, just like in the
present day. Only what I was seeing looked very different.

“Telescope spell,” Gertie said, before I could ask.
“Another way to look before you leap, and one that keeps us out of
the byways.”

I nodded, but didn’t ask any questions right then. I
was too busy staring at what the telescope was revealing.

It ran across the toppled remains, and everywhere it
moved, a changed version of the castle appeared. One still old,
still moth eaten, and still looking like it had grown up with the
surrounding mountains, eons ago, or been magicked out of the earth.
But this version was intact, upright, and sturdy, with towers
appearing out of nowhere and pennants flapping in the breeze.

And, yes, I had seen this trick before. Only that time, Gertie
had used it to flood a night sky with light from a distant, sunny
day. Creating a searchlight out of literally nothing.

I hadn’t had a chance to see how she did it at the
time, because the person she was searching for had been me, and she
hadn’t been in a good mood. That was back when we were still
adversaries, and I’d mostly been interested in avoiding her. Now,
however, I felt myself getting excited.

“How are you doing that?”

She showed me.

Okay, that was clever. It involved sending a tiny
tendril of the Pythian power from one place to another, and linking
them like a portal. Only instead of cutting through space, she was
cutting through time. And best of all, it didn’t take much power,
because nothing was passing through but images. It was like a
pinhole camera, a tiny thing that projected a big image onto a
wall, only our wall was the current reality…

I’d been about to see if I could duplicate it, since
it didn’t seem that hard. But then I noticed what I was looking at,
and the spell lacing my fingers faltered and faded. Because some of
the cheerfully waving pennants on the castle were on fire—

And so were some of the fey.

A bunch of screaming, running guards could be seen
through the viewport in time that Gertie had created, several with
plumes of dark smoke following them. A few of their fellow fey
tried to put the smoking ones out, pushing them down and throwing
the sand of the courtyard over them. But that was dragon fire, and
it didn’t help.

One of the unfortunate guards disintegrated on the
air a moment later, puffing away into nothingness, with even his
bones having burnt down to ash. The other tore away from his
would-be rescuers and threw himself off the castle walls. I guessed
he was aiming for the river, but he fell out of sight of the
viewport before he landed, so I couldn’t be sure.

Or maybe I just missed him, because I was looking
for something else.

“Where’s the dragon?” I asked, because it should
have been right in the middle of all that confusion, having caused
most of it. And, considering how fast dragon fire burned, it must
have been there a moment ago, or the fey would have been ash long
before this. The guards had even been spaced out in a circle when
we first tuned in, with a suspiciously dragon-shaped hole in the
middle of them. But now…

There was nothing.

“What dragon?” Gertie demanded.

“It was there, in the courtyard, right before my
party left. What must have been just a minute ago.”

“Hm. Let’s see, shall we?”

I didn’t know what she meant, but abruptly, the
falling, blazing fey reappeared, soaring backwards through the air
and onto the battlements again. And then the pieces of his
disintegrated comrade flew back together, and the two of them went
racing around on fire once more, as time reversed itself. But I
didn’t have much of a chance to watch them, because—

“There!” I pointed.

“That’s a dragon,” Gertie agreed dryly, not looking
nearly as surprised as I’d have expected. Maybe she’d seen one
before. Although she shouldn’t have been seeing this one, because
it had appeared out of nowhere, just popping into existence.

It was absolutely the same one that had grabbed me,
a fact made clear a moment later, when I caught sight of a tiny
Mircea and a tinier me running backward through the chaos. Pritkin
was nowhere to be seen, but considering how many tricks he had up
his sleeve, that didn’t surprise me. And then I spotted him, over
by the mechanism for the gate, wrestling with a fey.

“Hm,” Gertie said, obviously seeing the same thing,
but not commenting. She did start time forward again, however, at
maybe a quarter speed, and also zoomed in a bit. We were still too
far away to make out what anybody was saying, but we could see
better.

And there was something to see.

We stood there, mouths agape—at least mine
was—watching the huge dragon suddenly shiver and morph and
shrink—into Aeslinn.

It had happened so fast that we’d missed it the
first time, and had almost missed it the second, despite the slower
pace. The king’s body had changed with liquid speed, almost too
fast for human eyes to track, going back to his fey form and
shrinking down to the approximate size of the guards. The speed had
helped to hide the transformation, along with the drifting smoke
and billowing clouds of dust and mortar that had been stirred up by
his recent trip through the castle wall.

“How many forms does he have?” I demanded angrily.

“Shh,” Gertie said, maybe because she was watching
what happened after my little group disappeared.

Aeslinn, now back in his normal body and buck ass
nude, grabbed some clothes off a passing soldier—like literally; he
stripped the guy in the middle of the courtyard. And then he
disappeared again. Only he didn’t morph this time; he shifted,
stepping out of space and time like he did it every day.

I stood there, feeling off balance and wondering
what the hell I’d just seen.

Because, okay, I understood some of that. I knew
that Aeslinn had used Zeus’s power over the byways to hitch a ride
on my spell. Zeus had admitted as much, and anyway, it was the only
thing that made sense. But that wasn’t the only weird thing about
this picture.

Not even close.

I’d recently had a crash course on dragons, learning
that there were sentient ones as well as animal-like ones. It was
similar to the difference between wolves and werewolves on Earth.
One was an animal all the time, with a rudimentary intelligence
mostly used for finding food, while the other could adopt either
human or animal form at will.

The sentient type was Faerie’s version of weres, and
I’d learned a ton about them in war council meetings, because some
of them had joined our side and we were trying to recruit more.
They were especially good for reconnaissance, being able to fly
into areas that were impossible to reach by foot, and being armored
well enough to possibly get back out again. And right now, we
needed all the information we could get, both about Faerie in
general and about Aeslinn and his merry band of assholes in
particular.

Because Aeslinn wasn’t the only one to disappear
after the fall of the capital.

The king had sent his remaining army scattering
everywhere, leaving us with numerous bands of soldiers to try to
track down, many of whom weren’t remaining still. We weren’t sure
if they were recruiting, just trying to stay ahead of our allies,
or deliberately confusing us and causing us to waste resources. Or
possibly all three.

Either way, they had to be tracked, before they
turned into guerrilla bands and attacked our allies, destabilizing
Faerie even further. And because we’d assumed that Aeslinn was with
one of them, and like a game of chess, this war wasn’t going to end
until we dealt with him. But now…

Well, it seemed that the king had found himself a
little bolt hole in time, which might explain why he’d been so
damned elusive. He’d been in Faerie, all right, just the Faerie of
three hundred years ago. Not that we’d have probably tracked him
down, in any case. His people were fiercely loyal; I had no idea
why.

Maybe because of the all the hardships they’d
endured, eking out a living in a harsh and unforgiving land, which
I guessed could create a bond. Or maybe because of all the
centuries he’d spent telling them that they were better than
everybody else, that their unpolluted blood gave them the right to
rule over all of Faerie, that they had been denied their rightful
place and he was the only one who could restore it to them. Or
maybe because he was a psycho and they were afraid of him.

Or, as with the other, maybe all three.

Either way, they had proven extremely uncooperative,
ever since their king’s defeat. That had included ambushing the
troops that Caedmon, the light fey king currently in control of
Aeslinn’s capital, had put in place; hiding and provisioning
Aeslinn’s soldiers; and responding to questions with either stony
faced silence, extremely rude fey curses, or outrageous lies. It
had made holding the country difficult, and tracing all of the
fleeing bands of soldiers impossible.

But not as impossible as what I’d just seen.

Because Aeslinn wasn’t part dark fey. Mircea’s
daughter, Dorina, had a friend who was half dragonkind, and she’d
brought her into the Senate one day to give us the Dragons for Dummies
talk. I’d found it really interesting, especially when she’d ended
the presentation with a bang, transforming right in front of
us.

That was when I’d learned two important lessons:
there are definitely things that scare the hell out of high-level
vampires, and half dragons can often still transform.

Only Aeslinn wasn’t a half dragon. Aeslinn was very
proud of his heritage, which if the rumors were right, was half
light fey and half god. It was kind of his whole reason for being
in the war: wanting to keep the power structure in Faerie the way
it was, with the light fey firmly at the top and his family
foremost among them. He and the whole Svarestri people seemed to
hate the dark fey, and any of their light fey kin who intermarried
with them, presumably because it diluted the bloodline.

So, what the hell was Aeslinn doing, running around
as a dragon?


 Chapter Twenty-Two

You didn’t know he could do that?” Gertie asked,
watching my face.

“No. But I didn’t know he could turn into a giant,
either.”

And then I remembered something.

“Can you move this thing downward?” I asked,
gesturing at the viewport.

“How far down?”

“To the river—over there.”

I guessed the answer was yes, because the image we
were looking at slowly began to pan down. It took me a minute to
get my bearings, because we were still pretty far away. But then,
what I was looking for was pretty big.

“There. Right there.” I pointed at the river. “Can
you zoom in?”

“Zoom?”

“Get us closer.”

“I can get us as close as you like,” Gertie said,
and the next moment, we were standing on the riverbank.

The viewport followed us, drifting out of the sky to
what, in this era, was just a river. There was wet sand, a dusting
of snow over smooth, dark gray rocks, and the kind of trash that
washes up beside any bit of flowing water. But in the seventeenth
century, it had been a very different story.

Because, suddenly, we were looking at a
graveyard.

There were so many bones scattered around that
they’d developed clearly defined strata: the older, blackened ones
were at the bottom, rotted by the river and laced with veins of
green gunk; dark yellow resided above that, with a reddish patina,
as if they’d been leeching something out of the surrounding soil;
lighter yellow came next, in an almost buttery shade, the only
normal looking ones there; and, finally, pure white, bleached by
the sun, lay on top. It was a Mount Everest of bones, more than I’d
realized when viewing them from the castle. And not all of them
belonged to animals.

Because, from high above in the abattoir, I’d
briefly seen—yes.

“There,” I caught sight of what looked like a huge
boulder, off to the left. “Can you turn the view that way?”

Gertie turned it that way.

And then sucked in her breath, because that wasn’t a
rock.

I stood on the riverbank, staring at what I’d
briefly seen during the chase with Mircea. When we hit the
abattoir, I’d landed over the refuse dump, where the parts of
butchered animals that nobody wanted had been tossed down for the
river to carry away. Only the river hadn’t carried all of them.

Because some were heavier than others—way
heavier.

“Is that… what I think it is?” Gertie asked.

“If you think it’s the head of a dead giant, then
yeah.”

I hadn’t been sure before, but there was no
mistaking it now. It had acquired mossy growths across its heavy
brow ridge, which almost gave it the appearance of eyebrows, and
watery stains in green and brown that lent the bare bones hollows
and color, almost like it lived again. The strands of lichen
floating on the water added to the impression, with what, if you
squinted, almost looked like hair.

There was no doubt about how he’d died. The side of
the head had a hole in it big enough for me to have squeezed
through, with cracks radiating outward that had yellowed and
darkened with time. I didn’t see the rest of the body, although
some of the bones scattered about were suspiciously large, but
then, I didn’t need it.

The skull was plenty good enough.

Somebody had killed a giant, and tossed his remains
down here, and I didn’t know why.

I found myself taking off a glove, before I even
thought about it. “I need to touch it,” I told Gertie.

She didn’t ask why. Probably because half the court
were touch clairvoyants, or touch telepaths as we were sometimes
known, because we read the mental impressions that long dead minds
had left. It wasn’t exactly a rare gift.

But she didn’t look happy, and a hand suddenly
appeared on my arm, with a surprisingly strong grip.

“I’m not going back there,” I told her, because
there was no freaking way. “I just need to reach through—”

“And get pulled in by a fey?”

“They’re all up at the castle. And that question
means you can do it, right? You can widen that thing?” I gestured
at the viewport.

“Not for long,” she said, her mouth pinched. She
eyed the dead giant without favor. “What do you hope to learn?”

“I think that’s obvious—”

“Not to me.” It was flat, and I knew Gertie better
than to argue.

“When I was here, Aeslinn in dragon form plucked me
out of a window and flew off. My party had passed through some kind
of portal when we came in—possibly to Faerie, because my power
didn’t work. He could have lit me on fire or crushed me like those
fey back at the castle and there would have been nothing I could do
about it. So, why didn’t he? He didn’t seem to have a problem with
killing me on the river.”

Gertie frowned. “He captured you?”

“And was taking me off somewhere, but Mircea and
Pritkin attacked him, and he turned back toward the castle, I guess
so his fey could help him. Only they didn’t seem to recognize him
in that form and targeted him instead. The rest you saw.”

Gertie’s frown grew. “You lead an interesting
life.”

That was one word for it.

“Do you think he planned to do to you whatever he
did to that creature?”

I shrugged. “You said it yourself, Zeus wanted
things from those he consumed, things he didn’t have. He absorbed
Phanes for his reproductive abilities, and Metis for her
wisdom—”

“And Zagreus, a son of Hades and Persephone, to
acquire power in the underworld, according to some reports.”

I blinked. “You really know your mythology.”

“I looked it up last night. I couldn’t sleep.”

“Well, the reports are probably right. He told me
he’d done the same to some little goddess of the byways, which is
how he and Aeslinn managed to follow me into transition.”

Her brow wrinkled. “When did he tell you this?”

“When we were fighting—”

“He talked to you while he was trying to
kill
you?”

“I think he thought there was a chance it might not
work, and he wanted to get to know me. The legends seemed to have
gotten that much right—he likes knowledge. Something we could use a
little more of, right now.”

I glanced at the head again and shivered. I’d
already known that mingling souls could transfer abilities; it was
one possible outcome when demons had sex, for example, that a skill
or talent could pass over. And it was essentially what Pritkin,
Mircea and I had been doing through the Lover’s Knot spell, which
created a soul bond.

Except that we were borrowing each other’s powers,
not carving them out of a bloody corpse!

Jonathan, on the other hand, had stripped Jo’s soul
of her ability to channel the Pythian power, and somehow grafted it
onto his own. I’d seen what was left when he finished with her: a
screaming lump on his side with what looked like a small, vaguely
human face trapped under the skin. I thought he’d been able to do
that because of his necromancy, and maybe he had.

But where did he get the idea?

Gertie’s shrewd brown eyes captured mine.

“You think he attacked you to gain power over
time?”

“It’s not exactly a new concept. Jonathan intended
the same thing, since Jo was only an acolyte. I would have been an
upgrade.”

“It is one ability that he lacks,” Gertie agreed.
“But we are talking about Zeus, not the king. You believe he is
somehow lending Aeslinn this power?”

“I don’t know. But I need to. Jonathan could do
freaky things with souls because he was a nine-hundred-year-old
necromancer. We thought he was one of a kind, but if Zeus is
allowing Aeslinn to do the same… he could have all kinds of
abilities by now.”

“Like transforming into a dragon.”

I nodded. “It would explain how he was able to
manage it when he has no dark fey blood.”

Gertie sighed, looking frustrated. “That doesn’t
explain why he went after you, instead of me or Agnes—or Rhea, for
that matter. Any of us could have given him what he needs, we all
have access to the Pythian power. Yet he focused on you.”

“That’s why I need to do this. I need to know what
he’s up to.”

“And you think that… thing… is going to tell you?
Something like this, dumped in the wild, weathered for who knows
how long—”

“Gertie! We have no idea what Aeslinn is planning,
and now that he has Zeus working with him… I have to try.”

“Try quickly,” she said, finally giving in, with the
air of someone going against her better judgement.

It was going against mine, too, because I wasn’t
great at this sort of thing. I’d tried to get inside the head of a
recently deceased solder—as in, the blood was still warm—for the
Senate once. He’d witnessed a murder—his own—and we’d needed to
find out who had done it before more people died.

Only it had been a disaster, and that was with Billy
helping me!

Of course, that had been using necromancy to try to
peer into a dying brain, something I’d never done before. This was
a lot more familiar—and even less likely to succeed, because Gertie
was right. Old, weathered items rarely yielded good results.

The idea of touch clairvoyance was to pick up on
imprints—the memories of traumatic events that could sometimes be
preserved by surrounding items. It was sort of like a ghost, only
instead of the spirit of a person being left behind, it was their
memory and emotions, which trauma could sometimes stamp onto an
item the way that carving channels in a record preserved sound.
Some people could then come along and experience those recordings,
if they handled the object.

I was one of those people, although I wasn’t the
best at it. Ever since I was a child, I’d had to be careful about
what I touched, but some seers had to spend their lives in padded
gloves. I kind of wished I had one of those here now, because this…
was a longshot.

Just like a record left out in the elements would
eventually be unplayable, the skull—assuming it had even imprinted
with something in the first place—was likely unreadable now. But I
was desperate enough for information to give it a try. I nodded at
Gertie, and approached the viewport, waiting.

It didn’t change much, at least on this side, other
than for a bit more rippling. The tiny waves running over the
surface made it look even more like that kiddie pool, if it had
somehow been flipped onto its side. Or like a miniature stargate,
ready to whisk a person off to another realm—one with literal
monsters prowling around.

I’d time traveled more often than I could remember,
but this one had me swallowing. I looked through the viewport into
the dark, empty eye sockets of the fallen fey, and caught the
glimmer and gleam of something moving in there. It was just water,
captured in a crevasse of bone; I knew that. But I nonetheless
jumped when Gertie spoke again.

“When I say you withdraw, you withdraw,” she said
harshly. “Otherwise, you may lose an arm.”

I nodded again, feeling like a bobble head doll—and
an idiot, for risking so much on such long odds. But at least I
managed not to grip my arm protectively. I really hoped I wasn’t
about to end up with body parts separated by several hundred
years.

“Now!” she said, when the disk reached maximum
agitation, and I didn’t hesitate, because I didn’t know how long
she could do this.

I plunged an arm through the opening and felt
nothing, not even the cold shock of water that I’d half expected.
But I did get a shock of another kind, because my entire arm
disappeared. And then partially reappeared—as a disembodied hand—on
the other side.

It was connected to absolutely nothing, maybe
because my arm was still inside Gertie’s little portal. Which was
getting smaller all the time, I realized, as the edges began to
shrink. That probably meant I was already running out of time, and
that was my hand—I recognized the chipped nail polish.

And when I wiggled my fingers, the ones on the hand
moved, too.

Okay. Don’t think about where your arm is, I
thought. Don’t think at all. Just do this!

Which would have been easier if I’d been a little
closer. I stretched and reached, but just managed to brush the
giant’s head with a finger. And that wasn’t good enough.

“Can you get me any nearer?”

Gertie muttered something. But the viewport, which I
guessed was now a proper portal, moved another few inches toward
the head. Enough that I managed to get my palm onto the bone of
what had been a protruding cheek.

I had an immediate flash of pitted, pockmarked skin,
of a bulbous nose, and of tiny, beady eyes of an indeterminate
color between mud and a bowel movement. He had a deep, long-healed
slice on his cheek, which I could feel the faint echo of on the
bone. Endearingly, he also had acne, because he wasn’t that old,
was he? Despite his size, he was little more than a boy—

And then it was gone, the brief flicker of vision
melting away like new fallen snow.

I pressed harder, moving my hand to different spots
on the skull, ranging as far as I could reach. But nothing changed.
That was it, like the roll credits scene on the world’s shortest
movie.

Leaving me unsure what to do now.

This sort of thing usually worked or it didn’t,
without a lot of middle ground. But the quick little flashes I
picked up as I tried again and again, moving around to find the
right spot, didn’t even show me what I’d already seen. They didn’t
show me anything but brief strobes of light behind my eyelids.

“Cassie—”

“I need to go farther back,” I said. “You were
right: there’s something here, but it’s too old. The memory has
been lost.”

More muttering commenced, maybe because the kiddie
pool was now hula hoop sized, and I finally got what she’d meant
about losing an arm. I had until the aperture closed to finish
this, or… I tried not to think about the or.

But it was working; the head was slowly changing as
I watched. As was the landscape behind it. At first slowly, with
winter melting into fall and then to summer, before picking up the
pace and moving faster and faster. Until the seasons were
retreating in a long, blurry line.

Under my hand, the head changed, too. The stains
slowly faded, the mold retreated, the lichen shortened. And before
I realized it, the bones were being covered over with flesh, hair
was reappearing on the skull in tufts, brought and tucked into
place by the nesting birds that had stolen it, as if the subject
was receiving hair plugs. And, finally, the whole thing was clothed
in skin, still warm to the touch.

The backward motion halted abruptly, but not before
I felt blood, warm and red and sticky, cascade over my fingers.

“Do what you must,” Gertie gasped. “Quickly!”

That was good advice for more than one reason. I
could hear fey voices calling to each other from above. I couldn’t
understand what they were saying, but the tone made it likely that
my disembodied arm had been noticed by some eagle-eyed scout.
Probably because they’d just thrown the head down here, with the
splatter of mud across the dead features still as liquid as the
blood.

And then an arrow took the dead creature between the
eyes, and I was out of time.

I started to pull back, accepting defeat, when—






“Ah,
I knew I smelled one somewhere.”






The language wasn’t English, wasn’t even close. I
could hear the words, the real words, and they were alien to my
ears. Yet my mind translated them anyway. I didn’t speak any fey
language, if that was even what it was…

But Pritkin did.

I frowned. I thought we were only supposed to be
borrowing magic, not knowledge. Or was Pritkin translating for me,
via Mircea’s mental abilities?

“Pritkin?” I thought, but I heard nothing back.






Crell looked up, with honey dripping from his hand, and
with a wild storm of bees buzzing around his head. The bees were
angry. It was late in the season, and they did not want to be
raided. They were worried that they would not have enough food for
winter.

And
now so was Crell.

“Mine!” he said, glaring at the newcomer, and pulled the
hive away.

The
creature laughed, the motion spangling the surrounding trees with
light shadows. “Oh, you can keep the honey, monster. I’m after
something else entirely.”

Pain, bursting behind his eyes, ripping, tearing,
burning.

Crell threw up a burly arm, blocking another spell, and
intended to melt into the shadows of the forest. His kind were big,
but they could move silently when they wished, and the forest would
help him. Already, the treetops were thrashing, the birds and
animals crying out, creating enough of a ruckus to hide a dozen of
his kin.

But
then the forest was gone.

Crell had a moment to blink around at bright sun, a blue
sky, gray stone, and dozens of tiny, blond heads, prowling towards
him.

And
then his body was falling into darkness, the taste of honey still
sweet on his lips, as someone started eating him.






“Cassie! Now!” Someone was yelling, and for a
moment, I didn’t know who. My mind was caught in the memory of a
dead man, only no, that would have been better. My mind was caught
in the memory of a dying man, as he was ripped apart—

Until I was abruptly jerked backwards. I hit the
side of the hill, hard enough to send clods of dirty snow raining
down onto my head, just as Gertie’s portal snapped shut. And then I
just stayed there, looking blankly at the purple haired woman in
front of me, because something was wrong.

Memories continued to crowd me, hard and fast and
brighter, far brighter, than anything I’d received from the skull.
I looked down and found an arrow clutched in my hand, but not shot
through it this time. It was clasped in my palm, as if I’d somehow
picked it up or pulled it out of the giant’s forehead, only I
didn’t remember doing it. I didn’t remember—






“—where I left it!” Iver ransacked the small room, throwing
even the lumpy straw mattress against the wall.

“Let
it go—” Torben said, grabbing his arm. “We’re going to be late.
They’re assembling now—"

“I’m
not letting it go! Some thief must have taken it—”

“Or
you left it on the battlements again, as always.” His roommate
released him, but only so he could tie up his hair. He liked it in
a ridiculous looking topknot when they hunted, so that it didn’t
snag on any passing tree limbs. Odin’s beard, but he was vain as a
girl—and completely useless!

“I
did not leave it anywhere!” Iver snarled. He threw a pack of
clothing after the mattress, and bent to go through the chest at
the foot of his bed again, even though he’d already done that
twice.

“We’ll be late for the hunt,” Torben said again,
mildly.

Nothing bothered him, the big oaf!

“There’s always another hunt; this is my favorite
quiver!”

“There’s not another hunt like this.”






“Cassie! Cassie, let it go,” someone was shaking me,
but all it did was to throw my head around. The stream of images
didn’t stop; if anything, they picked up speed. “You’ve gone too
far in. Let the damned thing—”






Pelting through the forest, high in the trees, jumping from
branch to branch, they made their own private highway. Torben was
fast, but Iver was faster. Always had been, with the other’s bones
as heavy as an ox’s—or a human’s—Iver thought, pulling ahead. He
quickly left his cousin’s son behind, all but sprinting through the
treetops after his prey.

Fast; this one was damned fast. He would be though,
wouldn’t he? They had been warned.

Vidar, another cousin, gave a whooping cry just up ahead,
in the peculiar ululation of his clan. It echoed through the forest
like a bird’s cry, except that it included information on direction
and speed. Iver adjusted his course slightly, then caught up with
and surpassed his cousin.

“Remember what they told us,” Vidar breathed, as he flew by.
“We’re not to take it ourselves. Run it to ground; the lord will
finish it.”

And
the lord will reward, Iver thought, and laughed.






“Cassie! Cassie!” I could hear Gertie’s voice, but I
couldn’t respond. Because the pace of the images beating against my
mind had just sped up again, as if frantic to tell me all they
could while they could. But they came so fast, and were so jumbled
up, that I barely knew what I was seeing anymore.






A
blonde woman, young, lying among the green moss of a forest floor,
a pale dress spread about her, with blood on her lips; a dark,
satyr-like creature, cornered against a wall, fear on his face as a
dozen shadows closed in; a snarling cat, huge and muscular, like a
saber-toothed tiger, only black and beautiful, leaping with claws
extended; a bewildered giant, with honeycomb in his hand, staring
around at an alien world.






“Cassie!” I felt a slap across my face, harsh and
stinging, but it brought me back. The fog of memory cleared, the
intrusive thoughts leaving my mind as the arrow fell from my hand.
“Can you hear me? Damn you, answer me!”

I looked up into Gertie’s worried face, from a half
crouch by the hillside, and wordlessly shook my head.

“What did you see? Can you tell me?”

“They’re hunting us,” I whispered, focusing on the
only through thread in all of that. “They’re hunting all of
us.”

She looked confused. “Who? Pythias?”

“No. Demigods.”


 Chapter Twenty-Three

It’s a hunting l-lodge,” I said, my teeth
chattering. “The castle, I mean. Aeslinn moves it from place to
place, through a s-series of portals he’s established. He hunted in
Faerie for a while, but started running out of easier p-prey, so he
switched it up. He lured the fey he wanted to target to Earth and
k-killed them here. Their magic didn’t work as well in our world,
and th-they didn’t know anybody to call for help—all of their
friends were back in F-faerie.”

“Shh,” Gertie said, trying to put something warm
into my hands.

She hadn’t asked what I’d meant by “us”; maybe she
already knew. Agnes had certainly had no trouble figuring it out.
But right then, I didn’t care.

I grabbed her arm, sloshing some liquid onto my
shawl. “You don’t understand. He’s killed t-thousands, practically h-hunted
Faerie out. Taken anyone he can find with godly blood in their
veins, even some of his own p-people, and I don’t know why. He
can’t use that many abilities; he couldn’t even keep them all
straight! What is he doing—”

“Send for Michaelina,” Gertie said—to Agnes, who I
hadn’t even noticed being there.

We’d just gotten back, literally a few minutes
before. To the point that I still had snow in my hair, the residue
of whatever had fallen off the overhang. And that was despite
sitting right beside the fire, in Gertie’s huge old armchair.

She pulled the damp pashmina away, while Agnes all
but ran from the room. And handed me the teacup, which was now half
empty, but still warm and good. I drank it all, and Rhea was there
with a refill before I even finished. The firelight gleamed on her
dark hair, which was parted in the middle and tucked into a bun
today, a style that would have looked severe on most people, but
she carried it off.

It made her look like a Spanish dancer, only then
she’d have a red, swirly dress and castanets. Instead of a demure
blue dress and a worried frown between her eyes. Poor Rhea; she was
constantly having to support a freaked-out Pythia.

“I don’t give you much of a break, do I?” I asked,
after the second cup had stopped my teeth from chattering.

“I think it is you who doesn’t get much of a break,”
she said, a little grimly.

But there was no time to chat. Agnes was already
back, with a girl whose olive skin set off the white lace uniform
better than mine, and whose long, dark hair had been crimped into
curls that were already falling out. She had huge brown eyes, a
sweet expression, and—

“No!” I said, as Gertie moved forward, the fey arrow
in her hand.

“We need to know all we can,” Gertie said.

“Yes, but—not her. Find somebody else,” I said,
because the girl was maybe fourteen, if that. And there was nothing
in that awful thing she needed to see.

“There’s nobody better—”

“Then get somebody worse! Or I’ll do it myself—”

“You can’t control it,” Gertie said stubbornly. “You
proved that.”

“I was under stress; I’ll do better this time.”

Only I didn’t want to. Like, really didn’t. The
firelight edged the pure white fletching on the arrow, highlighted
some strange markings on the sides, and glinted off the wickedly
sharp tip. The latter was dark and pitted, like iron, although that
would have been an odd choice for a fey. They acted like the metal
was radioactive or poisonous, and avoided it at all costs.

Although maybe that was the point, I thought sickly.
Anything would work to bring down animals, even sharpened wood or
stone. But if you were hunting sentient prey, ones who might have a
better chance of evasion, you’d want to up the ante, wouldn’t
you?

You’d want something that would poison them, as soon
as it bit.

“You’re in no condition to do anything,” Gertie
said. “I shouldn’t even have taken you today—”

“No, you shouldn’t,” Rhea said, and there was
nothing sweet about her tone this time.

“Watch your tongue, girl—”

“I have. Too often.” Rhea got between me and the
arrow. “No more. I am the Lady’s heir, and she is injured. She will
not be touching that… thing… today.”

Gertie blinked at her, looking confused. Maybe
because Rhea’s tone had been flat, even borderline belligerent, but
they were actually in agreement. Which wouldn’t work for me.

“No,” I said, trying to get up.

Only to find a soft, but implacable hand on my
shoulder. “Sit down,” Rhea said quietly.

It wasn’t a command, but it was close.

“I’m fine—”

“Sit, or I will strap you to the chair.”

I blinked.

“Quite right,” Gertie said. “Sometimes even a Pythia
must take instruction.”

“Yes, you’re such a fine example of that,” Agnes
said, her voice sour. And before Gertie could respond, she walked
over, took the young girl by the shoulder, and ushered her out.

Gertie watched her, looking puzzled. “Bring her
back,” she told Agnes.

Agnes didn’t bring her back. She closed the door
behind the girl, then turned around with her back to it. She looked
at the two of us, and as with Rhea, there was nothing sweet or
submissive in her expression. Not that there usually was when she
dealt with me, but she was a lot more deferential with Gertie.

But she appeared to have reached tilt.

“There is not going to be any more oddness in this
court,” she said abruptly. “No more trips whilst half dead; no more
screaming fits; no more erotic sculptures made out of our best bed
linens—”

“Hey! You claimed you didn’t find—” I stopped
abruptly.

Gertie and Rhea turned to look at me, twin
expressions of shock on their features, and I shut up.

“I was trying to spare your feelings, why I don’t
know,” Agnes told me severely. “You don’t spare any of ours. Every
time you come—every
time—it is nothing but strangeness and danger and chaos. And
you,” she said, turning on Gertie, “are no better. It is as if the
two of you feed off each other.”

“Now see here—”

“I have seen, and I have had enough. I am your heir; it
is my responsibility to keep you safe if I can, to help you—”

“And you call this helping, do you?”

“I call this trying!” Agnes said, her eyes flashing.
“Although it is difficult when you assure me—when you assure
both of
us—that the two of you merely plan to have a nice breakfast and
talk. ‘Sleep in,’ you said. ‘You’ve had a long night,’ you
said—”

“Well, you had,” Gertie replied, but she looked
slightly awkward. For about a second, before her shoulders
straightened, because this was Gertie. “It was a spur of the moment
decision—”

“Yes! It frequently is! That’s the problem—”

“What would you have preferred?” Gertie asked. “For
me to take you with us? Endanger you as well?”

“I would have preferred for you not to go at all!
Haven’t we had enough upheaval in the last few days? Enough
turmoil? A Pythia untethered in time—unheard of! A battle with a
god in transition—something that threatened the timeline in
unfathomable ways, not to mention nearly killing all of us! Some
kind of nonsense in the middle of the night that Iris won’t stop
prattling about—”

“That wasn’t my fault,” I pointed out, only to have
Agnes’ ire turned on me.

“—and now,” she said furiously. “The very next day,
the very next morning, what do we find? Both of you gone—no word
to anyone, no idea of when you’ll be back or if you will, no idea
if you’re even alive or dead—”

“I was going to bring us back just after we left,”
Gertie said defensively. “You need never have known—”

“I needed to know!” Agnes’ face flushed. “And you
didn’t come back for over an hour—”

“We ran into a spot of trouble—”

“Of course, you did!” It was
practically a scream. “With the two of you off alone, I’m surprised
to find the world still turning!”

I didn’t say anything. It was kind of hard to argue
that the last few days hadn’t been a slow rolling disaster. But
Gertie was made of stronger stuff, and she wasn’t taking that.

But she didn’t get a chance to utter so much as a
word before Agnes grabbed the arrow and shook it under her nose.
“Do you want to tell me how you obtained this?”

Gertie’s mouth, which had been open in preparation
for what looked like a scathing retort, shut with a pop. She
glanced at me, and her eyes were a little wide, probably because
what we’d done wasn’t exactly textbook. Agnes turned back to me,
and I attempted to look innocent.

Judging from her expression, I failed.

“We will bring in a professional,” she said grimly.
“And you will stay here—both of you—until she arrives!”

She turned around and stalked out, her lace skirts
swinging.

The door slammed behind her, and I relaxed slightly,
before realizing that I had to go to the bathroom.

“Can I get up now?” I asked Rhea.

“No.”

~~~

The professional looked it, I had to admit. She was
dark-skinned, too, although hers was more ebony than olive, and as
prim and proper as a nanny, with her hair as tightly confined as
Rhea’s and no makeup on her pretty face. But she didn’t dress like
a servant. Her gray and purple houndstooth cloak, which would have
done Sherlock Holmes proud, had a matching dress underneath,
clasped at the neck with an intaglio amethyst set in gold and as
big as my thumb.

It looked like the touch telepath business paid
better than I’d thought.

She had gloves on, pretty purple leather things with
bows on the backs, but I noticed when she took them off that they
were subtlety padded. Looked like she was the real deal, then. I
did not envy her the trip she was about to take.

“You’ve been informed that you will be mind wiped
afterward?” Gertie asked.

“Yes. It has been factored into my fee.”

She settled gracefully onto the settee across from
the wingback. Her hands were long and slender, with perfectly
tended nails. I had a sudden flash to the giant’s hands, which had
been crisscrossed with scars even at such a young age, with nails
bitten down to the quick. The scent of blood and honey filled my
nose, and I tried not to retch.

“Wait,” I said, as Agnes attempted to hand over the
arrow.

Everyone paused to look at me.

“It’s… it’s bad,” I told the telepath.

She gave me a small smile. “In my profession, one
learns to deal with—”

“No.” I cut her off rudely; I didn’t care. I looked
at Gertie. “Whatever her fee is, triple it.”

I could see the telepath raise an eyebrow in my
peripheral vision, but obviously, she didn’t object. She probably
thought I was a silly, squeamish woman who had been sheltered her
entire life and had gotten a flash of the real world and freaked
out. She also looked like she expected Gertie to demur.

“Done,” Gertie said, not even asking how much the
fee was.

Guessed I must have looked worse than I realized on
that hillside, I thought grimly.

Gertie’s reaction seemed to have made more of an
impression on the telepath, because there was a slight hesitation
before she reached for the arrow again.

“We don’t need details on everything,” I said,
pausing her hand once more. “There’s… there’s a lot of death. You
can ignore most of it. What we need is the reason behind it. What’s
the point of it all; you understand?”

Her eyes were a little wider now, and her cheeks a
little paler. But she nodded. And, very carefully, she took the
arrow out of Agnes’s open palm.

And screamed.

It made me jump, because it was immediate, it was
loud, and it was prolonged. Agnes tried to grab the arrow back, but
the telepath had already collapsed onto the floor with it under her
body. Her legs were shaking as if she was having a fit, and her
head was whipping back and forth. But her hand was tucked
underneath her, and she was wedged in between the settee and the
coffee table.

“Help me move her,” I told Rhea, getting up.

“No!” Agnes yelled. “Don’t let them touch! If she
has the gift, the visions may transfer over. I’ll do it.”

Rhea moved in front of me, her hands out at her
sides, as if she was my guard in a game of basketball. Like I was
dumb enough to try it anyway, after that warning! All she managed
to do was to block my view, but while I was wrestling her out of
the way, I heard the telepath’s voice.

“No. No, I… am in control. I am in control.”

The last phrase was said almost viciously, I thought
to Agnes, as if maybe she was still tugging on her. But when Rhea
finally moved out of the way, I saw Agnes standing over by Gertie,
looking a little spooked. The telepath was sitting on the floor,
the arrow held in a white knuckled grip in front of her, and a
strand of her formerly perfectly coifed hair in her face.

“I am fine; I can control this. I am in control.”

That looked debatable to me, not that she appeared
to be talking to us. I wasn’t exactly sure who she was talking to,
but there seemed to be a difference of opinion. There also seemed
to be a literal struggle going on, as the arrow moved and twisted
in her fist, as if possessed.

I’d have dropped the damned thing like a hot potato,
but the telepath held on. She snarled, her previously serene
expression changing into something almost feral, and her eyes,
formerly dark and lovely, suddenly glowing gold. They weren’t as
bright as a vampire’s, and there was no tell-tale tingle up my
spine such as a vamp would have caused. But there was something in
there that wasn’t entirely human.

And it was pissed.

“I am in control!” she screamed, as the arrow
suddenly sprang into the air, dragging her halfway to her feet.

A cluster of small heads peered in the doorway,
accompanied by a worried looking acolyte. “Take them outside,”
Gertie said, hurrying forward and blocking the view with her body.
“No class today. But I believe cook has prepared seed cake.”

The little initiates were easily bribed, and the
door was shut again after them and locked this time. But it wasn’t
going so well in here. The telepath’s hair had come down from its
nice chignon, her lip was dripping blood from where she’d bitten
it, and her eyes were wild.

But she was a bad ass bitch, and she wasn’t losing
to this thing.

Quadruple her fee, I thought, as she dug in her
heels, as she forced the arrow to the floor, as she got a knee on
it and then slammed her hand down on top of it. “I am in control!”

And, suddenly, she was.

The change was immediate and obvious. Her eyes
didn’t to return to their previous brown, but instead of slitted
and furious, they were suddenly round and shocked. And darting
everywhere, trying to follow whatever she was seeing.

I felt a little dizzy, and realized that I’d
forgotten to breathe for a minute. I sucked in some air, took yet
another cup of tea that Rhea was trying to press on me, and drank
it down. It seemed to help, although I still felt guilty, like I’d
passed my problem on to someone else.

But there was no question that the telepath was
better at this than I was—by a lot. I couldn’t see what she
currently was looking at, of course, but I could tell what she was
doing. Although it seemed bizarre.

Most imprints were a one trick pony. You’d get a
flash of something, often a few seconds’ worth only, like a psychic
scream. It was usually the point at which someone’s mind became
overwhelmed: when they saw their lover coming at them with a knife;
when they found their friend’s body dangling from a noose; when a
door opened to reveal a policeman with news they didn’t want to
hear.

Once in a while, there might be a couple of imprints
on an item, and even more rarely, three or four. But those were
usually very old, family heirloom type of things, which might have
been handed down for generations. A locket, for example, that had
been worn by many women, or a jewel.

In fact, one of the reasons why many famous jewels
gave people the creeps or got a reputation for being cursed was
because they bore imprints, the kind that were strong enough, in
some cases, to drive a sensitive person mad.

But this didn’t look like a couple, or even three or
four. It looked like she was having to sort through dozens, maybe
hundreds of different scenes, which fit with my own experience. I
didn’t know how many had been battering me there at the end, but it
was a lot.

Especially for one freaking arrow!

I drank tea while we waited, even though it was
going to make me have to take another bathroom break. I wanted
breakfast, but it seemed rude to ask. The telepath was working her
ass off; the least we could do was to wait patiently.

And we did, for what felt like forever. I had
started to drift off, the comfy old chair cradling me, the fire
warming me, the rain outside shush, shush, shushing me off to sleep…

When I felt a touch on my hand.

And when I looked up…

I wasn’t in Kansas anymore.


 Chapter Twenty-Four

I looked around, blinking and still half asleep, but
not for long. I sat up abruptly and then paused, unsure of what I
was seeing. Because this… didn’t look like an imprint.

The ones I’d encountered before were hazy and often
distorted, with warped colors that kept trying to slide off the
edges of things and sounds that echoed oddly. They had a dream-like
quality, fuzzy and incomplete, and frequently came with an
unpleasant echo of the imprinter’s shock and horror. Even under the
best of circumstances, they were like a crappy, homemade video,
where the cameraman couldn’t hold still and kept putting his finger
in front of the lens.

But not now.

Not this.

“Where are we?” I asked the telepath, who seemed to
expect my reaction.

“Take a moment,” she said, letting go of my hand.
“Then we’ll talk.”

I took a moment.

We were sitting on a gray stone bench near a gray
stone wall. The temperature was wintry, with a damp chill that
shivered straight through to my bones, but the sun was shining and
there was no snow. Early spring, I thought, somewhere north enough
to tease warmer weather long before it delivered any.

In front of me was a flagstone expanse with a wooden
lattice overhead striping it with shadow. The lattice was gray,
too, being old and weather-worn, but was sturdy enough to support a
flowering vine of some sort, which was startlingly vivid against
the washed out, watercolor view behind it. I saw pale, almost white
skies over winter-brown fields and what was probably the ocean in
the distance. I couldn’t be sure, because the water and sky blended
together on the horizon until they were indistinguishable, but
seagulls whirled overhead and the air smelled of brine.

A small group of people stood on the other side of
the terrace, near a stone railing. Two of them were holding the
slumped figure of a man in between them. They looked like the fey
guards I’d seen in a previous imprint, in plain gray tunics and
leggings, with leather quivers thrown over their backs. The quivers
were carved and highly decorated, with a subtle, dark patina from
many oilings, but their boots were plain, close fitting and coated
in mud, and their silver hair was messy.

Two other men stood nearby, one of whom was
obviously a vamp. He was tall and portly, in a long, light blue
tunic and thick, dark red leggings. He had a hefty, brown leather
belt trying to gird the former and to hold up the latter, but
mostly serving as a rest for his substantial belly. He wore a
peplum-style jacket in royal blue velvet over everything, which was
gorgeously embroidered all over with multicolored birds.

The jacket looked expensive, like the ruby ring that
decorated a fat finger and the ridiculously long sleeves on the
fine linen shirt he wore underneath the tunic. They were dyed a
bright yellow and almost swept the floor. He only lacked a Robin
Hood hat with a feather to be the perfect, late medieval dandy, but
his expression didn’t match the outfit.

Or maybe it did. His head was thrown back and his
fangs were flashing in what might have been a laugh or a snarl. I
couldn’t tell which because he wasn’t moving.

Nothing was, including the flowering vine, which had
been caught in a breeze and blown inward, scattering bright red
petals across the scene. But the cascade stayed suspended in the
air, because it looked like I’d been dropped into the middle of a
3-D painting, or like a Pythia had frozen time. It would have
fascinated me, since I was rarely in a mood to look around much
when I did it.

Except that the last person in the group was
Aeslinn.

“Fey imprints are often more vivid,” the telepath
said, watching me. “As well as longer and more comprehensive.”

Yeah, I guessed so.

I started to get up, to get close enough to hear
them talk, which I guessed was the point. But I turned dizzy as
soon as I tried, and plopped back down onto the bench, harder than
I’d intended. It was jarring, but not as much as certain other
things.

I put my head between my knees and, after a moment,
felt a tentative touch on my back.

“It doesn’t usually take people like this,” the
telepath said, sounding worried.

“It’s… I skipped breakfast,” I told her, because it
sounded better than the truth. And maybe it wasn’t a complete lie,
because I felt vaguely nauseous, like maybe my blood sugar needed a
bump.

Or like my body was thinking about a panic attack,
despite the fact that Aeslinn wasn’t even here, that I was
basically watching him on T.V.!

I didn’t understand myself sometimes. I’d just seen
him with Gertie, not two hours ago, but that had been across a good
distance of both space and time. It was a little different from a
couple dozen yards away.

And that made me furious, because that bastard
didn’t get to do this to me. He didn’t get to make my heart pound
and my skin crawl and my eyes want to roll up in my head. He didn’t
get to do any of that!

After a moment, I sucked in a deep breath, sat up
and leaned my head back against the wall. The cold stone felt good;
bracing. I just stayed like that for a while.

“Are you—” the telepath began, before I cut her
off.

“Tell me about this place,” I said, wanting
something else to think about. “How are you making it look like
this?”

“Like what?”

“Like I just walked into the middle of a play.”

She didn’t immediately answer, and I could almost
feel her impatience; she was practically vibrating with it. She
clearly wanted to get on with this, whatever this was—maybe she had
another job lined up for later—but I wasn’t there yet. Which she
seemed to realize, because after a moment, she answered.

“It isn’t me. As I said: fey imprints are
different.”

“Yeah, but this different? It’s 3-D!”

“What?”

“Like a stereoscope,” I said, because the original
version of the View Master toys for kids were in practically every
parlor, allowing Victorians and their Edwardian cousins to
juxtapose two slightly different pictures of the same thing to give
a depth effect. They oohed and ahhed over 3-D pictures of lions on
the Serengeti and junks riding a Chinese river the same way we
laugh at funny YouTube videos.

And I guess she understood that, because she nodded.
“Allied fey have a group consciousness that they can tap into, to
coordinate movements in battle and share information. In times of
stress, this group mind can sometimes create an imprint, combining
the knowledge of all those assembled.”

“Like having a bunch of different cameras recording
the scene from different angles?”

She nodded. “In a way, although a camera wouldn’t
include sound and scent, even touch, as a fey imprint does.”

I felt the cold stone under my fingertips and
wondered what Hollywood would pay for tech that could duplicate
this. Probably a lot; probably anything. And then what else she’d
said registered.

“A group consciousness? You mean, like a vampire
clan, in each other’s heads all the time?” Because I’d never heard
that.

“I don’t know a great deal about vampires,” she
said, sounding surprised that I did. “But no, the fey can’t read
minds—most fey. Not in the sense you mean.”

“But in some sense?”

“Their consciousnesses are able to access the
Common, a fund of knowledge compiled over many generations, for the
use of all. Information is constantly being added, and they can
retrieve that, but it isn’t true mind reading.”

“Okay, I don’t get it,” I told her honestly and
opened my eyes.

I deliberately didn’t look at the little group
across the terrace. I faced the telepath instead, and the small
garden over her shoulder, which was just starting to put out fresh,
green shoots. It made me feel better, although having my back to
Aeslinn was giving me hives.

“Say that one person from a clan has been to an area
before,” she explained slowly, as if trying to put into words
something that she’d never had to think much about. “Another fey
from their house could visit the same place and know how to
navigate it. He wouldn’t have his family member’s exact thoughts,
although he might get flashes from time to time—sights, smells, a
snippet of conversation. But he likely would be able to trace his
relative’s footsteps and find his way. Even an ancestor’s
footsteps, although the terrain may have changed, in that
case.”

I blinked at her. “An ancestor? You mean the
memories don’t fade, even after someone… passes on?”

“It isn’t memory. This is a memory,” she gestured around. “An
event from long ago, imprinted onto a prized possession. A previous
imprint showed me the fey’s father making a quiver full of arrows
for his son, along with the quiver itself. The son had been holding
onto the last one since he heard of his father’s death, as a sort
of keepsake. He must have fired it in error, as I cannot imagine
him letting it go otherwise—”

“Okay, I get that,” I said, trying not to sound
impatient, because I already knew how imprints worked. “But this
Common thing… you’re saying it’s like a library? A bunch of
information about Faerie that anyone can access?”

Because something like that could be really helpful.
Something like that could be game-changing! Which made me wonder
why I hadn’t heard about it before.

The war council had been getting briefed on Faerie a
lot lately, to the point that I was pretty sure I’d deserve a
degree, after this. I’d sat through long lectures on everything
from politics and culture, to history and geography. And yet nobody
had thought to mention a fey library in the cloud that they
uploaded information to, about all sorts of things?

Seemed like a big damned oversight!

Especially where the war was concerned. If we caught
one of Aeslinn’s people, could he tap into the hive mind and tell
us where to find the army? Or could we figure out what the king was
planning and how many men he had left? Or the location of his
allies, a group of dark mages and traitorous vamps that we’d been
searching for what felt like forever, and who had been waging a
devastating war on us here on Earth?

I just sat there for a second, mind blown.

The telepath continued, unaware of my internal
turmoil. “The collective mind remains, and grows richer over time,”
she agreed. “As a library’s collection would. But it is not well
organized, as a library would be. Nor does it always contain the
information you seek.”

“What do you mean?”

“Simply that the knowledge is often donated
unconsciously. To take the previous example, you may be able to
find your path through unfamiliar terrain thanks to an ancestor who
passed that way once, many years before. But the information he
left might be superfluous in some ways and inadequate in
others.”

“Such as?” I asked, because I was finding this whole
concept a little mind bending.

She shrugged. “You might recall a bit of tasty fish
he had at a tavern once, but not how to find water in a desert. You
might remember a girl he tumbled, how golden her hair was or how…
much he enjoyed her company. But not know the password needed to
get through a warded gate, or whether a particular fruit is safe to
eat.”

“You mean it’s random?” Because that wasn’t good. We
needed specific information, not some guy’s accidental
travelogue!

“Not entirely. People can try to donate information
they think may be useful, to coordinate between group members
scattered over a wide area—”

Which explained how the army had been keeping ahead
of us, I thought grimly.

“—but their success will vary depending on their
skill. And even assuming they are successful, someone else’s
ability to retrieve that information will differ. It is why the fey
often travel in groups. It isn’t just for protection; it is also
about having more than one mind to access the Common, when
needed.”

“I see.” Kind of. “Where is this information
kept?”

“Kept?”

“Housed, located. There’s got to be… like a server
somewhere, right?”

“A server?”

“A depository. A library. It can’t just be in their
heads?”

The telepath looked confused. “But that is exactly
where it is. This is knowledge, not a tangible thing.”

“But you said they tap into it. So, they don’t carry
all that knowledge themselves.”

“No.” She suddenly looked sad, and then angry. She
stood up abruptly. “No, they don’t.”

“Wait,” I said, getting up, too. I’d somehow put my
foot in it, but I needed to know this. “I’m sorry—”

She brushed it aside, and started forward. “It is
not important, and we have work to do—”

I put a hand on her arm, although she didn’t seem to
like that, so I pulled it back. But at least it stopped her. “I’m
sorry,” I said again. “I know I’m not the sharpest pencil in the
box, but I need to understand this. Help me understand this.”

She looked at me for a moment, her dark eyes
snapping. And then confused. “Sharpest pencil?”

I tried again, although I was pretty sure they had
pencils in her era. “Brightest bulb?”

“What?”

“Sandwich short of a picnic? Eats soup with a fork?
Would lose a debate with a doorknob?”

She smiled slightly, finally understanding, and
showed off a dimple in her right cheek. It gave her a slightly
lopsided grin, which was quirkily attractive. It was also better
than the almost tragic expression she’d been wearing a moment
ago.

So, I kept it up, although I was pretty sure she had
the idea now. “Knitting with only one needle? Would argue with a
sign post? Hasn’t seen the ball since kickoff?”

“How do you know so many of these?” she laughed.

“I grew up at a vampire’s court. Some of the guys
had this game, to see how many ways they could tell me I was… a
nice house with no furniture. A few shades beyond blonde. Not that
smart.”

The pretty smile faded. “You would think that
creatures so old would be wiser. But then, many places have that
problem.”

She sat back down, and gazed out at the horizon for
a moment. “The souls of fey who die in Faerie are said to continue
after death,” she said. “It is believed that none really die, but
are reabsorbed into the great soul of the world, and eventually
live again in some form. And when they return to this great soul,
they take their knowledge with them, to be added to the whole—a
common memory, you see?”

I nodded.

“They can also add to it during life, as their souls
are still connected to the world soul on some level, and thereby to
each other. In any case, their experiences are remembered by Faerie
itself, the knowledge carried by earth and sky, wind and sea. It
burns in the fires of a thousand campsites, it trills in the songs
the birds sing, it lives in every blade of grass and gently blowing
leaf. It is… in all of us.

“Except for those who leave, and do not return.”

And, suddenly, I saw what I should have before: a
graceful slant to an ear, not to a point, but headed that way. Like
the sheen to her hair, which took on a purple tint when the light
hit it just right. I’d assumed it was a reflection from her
clothing, like I’d put down the iridescence along a cheekbone to
expensive cosmetics.

I’d been wrong.

“You’re fey.”

“Partly,” she agreed. “My grandparents fled Faerie,
almost two centuries ago. They had a farm once, on the border of
the Alorestri lands. It wasn’t particularly good soil, but my
grandfather had a gift, and it bloomed for him as it would for no
other. They made it work…

“Until the invaders came. The Svarestri needed new
farms to support their armies, and took them from the Green Fey,
who then took replacements from my family. It didn’t matter that
the soil was rocky and hard, and would return them little. They
took it because they could, and drove my grandparents out, along
with a host of others.”

“So, your family came to Earth.”

She nodded. “And built a life—of a sort. My
grandfather died, some would say of a broken heart, a few years
later. He tried farming here, but he didn’t like Earth’s soil; it
didn’t sing to him, he said. They cremated him afterwards, and the
family still has the ashes. They were afraid to bury him, as his
body might break down and join this world, and be lost, as so many
have.”

She turned on me suddenly, her eyes wet and furious.
“Do you understand? Lost—utterly and irretrievably. Everything they
knew, everything they were, gone as if they had never lived at
all!”

I had a sudden flash of Billy Joe, but pushed it
away. Because that hadn’t been his fate. He had come back, and had
visited me on Samhain, when the veil between worlds was thinnest.
He’d successfully transitioned to… wherever we go after death. I
might be missing him, a constant ache, but he had been happy.

I doubted the same was true for the fey.

“You’re saying that your grandfather’s knowledge
won’t go into the Common, if he is buried outside of your world?” I
asked.

“How could it? From a universe away? We fled here to
save our bodies, but in doing so, we lost our souls. That is what
the wars have cost, not just death and pain, although there’s been
plenty of that. But a loss so great that we do not speak of
it.”

No, I didn’t guess they would. I felt honored that
she was speaking to me now. And then I wondered what it would be
like, to have history at your fingertips, a long, unbroken chain of
knowledge about your forebears, stretching back… basically forever.
To taste food a seven times great grandmother had made, and maybe
even watch her make it. To smell a flower that didn’t exist
anymore, from a species that didn’t exist anymore. To walk through
cities long crumbled to dust as if you belonged there, because part
of you did.

It made even the Pythian power pale by comparison. I
could travel to other places, and see things and people long gone.
But I didn’t have a connection with them. Other than for Gertie and
her court, I didn’t have a connection with much of anything from
the past.

But the fey… it was both wonderful and terrible,
what they could do. Wonderful when it worked the way it was
intended. Terrible when they lost… so much. More than humans would
ever know or understand.

More than I could understand.

“I’m sorry,” I said again, while realizing the
complete inadequacy of the phrase.

“It is the way things are,” she said, with a
deliberately casual shrug. “Are you ready to proceed?”


 Chapter Twenty-Five

I finally got up from the bench and moved a little
closer to the still-frozen group across the terrace.

A recent gust of wind had sent the king’s long,
silver hair flying. It partly obscured his face, but I’d know that
haughty chin anywhere. And when I got closer still, I could see
storm-colored eyes gleaming at me through the blowing strands. I
knew he couldn’t see me; that I wasn’t really here, but it made a
shiver go up my back, nonetheless.

It was easy to joke about Aeslinn when he wasn’t
around, to laugh and wonder how life was treating him without a
hand. Or to act calm and cool with Gertie, when he was so far away.
It was different when standing right in front of him.

Some villains like to pose as avuncular types, like
Zeus, playing the charming All Father, even though he hadn’t needed
to with me. We’d both known the score, but his attitude was like an
old sweater he’d worn for so long that he’d forgotten he had it on.
He was charming because he was always charming.

But not Aeslinn.

There was no artifice in him, no polite mask. He
looked like what he was: a predator, a tiger who would go for your
jugular as soon as he saw you, and the only regret he’d feel was
that there wasn’t more meat on your bones. I was standing there, in
a memory, hundreds of years removed from the scene, and yet I felt
the same menace that I had on the Thames.

But this close, it was impossible not to notice that
he was looking… a little downmarket. His cloak was a plain gray
that was just slightly darker than his equally ordinary tunic and
leggings. They had the knobby look of homespun, and were no nicer
than what his guards had on. I couldn’t help contrasting this
outfit with one I’d seen him wear at a banquet in the sixth
century, which I’d attended after chasing Pritkin’s soul back in
time.

Aeslinn’s element was earth and all that came from
it, and he had worn his riches blatantly. There had been so many
diamonds on his shoulders and dripping down his midnight robes that
they had reminded me of icicles in the dead of winter, crusted
thickly. A gleaming circlet on his brow had held more diamonds,
some as big as my thumb, and the whole had sparkled so brightly in
the candlelight that I had barely been able to look at him.

It had been a memorable outfit, even more so because
I’d learned to pay attention to clothes. They were a whole separate
language in vamp circles, with people wearing everything from their
history and status to their family affiliation on their backs. They
didn’t need to—they had auras for that—but it didn’t stop them, and
almost nothing they wore was meaningless.

Every piece of jewelry told a story; every color was
carefully chosen. A coiled serpent on a bracelet one week, winking
at the world with tiny, obsidian eyes, had ruby ones the next. A
slight change, and yet it meant something. You might not know what,
but if you were smart, you were watching, you were listening, and
you were trying to figure out if it was a good sign or a bad one
for you and your house.

Other times, you knew exactly what it meant.
Zheng-zi, a newly minted senator, had been unaffiliated, a wild
card, for his first few months on the North American Senate. No one
had known which way he and Senator Cheung, his close associate,
would fall. The jury was still out on Cheung, but Zheng-zi had
recently started wearing the red and black of House Basarab,
proclaiming his alliance without saying a word.

So, I couldn’t help but wonder, what did Aeslinn’s
clothes say?

He’d obviously just come from a hunt, so maybe it
made sense that he would be dressed down. Except that he was a
king, and they rarely cared if they splattered their velvets or
soiled their fine leathers. There were always more where those came
from, and ruining an outfit or two was better than failing to keep
up the image. A king needed to look strong, powerful, and wealthy.
He needed to stand out from other men…

But what about a god?

The thought came out of nowhere, but I didn’t
immediately dismiss it, because it felt right somehow. What
about the
gods? Had they dressed to impress, or was that for us mere
mortals?

I thought back to my early training, and the endless
books on Greek mythology that my governess had pushed on me. A
classical education demanded reading the classics, but I’d been a
less than attentive student, so in desperation, she’d brought in
picture books. As a result, I had a mental Rolodex of hundreds of
murals, wall friezes and marble depictions of the ancient pantheon
to draw on.

And, yeah, the Roman artists had put some gods in
togas, their version of a business suit, especially Jupiter Best
and Greatest—their name for Zeus. They’d liked dressing him up
because he was a symbol of the state, so if he looked good, they
looked good. But they were pretty far removed from anyone who’d
ever seen the real thing.

The Greeks were closer, and indeed their early
history overlapped the godly era somewhat, so they should be more
reliable. And as far as I could recall, their gods usually weren’t
wearing much of anything. The Greek artists had loved showing off
the divine form, and had lovingly depicted Aphrodite headed to the
bath or Hercules lounging around the gym and letting it all hang
out, because I guessed athletic cups weren’t yet a thing.

But when they did put them in clothes…

It was often homespun and sandals.

Because they were comfy, and when you’re a god, do
you give a damn what anyone thinks?

Clearly Aeslinn didn’t. There were no embroidered
birds here, or brilliant jewels, or ornamentation of any kind,
unless you counted the mud splattering the hem of his cloak. More
mud freckled the high, gray leather boots he wore, although not
nearly as thickly as it did those of his guards, which looked like
they’d been wading through a bog.

And they probably had. Because the captive slumped
between them was also covered in mud, about an acre of it. It
dripped off the medium length hair that was hanging in his face,
clung to his clothes in sludgy clumps, and slicked his entire body.
He looked less like a man and more like something an artist had
made by jamming a bunch of wet clay together, without bothering to
give it too much of a form. Like a half-finished statue…

I stopped dead.

“I didn’t know how to explain this,” the telepath
said, coming up behind me. “I thought you should see—and hear—it
for yourself—”

“Wait a minute,” I said.

“Are you not yet adjusted?” She seemed a little
impatient.

“It’s not that.”

“Then what—”

“Like a demon once told me, I’m wrestling with a
concept.”

The woman didn’t seem to know what to do with that,
but she didn’t say anything else as I slowly circled the little
grouping. The bowed head of the prisoner didn’t make identification
easy, and since this was only a memory, I couldn’t pull his head up
and wipe off the mud. But without that, the features were almost
completely obscured, except for the nose, poking out from the
dripping, clay covered strands.

But sometimes, a nose is enough.

Son of a bitch.

“Can you start things up again—slowly?” I asked the
telepath.

“Yes, of course,” she said, but nothing
happened.

I turned around to see her biting her lip, and
looking fairly wild-eyed. Well, crap. “Are you about to lose
control again?” I asked, because I wanted to hear what they were
saying, now more than ever.

“I didn’t lose control the first time!” she said,
her eyes flashing. “I don’t lose control!”

I thought that would have been more convincing, if
she wasn’t doing it right now.

“All right—”

“No, it is not all right; nothing about this is!”
She looked past me, and her pretty face flushed puce. “That’s
Aeslinn, isn’t it? The Svarestri king?”

I opened my mouth to reply, but she didn’t give me
the chance. She suddenly whirled around and started inside the
building behind us. And I realized that I hadn’t been sitting by a
freestanding wall earlier; I’d been sitting by the side of what,
from this angle, looked suspiciously like a certain mobile
castle.

“Come inside,” she told me from a doorway. “Come
now!”

She really should have been a nanny, I thought, as
my feet automatically obeyed. I followed her past a thick, pointed
archway into a gloomy inner room, which was lit only by sunlight
slanting in through a series of tall, narrow windows. It was large,
maybe meant for an audience hall or a ballroom, although it was
hard to tell as there was no furniture.

There was no party going on right now, either.

Instead, groups of miserable looking people sat
huddled together on the hard stone floor, leaking mud and dirty
water everywhere. They weren’t much cleaner than the guy outside,
and stunk to high heaven. The frozen nature of the scene, with no
air circulating, should have minimized the stench. But it had
collected within the walls, to the point that I wondered where the
fey had found them, exactly?

Because this was less of a bog pit than a sewer.

Which probably explained why the guards were on the
peripheries, maybe thirty in total, hugging the walls. There were
at least twice as many captives, huddled in the middle, some of
them children. And that seemed to be the final straw for the
telepath.

She’d been standing there, looking at a small child
of maybe four, who was peering out from inside an older woman’s
shawl. The captives were skinny, dressed in rags, and some of them
were barefoot despite the cold. The child wasn’t one of them;
somebody had wrapped strips of cloth around his feet in lieu of
socks, and he had a tattered tunic on, under the coating of
mud.

But he didn’t look healthy, and the old woman was
worse. I wondered what happened to him if she died? I wondered what
happened to any of them, now that the Svarestri had them? Although
what they wanted from them was beyond me.

They obviously had nothing left to take.

“Aeslinn is hunting people,” the telepath said,
rounding on me. “My kind of people—”

“They’re fey?” I asked, glancing back at the group,
because they didn’t look it. I could have passed any of them on a
street and never blinked, and I doubted that was because they were
using a glamourie. They didn’t look like they could afford a
glamourie, and if they’d had any magic to spare to craft one of
their own, I thought they might have been using it to escape.

“They’re like me,” she said. “Mixed blood, but it
hasn’t saved them, any more than it did my grandmother—”

“Your grandmother?”

“The fey one,” the telepath confirmed. “After
grandfather died, she moved in with one of my aunts. Grandmother
had a club foot and was all but lame; she could sew and do other
domestic things, but she couldn’t walk for any distance at all. She
hardly left the house except to hobble around the garden. Yet she
disappeared one night, while my aunt slept—”

“Disappeared?”

She nodded fiercely. “No one saw anything, and no
one ever heard from her again—and none of us understood why. Who
would take her? She was merely an old woman! She had no magic; the
only thing her fey blood ever did for her was to extend her
life—”

“Until someone took it,” I said, thinking of those
other fey, the demigod ones, who’d been butchered like meat. But
these people didn’t have any talents surely? At least, none worth
Aeslinn’s time. So, what was he doing with them? Or with an old
woman too weak even to live alone?

And then I realized what I’d said. “Oh, God—I’m
sorry—”

But the telepath waved it off. It looked like she
was already at maximum rage, and didn’t have room for anything
else. “Until someone hunted her,” she hissed, gesturing around. “Do you
understand what is happening here? People have been disappearing
for years, but nobody knew why. Some thought it was old enemies who
had followed them from Faerie; others that dark mages were draining
us to steal our magic, although most of us don’t have that much to
take—”

“I get it,” I said, trying to calm her down, both
because I felt bad for her, and because I didn’t know how much high
emotion might affect the stability of the reading.

“Do you? Then you’d be one of the first! Everyone
hates us, is suspicious of us, or tries to take advantage—” she
suddenly grasped my shoulders. “And now he’s hunting us!”

“Yes, he is.”

“Why?”

“That’s what I need you to help me find out.”

She stared at me blankly for a moment, as if she
hadn’t understood the stakes until now. Then I abruptly found
myself being dragged back out onto the terrace. Where the frozen
tableau wasn’t so frozen anymore.

And it looked like the vampire’s expression had been
a snarl, after all, because he’d just turned it on Aeslinn. “Do you
know who that is?” he demanded, gesturing at Pritkin, who was still
in the same spot.

Everybody else had sped up, but he remained slumped
between the two fey, as if they were the only reason that he was on
his feet at all. The guards had twin expressions of disgust on
their faces, possibly because he was leaking a widening puddle of
bog juice that was threatening their footwear. Or possibly because
the stench had suddenly ramped up to new levels.

The people inside had been odorous enough to make my
eyes water, but for some reason Pritkin was giving off a reek that
could almost count as a weapon. It actually caused me to take a
step back, and the guards looked like they were right there with
me. They had subtlety moved as far away as they could while still
supporting their rancid captive.

The smell did not appear to bother Aeslinn, however,
who was smiling.

“Yes, Nimue’s great-grandson.” There was
satisfaction in the gaze that he sent over his prisoner. “I’ve been
chasing him for some time—”

“And making a spectacle of yourself all over Ireland
in the process,” the vamp snapped. “Do you know what they’re
calling your people these days? The Wild Hunt!”

Aeslinn laughed. “Fair enough, in this case. You
would not believe the trouble he gave me.”

“He’s going back.” It was implacable.

“I beg your pardon?” The king was faultlessly
polite.

“You heard me. He’s half demon, son of that bastard
Rosier—”

“I know that.” Aeslinn’s lip curled. “As if human
blood wasn’t bad enough—”

“Hold your tongue, fey, or did you forget who you’re
talking to?”

The tone was completely at odds with the jolly
outfit, being vicious enough to make me flinch. But Aeslinn only
smiled, although it was a bit more fixed this time. “Do you know, I
think I did. That skin you wear is convincing—and appreciated. Do I
want to know what you look like under there?”

“Insolent pup! I could crush you with a
thought—”

“Yes, but then who would speak to father on your
behalf?”

“He’s not your father—”

“He’s everyone’s father. And I’m more of a son to
him than that traitorous dog he sired. Caedmon,” Aeslinn sneered.
“‘Great King,’ when there’s nothing great about him—”

“Cease this ridiculous drivel!” the vamp snarled.
“We have a problem!”

“No, you have a problem. Explain his disappearance
any way you like, but I will have him.”

A long, white hand curled in the mud on Pritkin’s
chest, I assumed grabbing onto his tunic or shirt, although it was
impossible to tell. Gray gunk squeezed up through the king’s long,
white fingers, like writhing worms. It dripped down his hand, and
splattered the stones at his feet, but he didn’t seem to notice.
His smile turned feral.

“I’m going to enjoy this,” he told the vamp. “It
took twelve of your kind to find him in the hells and bring him out
to me, for which they charged me a fortune—only for him to escape
that very night. It’s taken me months to track him down, and in the
process, he has killed dozens of my people. But I have him
now—”

“You have nothing!” the vamp spat. “He is Rosier’s
heir! If you think that slimy bastard won’t tear this world apart
to find him—”

“Tear away,” Aeslinn said, glancing about
contemptuously. “Who would notice? But I will have him,
nonetheless. There aren’t many strong ones left—”

“Then you’ll have to take the weak,” the vamp said,
and knocked his hand away.

“Have a care, demon,” Aeslinn hissed, his good humor
suddenly gone.

“I am, and it seems that I’m the only one who is.
This one goes missing, and you’ll give the whole game away. We’ve
worked too hard to risk it all now—”

“We!” Aeslinn roared, the formerly porcelain face
suddenly flushed and furious. “I do the work; I take the risks; I suffer the losses! What have
you ever done—”

“Keep the demon council off your back? Else you
would have been shut down, long ago. And likely skinned and eaten
as well, but not like the gods do, elfling, so clean and pure. But
raw and red and while you’re still thrashing—”

I never found out what Aeslinn’s reply would have
been to that, because he didn’t get a chance to make one. Unless
you count the grunt he let out before going to one knee. It took me
a second to realize what had happened, to see the blood bloom on
the light gray of his tunic, bright and red and surprising, to see
his hand go down to the knife that Pritkin had just shoved into his
belly.

It looked like the king had some kind of armor on
underneath that tunic, which the knife had hit and then slid off.
But Pritkin had gotten the weapon below it now, and was trying to
slice upward, toward the heart, while the king struggled to hold
him off until his dull-witted guards caught on. They did so a
second later, belatedly realizing that the stinking mage had
somehow grown an extra arm, which he was using to kill their
king.

Everything abruptly stopped, as frozen as before.
And I turned on the telepath, my heart in my throat. “What
happened? Why did you stop it?”

“I didn’t,” she said, and nodded at the scene behind
me.

I turned back to see half a dozen vamps emerging
from the inner room and crowding around the fey, who remained
motionless. Pritkin mostly was as well, only he seemed to have
retained a small amount of mobility, and you had to give him
credit. He was using it to continue to try to force the knife
upward.

Or he was until the big vamp pulled it out and threw
it aside. “Heal him,” he told one of the new arrivals, gesturing at
Aeslinn. “As for you—” He jerked Pritkin toward him. “Nothing but
trouble, just like your father! We should have killed you years
ago.”

Pritkin managed a small smile, and then used the
rest of his mobility to spit in the creature’s face.

“Sleep!” the vampire snarled, as gray gunk slid down
his cheek, because it looked like his captive had swallowed some
mud, too.

Pritkin went limp—for real this time—and the fake
arm he’d magicked up to fool one of his guards abruptly
disappeared. It caused his body to sag to the floor, landing wetly,
but the big vamp was taking no chances. He kicked the supine form
with his shoe, then gestured for his servants to drag Pritkin
back.

They did so, albeit cautiously, and one of them got
a knee on his spine, just in case. I took an alarmed step forward,
before stopping and feeling like a fool. This had all happened
hundreds of years ago.

“What about the others, my lord?” an obsequious
looking vamp asked, while practically bent double in a bow. “Should
we kill them?”

“No. Put them back where the damned fey found them.
We don’t need any more disruptions.”

“Won’t the king object?”

“The king won’t remember,” the big vamp said grimly.
“None of them will.”

And they hadn’t, I thought, as the scene finally
ended. But an arrow had. Probably because the guards had just seen
their king stabbed, and knew they had let it happen. They must have
expected to die for that, and quite likely would have—if the big
vamp hadn’t made it all go away.

Only no, not a vamp, I thought, staring at the
florid face. Something much worse. And, damn, did I feel out of my
depth right now.

“Did you understand that?” the telepath demanded.
“Do you know what they’re doing?”

“No,” I told her. “But I know someone who
might.”


 Chapter Twenty-Six

The forest was dark and strange calls echoed through
the treetops. I couldn’t see a damned thing, even with moonlight
shining from above, because only a few spears of light managed to
penetrate the heavy tree cover. Just enough to silver some of the
big leaves hitting me in the face—right after they’d already done
so. The leaves contained some kind of sap that burned like a bitch,
even though I wasn’t really here, so that should have been
impossible.

But tell that to my skin, I thought, trying to rub
off a face full of sticky, itchy stuff.

“Auggghhhh!”

I jumped as a human cry echoed through the trees. It
was close and loud and startled a bunch of what I really hoped were
birds out of the canopy, sending them flapping and screeching into
the night. I clapped a hand over my mouth, to keep my own cry
behind my teeth, only to have something come crashing at me through
the underbrush and knock it away.

I hit the forest floor, stunned, and not just
because of the blow. But because I’d landed on a hard as steel tree
root, which as luck would have it, had made a direct impact on my
spine. The blow shuddered through me like a hit to my funny bone,
only this was a whole-body experience, leaving me gasping and
agonized—

And then pissed, when the same damned root tried to
wrap around my arm.

I skipped anger and went straight to fury, because
I’d been here before. Back when I was a wet behind the ears Pythia,
I’d ended up in Faerie with a war mage who had died to protect me.
Because every. Goddamned. Thing. In this horrible world wanted to
kill me!

Only not this time, I thought, jerking the bastard
root out of the soil and beating it with vampire strength. Tearing,
ripping, and shredding the hard old bark and the sinewy tissue
below it, I kept it up until the stupid thing was little more than
a wad of pulp. And then ripped it off and threw it into the trees,
hearing it tear through the dense underbrush and then keep on
going, because a master vampire can throw a damned long way!

“You want some more?” I asked the rest of the roots
scrawling over the dirt at my feet. “Do you?”

They did not want any more, retreating into the soil
like the grasping hands they mimicked. I stomped on a few of the
slower ones anyway, just because. And it felt so good that I did it
again.

Goddamn, I hated Faerie!

I finally stopped, breathing hard, and then began
trying to extricate myself from some brambles. They were not
animated, but they’d caught me anyway. Because I was wearing a
white lace torture device that caught on every damned—

There was a woman lying on the dirt, staring up at
me with huge, frightened eyes.

It took me second to recognize her, because her skin
blended in well with the night, giving her a natural camouflage
that I really envied right now. But a finger of moonlight gleamed
in her eyes and on the expensive brooch she wore. It was the
telepath, I realized, still in her stylish houndstooth.

I suddenly wondered if she’d like a change of
clothing, too. Then I wondered if that was even possible. I decided
to find out.

“Can you do jeans?”

She stared at me some more.

Okay, fair enough. Jeans did exist in her era, but
tended to be found more on miners and farm hands, and less in
fashionable circles around London. I decided to try again.

“You know, trousers? And maybe a long-sleeved shirt?
These brambles are tearing me to—”

I stopped talking, because she wasn’t responding. In
fact, she looked almost catatonic. I bent down, intending to wave a
hand in front of her face, only to have her scream again and
scramble away on hands and knees.

Great.

Just great.

I hiked up my skirts and went after her.

It wasn’t hard to catch up, because part fey or not,
she didn’t seem overly familiar with her surroundings. She was
weaving wildly, crashing through bushes and bumping into trees,
like a human ping pong ball. I felt a little bad, because that was
partly my fault. I should have exited one bit of weirdness before
getting into another, but all I’d been thinking about was finding
Pritkin and maybe getting a few answers for once, assuming that
Mircea could jog his memory.

But because I’d gone straight here instead of taking
the scenic route through Gertie’s parlor, the telepath had ended up
tagging along. It was the Iris situation all over again, only this
hitchhiker didn’t seem nearly so enthusiastic. Or, you know,
sane.

I finally grabbed her near a massive old oak, mainly
because it had grabbed her first. I snapped the spindly branches it
was using to drag her toward the churning dirt at the base of its
roots, like hungry hands stuffing food into a gaping mouth. And
then beat the tree with them until it reared back, like a startled
cat getting hit with a newspaper.

Damn, but I loved vampire strength! I was really
going to miss it after we broke the spell for good. Assuming that I
lived long enough, I thought, because the telepath was screaming
again.

“Shut up!” I told her, glancing at the forest. I
didn’t think I could be hurt in this form, but then, I shouldn’t
have been able to beat up a tree, either. So, I didn’t know.

“Augghhh! Augghhh! Augghhh!”

“Shut up or I’ll slap you!”

That did not improve things, and frankly, I didn’t
know what would. I suddenly, fervently, wished I had Rhea here,
with her gentle ways and sweet words, to soothe the crazy out of
this one before every nasty thing in the forest found us. But I
just had me, and I wasn’t even that good at soothing myself, much
less—

“Lady?”

The screaming abruptly stopped. “What is
she doing
here?” the telepath panted, staring behind me.

Well, shit.

“Do you have a name?” I asked her tiredly.

“What?”

“A name. Something I can call you other than ‘the
telepath.’ It’s getting old.”

She stared at me some more. She seemed to like doing
that. I nudged her gently with my shoe.

“Lady?” Rhea’s soft, if rather worried, tones came
from behind me again. I sighed.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I don’t know what I’m
doing and I screwed up, okay? I didn’t mean to drag you into
this—”

“What is this?” she asked, sounding concerned.

And then the telepath started screaming again. I
scowled and crouched down beside her, only to hear my damned skirt
rip at the waist. Son of a—

“Why are you screaming?” Rhea asked the woman,
looking a bit freaked out, while I examined the damage.

The telepath stopped long enough to glare at her. “I
don’t know! I don’t know anything! Leave me alone, the both of
you!”

“Then stop making those sounds,” I told her.

“Or what?”

“Or something may come along and try to eat
you.”

“It already did!” She looked back at the hungry
tree, which was just standing there, looking all innocent and
tree-like at the moment. “My God—”

“I thought you were part fey,” I said. “Haven’t you
ever been to Faerie before?”

She transferred her stare from the tree to me.
“Is—is that where we are?”

How many Earth trees have ever tried to turn you
into mulch? I didn’t say, because I didn’t want her to start
screaming again. “Yes—”

“Why?”

“Because I need to see a guy and that’s where he is
right now,” I said crabbily. “Although he’s not supposed to
be.”

I didn’t know why Pritkin and Mircea were hanging
around the feys’ merry murder land. Most people who tripped through
a fey portal tried to trip back out of one as soon as they possibly
could. But it had been half a day since I’d seen them, and since
they’d escaped whatever the hell had been going on in those
tunnels.

So, why weren’t they home yet?

And why were they hiding? I looked around again, but
there was no sign of either of them. Mircea had been right there
before, when he’d pulled me into his last escapade, so where was he
now?

“I have a bad feeling about this,” I told Rhea.

“You do?” The telepath seemed to have recovered, and
was struggling to her feet. “You hijacked my brain!”

“Yes, well, not intentionally.”

“And dragged me into Faerie, of all places!”

“I didn’t drag you, and my God. They say I’m a
whiner!”

I got back to my feet, too. Half of my dress stayed
behind, sagging from a badly torn waistband. And that was just
great. What was I supposed to do now? Flash all of Faerie?

Wouldn’t be the first time, I thought, and then told
myself to shut up.

“I am not a whiner,” the telepath said stiffly. She
had the gall to look offended.

“Okay, prove it.”

Now she looked confused. “How?”

“Three things: do you have a name?”

“I—of course, I have a name!”

“Can I have it?”

She suddenly looked afraid. “Why?”

“Because I don’t want to keep calling you ‘the
telepath’? I thought I already said that.”

She swallowed. “You—you’re not going to… do…
anything with it?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know!” She threw out her arms. “I can’t
imagine why I wouldn’t trust you!”

“Her name is Guinevere Lacey,” Rhea reminded me
quietly. Because I guessed someone had been paying attention to
Agnes’ introduction.

I looked at the telepath. “Guinevere?
Seriously?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, it’s just… kind of medieval. I guess you
go by Guinn?”

“No!” And then her eyes started darting around.
“It’s not my real name,” she added, loudly. “It’s made up!”

“I don’t care,” I told her. “Number two, can you fix
my dress?”

Her eyes came back to mine, and indignation was now
mixed with the fear and confusion. “I’m not a seamstress!”

I thought about banging my head against a tree.

I thought hard.

Rhea put a hand on my arm. “I have a pin.”

She held out a bobby pin, probably from her
hair.

“Thanks, but I don’t think that’s going to work,” I
said, right before a hand grasped my arm and started shaking
me.

It did not belong to Rhea.

“Why are you worried about a dress?” Guinn
whispered. “We’re in Faerie.”

“Now she whispers,” I said to Rhea.

The shaking intensified.

“Stop that!” I shook off her grip. “And no, you’re
not in Faerie. None of us is in Faerie. We’re in front of the
fireplace at Gertie’s and perfectly safe. We just took a little
mental detour, that’s all.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes, that’s all. Now, can you put me in jeans or
not? I don’t know how long we’re going to have to thrash our way
through this jungle, and this dress isn’t working.”

“Put yourself in them. What am I, your servant?”

I glared at her. “Fine. You know what? Just go back.
I’ll deal with this myself.”

“Fine!”

She stood there. I waited. She crossed her arms.

“Are you leaving?” I finally asked.

“Are you searching for a way to stop Aeslinn?” she
shot back.

I spread my arms. “Well, what do you think I’m doing
here?”

She scowled some more. But after a moment, the scowl
concentrated, focusing on my dress. I waited hopefully.

Nothing changed, except for some sweat trickling
down my back, because this part of Faerie was steamy.

I waited a while longer, then wondered if it would
help if I pictured a pair of jeans in my mind. “Do you want me
to—”

“No! Just stand there!”

I stood there, alongside Rhea, who was looking
hopeful, too. Probably because she didn’t want to tromp through a
wood in full Edwardian regalia any more than I did. But we were
both disappointed.

“I can’t,” Guinn finally said, panting slightly. And
resting a hand on a nearby tree until she remembered where we were,
and abruptly snatched it back.

“Why not? If we’re just some kind of mental
projection—”

“I don’t know why not! I’ve never done this before!
And thanks to whatever you did, I can’t even tell whether you’re in
my mind, or I’m in yours. But try as I might, nothing changes.”

Great. I was stuck in mental hell, in an outfit that
was sure to trip me up every five feet. Not to mention being lined
and damned hot, despite the fact that I hadn’t bothered with a
petticoat. I hiked up my skirt and felt around underneath.

“What are you doing?” Guinn demanded.

“Checking for a crotch slit.”

“What?”

Oh, thank God. Edwardian ladies didn’t always stitch
up the seam on their underwear, because going to the bathroom in a
corset and half a dozen petticoats was hard enough. This led to the
infamous crotch slit, which was exactly what it sounded like, and
was often so wide that it made me wonder why they bothered with
underwear at all.

But this pair of bloomers had actually been sewn up.
I tore the sagging dress off at the waist, leaving me in a lace top
and a cute set of wide legged cotton shorts, voluminous enough to
look like a skirt and modest enough to preserve my dignity—whatever
I had left. It wasn’t a perfect solution, since I still had the
high-necked, long sleeved, lace shirt to contend with, but it would
have to do.

“We’re all going to die, aren’t we?” Guinn asked,
apropos of nothing.

“Stop whining,” I told her. “And come on.”

~~~

“Stop,” Guinn said, what felt like hours later, and
I gladly followed orders. I flopped down on the ground, panting
heavily. The forest was a nightmare, tall and close and dark, with
roots that tried to trip you up when they weren’t doing even
worse.

There were also leaves crunching underfoot, if that
was even the right term, since we’d had to wade through waist-deep
piles in places, and they were washed up against some of the larger
trees in drifts twice as high as my head. They cut off a lot of
what little light there was, and would have made an already
difficult situation basically impossible, only I was here with two
witches.

As a result, we had two light sources, although they
were mostly illuminating leaf piles at the moment. Rhea had
magicked up an orb of the kind that the dark mages had used in the
tunnels, and Guinn had festooned a dead tree branch with strange,
blue flame. We hadn’t wanted to risk using either of them, in case
there were fey about, but there hadn’t been a choice.

Now, contrasting colors of electric blue and gold
danced over the scene, highlighting two tired faces, predatory
trees, and yet more leaves. Who knew that Faerie could be so
boring, I thought, flopping back and looking up. And then catching
my breath in wonder.

I’d been so busy watching my footsteps, that I
hadn’t paid much attention to what was above me. Although it
wouldn’t have mattered for much of our hike, which had taken place
under heavy tree cover. But we’d reached, not a clearing, but a gap
in the branches overhead, showing off a sight that you’d never see
on Earth, unless visiting the famous Sequoias.

Although I didn’t know whether even they were this
big. I was staring up at trees as thick around as apartment
buildings, with leafy tops that speared so far into the starlit sky
that I could barely see them. It looked like we’d stumbled into a
massive cathedral of wood rather than stone, with the trunks like
columns and the branches like buttresses.

It was almost like being in two forests at once. The
sequoia-like trees looked like they touched the stars, while the
tops of the shorter varieties, many of which were still pretty big,
formed a second canopy far below. No wonder it was so dark! Through
a gap, I could see crisscrossing beams of moonlight bouncing off
the huge trunks far above us, but only an occasional ray reached
the forest floor. And by the time it did, it had disintegrated into
practically nothing.

“Douse the lights,” Guinn said suddenly, a second
before hers went out.

“Why?” I asked, as Rhea followed suit.

Guinn didn’t answer. I couldn’t see her at all now,
except as a silhouette against the night, framed by rapidly fading
after images. But unlike me and Rhea, she was on her feet, with her
head turning this way and that. She almost looked like she was
sniffing the air, and maybe she was. Faerie was so damned weird
that nothing would have surprised me.

Scare the living crap out of me yes; surprise me
no.

“Guinn?” I prompted, when she didn’t answer after a
moment. “Guinevere?”

“There’s something wrong.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know yet; stop talking!”

I stopped talking. But it was considerably less
enchanting to sit here in the dark, with sweat dripping down my
back and strange insects buzzing in my ears. There were some with
natural bioluminescence, like fireflies only larger—the size of
beetles. They gave off a soft blue light that wasn’t enough to
illuminate much, but it added to the weird.

I’d seen a few of them before, but our light sources
had mostly drowned them out. But now, as my vision adjusted, I
could see them everywhere. They were flitting through the air,
trundling over the ground, and lighting up piles of leaves,
providing a dim, ambient sort of illumination that would have been
strangely pretty, if I wasn’t tense as all hell.

I wanted to prompt Guinn again, but she was prickly,
which… yeah. Didn’t really blame her. This was way more than she’d
signed up for.

Join the club, I thought, glancing around. And
hoping against hope that whatever she was sensing was Mircea or
Pritkin, heading for us through the trees. Because they should be,
right?

Mircea had been right there when he’d pulled me in
before; I’d literally appeared beside him. Of course, I’d pulled
myself in this time, but still. I would have expected to have found
him by now, or at least to be able to hear him in my head.

But I couldn’t, which was why we’d been stumbling
around, trying to zero in on his location. He was here; I could
feel him, like a warm glow in the back of my mind. But I couldn’t
contact him and that worried me—a lot.

He’d been able to communicate even stoned half out
of his mind yesterday. And by now, whatever the dark mages had put
in that potion bomb should have worn off. Yet I couldn’t even tell
if I was getting warmer or not. For all I knew, we were walking
around in circles, lost forever in a leafy maze…

Until we were eaten by hungry roots, I thought, as
another one inched towards me.

“Cut it out!” I said, and slammed a knife down
through the bastard thing, pinning it to the forest floor.

Before stopping and staring, because I hadn’t
brought a knife.

“Take cover!” Rhea yelled, as more knives clattered
against a shield that I guessed she’d thrown up, because I sure
hadn’t. And I didn’t think that Guinn had, either, since she’d just
hit the dirt beside me.

“In the tree,” she panted.

“What tree?” I said, looking around wildly. We were
in a forest; there were a thousand trees!

“That one!” she pointed. “Over there.”

I followed her finger, but I couldn’t see anything.
But then something moved, and I caught a glimpse of silver hair,
flashing in a ray of moonlight as a Svarestri warrior leapt from
one branch to another. And then caught fire when Rhea sent a
fireball blistering at him through the air.

A very undignified yelp drifted down to us, and the
fey took off. But no one else followed, because despite the barrage
we’d just suffered, there appeared to be only one. And that was the
best news I’d heard all day.

“Where are you going?” Guinn demanded, as I jumped
to my feet.

“After him!”

“What? But he’s leaving—”

“I know.”

“So, let him go!”

“Not a chance—”

“Why?”

“I need answers!” I said, before running full
out—into the side of the shield that Rhea had thrown back up. “Drop
it!” I told her, staggering back, and she, at least, didn’t
argue.

She dropped it, and I took off after the fleeing
fey.


 Chapter Twenty-Seven

I jumped up, grabbed a protruding knot maybe ten
feet off the ground, and scaled the trunk of the tree like I’d been
born to it. I hadn’t, but Mircea’s abilities negated a lot of my
mistakes, steadying my hands, ramping up my speed, and allowing me
to catch the arrow that came tearing by my face. And to whip it
back at the fey.

I could almost hear Mircea laugh at the fey’s
surprised expression as he had to dodge his own weapon, but I
didn’t laugh along. I was too busy tearing through the trees,
pushing both mine and Mircea’s abilities to the limit to catch up.
It was easier than I’d thought to leap from branch to branch, even
at a dead run, since many of them overlapped and smaller limbs and
leaves and forest gunk had formed a thatch underfoot.

It almost looked deliberate, as if the tree branches
had been trained to grow together and create pathways in the sky.
But if they had, the system had broken down long ago, with large
boughs hanging low enough to threaten me with decapitation, forcing
me to duck or jump, and sizeable gaps in the path underfoot showing
dizzyingly long drops if I missed a step. But I couldn’t slow down,
no matter how much I would have liked to.

Because the fey wasn’t alone.

I could see a camp, glimmering through the trees, in
the distance. The leafy walls and dense tree cover had hidden it
from the ground, but it was clearly visible up here, twinkling with
dozens of campfires. I could also see it in the fey’s mind, with
Mircea’s abilities grabbing hold of his consciousness as I raced
along. I used the connection to stop him from alerting anyone to
our presence by calling out or blowing the horn at his waist, which
seemed to work.

But something else didn’t.






Kåre! The call was as loud as he could make it, but the
worthless child sitting by the fire, staring forlornly at his bone
flute, did not hear. They were too far south for him to be allowed
to play it, in case the sound carried to enemy ears. But he had
been moaning about it for days, and was too preoccupied to listen
to more important things on the wind.

Ødger Redspear! The large fey was standing nearby,
polishing the stolen weapon that had given him his byname. He’d
taken it off a troll, after dueling him as if the creature was an
equal. It should have been a sign of dishonor, yet he treated it as
a trophy. He had as much intellect as that troll, Erri thought
savagely, when he did not hear the message, either.

Arne! The lanky eagle tender did look up, as if hearing
something, at least. But then his cursed bird screeched and stole
his attention. He smoothed its feathers, calming it down, while his
shield brother ran for his life, unheard—






The fey’s attempt at mental communication suddenly
cut out when I plowed into someone. Someone I hadn’t seen because
my mind had been busy with the camp, but who now yelled and fought
and fell—and grabbed hold to take me along with him. The fey and I
plunged what must have been thirty feet, leaving both of us stunned
on impact despite landing in a massive pile of leaves. But I
somehow managed to get an arm up, seconds before he stabbed an
arrow through my heart, and caught his wrist.

Sleep, I thought desperately, and watched his eyes
fall closed.

I fell back against the ground, shivering and
shaking and wondering how many things I’d just broken.

It felt like a lot.

It felt like everything.

You’re okay, I told myself. You’re not really here,
remember? But it was hard to keep that in mind as I writhed and
twisted, fighting to pull air back into lungs that felt as
flattened as the rest of me.

I finally managed it, gulping in a shallow breath a
moment before Rhea and Guinn ran up, calling my name. I couldn’t
see them, being buried under a mountain of leaves, and couldn’t
hear them much better. But that last wasn’t the leaves’ fault.

My ears were still full of the sounds of the distant
camp. Fires popped, horses whinnied, and a few light notes from a
flute sighed on the wind. Whatever part of my mind that controlled
hearing seemed to be stuck inside the fey’s head, and I didn’t know
how to get it out.

Some of the rest of my senses were there, too,
because I felt the flute being torn from my grasp a moment later,
and an angry fey telling me off in words I only half understood. He
must be speaking some dialect that Pritkin didn’t know, I thought,
as he shook me. Only he wasn’t shaking me; my body was currently
being dragged out of the leaf pile by a couple of panting, cursing
women. But Kåre…

The forest winked out, and in its place, I saw a
little boy, sitting at a rough wooden table in a house made of
stone, being presented with a flute by an older, male fey. The
older fey was dressed in a leather jerkin that looked like it had
seen more than a few winters, and his face contained lines that I’d
rarely seen on one of their kind. And, unlike the fey warriors I’d
encountered a few times, who had mostly left their long hair free,
his was barely shoulder-length and tied back with a leather
thong.






“I’ll teach you how to play it, shall I?”

The
boy looked up, excitement brightening his eyes. “Will I be as good
as papa?”

The
older fey’s smile faltered for a second, before he recovered and
mussed the fair hair. “Perhaps. Although very few were as good as
your sire, boy.”






I tried to pull away, to free myself from this,
whatever this was. It felt like an imprint, except that it was
crystal clear, like the fey version that the telepath had shown me.
But I wasn’t touching anything but leaves, so I didn’t know what
was happening.

Just that I needed to get out.

But the only reward for my struggles was that the
view skewed, showing me a scarred wooden cutting board and an old
woman’s hands. She was setting down a bone-handled knife and
sweeping some vegetable tops into a wooden pail. Which she then
picked up and headed out of the cottage door, carrying me along
with her.

The cold was beyond bracing, causing us to pull our
shawl closer around our shoulders and to view the quiet valley in
front of us through a haze of our own breath. There was a cluster
of gray, stacked stone cottages, like the one we’d just left; there
was a dirt road, potholed with ice-covered puddles; and there were
hills covered in fir trees, the branches of which hung heavily with
snow. There were also some outbuildings down a small hill, and we
headed toward one of those.

Our booted feet crunched over the icy ground, while
we watched some distant neighbors moving behind horn covered
windows, throwing shadows onto the snow outside. They were cooking,
too, with thin threads of smoke curling out of their chimneys
before blending into the slate gray sky. A lone fey came by,
driving a wagon piled high with wood and pulled by an old white
horse, and lifted a hand in greeting as we reached what I guessed
was a barn.

It didn’t look much different than the house, except
for a few gaps in the thatched roof, which would need mending by
spring, and some holes in the sides that had been patched with
wattle and daub. But the scent was suggestive, and then a couple of
pigs poked pink and gray snouts out of the door, sniffing at our
offerings as we broke the ice on a hand pump, to fill a water
bucket. But they didn’t come out of the warm barn.

They knew we’d be in soon enough, and for carrot
tops, they’d wait.

It was a peaceful, picture-postcard-like scene. Or
it would have been, if it hadn’t also been a prison. Let me go, I
thought, mentally thrashing. Let me go!

But the only response was the view skewing again,
hard enough to make me dizzy. And when it stopped, I didn’t think I
was the same person anymore. Not unless the old woman had a lover,
I thought, as my arm drew a plump girl closer, feeling the curves
that I’d enjoyed the night before.






My
mouth came down on hers, and she was sweet, sweet as honey, sweeter
than the cold aristocrats’ daughters in the city, who became
incensed if you so much as mussed their hair. Hers was already
mussed, and I ran my hand through it, admiring the bright red color
and the curls—so strange, so different—flowing through my fingers,
and then bouncing back delightfully. She needed no artifice, no
long sessions with curling irons and crimps. She rolled out of bed
looking better than they ever would.

My bed, I thought, and kissed her again, reluctant to leave
even though I was already late.

“Come again soon?” she said, as I broke away. It was as much
as she ever asked of me.

“As
soon as I can.” It was as much as I ever promised, as much as I
could.

I
had an ice maiden waiting for me; a good match, the king had said.
From a family nearly as old as mine, and far more respected these
days. One with hair like moonlight and skin like fresh cream—and
all the passion of the icicle she so closely resembled.

She
was likely barren to boot, being her parents’ only child, even
after hundreds of years of trying—one way to make sure that my line
died out, I thought viciously. Only I had already found fertile
fields here. My hand rested for a moment on Ronog’s belly, swollen
with the proof of that. I looked into her freckled face and felt my
heart clench. Marred, they called it, and alien and mixed blood and
common, and a thousand more insults besides.

Beautiful, I thought, and broke away.






I pulled back, desperately trying to separate my
consciousness from the fey’s before I lost myself in it, but it
only brought me back to that half immersion I’d started out with.
It left me feeling less like the person in question and more like
his backpack, one he was carrying along whether I liked it or not.
It was maddening!

There was no way to know who he was, but the shadow
on the ground in front of me looked like someone dressed in armor,
and his hand had been gauntleted. He also had a helmet on, topped
by a feathered plume. Its shadow bounced as he jogged away from the
girl’s small house.

I hadn’t known that people could jog in full armor,
but he barely felt the weight of it, although whether that was
because fey armor was lighter than the human variety, or because he
was stronger, I didn’t know.

He headed up a hill overtopping the village, where a
huge, feathered creature was tethered to a pole. The beast was in
the middle of eating a mole that had gotten too close, its great
beak ripping into the red flesh held between its mighty talons, its
eagle-like eyes watching us warily, as if it thought we might be
after its snack. I saw the fey’s hand reach out and grab its
bridle, and heard his voice tell it to hurry up, that they had work
to do.

The beast did not hurry up and tossed its eagle-like
head with what looked like disdain at the suggestion. But it did
allow us to mount the saddle affixed to its back. It felt
completely unlike a horse under our body, being lithe and low to
the ground and heavily muscled, and it moved with a fluid grace
that a horse could never match.

Caedmon, Aeslinn’s old enemy and the fey king
currently occupying his capitol, had told me once that Svarestri
warriors sometimes came into his lands, trying to steal gryphon
eggs. Caedmon’s fey used the creatures, which had an eagle’s head
and wings and a lion-like body, as sky mounts, as the adult ones
were powerful enough to carry a fully grown fey. I’d gotten the
impression that very few Svarestri had succeeded in doing likewise,
but it looked like at least one had.

Because a second after the gryphon gulped down the
last of his meal, we were off, loping and then running down the
hill, before taking off in a whoosh of huge wings and a mental
shout from me, because holy crap, that was a rush!

The beast soared effortlessly skyward, and I held on
for all I was worth, despite knowing that I was only in some fey’s
head. I didn’t understand what was happening, but that had been so
true for so long, that I was honestly getting used to it. I knew I
needed to get out of there, to find a way to pull back into me, or
into whatever version of me had just been dragged out of the leaf
pile, but… but I could do that in a minute, right?

Because this… was seriously awesome.

The rider didn’t seem to think so, treating it as
pretty ho-hum. But I craned my neck to see out of the corners of
his eyes, not wanting to miss anything, and was rewarded with a
bird’s eye view of more villages. Some were nestled in snowy
valleys, while others were perched on craggy mountain fastnesses as
if they’d been dropped from on high by one of the eagles riding the
wind currents around us—and carefully keeping their distance.

Unlike the simple architecture of the valley towns,
the mountain ones had massive walls and soaring spires, and open
ledges beside which half frozen waterfalls gushed into the gorges
below. They looked like they’d been magicked straight out of the
mountains themselves, and they probably had. The Svarestri were
lords of earth, and it never ceased to amaze me what they could do
with it.

Like that, I thought, catching sight of a stone
creature the size of a small mountain, hauling a pack of wood up a
cliff face, toward one of the higher villages.

The pack was woven out of ropes as fat as the anchor
chains on an ocean liner, and looked to contain half a forest’s
worth of trees. Yet it had been slung over one gigantic shoulder
with the same ease that I’d carry a large handbag. That was
probably because the shoulder in question, along with the rest of
the man-shaped creature, was carved out of what looked like
reddish-brown granite, with the stone sparkling dimly despite the
haziness of the day.

But it hadn’t been left as plain rock. It was
crowned by a hedge of fir trees, giving it the illusion of hair,
and had a flock of goats grazing on some dried grasses on one
shoulder and down its great back. It turned its head as we passed
and lifted the arm that wasn’t clinging to the almost perpendicular
cliff.

I saw my gauntleted hand raise in return.

And, because I was looking for it, I glimpsed the
tiny figure of a fey, the master of the creature that had been
pulled out of a mountain and set to work, perched on the shoulder
with the goats. He was sitting outside a tent, roasting something
over a fire, and had a young boy with him. The boy had a baby goat
in his arms and, like the older fey, was waving along with their
creation.

It gave me a weird feeling, but not because I hadn’t
seen something like it before. Aeslinn had used similar rock
creatures at the battle for his capitol, with catastrophic
consequences. They’d taken a terrible toll on our forces, running
us down, pounding us like massive pile drivers, and being
responsible for more of our casualties than the fey themselves.
They were like tanks, only bigger, faster, and more
maneuverable.

Which was why it had seemed like insult to injury
when the Svarestri had personalized their war machines, painting
their faces with stripes of ore, and decorating their bodies with
enormous crystal formations. It had felt like they were mocking
us.

But now… I didn’t know what I thought now. I craned
my neck to the breaking point to keep the creature in view for as
long as possible. It had already gone back to work, lugging more
useful stuff up the mountainside than a whole fleet of trucks could
have done.

Was this what they were meant for? Helping the fey
to tame their rugged homeland, and allowing people to live where no
one would have thought possible? Were they usually cranes and
trucks and construction equipment, rather than tanks?

It made me uncomfortable, like seeing some farmer’s
tractor turned into a war machine. Plowshares into swords, I
thought, and felt uneasy some more. Which was stupid! Yes, we had
invaded them, but if the gods came back, we all died, and probably
a lot of the fey as well. We hadn’t had a choice!

But had they known that? The nobles, the ones giving
the orders—probably. I assumed they were in on whatever Aeslinn was
doing. But the regular Joes, or Svens, or whatever? What had they
seen?

An enemy army coming out of nowhere, laying siege to
their capitol and slaughtering them in droves. And now threatening
to do it again, while hunting their scattered soldiers, all that
was left of their army—their sons—across Faerie. No wonder we weren’t
getting any cooperation.

I thought of Kåre and his little flute, which he’d
probably much rather be playing back on his grandfather’s farm than
dying like his father probably had. Like I’d rather be back with my
court than killing him. But what was the alternative?

The mountains didn’t answer me back, and there were
plenty of them right now, as we’d left the villages behind and
started moving through a range taller than any I’d seen on Earth.
It was cut through by a narrow valley with a river frothing with
rapids at the bottom, and sprinkled with tiny fisherman’s villages,
just a cluster of cottages at a time. But eventually, even that
gave way to a winter wonderland of pure snow and ice and stone.

The highest peaks were wreathed in clouds and lost
to sight, but even the lower ones towered on either side, row after
row clad in stark colors of gray, dark gray, black and white. There
were no villages here, or any sign of life at all. Just an
occasional glacier filling the gaps in between pinnacles, like a
sleeping giant under a blanket of snow, but holding strange blue
fire at their hearts.

And then I was treated to something that made all of
that look like nothing, just nothing at all.

We had been climbing for a while, steadily fighting
our way upward with every powerful beat of those great wings, and
finally rose high enough to break through the clouds. A cascade of
light rewarded us, flooding the scene and making me blink. I didn’t
know what the fey called their star—I’d never thought to ask—but it
was dazzling.

But not as much as that, I thought, as a city
appeared in the distance. It was carved into a magnificent
cliffside, with multiple towers, domes and terraces. It was hard to
make out details at this distance, hard to see it at all in fact,
but not because of the clouds. Most of them were below us now,
spread out like a vast white sea. They boiled up against the bottom
of the cliff like waves crashing against a rocky shore, to the
point that I half expected to hear the roar of the ocean.

No, the problem was that the city was carved out of
stone almost as pale as the clouds surrounding it, like cream right
before it turned into butter: off white with occasional veins of
pale gold. The bulbous look of the domes also blended in perfectly
with the surrounding cloud banks, fooling the eye, and making the
city seem like just another part of the sky. If the fey hadn’t been
looking right at it, I might have missed it all together, or
thought I was seeing a mirage.

I still sort of did because I’d already seen
Aeslinn’s capital. Issengeir, the City of Ice Spires in their
language, currently lay in ruins at the center of a gigantic plain,
inside a protective ring of mountains that hadn’t proved so
protective, after all. But this was even grander. It looked like
somebody was trying to copy Olympus which… knowing Aeslinn a little
now, he probably was.

But he’d done a damned good job of it.

So, why hadn’t he used it? I wondered. Was that
other city considered more impregnable? Because that didn’t seem
likely. Or was I seeing something from the past? Was this vision,
or whatever it was, from hundreds or thousands of years ago, and
showing an older capitol now abandoned?

Because I couldn’t imagine anyone abandoning
this.

I stared at it some more; it was hard not to. Under
the bulbous domes, it looked like someone had brought a gigantic
sword down, shaving off a third of the mountainside, to reveal the
heart of the stone within. And then carved a city inside it, a
massive sculpture that was largely invisible, being deep inside the
rock, but could be glimpsed through terraces, balconies and
open-air windows. There were some external staircases as well,
linking two or more terraces and running for ridiculous distances
down the cliffside, and making me dizzy at even the thought of
traversing them, especially with the force of the wind currently
whipping the fey’s hair around.

The same was true for a second fey who pulled up
beside us a moment later. His silver hair was flying, and his body
was half leaning out of a strange, wooden contraption that looked
like a small, four-sided pyramid, except for a rounded top. It had
several open sides and several closed ones and wasn’t much larger
than the basket on a hot air balloon.

Only there wasn’t any hot air. Or any balloon. Or
any visible means of support, yet it was keeping pace with us.

“Up for another go?” My fey yelled, his voice almost
whisked away by the wind.

“You never get tired of losing, do you?” the pilot
of the small craft said, grinning.

“Usual stakes?”

“Agreed. I can always use another flagon. Where
to?”

“Same as always.”

The door on the opposite side of the small pyramid
slammed shut. “Be waiting when you arrive,” the pilot said, and
dropped like a stone.


 Chapter Twenty-Eight

We immediately dove after him, a sudden move that
had me screaming internally, because our mount had turned into a
brown and white bullet shooting straight at the ground. I could see
it through a gap in the fluffy white nothingness below, which
parted to reveal a beautiful blue lake. It was almost perfectly
round, and reflected the mountains in its placid surface like a
mirror.

Will we splat or drown, I wondered, staring at
it.

Probably splat.

Even water, when hit from this high up, would be as
hard as concrete.

But the fey didn’t seem to be experiencing the same
terror. He laughed instead, an exultant, natural sound that I’d
never expected to hear from one of them, when we hurtled past the
small wooden craft mid-air. And before I could scream again, he
banked and swooped and headed for the side of the mountain, talons
first. I had a moment to stare at the massive wall of stone rushing
at us like a huge, pale fist, but found that I couldn’t utter a
sound.

And then we landed, on a tiny shelf of rock that I
hadn’t even seen, maybe because it jutted out just above the sea of
clouds, which partly hid it from view.

“Perhaps next time!” my fey called out, to the pilot
who had just drawn up alongside the cliff.

“That makes you one out of four,” he replied,
laughing. “I like my odds!”

“And I like Sorjen red. See you below.”

The pilot nodded ruefully, and the small craft
spiraled upward again as we dismounted.

My legs felt like jelly, but the fey’s were strong
and steady, as if he did this every day. And maybe he did. He
pulled messy hair out of our face, still grinning, as an older fey
came running up.

Unlike the other two, the new arrival wasn’t in
armor, but wore a simple brown tunic over gray leggings, and had
straw in his hair. He also looked about as freaked out as I felt.
“You’re going to splatter all over the cliffside one of these
days,” he said, before he’d even reached us. “Mark my words!”

“Duly marked,” my fey replied. “Unfortunately, in
that case, I won’t be around for you to say, ‘I told you so.’”

“You will if you get another mount—a normal one—like
everyone else!”

“But I like this one. And I did go to a good bit of
trouble stealing him.”

“Bah!” the old fey said, and reached for the bridle.
“You’d have done better to—”

He never finished the sentence, because the gryphon
clearly didn’t like anybody but its rider touching it. It tossed
its great head, hard enough to drag the old fey off the ground and
almost off the cliff. My fey grabbed him just in time.

“Let me handle Azurr?” he suggested, setting the old
fey back on his feet.

“You’re damned right I’ll let you handle him!
They’re nasty, bad-tempered, dangerous beasts, every one—”

“Nonsense. They’re brilliant, intuitive creatures.
You just have to get to know them.”

“I don’t want to get to know him! Put him in the
stables with the proper mounts, and let’s hope he doesn’t eat one,
this time!”

“Perhaps you should try feeding him on time,” the
rider said carelessly, and led his mount to a stable in a cave just
ahead, where a bunch of horses started whinnying and looking
seriously unhappy as soon as we came in.

“Azurr,” the old fey grumbled, moving to quiet
several stallions. “I assume you were being sarcastic with that
name? He never listens to anyone!”

“He listens to me,” my fey stopped to pet the great
neck, marveling as always that he could tell where feathers met
fur, even with his gauntlet on. “Most of the time.”

“Well, tell him to stop disturbing them! They’ll be
in a panic soon!”

“War horses should be stouter of heart. Perhaps you
should train them better?”

The old man grumbled something just out of hearing,
and my fey looked sternly at his mount. “Be good?” he suggested,
taking off the bridle and hanging the saddle over a rail.

The gryphon ignored him with kingly aplomb, settling
into a larger than usual stall with the air of one who was only
staying because he felt like it.

That was probably true, since the muscles on the
great body looked like they could destroy the sturdy wooden sides
without effort, but I didn’t get to see if they did. Because we
were on the move again, through a series of similar stables, with
the inner ones having a symmetry that natural caves never did. Like
the shallow depression we turned into suddenly, and then spun about
to face outward again.

For a second, I thought that the fey was lying in
wait for someone, because I couldn’t imagine why else he’d be
standing in a hole, in a dark corridor, all alone. But then the
stone on either side of us began pushing together, not caving in
but closing in front of us, until there wasn’t even a crack
anymore. It blocked out what little light the corridor had, leaving
us entombed in darkness.

And solid rock.

I felt my pulse start to pound as I stared around at
nothing, with my breath coming faster in my throat. The rock had
closed up all of a couple inches away from our face, to the point
that it felt like being sealed in a coffin—or a stone sarcophagus,
ready to wait out the ages until some poor archeologist got the
fright of his life. I was way ahead of him there, desperately
wanting to push against the wall, to force it open, to beat and
bang on the cold, unfeeling surface—anything to get out! But the
fey just stood there.

And before I could give in completely to fear, the
floor jerked under our feet and we started to—

Well, I’ll be damned, I thought, staring around some
more, because a little ambient light had just come on, from where I
wasn’t sure. But it allowed me to see that the little capsule or
shield or protected area—whatever we were in—was moving quickly
upwards, through solid stone. But it wasn’t carving a path; there
were no sparks or flying shards here. Instead, I watched the rock
slide around us like a river, parting to let us through and then
closing back after us again.

I remembered Pritkin doing something similar,
although with great effort, in medieval Wales. We’d been captured
and confined in a room surrounded by disgruntled fey. We’d had zero
chance of reaching the door, even when a bevy of pretty girls
brought dinner to everyone, creating a small distraction.

Until the wall behind us, composed of huge old
stones, had liquified and let us through.

It wasn’t a great memory to have right now, because
Pritkin’s ability with earth magic was pretty minimal, which had
resulted in us getting stuck halfway. I vividly remembered the
feeling of claustrophobia, of being entombed in stone, of running
out of air and of everything getting too hot and too close while
terror clawed at my throat. I’d wondered if I was going to become a
permanent resident of the wall, a Cassie-shaped fossil for someone
to discover, centuries later, and marvel about how I ended up
there.

But then we’d popped out the other side, with
Pritkin red faced and panting, and me practically kissing the
ground underneath my clutching hands.

I’d never been so happy to see open air in my
life.

Kind of like now, when the ‘elevator’ stopped and
the ‘door’ opened, and we stepped calmly out. At least, the fey
did. I was having a silent hissy fit, trying to gulp in extra
oxygen because that had been a really small capsule, only his body wasn’t
cooperating.

But then I looked up and forgot all about it. A
huge, flat cave spread out before us, as big as a couple of
football fields placed end to end, with a jagged, horizontal
fissure in one side that looked out over the snowy vista beyond.
The fissure spread across most of the length of the cavern, and was
tall enough to serve as an exit point for the strange,
pyramid-shaped craft that were lined up in rows, what had to be
hundreds of them. Including one that had just zipped in and was
slowly rotating in the air, while several fey jumped out.

Neither of them was the pilot we’d met, who I now
saw jogging this way with his hand outstretched. “Old Tagget just
got in a barrel of Heart’s Gold—twelve years old—that he declares
to be divine,” he informed us.

My fey snorted but clasped arms with him,
nonetheless. “I’m sure. But you won’t get off that easily.”

“Forgive me for trying to improve your sadly
deficient palate.”

“Forgive me for thinking that you’re more worried
about the deficiencies of your purse.”

The pilot laughed. He did that a lot, more than my
fey, who other than for the brief moment of excitement outside,
seemed pretty dour. But the pilot was young, with a round and
surprisingly pleasant face for a Svarestri and amused gray
eyes.

I looked into them and got a sudden flash of piles
of silver haired bodies, lying dead and broken on the battlefield,
during the fight for the capitol. There’d been heaps of our dead
lying around, too, which was why I hadn’t thought much about it at
the time. I’d just been trying to stay alive. But now…

I really wished I could stop remembering now.

But I didn’t have time to hear any more of their
uncomfortable banter, because another fey had just hurried up.

“The wine will have to wait,” he said, panting
slightly as he came to a stop beside us. And caused me to do a
double take, because he was the first light fey with a belly that
I’d ever seen. It was pretty small in comparison to the vampire’s
from the imprint, but it nonetheless managed to stretch the front
of the blue velvet robes he wore. He also likely had a double chin,
only I couldn’t tell because he wore a beard.

I hadn’t known that the fey could grow those,
either. But I guessed so, since it cascaded down his chest in a
silvery white ripple, as if Father Christmas had just come back
from the salon. And was having a really bad day, I thought, seeing
his expression.

“What is it?” My fey asked, sounding like he already
knew.

“He’s in a temper. You’re needed.”

The pilot clapped us on the shoulder. “Annnnd I’ll
have that drink in your honor—or your memory,” he said, and walked
off.

My fey scowled; I could feel it stretch our face.
“Where is he?”

“Where he always is.” The bearded fey looked up at
the ceiling and then back down, and his expression was troubled.
“There’s something else…”

“What?”

The bearded fey shook his head. “You’ll see when you
get there. You’d better hurry.”

My fey did not hurry. Nor did he get back on the
claustrophobic elevator. Instead, he crossed the huge expanse of
what I guessed was a landing bay at a saunter, giving me time to
look around.

The newest pilots to arrive had disembarked, and
their still levitating unit was being pushed into line by a couple
of flunkies in bright red tunics. It was the flashiest color I’d
ever seen the Svarestri wear, who usually matched their mountains.
But I guessed it helped with visibility, so no careless flyboy ran
them down.

I tried to count the small craft but gave up after a
moment because there appeared to be another cave linked to this
one, and I glimpsed some in there, too. And maybe more on the other
side, for all I knew. There could be thousands all together, which
made me wonder what they’d been doing during the battle for the
capitol.

Maybe they were too flimsy to take part? They
certainly looked as if an accidental blow from one of the stone
giants would obliterate them, much less a well thrown battle spell.
But they could have stayed high and dropped potion bombs, the way
Caedmon’s fey had done from their gryphons.

Yet Aeslinn hadn’t used them.

Maybe he’d been afraid to hit his own people?
Because, by the time we’d deployed the gryphons, most of our troops
were either dead or under heavy shielding. We hadn’t had much to
lose.

But when I thought of the fey that Aeslinn’s dragon
form had ground under his huge belly, crushing them to pulp, I
wondered—did he really care so much for his soldiers? Because it
hadn’t looked like it then. It hadn’t looked like it much period,
frankly, as far as I could tell.

So, what was he doing with his airborne armada?

I had no idea. Just like I didn’t know what he’d
been doing in Romania. We’d only found him because we’d been
looking for the goat creature, which my powers had allowed us to
track to roughly the right place. Only to find, upon arrival, that
Aeslinn was having a party with the local disaffected vampire
clans.

They’d long had a problem with the current system,
ever since our consul introduced the idea of rules back in the
fifteenth century. They’d even rebelled against her for a while,
until she proved that she deserved her reputation, and killed half
of them off. The rest had learned some manners, but they’d never
been what you would call staunch supporters.

The fact that Aeslinn had been meeting with them
worried me. What worried me even more was that it had been the
Aeslinn from our era—Zeus had admitted as much. Jonathan, the time
traveling necromancer, had taken the king back to eighteenth
century Romania, presumably to evade us after his defeat.

Except that it couldn’t have been after, could it?
Because Aeslinn hadn’t been at his capitol when it was attacked.
That was one of the reasons we’d won: the king had not been there
to lead his troops. It had been a hard fight, but if the Svarestri
had had aerial support, or if their king had been on hand to rally
his fey…

Things might have been far worse.

So, why hadn’t he been?

The more I thought about it, the weirder it got.
Jonathan had even warned Aeslinn about what was going to happen. Or
what had already happened, because we’d fought that battle
twice—the first time when we won easily, taking the fey by
surprise, and the do-over when we’d barely pulled it off, because
they knew we were coming. The necro had used Jo’s time travel
abilities to go back after the first battle, and give Aeslinn a
head’s up, so that he was expecting us.

Yet, he still ran? He still didn’t use all of his
advantages? He still lost?

It didn’t make sense. It might have if Aeslinn was a
coward, but I hadn’t gotten that impression on the Thames. He’d run
then, too, but only when he was out of options, and badly injured.
It was a retreat that anyone would have made, not a cowardly
refusal to do battle.

He’d battled just fine, as long as he thought he had
a chance to win, and with no one else there to absorb punishment
except himself. And Zeus hadn’t said that Aeslinn was cowering in a
corner somewhere afterwards; he’d said that he was furious. That
didn’t sound like a coward to me.

Yet he let his capitol burn?

Because he’d fled before the battle started, before
we even got there, almost like he didn’t care. Like whether his
capitol survived or not was irrelevant as long as it bought him
time. But to do what?

I didn’t know, and it made me want to chew my
fingernails off, only I couldn’t because they were currently
covered by a gauntlet. One that the fey was resting on a rail as he
ran up a curving staircase made of that same buttery marble,
scaling flight after flight without so much as getting winded. And
then emerging at the top on a long, wide corridor that changed
dramatically as we walked down it.

Unlike some things around here, it didn’t actually
move, but the thick bands of different types of stone that covered
the walls, ceiling, and floor, that gave the illusion.

It started off normally enough, with a gorgeous
cinnamon granite that reminded me of the giant we’d passed on the
way here, sparkling with little flakes that caught the light from a
line of torches on the walls as we walked by. The torches were
needed as there were no windows here, unlike the rest of this
place, which had felt airy and open to the elements. But this
hallway closed around us, long and dark and gleaming with
treasures.

But the wealth wasn’t displayed on plinths or
glimpsed in storerooms; the treasure here was the walls themselves,
and they were breathtaking.

Like when a huge stone visage suddenly pushed out
from the granite, blinking sleepily at me. The fey I was
hitchhiking with stopped and stood there, tapping his foot
impatiently. The creature—because the face definitely belonged to
one of the great stone creatures the fey made, just sans a body—did
not get in a hurry. It yawned, so big and so long, that I could
have stepped into the huge open mouth had I been there, and then
blinked some more. There were no eyelashes on the huge eyes, but
everything else, down to the pores in the “skin”, looked real.

A hand formed itself out of stone with a finger
extended, to gently poke us. The fey sighed, but turned around, I
guessed so that the head could get a full look at us. And could
delicately relieve us of our weapons, despite the size of the hand
doing it.

We completed the circle to find our weapons affixed
to the wall, not held in place by the rock so much as partly buried
within it, but the fey didn’t object. I supposed he’d get them back
on the return trip. And that seemed to have been all the head had
wanted, because it was already disappearing into the rock, with
only the nose and lips still visible.

Until the wall swallowed them, too, and then
smoothed back out, as glossy fine as if it had never been disturbed
at all.

We walked on.

After the granite was a section of petrified wood,
only off of the biggest tree I’d ever seen. Its heart curved over
top of us, like the tunnels I’d seen carved through fallen
sequoias, big enough to drive a semitruck through. But this tunnel
had striations of amber, crimson and gold peeking past the brown
and stabbing down towards the earth, like a wooden sunburst.

There must have been a skylight above it, because
the colors were vibrant, almost boiling with light as if the tree
was on fire. They shed multihued rays down on us as we walked
underneath, so thick and so strong that I would have put out a hand
to touch one, had I been able. I belatedly realized that the
inclusions were opal that had infused the wood over time and had
left it a piece of art.

Then came a section of stacked sandstone, in tan and
gray and white, which had been magicked or carved—I couldn’t tell
which—into a herd of horses galloping down the hallway. The strata
of the stone were clearly delineated and curved along the horses’
flanks, flowing manes and huge, wild eyes. The frieze was carved in
extreme relief, as if coming off the walls, and the animals were
fifteen, maybe eighteen feet high. The flowing manes almost closed
together over our heads, giving the impression that we were in the
middle of the herd, running along with them. Or about to be
trampled, because they were so lifelike, I could almost hear their
hooves thundering all around us.

Then, just when I was sure that nothing could top
that, came a section of sedimentary rock, filled with huge
seashells, their surfaces still iridescent with mother of pearl.
There were also the fossilized remains of large sea creatures
trapped within the rock, most of them fish or eels—the latter’s
skeletons rippling sinuously through the stone—or the imprints of
ancient plant life, so perfectly preserved that I could almost see
them move with the current. There was no color here, except for the
vague, brownish tan of the rock, yet my brain kept trying to add it
anyway—red to some coral, green to a turtle peeking out of some
rock, yellow to some sponges—because it was all so real.

Including stranger things, scattered here and there,
which I couldn’t explain: a strand of pearls, perfectly strung and
still gleaming softly, fallen to the sand; a three-pronged
impression in the rock, too straight-edged to have been made by
nature; the skeleton of a crab, clinging to something that almost
looked like a human hand.

I squinted at them, not sure what I was seeing in
the dim, flickering light. It made the whole tunnel seem to move,
as if splashed with rolling waves, confusing the eyes. And added to
the strange realism of the scene, as if we’d plunged beneath a reef
without knowing it.

But then the corridor curved, and I saw something up
ahead that assured me that I wasn’t seeing things, in the most
gruesome way possible.


 Chapter Twenty-Nine

I felt the fey’s steps falter, as if he hadn’t
expected this, either. The slowed pace gave me time to examine the
latest fossil in detail as we approached. Only, in this case, I
would have wished for less.

Because it wasn’t an animal captured in stone this
time.

It was a person.

I blinked, hoping what I was seeing was a trick of
the light, which found all the dark places in the rock and made the
dips and bulges seem almost to flow, like water. But the image
remained the same. And it wasn’t merely a hollow in roughly the
right shape, which would have been bad enough.

This was a skeleton, half buried in stone, and
looking like it was fighting to get out.

But not the skeleton of a man. A mer-creature stared
out at me, over a distance of who knew how many years. The limbs
were frozen in place, and yet looked like they were still thrashing
against the enveloping waves of rock that had engulfed him. There
was no flesh on the bones anymore, but their thickness, and the
breadth of the shoulder blades, showed that this had once been a
powerful individual.

And yet the rock had won.

The rib cage was mostly filled with sediment, with
just a few bones erupting from the surface. The great tail was
visible near the bottom, with a delicate, skeletonized fin fanned
out in motion, as if trying to churn up the water to escape. But it
wasn’t water that menaced him. One arm was likewise almost
completely visible, as if grasping for safety, and the skull…

Was screaming.

I swallowed, and tried to tell myself that it was
just the way the jaw had fallen open after death. But that wasn’t
what it looked like. It looked like he had died fighting the stone,
which had crushed and then filled in his ribcage, like liquid
magma. Or, I realized sickly, like the stone I’d just seen in the
“elevator”, running free and then solidifying back up in an
instant.

I’d met some living merpeople once, in a secret
coven trading post, and they had been beautiful. As this one was,
even in death, with elegant lines and indentions in the rock where
long locks of hair had once spread out around the skull, adding to
the impression of movement. But I didn’t think his beauty was why
he was displayed here.

And then I knew it wasn’t, when we rounded another
bend and came face to face with a massacre.

The fey, who had already slowed his steps to a
crawl, now stopped them altogether. As if the sight hit him, too,
like a punch to the gut, although he must have seen it before. But
I didn’t think it mattered in this case.

Some things you didn’t get used to.

Dozens of skeletons, half buried in rock, surrounded
us on all sides. That was even true overhead, where the stone
“wave” that had killed them broke over our heads, creating a tunnel
of pain, an open graveyard. Even worse, the light made the bodies
seem to move, with desperate, pleading gestures and silent cries,
that had a shiver going up even the fey’s spine. As if he could
hear them, too.

Many of them were male, with the same broad
shoulders and thick bones of the first skeleton we’d seen. But
there were others scattered around with smaller frames: women, or
possibly children in the case of the slightest. Like the one who
peeked out from behind the tail of a man, with the small body
mostly lost in rock.

The fey slowly walked over to it, and knelt down in
front of it, as it was near the bottom of the wall. There wasn’t
much to see, just the tiny face, smaller than my spread hand, and
the tops of a pair of delicate shoulders. The face looked strangely
curious, staring at me as I stared back, and once again, I had the
impression of our gaze meeting across the ages. I felt a shiver run
down my spine, a hard one, but the fey’s attention had been caught
by something else.

There was a rope of pearls around the girl’s
skeletal neck, not big ones, not even child sized ones. But tiny
things, barely larger than seed pearls, that had been woven into
the shape of flowers. The ends of the necklace were buried in
stone, which was why it had survived, still caught in place after
all these years. The fey reached out, and I instinctively shrank
back.

Don’t touch it! I thought. Don’t, don’t, don’t! I
didn’t want to see this girl’s trauma, experience her last moments,
or feel the press of the rock that had stopped her chest from
expanding, suffocating her.

I didn’t want to be buried alive.

But the only thing I felt when he stripped off a
gauntlet, and pressed both fingers and forehead against the stone,
were the tiny, smooth bumps of the pearl flowers.

We stayed like that for a while. I didn’t know what
he was feeling, as I was too stunned to even try to read his
thoughts. I was wondering how many hours somebody must have spent
weaving such an exquisite jewel. She had been loved, this girl,
possibly by the man who had died trying to protect her.

And who had failed nonetheless, because how do you
outrun a wave of stone?

It didn’t look like anyone had. And she hadn’t been
an aberration: no one here looked like a soldier. I couldn’t see
much from the fey’s current position, but there hadn’t been any
bodies dressed for combat when we came in. There’d been no weapons
or armor in sight, and jewels had still gleamed dully at a few
throats or wrists.

And if the jewels remained, any weapons should have,
too. Or their impressions, if this was so long ago to have rotted
away metal. Yet I hadn’t seen any.

The wave appeared to have solidified again as
quickly as it had come, gluing everything in place. Including the
skulls, long since stripped of flesh, but howling at us from all
sides. I was suddenly, profoundly grateful that I wasn’t actually
here. So much suffering, so much death, all crowded together in one
place, might have overwhelmed me, even without touching anything.
Staring into those large, darkened eye sockets, I was sure it would
have.

Because, Faerie or no, this place was definitely
haunted.

Which raised an uncomfortable question. Guinn had
said that fey bodies and souls were linked in a way that those on
Earth simply weren’t. That the two were inseparable until the body
completely rotted away and the world reabsorbed it again, freeing
the soul to live anew in another form.

Only… what happened if that cycle never took place?
What happened if the bodies were displayed like trophies in a wall
of stone? Did that mean that the souls were also trapped here,
bound to stay forever, silently screaming?

I was glad for my ignorance; glad I didn’t know.

Footsteps, quiet but echoing in the stillness,
hurried toward us. I wanted to look up, to see who it was, but the
fey didn’t turn his neck or even lift his head. Not until the
footsteps faltered as they neared us, and a hand found our
back.

And then, when he did look up, his face was hot. I
could feel the anger staining our cheeks, even without being able
to see it. And his expression must have matched it, because the
bearded fey we’d seen below abruptly drew back a few steps.

“When?” my fey said, his voice hard.

“A few days ago. He had it moved in shortly after
you left.”

“How… convenient.”

“He wants to throw you, Arsen—to provoke a
reaction—”

“I know what he wants.”

“You mustn’t let him!” The hand was back, this time
clutching our arm. “I know what this means to you—”

“Do you?” My fey—Arsen, I guessed—rose to his feet
and gauntleted his hand again. “Do you indeed?”

The bearded fey paused, and then shook his head.
“No,” he said. “In truth, I can’t imagine. But my prince—”

“Don’t call me that! There is but once prince here,
and he is a monster.”

He started down the corridor again, but his feet
faltered after only a few steps, as if the silent cries echoed in
his head, too.

“It was beautiful,” Arsen said, looking around.
“Like nothing I’d ever seen. I was barely old enough to hold a
sword, but after father… after father’s death, I was head of house.
I was required to be there—”

“I know—”

“Do you?” he said again, turning back to the older
fey. “My first campaign, my first chance to prove myself, any boy’s
dream. Not that I expected to have to. I was in titular command,
but it was merely a symbolic post, the king said. To prove to
others that my father’s treachery hadn’t tainted his view of the
entire clan. It was an honor…”

He gazed around again, but the bearded fey did not.
I could see him in glimpses, whenever Arsen’s eyes went past, and
he was keeping his own squarely fixed on us. “I should have come
with you,” he said. “Then and today. I shouldn’t have allowed you
to see this alone.”

Arsen acted like he hadn’t heard, and I honestly
thought that might be the case. Because, when his voice came again,
it was tinted with wonder, as if he was back there, in that watery
memory. “It was like nothing I’d ever seen,” he said again.
“Beautiful beyond words, beyond imagining. A different world.

“I expected a palace, but there wasn’t one. Huge,
golden shells provided housing, spread across an entire
mountainside and spilling into the valley beyond, all under the
waves. They grew gardens of sea crops, which tiny schools of fish
swam across, like colorful birds. Children darted in and out of
kelp fields, playing like ours do in a forest.” He turned on the
older fey again, his voice anguished. “Do you understand? They were
just like us—”

“I understand—”

“Do you?” It was louder that time,
echoing off the gruesome walls, and coming back to us, as if out of
a hundred throats. The bearded fey started slightly, and his eyes
darted about, as if he was feeling the eeriness of the moment, too.
It honestly felt like the whole corridor was screaming.

But then he hurried forward and his hand caught our
arm. “Keep your voice down! I beg you—”

“Beg him,” Arsen said, throwing off his hold. “Beg the
one who slaughtered them under a flag of truce. Beg the one who
tore their king apart, with his own trident. Beg the one who
claimed it as my doing, my victory, my honor.

“Beg him!”

Arsen took off, striding down the corridor this
time, fury in every step.

Until our arm was caught again, in a grip like
steel. Arsen tugged against it, but went nowhere, something that
seemed to surprise him. But the bearded one was stronger than he
looked, and he held on, with both hands now.

“Don’t let my failings cause you to do something
rash,” he said quickly. “We have plans, plans that an outburst,
however warranted, could undo—”

“Don’t tell me of your plans,” Arsen hissed. “I’ve
heard that tale before, time out of mind. That’s all the nobles do,
they plan.
To make themselves feel like they’re doing something, to be a sop
to their consciences, while he plunders and mutilates and
kills—”

“And what would you have us do?” the bearded fey
asked, in a low voice. “You know better than most what happens to
those who move against him. Why do you think he brought this here?
Yes, he wants to provoke some rash action that will allow him to
finally lay your family low. But this is a message to us, as well.
Follow Arsen’s lead, and end up like these poor bastards, like his
father before him—”

Arsen moved so fast that I didn’t even see him, and
I currently was him. Yet it took me by surprise every bit as much
as it seemed to do the bearded fey, when he was jerked off the
ground and slammed into the wall. And held there, one handed, buy a
furious prince.

“Do not dare to speak his name!”

“I haven’t, have I?” the bearded fey asked. His
voice, worried and furtive a moment ago, was suddenly clear and
cold. “But I do speak of his fate, and well I might. I would not
see you suffer it, and spill your blood uselessly. And thereby play
directly into the king’s hands. Aeslinn wants an excuse; your anger
will give him one—”

Arsen abruptly released him, and only fey reflexes
kept the portly figure from sprawling on the floor. But he kept his
feet, and also kept talking, although it would have been more
prudent to stop. And to fail to follow when Arsen strode off again,
clearing the stone wave and passing into a tunnel of what looked
like frozen water, but which I slowly realized was stone, too.

It looked like blue agate, but it wasn’t, at least
not the Earth variety. It had a shiny, smooth surface, but instead
of the usual mineral waves or quartz occlusions, this had…
something else. Different bubbles of blue, some deep azure, some
pale cerulean, some almost milky white, bumped against the surface
all around us, splattering in odd, round shapes before disappearing
again. It was like standing in the middle of a giant lava lamp,
both beautiful and disturbing.

Only Arsen didn’t seem to notice, perhaps because
the bearded fey had not chosen the better part of valor. Our arm
was caught again, and this time, Arsen turned with a snarl. But the
older fey did not back down.

“Your word.”

“I don’t owe it to you!”

“No, you don’t. You owe it to them, to those who
walked this path before you, to your father—and yes, I’ll name him.
He deserves to be named, to be remembered, for what he did: Áskell
of the Mountains, prince of the noble house of Iárnkaré, last scion
of the ancient Rock Wolf clan. When we still lived in caves like
savages, your family led us; when magic first stirred in our veins,
your people ruled.” Arsen tried to pull away, but the old fey held
on. “Long before the gods came, long before our world was torn
asunder, you called and we came, and we followed.

“They will follow you again. But not now. Not
yet.”

“Then when? After he’s destroyed us? I don’t care
who leads; I care what we become—”

“And without you, what do you think that will be?
Patience—”

“And how many more will die while I am patient?”
Arsen said savagely.

“However many need to. Better to lose some than all,
and to forfeit a battle than a war. You want revenge, I
understand—”

“Then you understand nothing! What’s done is
done!”

“And may yet be undone. Your father died for a cause
he believed in. Honor him by completing that task, not by throwing
your life away to no purpose.”

“It has a purpose if it removes that thing from the
throne!”

The bearded fey just looked at him calmly, and said
a single word. “If.”

Arsen stared at him for a moment, then tore away,
striding down the hallway. This time, no one followed. Although I
honestly don’t think it would have mattered.

His thoughts were too jumbled to listen to anything
else anyway, and so were mine.

There were more wonders to be seen, but I barely
noticed. We exchanged the blue expanse for a white one, with walls
of what looked like ice. The cracks in the brittle-looking exterior
constantly changed as we strode underneath, with soft, splintering
sounds that kept making me flinch, thinking the whole ceiling was
about to come down.

After that came huge crystal formations in a dull
pinkish red that curved over our heads like a bower, like masses of
stone flowers, and which should have been lovely. And in a way,
they were, like walking through a garden—one caught in a stiff
breeze. Because the rock clusters were moving, opening and closing
and wafting back and forth, like garlands blowing in the wind.

Or like what they were: living rock.

But as amazing and beautiful as I would normally
have found it, Aeslinn’s trophy wall had left an acid taste in my
mouth, and a creeping sense of horror up my backbone. It had killed
my sense of wonder, to the point that I was thinking of trying to
pull away. To leave this strange journey, even though I knew I’d
probably never have this chance again, to see how Faerie worked
from the inside, to understand even a few of its leaders. So, I
stayed, as we approached what proved to be the final stretch, this
one clad in obsidian.

It was as black as night and covered not only the
corridor itself, but the huge doors at its end, which were opened
by a couple of fey guards as we approached. It spilled all over
everything like a puddle of ink, and yet… there was movement in
there, too. Little plinks, like falling raindrops, showed up in the
midnight color occasionally, only visible by the light that they
disturbed on its surface.

And there was a lot of surface. We walked through
the doors, but not into another room as I’d expected, but into a
short corridor that was completely black—walls, floor and ceiling.
It gave me a weird feeling, like I was falling into nothingness.
The stone didn’t help, seeming to absorb any light that dared to
enter, and yet, in the darkness, I could still hear them:
plink, plink,
plink.

It was the only thing I could hear, as the stone
muffled sound. It was like walking into a sensory deprivation
chamber, and I suddenly realized that I wouldn’t do very well in
one of those. I would be gibbering inside a minute, something I
could now confirm with absolute certainty, since that was about the
time it took for us to traverse the hallway.

And finally burst out of the other side, after what
felt like a year, giving me half a second to feel genuine,
heartfelt gratitude, before—

“Where is that bastard Arsen?”


 Chapter Thirty

The voice stopped my feet, or it would have if I’d
currently had any. Since I was just a metaphysical backpack, we
kept moving forward, despite the fact that that was the last thing
I wanted to do. Because I’d know that bellow anywhere.

Aeslinn.

The world suddenly went swimmy, but I didn’t think
it was from shock. I’d already figured out where we were headed,
and had been bracing myself for it. But my surroundings blurred
anyway, until I was once again seeing two scenes at once.

But this time, they weren’t two different scenes,
like in Gertie’s stairwell. But more like two almost identical ones
that had been superimposed over each other, making everything blur
around the edges. I blinked and things snapped back to normal, so
quickly that I’d hardly had a chance to realize that anything was
wrong.

Except that I suddenly felt really unwell.

But passing out in someone else’s body didn’t seem
to be a thing, because I recovered in a few seconds, and looked up
to see the king pacing in front of a massive stone chair in an
obsidian clad throne room. The chair looked like it almost could
have fit his giant form and was up a steep set of stairs, also
obsidian, which were broad and deep but only carved in front. The
rest blended into an eruption of black rock from the floor, with
huge jagged boulders spearing the throne upward toward the soaring
ceiling.

At least, I assumed it was soaring. But the ceiling
was obsidian, too, making it so dark that I couldn’t see the top,
just a collection of shadows. It matched the rest of the room,
including the floor, which was so highly polished that it could
have served as a mirror.

There was no second throne, such as a queen might
have used, or much other furniture, except for a few tables
scattered around. And some standing candelabras that weren’t in use
because they weren’t needed. All the light anyone could have wanted
was flooding in through a stretch of large, arched openings along
the wall behind the throne, so many and so close that they almost
amounted to a missing wall, looking out over the massive mountain
range.

I supposed they also explained why the room was so
stark.

With that view, it didn’t need anything else.

The king was looking fairly impressive today, too,
in silver-gray robes as unadorned as his hunting attire, but made
of what looked like silk, with a subtle pattern on the outer one
that caught the light whenever he moved. There was a matching
circlet on his brow, keeping the long, fair hair contained, and a
ring with a huge emerald on his hand. Yet he somehow managed to
give the impression that he had just rolled out of bed.

Mircea would have been appalled.

But I didn’t get the impression that Aeslinn needed
to impress anyone. The only other person in the room seemed cowed
enough already. He was dressed in simple, dark blue robes that
puddled around his huddled form, although I thought he might have
been taller and even more slender than most fey when standing.

He looked up after a moment, showing me that I’d
been right. His face was almost gaunt, which was a shame as it
could have really used some more weight. It would have made the
overlarge Adam’s apple slightly less prominent and filled out the
sunken cheeks. It might have even distracted from the wickedly
sharp nose; seriously, he could have cut somebody with that
thing.

And then Aeslinn began speaking again, making me
jump.

“Answer me, toady! And get off the floor!”

The functionary rose back up, and tried a small
smile, although it trembled at the edges. “Yes, sire. Lord Arsen
has been summoned—”

“And has arrived,” my fey said, striding forward and
making a low bow that veered just on the right side of parody.

It allowed me to glimpse myself—or rather, Arsen—for
the first time in the shiny black floor. He was handsome, broad
shouldered, and silver-haired—in other words, just like all the
others. Except that the feather on his helmet was red, a color that
seemed entirely too cheerful for the Svarestri.

“Lord Arsen,” Aeslinn said, his voice dripping with
sarcasm. “How kind of you to join us. Get tired of slumming with
the village girls, at last?”

“Not at all, Your Grace,” Arsen stood back up,
smiling. “I find it quite refreshing. And you’d be surprised what
gossip the tavern wenches give up, once in their cups. For example,
did you know that a group of trolls has taken up residence in one
of our abandoned mines? They’re over in Deepdale, by the Kalbaek. I
could take a party of knights and clear them out—”

“I don’t care about trolls!” Aeslinn bellowed,
striding over and grabbing our shoulder. “You’ll take him on Earth,
you understand? I tire of this idiot’s excuses—”

And then it happened again. The room went swimmy,
and I was suddenly seeing another, similar scene. The throne was
the same; Arsen was the same; but Aeslinn… was wildly
different.

This time, his robes were purple, a dark shade that
was almost black, with a subtle iridescence to it. The color
reminded me of black pearls, although he wore none of them.
Instead, tiny jet beads made intricate patterns all over the heavy,
lined satin of his robes, almost quilting it. They caught the light
whenever he moved, making him appear as if he was covered in black
diamonds.

The outfit was beautiful, but it didn’t flow like
the lightweight silks he’d had on a minute ago. But the heavier
weight was probably needed, I thought, my attention caught by what
was happening outside. Where the mother of all blizzards was
raging.

That was probably why the candelabras were now lit,
casting puddles of golden light on the floor, which mirrored them
back in dark reflections. The walls echoed them, too, which was
fortunate, or I doubt anybody would have been able to see much of
anything. Because there was nothing left of the beautiful view
outside except for lashings of white.

Snow and ice pounded what I assumed was a ward or
transparent shield, since the blizzard outside stayed that way. But
frost had formed on the walls and floor beside the openings,
nonetheless. It covered the king’s great chair as well, fuzzing the
arms and back and spilling down the short flight of steps leading
up to it.

Weirdly, he’d been sitting in it anyway. I could see
the imprint of his body, looking ridiculously small against the
large surface. But instead of him melting the snow, as I’d have
expected, he seemed to have done the opposite. Where he’d sat and
along the nearest arm rest the frost was thicker, almost enough to
count as snow.

It sent a chill through me, although I wasn’t sure
why.

“—have they?” Aeslinn was saying, his
hand clenching on our bicep.

His grip was strong enough that I could feel it
through the armor. Maybe because his fingers were indenting the
heavy metal, and sending frost scurrying over the surface,
threatening to freeze the joints. Arsen had a brief impression that
a larger hand gripped him, a giant’s hand, but he shook it off and
answered calmly.

“Yes, Your Grace. The forces of King Cae—that is,
Lord Alacono—have been stopped at the Morroway. The river is
frozen, but they cannot hope to pass. The storm you have sent is
too much for them.”

“But for how long?” Aeslinn demanded, his hand
tightening. “Am I to keep this up forever?”

“Not forever, Your Grace. They will freeze if they
tarry too long. There is little cover there.” Arsen had carefully
changed neither his tone nor his volume, but if he thought that
would influence the king to do likewise, he was disappointed.

“Do not presume to lecture me about my own country,
boy!” Aeslinn snarled. “Or about my perfidious brother-in-law!”

“No, Your Grace.”

“He is cunning; he will have expected this. He’ll
find a way to reach us, and in the meantime, he’ll ravage the
countryside to supply his army, and ensure we have nothing left for
our own!”

He let go suddenly and stalked away, and Arsen
somehow didn’t flinch despite the prickly feeling of blood rushing
back into our arm, which had gone numb. Although whether from the
cold or the lack of circulation, I wasn’t sure. He glanced down,
and the imprint of Aelsinn’s fingers, perfectly preserved in frost,
stained the metal, which had half caved in under the pressure he’d
been exerting.

“And why should I feed them?” the king demanded, oblivious.
“What have they brought me? What have you?”

Arsen looked up. “Victory, Your Grace, along several
fronts—”

“You speak of victory when that dog drives deep into
the heart of my lands? You speak of victory when our great city
lies shattered and burned? You speak of victory—”

He cut off, and the next second, he was in our face.
And, okay, I thought, really wanting to back away. That… was not
the face of a sane man. Or fey. Or anything else.

His eyes held the light of a fanatic, there was
spittle on his cheeks that he hadn’t bothered to wipe away, and his
hair was a disaster, but not like the wind had gotten to it. More
like it hadn’t been combed in a week. And then I noticed something
that I hadn’t before, something that made everything else seem
irrelevant.

Because the king… was missing a hand.

That hadn’t been true a moment ago, back when he was
wearing silk and sunlight was flooding through the windows—in a
different time, I realized. Arsen had been here more than once, and
the two visions were getting jumbled up, every time my head went
swimmy. I just didn’t know why, or how to stop it.

Arsen noticed the missing hand, too. It was hard not
to when the stump wasn’t covered by anything, and was currently
pressed up against our chest. As if Aeslinn had forgotten that he
couldn’t grab us with that hand, as well.

Arsen didn’t react, but I could feel his shock, and
some of his thoughts.

Fey didn’t lose appendages in battle very often, at
least not high born fey. Those half human mongrels the Water Fey
had taken to creating often did, due to their human blood slowing
their reflexes and their queen putting them directly in the line of
fire. But a light fey king without a hand?

He had heard rumors that Aeslinn had been injured,
but had put it down to scuttlebutt. Just as he had those stories
about the king fleeing back in time with that filthy necromancer,
to avoid the war. Such things were impossible, as everyone knew.
And even if not, Aeslinn was many things, but he was not a
coward.

And yet… he had lost a hand.

What appeared to be years ago, by the look of
it.

Arsen’s head started spinning.

Mine wasn’t doing much better, but I didn’t have
time to think about it, because Aeslinn had noticed our interest
and moved to within an inch of our face; maybe closer. Close enough
to kiss, although he wasn’t looking all that friendly. Close enough
to bite through our jugular, which would have fit his expression
better, if we hadn’t been wearing a steel neck protector.

And maybe even with one, I thought, as he smiled,
showing pointed incisors that would almost have done a vamp proud.
“You see what they did to me? That devil and his whore?”

“I—yes, Your Grace.”

And, for once, Arsen did react. He swallowed, and
Aeslinn saw it. The smile grew wider. “And you remember old
Dalhman, what happened to him after he failed me?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Aeslinn let him go, abruptly enough to
stagger us slightly. “You know what I want.”

Maybe Arsen did, but I didn’t. And I didn’t find
out, because the room went swimmy a second later, harder than
before. And this time, it didn’t snap back; I didn’t know why.

“Give her another!” a woman’s voice demanded. I felt
a slap across my face, hard enough to rock my head back. And to
shake the connection between me and Arsen.

Oh, that was why.

“Wake her up!”

“I can’t!” That was another woman, younger, and
slightly hysterical. “I’m trying, but—”

“You’re not trying; you’re too soft! Get out of the
way.”

The first slapper was shoved aside, and someone else
took over. And this one meant business. I opened my eyes after
another slap, to see Guinn staring down at me.

There were leaves in her hair, a cut on her cheek,
and she was glaring. “Wake up, damn you!” she said, and then she
slapped the crap out of me. And before I could react or even yelp,
she had her hand pulled back for an encore.

Until I clumsily caught it. “Cut it out!”

“Then wake up! You can’t be in there—”

“In where?”

“The Common!”

“Is that where I am?” I slurred, still trying to
sort out my tongue.

“Yes, and it isn’t meant for you!” she said angrily.
“I don’t even know how you’re accessing it—” I do, I thought,
thinking of Mircea’s mental gifts and Pritkin’s fey blood. “—but
it’s going to kill you!”

“Kill me?” My voice might have squeaked
slightly.

But if Guinn gave an explanation, I didn’t hear
it.

Because the scene suddenly changed, as abruptly as
if something had snatched me up and flung me back into the vision,
to the point that I felt like I should have been sprawled on the
floor.

But, instead, I was back in Arsen’s body, standing
in front of Aeslinn—the one in silver silk, and with two hands. The
older version, I realized, from an earlier time. No, I thought. No
take me back to the one where he was talking about the war. I want
to see that!

But the Common clearly didn’t give a damn what I
wanted to see.

And if there was a directory on this thing, nobody
had told me where to find it.

“If it please Your Grace,” the functionary said,
bowing again. Only to take a boot to the shoulder as Aelsinn kicked
him out of the way.

“It does not please! Be silent!”

The functionary shut up.

“Take… who… on Earth?” Arsen asked carefully.

“Who do you think?” Aeslinn’s gray eyes, usually
dark as storm clouds, were lit with a strange light. “We’ve found
him again. Going by the name of Pritkin these days—”

Wait, what? I thought.

“Who?” Arsen said again.

“The damned demon!”

“Your Grace.” That was the functionary, who was
proving remarkably resilient. Or maybe he was just used to his
king.

But Aeslinn didn’t hear.

“Yet this cretin can’t bring him in! Can’t even seem
to keep track of him!”

“It’s not about keeping track,” the functionary
said, getting in a word while he could. “We have found him, several
times—”

“Then where is he?” Aeslinn’s bellow echoed around
the room, bouncing off the black walls, and coming back to the poor
functionary’s ears, as if a hundred kings were yelling at him.

“My apologies, sire, but he is proving…
difficult—”

“Bring me everyone who was on this ‘mission’ of
yours. Bring them now!”

A set of double doors slammed open at the back of
the room, almost before he’d finished speaking, as if the
functionary had been expecting the order. Several burly fey came
in, dragging large, stained bags. The bags left smears behind them
that told me, even before they were opened, what they contained.
But I guessed Arsen hadn’t been brought up at a vampire’s court, or
spent entirely too long hanging around the Senate, because his eyes
didn’t widen until one of the packages was dumped onto the
floor.

And spilled a dozen heads across the gleaming
surface, their glassy eyes staring, their tongues lolling, and a
few with what looked like potion residue or scorching obscuring the
features.

They weren’t all fey. In fact, I only saw a couple
of pointy ears among them, and those were on a dark-haired head
that didn’t look Svarestri. But Aeslinn did not seem pleased. He
didn’t say anything, but his lips tightened, and the pale skin on
his cheeks flushed.

“You said these were the best operatives available,”
he hissed. “You said they knew Earth intimately—”

“Yes, sire—”

“You said they couldn’t miss!” And, suddenly, the
quiet voice was a bellow again, making the functionary cringe and
bow and look like he wished the hard stone of the floor would open
up and swallow him whole.

For a long moment, all that could be heard were the
fading echoes of Aeslinn’s roar, bouncing off the walls. Then his
voice came again, perfectly pleasant and all the creepier for it,
because normal people didn’t recover that fast. Normal people
didn’t go from crazed, spittle spewing loon to pleasant in a nano
second.

“I want him here. Now. Is there no one who can bring
him to me?”

The storm-tossed eyes found Arsen’s, and I had to
give my guy a point, because he didn’t so much as swallow. Nor did
he hesitate. “No.”

“No?” Aeslinn inquired, still polite.

“No, Your Grace. Not unless you wish war with the
humans. My fey are clumsy on Earth. They do not know it; they do
not understand it. That is why you wisely sent… such creatures,” he
added, looking with disgust at the pile of remains on the
floor.

“Not so wisely, since they failed,” Aeslinn pointed
out. “You have a reputation for never failing, my lord. It is why I
allow your peccadillos… and your insolence. Are you telling me my
forbearance has been wasted?”

Arsen was silent for a moment, but not because he
was intimidated, as the flunky had been. But because of the
opposite. I felt his heart rate speed up, and his muscles clench to
stay still.

Especially when the king turned away, walking off to
stare out of the windows at his mountainous realm. “Perhaps that
little redhead you’ve taken up with is distracting you. Even
clouding your judgment. Perhaps I should have her removed from my
lands, along with whatever half breed whelp she’s carrying.” He
looked back over his shoulder. “We wouldn’t want to damage such an
illustrious bloodline even further, now would we?”

“Even further?”

Arsen’s voice was casual, almost friendly. And like
the king’s reaction earlier, it completely creeped me out. Because
he wasn’t upset; he was furious. And that was before the king spoke
again.

“Well, your mother didn’t get those eyes from us,”
Aeslinn said, and almost died for it.

He would have; I heard Arsen’s thoughts as clearly
as my own, although they were more like a flood of pictures: a fey
woman with long, silver hair but bright, golden eyes. Sun and moon,
his father had called her, all in one, and kissed the top of her
head. But marrying her, a woman of mixed blood, had cost the family
dear, turning away many supporters, and giving the king a chance to
strike at one of the oldest noble houses, and one of the few who
could have unseated him.

But not now; not after his father stained the stones
of Traitor’s Gate with blood every bit as royal as Aeslinn’s. Not
after his mother died of a broken heart, leaving a doubly grieving
little boy behind. Not after he’d grown up in the shadow of their
dishonor.

No, not now.

Unless he took a flying leap at the king, grabbing
him and sending them both out the window. It was a long drop, as he
knew better than anyone. It was not survivable, even for the
demigod that Aeslinn claimed to be.

Lord Derrik would plan until they laid him in his
grave and never act. Arsen preferred a more direct path. One with
at least a chance of change!

A hand caught his ankle, just as his leg muscles
bunched in preparation—and it was a strong hand that gripped and
held on.

Arsen looked down to find the functionary—old
Dahlman, a minor palace servant from an insignificant
house—clutching his ankle with a grip like steel.

It wasn’t for Aeslinn’s sake; Arsen knew that. No
words were exchanged, but there didn’t have to be. The man’s eyes,
so mild and subservient a moment ago, were now sharp and bright and
pleading.

You die, they said, and you leave us at his mercy.
You die, and you leave us as your parents left you—bereft and
alone. You die… and we may as well die with you, for who else is
there?

A boy as power mad as his father? A wife, vengeful
and sullen and half crazed from abuse? A court too cowed to do
anything, and riddled with his servants?

You die, and what happens to us?

Arsen said nothing, although a thousand words
bunched in his throat. Dahlman took that as acquiescence, or maybe
just as an opportunity. Because he scrambled back to his feet,
faster than I’d have thought possible for someone of his age.

“Or—or we could go with my first plan, Your Grace,”
Dahlman said, getting to his feet and swiftly turning, to keep
Arsen behind him.

“Your first plan?” The king turned as well, his
forehead wrinkling. “Oh, you mean the woman?”

“Yes, Your Grace. It will take some time, and it
will be expensive. But success is almost guaranteed.”

Aeslinn frowned. But he seemed to want his outcome
more than he wanted to provoke his noble, because after a moment,
he sighed. “Very well. But on your life—do not fail me again.”


 Chapter Thirty-One

Give her another!” I felt a slap across my face,
hard enough to rock my head back. It caused the throne room to go
swimmy, and to give me a dim view of tree trunks imposed over top
of it.

No, I thought. Damn it, no! Not now!

I’d wanted out just a few minutes ago, but that was
before I realized that this might be more than some random
sightseeing. I knew so little about Faerie, and had seen such a
small amount of it, that I’d gotten carried away on the grand tour.
But right now, it felt like I was on the verge of
something—something important—and so of course someone was trying
to—

Shit, it was Guinn.

“Are you awake or not?” she all but yelled, while
Rhea tried to shush her from over her shoulder.

“I’m awake, but I shouldn’t be,” I slurred. “Aeslinn
is after Pritkin again. He’s remembered and I think… I think he
tried something, a while ago, but it didn’t work, so he’s plotting
something—”

My fumbled explanation did not appear to impress
Guinn, judging by the fact that she slapped me again.

“Goddamit! I’m awake!” I said, grabbing her
hand.

“And you’d best stay that way!”

“I don’t know what is wrong with you, but I’m not in
danger!” Except from her right hook.

That didn’t seem to impress, either.

“Faerie is alive; it has a soul,” she snarled. “And it doesn’t like
being spied on by outsiders! People who have tried before haven’t
come back. They remain trapped in memory until they wither away and
die. So, wake—slap—the devil—slap—up!”

It took me a moment to figure out how she was doing
that, as I still had hold of her hand. But Guinn, it seemed, was an
ambidextrous slapper. And if anything, her left hook was worse than
her right.

It was a little hard to stop her, since my hands and
Arsen’s still felt somewhat linked, and his were by his sides. But
after a couple of tries, I finally managed to catch her other one.
And now that she wasn’t causing my brain to slosh up against my
skull every few seconds, I managed to think.

“I’ll only be another minute,” I said, trying to
reason with her. “I just need to find out—”

But Guinn didn’t care. Guinn was a lost cause,
judging by the fact that she was now kicking me in the ribs. Maybe
Rhea, I thought, catching sight of her over Guinn’s shoulder.

“Hit her again,” Rhea said, her face fierce.

Or not.

“Oh, my God!” I said, my eyes widening. “What is
that?”

“What?” Guinn twisted around to see what I was
staring at. Because I guessed that trick wasn’t quite so old in
Edwardian times.

Like this one, I thought, rolling out from under,
jumping to my feet, and kicking her in the ass. She went stumbling
into Rhea and both women hit the ground, weighed down by a
ridiculous number of petticoats. And I didn’t wait for them to sort
themselves out.

“I told you she was sneaky!” Rhea yelled. But the
shout came from well behind me, because vampire speed leaves people
in the dust pretty quickly. And there was no Pythian power here to
help them catch up.

I headed for the camp, then grabbed a vine and used
Mircea’s strength to swing up into a tree, sheltering well above
any nosy fey. And above Rhea and Guinn, who ran by a moment later,
looking around desperately. But they didn’t look up.

My back hit the trunk, allowing the branches to
close over me and to give me some additional cover. I waited, my
breath in my throat, and tried to hear over my pounding heart. But
only silence met my ears, after the women’s footsteps faded
away.

The forest was almost eerily quiet, like it was
listening for something, too. I must be going crazy, I thought, not
for the first time. But it couldn’t hurt… right?

“I’m not your enemy,” I whispered, to whoever might
be listening. “I don’t want to cause any trouble. I just need to
know what Aeslinn has planned for Pritkin. Then I’ll take him and
go, okay?”

There was no reply, unless you counted a light
breeze, whistling through the treetops, high overhead. And I
realized that, for a brief moment, I’d actually expected one. As if
Faerie itself was listening.

Guinn is getting to me, I thought, and closed my
eyes.

And just that fast, I was in.






The
pub was loud and crowded, so much so that the front door had been
propped open and people were spilling out into the street. The
night air was cold enough to frost the breath in front of their
faces, but most were too drunk to notice. Nigel wasn’t, and was
older than most of them to boot, having fifty years under his belt
and running headlong at sixty. Of course, his fey blood insulated
him somewhat from the ravages of time, but it didn’t seem to help
with the cold, which bothered him more and more each
year.

The
south of Spain, he thought longingly, or the Canaries. Yeah, he’d
heard that the Canaries were right pretty, and the sun shone nearly
all the time. He needed to make a big score and retire, like his
landlady had recently done. O’ course, she’d stayed a bit closer to
home…

“Ever been to Portsmouth?” he asked his
companion.

“Wot?”

“Me
landlady sent me a postcard, showing the beach and all. The pier
looks nice there. She said they have nice shops.”

The
smaller man turned to look at him. “Are you daft?”

“No,
just makin’ conversation—”

“You’re not bein’ paid to talk; yer bein’ paid to
watch—”

“Watch what?” Nigel asked. “Nothin’s happening, and we’ve
been here a solid hour. I’m about to freeze me bollocks
off.”

His
companion suggested something else he could do with his bollocks,
which Nigel though was unnecessarily rude.

“If
you’ve never been t’Portsmouth, you could just have
said.”

“Shut it!”

Nigel shut it, but not because he’d been ordered. The
little man had no right to order him around, even if he seemed to
think otherwise. They were partners in this, both bein’ paid the
same, both answerable to old Tom, who’d probably be interested to
know how bossy a certain somebody was bein’.

Nigel almost wished he’d left the offer of this night’s
work in Tom’s famous ledger for some other poor bastard. He should
have known it was miserable work when Tom greeted him with a smile,
as soon as he came in the pub. And all but dragged him back to his
shabby cubbyhole of an office, where the big black book with its
flaking spine already lay open on the desk. It was where Tom kept
his offers of employment, the kind you couldn’t exactly advertise
in the papers.

“Kept this one just for you, Nigel old son,” he’d said.
“Right up your alley it is, and the pay’s better than anything I’ve
had come in this week.”

He’d
almost turned it down anyway. The pub had been warm, with a great
fire and an even greater press of bodies, and the ale had been
good. It always was at Tom’s, which is why Nigel drank there twice
as much as anywhere else. Well, that and the fact that Tom had the
best payin’ jobs, and his wife made the best sausage rolls in
London.

Shoulda had a couple rolls and gone back to a warm bed, he
thought now, glancing at his partner enviously, who didn’t seem
bothered by the cold. The hand fondling the cudgel at his waist
wasn’t even gloved, although it should have been, for more than one
reason. The dark, almost black tint to the nails, which resembled
claws in thickness and shape, could have benefited from
concealment, even if the man didn’t need protection.

They
looked like talons, Nigel thought, and repressed a
shudder.

But
at least the face was all right. The man was swarthy and heavily
jowled, with a scruffy black beard containing the remains of his
dinner. He looked human enough, closely resembling the sots
staggering out of the pub. He’d been in shadow when they’d met, so
Nigel had wanted to be sure.

They
didn’t need anything else going wrong tonight.

“You
done lookin’?” the small man asked.

“Not
looking.”

“You
were. They all do.”

“Sorry.”

“Just keep your mind on the job. I don’t want to be here all
night.”

Nigel thought they already had been. The damp cold was
threatening even the oilcloth greatcoat he wore, making him shiver.
He pulled up the collar, which didn’t help, and neither did
fidgeting from foot to foot.

“He’s been in there a while,” he finally said. “This won’t
work if he’s drunk.”

“It’ll work perfect if he’s drunk. Better.”

He
turned to look at his smaller companion. “How better?”

The
man—Ronald, his name was—sent him an annoyed glance. “He won’t
notice if you mung it up, will he?”

Nigel frowned. “I’m not going to mung it up. I know what
I’m about.”

His
companion did not look convinced. They waited some more. It became
colder, with a chill mist swirling around their feet. Nigel
scowled. He was going to get the grippe if this lasted much
longer.

“What if he done a bunk out the back?” he said.

“He
hasn’t.”

“How
do you know?”

“’Cause that’s him—right there.”

Nigel turned back toward the pub and sure enough, there he
was. A streetlight shone on the man’s blond head before he pulled a
cap over it, and briefly highlighted his face. “You know, he’s
shorter than I thought—”

“Shut it and come on.”

They
slipped out of the small alley they’d been using as a vantage point
and fell in behind the man and the pretty brunette in a
scandalously low-cut, bright red dress, who was hanging off of his
arm. They kept their distance, staying back far enough that the
increasingly dense fog half hid the couple, swirling up as far as
their waists sometimes, making it look as if they were floating.
Nigel felt a bit like he was floating, too, not being able to see
his boots at all anymore. It made him clumsy, and he tripped over
something, just as their prey looked back over his
shoulder.

He
suddenly found himself shoved into a wall—by Ronald. “Don’t stagger
into me, you old drunk!” the small man snarled.

“I’m
not drunk!” Nigel said indignantly. “Haven’t had a drink all
night—”

“I
can smell it on your breath. You’re completely blotto, you are.
Don’t lie—”

“I’m
not lyin’! And watch who yer callin’ old.”

Their prey turned back around, and the couple kept walking,
until the fog swallowed them up. Yet Ronald kept berating him about
his bad habits and his poor old mother and what a disappointment he
was to the family. Which was news to Nigel, who didn’t have a
family.

The
small man suddenly broke off, cocked his head and cursed. “That’s
all we need!”

“Wot’s that, then?” Nigel asked, confused.

“Someone’s about to beat us to the punch. Leg
it!”

Nigel had no idea what the man was on about. Ronald had
just come back from an extended trip to America, which was why they
hadn’t worked together before, and he seemed to have picked up some
very odd jargon. But when he took off down the road, Nigel
followed.

He
did it quietly, despite the fact that the close packed buildings in
the area concentrated the fog. But his keen sense of smell allowed
him to avoid noisy piles of garbage and kept him on the straight
and narrow thanks to the rotting stench of the gutter beside the
street. But his companion didn’t seem to have that advantage. Nigel
could hear him up ahead knocking into a fence, bouncing off a
lamppost, and then tripping over a cat.

The
cat hissed and yowled, Ronald cursed again, and Nigel caught
up.

“Where are they?” he asked, panting slightly. “Where’d they
go?”

“There!”

Nigel followed his companion’s pointing finger down a foggy
alley, to where their prey was already being preyed on—by someone
else. He scowled. Wasn’t that just the way of it, these days?
London was becoming positively disreputable, filled to the brim
with the criminal element. You couldn’t trust nobody no
more.

He
started forward, only to get slammed against a wall again by the
freakishly strong smaller man. “Wot d’you think yer doin’?” he
asked Ronald, whose only answer was to put a gag spell on
him.

Nigel struggled with it, wondering if his companion had
gone mad. Only to realize that the three thugs in the alley weren’t
threatening the couple, after all. But rather another woman who he
hadn’t seen ‘cause of the fog.

She
was dressed far more respectably than the clergyman’s daughter
still clinging to the blond, in a dark blue, taffeta dress and
matching bonnet that blended in with the night. She’d had a blue
and black tartan wrap around her shoulders, as well, but it had
been pulled off by one of her attackers, whilst another bore her to
the ground. She cried out, her attacker laughed, and the third man
edged closer, telling him to hurry up.

“Not
‘till I’ve had me fun.”

“Oh,
this will be fun,” someone said, right before the man on top of the
struggling woman went flying.

Nigel blinked, because no one had touched him. But he
understood a little better when he noticed the bruiser pinned
against a wooden fence with four daggers sticking out of his
body—one in each limb. The bruiser screamed, the woman screamed,
the dollymop in the red dress screamed—and then went running down
the street, passing them in a panic. The blond man didn’t go with
her, Nigel wasn’t sure why.

Then
he realized why, when the blond began to mop up the street—all by
himself.

One
of the thugs decided to rush him with a cudgel, whilst the
other—the nervous third—started running away. The first thug was
met with a duck and a fist to the face, and the second had a lasso
spell sent after him. It wrapped around an ankle and started
dragging him back over broken cobbles, which wouldn’t have been too
bad—if he hadn’t been face down.

He
started muffled screaming, in between having his face scraped off,
which along with the woman’s cries and the fence man’s wails, made
quite a commotion. The man with the cudgel didn’t say anything,
having been knocked unconscious after his nose caved in.

Nigel finally managed to rip off the gag, the magic
sticking to his face in places and gumming up his fingers, but
letting his voice free. “Let’s go,” he said, and grabbed his
companion’s shoulder.

Ronald shook him off. “Not yet.”

He
put an arm in front of Nigel, and stepped back, drawing them both
further into shadow, whilst the blond cast something on two of the
men that was probably a memory charm. He didn’t bother with the one
still screaming on the fence, but he did put a gag on him. That
left the suspended man staring at him wildly, his mouth working
behind the invisible barrier, but no sound coming out.

The
blond ignored him, and knelt by the fallen woman. “You won’t
remember any of this,” he said, raising a hand to her
temple.

Only
to have it caught in a gloved hand. “Yes, I will. I’m part
demon.”

The
man blinked and glanced around. “Then… did I presume?”

“No,” her lips twisted. “I’m not that much of a
demon.”

He
helped her up, and she seemed all right, only to stumble when she
tried to take a step. “You’re hurt,” he said, frowning.

“It’s… I believe I’ve injured an ankle.”

“You
had help,” he said dryly, and glanced at the man on the fence. The
knives buried in the man’s flesh flew back to him with a gesture,
with meaty, squelching sounds. And caused the man to fall to the
ground where he landed like a sack of wet sand.

Despite four gaping wounds, he staggered to his feet and
ran off, the gag keeping him from the screams that he probably
would have been uttering otherwise. The blond let him go, brought
out a handkerchief from his coat and handed it to the woman. She
stared at it blankly.

“For
your temple,” he explained. “You’re bleeding.”

“I
have my own,” she said, but didn’t take it out. She seemed mildly
stunned. The blond’s frown grew.

“Do
you live nearby?” he asked, using the handkerchief to clean the
blood off his knives, before neatly tucking them back into his
coat.

“I—yes. Not far.”

“Then permit me to escort you? These streets are perilous at
night. And not much better by day.”

“I…”
her eyes went to the pool of blood her attacker had left. It had
splattered when his body fell into it, leaving an odd shape on the
ground. She swallowed. “I would not want to put you out,
sir.”

“You
won’t.” He hesitated, and then said what they were both thinking.
“If I wanted to harm you, could I not have done it
already?”

She
blinked, and looked up from the bloodstain, focusing on his face
for the first time. She was pretty, Nigel thought. Not in the
obvious way of the man’s former companion, but in a subtler,
sweeter fashion. And then she blushed, her cheeks flooding pink and
her long, thick lashes fluttering, and Nigel revised his
opinion.

She
was beautiful, he decided, like a wounded bird. He watched as she
put a tentative hand on the man’s proffered arm, then looked up,
biting her lip. “Thank you, sir. Ruth Gordon, in your
debt.”

“John Pritkin, at your service.” The man doffed his cap
briefly. Then the two started down the road, going slowly so that
the limping woman was not rushed, and soon disappeared into the
fog.

“We
ain’t going after them?” Nigel asked Ronald.

“No
need. Job’s done, and we didn’t even have to bleed for it.” The
small man glanced up. “Come on, let’s get a drink. She’ll take it
from here.”


 Chapter Thirty-Two

I hit the ground hard, and more than half stunned.
For a moment, I didn’t know where I was or even who I was, and I
couldn’t seem to control my body. All I could do was lay there and
convulse.

Part of me felt leaves and sticks and dirt
underneath me, and saw flashes of blue light through my closed
eyelids, which might have been more of those weird, fey bugs. Just
like I might have fallen out of my perch in the tree and hit the
ground a good twelve feet below, without a lot to cushion the
landing this time. Only, I wasn’t sure.

Because another part of me was back on a lonely,
fog-ridden street in London, making excuses to my smaller
companion, because I didn’t want a drink. At least not with him. I
took a flask out of my pocket after he left and lifted it to my
lips, and felt the burn of cheap gin sear a path down my throat. I
drank again before putting it away, and sauntering down the street
after the pretty woman and her rescuer.

“Here—over here! I heard something!”

The fey shout jolted me out of half immersion, which
was good. Because I could hear soldiers coming this way, tearing
through the trees without bothering with stealth. I managed to roll
ever, onto my face, and breathed dirt for a moment before rolling
again, into a bush.

Thorns pricked my flesh, and when I finally managed
to blink my eyes open, it was to notice that the bush wasn’t great
for concealment. It had too few leaves and was too close to the
path that everybody seemed to be using. But it was the best I could
do.

Because it looked like Guinn had been right, and
Faerie was trying to kill me. In more than one way, I thought as my
brain went swimmy just as the fey’s shouts came closer. Cut it out,
I thought desperately. Cut it out and let me—






Arsen’s quarters were beautiful, and as big as a palace.
They had belonged to his parents before they died, and he had kept
them by right, although they were far too large for a bachelor. But
he’d grown up here, had played on these balconies, had run across
these terraces with the wind in his hair, laughter on his lips, and
a kite in his hand, while his mother’s admonitions to stay away
from the edge rang in his ears.

These rooms usually brought him a sense of
peace.

Not
today.

He
poured himself a drink and headed out onto one of the smaller
balconies. It was freezing, thanks to the winter storm the king had
conjured up, to stall his rival’s invasion. But Arsen rarely felt
such things, having his people’s natural resistance to the
cold.

But
as soon as he breeched the ward, it sounded like an army of
banshees had descended on him, the howling was so great. One of his
servants came running, probably alarmed at the thought of all that
ice and snow besmirching the perfectly polished floor, but Arsen
waved him off. And pushed out into the winds anyway, allowing the
ward to close up after him and reveling in the wildness of it for a
moment, the savagery.

It
fit his mood.

The
balcony had no view, just a wall of white, but then, it never did.
It had walls on two sides and faced several tall towers on the
others. That left only a small bit of sky visible even on a good
day, but also meant that it was well protected from the winds. They
barely ruffled his hair as he settled onto the chair where his
mother used to sew.

She’d liked it here, a small enclave away from the hustle
and bustle of the suite of a senior lord, where she and her ladies
could gossip and laugh without prying ears or watchful eyes. He had
rarely come here as a boy for that same reason, it having few
attractions for a child. But he suspected that was why he’d adopted
it now.

It
had no memories associated with it, no ghosts to tug at his heart
strings, no anything but white sky and creamy marble, leaving him
to his thoughts.

They
were not pleasant ones.






Nearby voices startled me back to myself. Enough to
see that a party of silver-haired fey had stopped a short distance
from my bush, with their legs clearly visible through the leaves.
Which meant that I was probably visible to them, too, with only the
darkness hiding me. But darkness was relative around here, as
demonstrated when one of those damned bugs landed on my nose,
lighting my face with soft blue luminescence.

If one of them looked down, I was screwed.

Of course, I was anyway, I thought, when Faerie
grabbed me again.






Arsen saw in his mind that hideous stump, where the king’s
hand should have been. That was an old wound, long healed, with
only pale skin covering the strangely flat end. It looked like it
had been taken off by one blow of a sword, years ago. And that… did
not fit the story he had been told.

He
tried to think back to the last time he had seen the king. It had
been shortly before the battle for the capitol, when Aeslinn had
ridden away from the city with a contingent of his most loyal fey.
There would be an attack, on one of the two great capitols, the
king had declared. He had left Arsen in charge of Issengeir, the
governmental seat of the newer lands taken in the easterly wars,
while he came here, to the ancient city of Dolgrveginn.

The
attack had come at Issengeir, and had been a complete slaughter.
The humans’ magic was difficult to counter, and they had somehow
managed to take down the city’s formidable shields. They had also
brought an army of blood sucking monsters along with them, beings
of terrible power.

They
were unbelievable fast, as strong as a herd of bull oxen, and
possessed abilities Arsen had never before seen. He had heard
stories of the creatures the humans called vampires, but they had
been nothing to this. He’d lost half of his fey in the initial
assault and would have lost more if he hadn’t pulled the rest back,
to guard the evacuation of women and children that he’d ordered in
anticipation of an attack, but which was still ongoing.

He’d
been the last one out of the palace, and vividly remembered looking
back down the corridor at the approaching foe. They’d already
slashed their way through the throne room, leaving dozens of bodies
in their wake. They had been old friends—good soldiers—who had
volunteered to stay behind, even knowing what was coming. But
they’d also known that they were providing a distraction, giving
the foe the illusion that the king remained in residence and
focusing their attention on the palace, while Arsen and the rest of
the army evacuated the remaining areas of the city.

They
had spent their lives to buy him time, and how had they met their
end?

He
shuddered in memory; the images burnt into his brain: of glowing
eyes, of red stained mouths, of strength that had allowed the
monsters to rip people apart with their bare hands, as if they were
paper. Or to drain them of life until they were nothing but a husk,
a used-up shell. He had wondered why the monsters had even brought
swords—and those were merely the foot soldiers. Their
captain…

Ah,
yes.

He
was a different story all together.






I was jolted awake again by the embrace of something
that wasn’t flesh twining around my body. Something as big as an
anaconda, but harder, and covered with pieces too woody to be
scales. It was a tree root, I realized, blinking my eyes open. A
huge old thing, half clad in brown bark and half in a sickly,
skin-like hue from being long buried in the ground. It was almost
thicker around than the body it was currently trying to consume—my
body, I realized, as it began dragging me backwards.

I didn’t scream—I wasn’t aware enough for that—but I
didn’t need to. My gasp of shock was more than enough, with a party
of fey not six feet away, who had been arguing about something. The
arguing abruptly stopped, and the next moment, half a dozen hands
were grabbing onto me.

Never had I been so glad to be captured by the
fey!

But somebody else disagreed.

“Leave the witch!” one of the guards spat. He looked
like all the rest, except that half his hair was singed almost down
to the skull, as if he’d fallen into a campfire. “Let the trees
have her!”

“The king said all,” another one panted, tugging on
me. “Do you want to explain why we left one to die?”

“He doesn’t have to know—”

“He does, and I’ll tell him!” another fey said. He
was hacking away at the root with a sword, but not making much
progress. “Like I’ll tell him the other witch surprised you—”

“She didn’t!”

“Then what happened to your hair?”

“The same thing that’s going to happen to her,” the
fey said viciously. “Just as soon as—”

“Stop arguing and help us!” the first fey snapped,
cutting in. “Or I’ll report the both of you!”

The bald fey cursed. But a second after that, a
spell sizzled past me, close enough to blacken the top of the
prickly bush, and to curl up its leaves. But it did worse to the
tree.

The bright red spell hit the trunk directly above
me, causing an explosion of fiery wood and bark. I covered my head
protectively, and when I looked again, the tree was thrashing and
creaking and groaning, probably because of the blaze now glowing
inside a hole in its trunk, like a fiery heart. It let me go, the
root that had encircled me abruptly releasing and pulling back,
because it was needed for other things.

I lay there, amidst a group of staring fey, half
suffocated because the wooden embrace hadn’t allowed my chest to
expand. But I would have been breathless anyway. Because the tree
suddenly got up and
moved off, the soil churning around its thrashing roots,
while its limb-like arms flailed like a wounded man’s.

It went barreling through the forest, moving fast,
and causing a distressed shuffling among the other trees it passed,
as if they were trying to move away from the sparks it was
shedding. I stared after it, easily able to track its progress by
the fire that had now spread to its branches. And by the terrible
groaning that was coming from the wood, as if a hurricane was
whipping its limbs back and forth, and sighing through the spaces
in the leaves.

It threw me, more than anything I’d seen so far, I
wasn’t sure why. Maybe because I could accept beautiful cities in
the clouds, or great flying creatures with noble bearings, or even
mobile castles, because all of those went into the crazy dream
category in my head, or the fey-will-be-fey category, or—in extreme
cases—the I’ll-think-about-this-tomorrow category, which was then
never opened again. But the mundaneness of this, of a perfectly
normal-looking oak tree, just slightly bigger than those found on
Earth, lifting up its skirts like a startled maiden and taking off
through the forest…

My brain just sort of broke. It didn’t have a
category for that; it just didn’t. Which was why, instead of trying
to escape like an intelligent person, I just sat there,
staring.

Judging by the Svarestri’s expressions, they were
equally freaked out. Several of them looked around at the forest,
as if seeing it through new eyes, and one made a small sound that
didn’t translate. But they weren’t distressed enough to forget
about me, when I finally got to my hands and knees and then tried
to run.

Only to be brought down all of a second later, by
all three fey piling on top of me.

And then Faerie grabbed me again, because I guessed
I didn’t have enough problems.






Arsen’s fist tightened on his glass, remembering the
leader’s face. It had been beautiful in a way that he hadn’t
expected from a human, or one of their twisted cousins. A fierce,
hawk-like visage with golden eyes, like twin lamps set in flesh.
They had shed a sallow light over his features, glinting off the
extended fangs, highlighting the blood splatter from his latest
kill, and dancing like fire on the edge of the wicked blade he
held. He had kicked over the bodies of some of Arsen’s men, with no
more concern than one might have had for a dead animal. But he had
stared into each face carefully, as if looking for
someone.

Aeslinn, Arsen thought. He wanted the king. And was furious
when he could not find him. He glimpsed Arsen a moment later, down
the corridor at the end of the hall. He should have been all but
invisible at this range, shrouded in gloom, yet the creature’s eyes
picked him out just the same. And then he leapt for him,
astonishingly quick—

Only
to be denied by the first of a series of wards that Arsen’s people
had erected, donating magic that they could ill afford to slow
these horrors down.

It
had worked—but not by much. The ward stopped him for a moment. But
then his eyes burned brighter and his body pushed deeper into its
deadly embrace, and he just kept coming.

The
ward had seared him, burning off his clothes, dusting away his
hair, and turning the sword in his hand a bright reddish gold as if
it had just come out of a forge. His skin, too, had suffered
terribly, flushing red and then black, as the ward burnt him alive.
But he had healed almost as fast, muscle and skin flowing back over
his bloody form as he stepped through the magical barrier, and out
the other side.

Arsen had stared at him, standing there nude and bloody and
terrible, with the crisped remains of his skin knitting back
together and the splotchy patches of his own blood drawing up and
disappearing, until they were entirely gone. Leaving him pale and
perfect once more, with a mane of mahogany hair sprouting from his
scalp to flow down onto his shoulders. It was the most impressive
thing Arsen had ever seen, and the most frightening.

There were two more wards, but Arsen had not waited to
watch the monster wade through those as well. And he would—Arsen
knew he would. He was like a man possessed, or possibly mad.
Because the whole time, he had said the same thing, over and over,
even when his lips were melting off his body, when his tongue was
on fire, when his hair was alight: Where is she? Where is she?
Where? Where? Where?

Arsen had had more than one nightmare about that day, and
they always, always featured the vampire captain. And the bodies of
his fey, lying dead in drifts, like bleeding snow. Aye, he
remembered those as well.

And
yet, when he had returned here, with the remains of his army,
leading a host of frightened refugees, where was the
king?

No
one knew; no one had seen him. And he had not returned for several
more weeks. When he finally did show up, he had declared that he
and his contingent of soldiers had been almost caught several times
on their way back by some of Caedmon’s troops, and had had to take
detours that ate up much time.

But
Caedmon’s fey had all been at the capitol.

And
how had he lost his hand, if he saw no fighting, as he claimed? And
to a demon’s whore, at that? If there was an answer, Arsen did not
know it.

He
did know that the fleet, almost a thousand of the small vimāna that
the gods had taught them how to make, had been deployed, but not to
battle. Caedmon had owned the skies that day at the capitol, or
Lord Alacono as the king insisted on calling him, as it was one of
his names from before he ascended to the throne—a throne that
Aeslinn claimed. The small vessels they used for scouting and
patrolling the borders could have helped greatly in the evacuation,
and might have even turned the tide of war.

But
they had not been there, and they were not here now. The great bays
stood empty; the fleet gone along with a goodly number of the fey
who Aeslinn had taken with him from the capitol. Scattered, or so
it was rumored, looking… for what Arsen knew not.

Aeslinn had been less than forthcoming about all of this,
even as the queen went missing, too, as well as the prince, and
Arsen spent his days trying to feed the refugees now flooding into
the city, not only from Issengeir, but from the surrounding towns
and villages, from half the realm. For Caedmon was now on the move,
not content with the easterly lands, but seemingly determined to
take all. And what occupied the king’s mind?

Some
hellspawn, some half demon he’d been obsessed with for years. It
made no sense! And it was going to get them all killed.






“Auggghhh!” Someone was screaming, possibly me as
I’d just been kicked in the head.

I fell back, into the middle of some kind of attack.
I looked up to see spell bolts shooting though the night air just
above me, and wildly whipping trees, and a lot more fey—it looked
like reinforcements had arrived, although why they had thought they
needed them for me, I didn’t know.

And then I realized: they weren’t for me.

Rhea shot a blistering spell that knocked a fey
clean off his feet, sending him flying, and then grabbed me. She
was saying something, yelling it even, but I couldn’t hear her. I
couldn’t hear anything but the howling of the wind.

Because this immersion had been deeper than the
others as Faerie pulled me down, and tried to drown me. To the
point that it had literally felt like I was Arsen. I could smell
the wine he drank, feel the thickness of the glass under our
fingers, taste the fruit. I felt the chillness of the wind,
stealing across the balcony, and the ache in his shoulder from
where Aeslinn had gripped it.

Even more, I felt his confusion at his king’s
actions, which made no sense from either a political or military
standpoint. I shared his pain at the lost lives, many of them old
comrades for, in some cases, hundreds of years. Knew his impotent
anger. Saw again the face of the fey he’d raced to the city, the
young, laughing countenance that he’d last seen lying waxy and pale
on a heap of others, having been drained by a monster’s kiss…

It hurt, as if I’d lost a friend of my own, and
trying to separate myself from him now was like trying to clean off
a body that had fallen into a vat of molasses. He clung to me like
an ill-fitting skin, but one that was tightening all the time. And
nothing Rhea did was changing that.

I dimly saw her yell at Guinn, who was taking on
half a dozen fey at once—and winning. Because the trees were
helping her. I did a double take, even as out of it as I was, but
it was true: heavy wooden knots were being brought down onto fey
heads, huge limbs were slashing across vulnerable bodies, and
masses of leaves were suddenly dumping onto archers, burying them
and their weapons under mounds of tree gunk.

Maybe the trees were angry that the fey had burnt
their friend, or maybe the Svarestri felt alien to them, like
invaders in their forest home. It didn’t look like Aeslinn’s fey
knew much about green, growing things, but Guinn seemed to have
figured them out. Because she circled a hand through the air and
the trees crowded closer, hedging us in, and grabbed the fey with
hungry roots.

It was the perfect time to escape, but I couldn’t
move. Because I was already moving, as Arsen got up, drained the
glass, and went back inside. He passed through an expansive sitting
room, then down a hall with many doors and into a large bedroom at
the end, where he began taking off his armor to examine his
wound.

I fought him the whole way, but it did no good. The
best I could do was to keep my head above water, and my
consciousness from being fully subsumed. I hadn’t sunk entirely
into Arsen yet, but it wouldn’t be long. I could feel the undertow
dragging me down, but what I couldn’t feel was Rhea’s hand gripping
mine. I couldn’t hear the spell she cast, holding off two more fey.
I couldn’t—

Do anything but stare at my reflection in a
mirror.

It was hanging on a wall in Arsen’s bedchamber. A
moment before, it had been reflecting back a heavily bruised
shoulder, which had been revealed after he removed the breastplate
and the armor on his arms, and pulled aside the underlying gambeson
to take a look. But that wasn’t what was showing now. Instead, I
met my own blue eyes, wide and shocked and staring out of a
dirt-streaked face.

There was spell fire behind me, and attacking trees
and running fey. There were probably going to be a lot more fey,
very soon, because the camp wasn’t far and we were making a hell of
a clamor. But I couldn’t hear it.

All I could hear was the sound of Arsen’s blood in
his veins, beating faster and faster as he stared back at me. All I
could feel were the soft tendrils of his hair, sliding against our
neck. All I could taste was the remains of the wine on our lips, as
our tongue flickered out nervously to wet them.

“What sorcery is this?” he whispered, his fingers
coming up to touch the mirror.

I couldn’t seem to speak, maybe because he was
already using our vocal cords. But I could feel the glass, slick
and cool under my touch as I raised my hand. And then warm skin,
when his fingers met mine.

The shock sent a ripple through me that I couldn’t
name. And it looked like he felt the same, jerking slightly. Yet he
didn’t draw his hand back, even when my fingers slid into the
spaces between his, when they gripped his hand, when they
clenched.

And the next moment, a fey general sat on the dirt
beside me, every bit as real as I was.


 Chapter Thirty-Three

I stared at Arsen and he stared at me. And then his
hands went for my throat, because of course they did, I thought, as
my back hit the dirt. Of course, they damned well did!

But he didn’t succeed in choking the life out of me,
because Rhea hexed him the next second, and then Guinn was shouting
at us. “Here! Up here!”

I looked around, confused, until I spied her,
sitting twelve feet up in the cleft of a huge old oak. She was
looking a lot more like a fey suddenly, with her hair a dark poof
around her face and filled with leaves and sticks; her heavy, if
stylish, coat gone, and the sleeves ripped off her shirt; and what
looked like one of the missing sleeves tied around her forearm. She
was acting more like a fey, too, making a sweeping gesture that one
of the huge branches of the oak she was riding mimicked exactly—and
knocked three running soldiers off their feet.

“Are you deaf? Come on!” she yelled, when I just
blinked at her.

And then her tree… started moving closer. It had
been partway down the path in front of us, but now it reversed
course, the roots spidering over the ground in ways that roots
should not do. Causing me to have to fight a serious and profound
urge to run screaming in the other direction.

I refrained, since the other direction held fey.
Like the ones who were now shooting at the shield that Rhea had
just thrown up. I glanced around, but if there was an alternative
way out of here, I didn’t see it. So, we scrambled up the tree,
which turned out to be the race car of the vegetable world, because
as soon as we were up—

“Holy Crap!” I said, as the thing took off,
trundling through and in some cases over the confusion like we had
four-wheel drive. Or a tank. Or an out-of-control bulldozer, that
put two huge limbs out in front of it and just scooped fey out of
the way.

That was lucky, as they were everywhere now, leaping
up from the ground as if they had springs in their feet, shooting
arrows and throwing spells, and using some of those weird energy
spear things that I’d seen them employ a few times before to
devastating effect.

But the effect wasn’t so devastating now, as a
phalanx of trees had formed up all around us. They were lashing out
with limbs and roots, knocking fey out of the way, slamming them
back into the forest, and trampling them underfoot. Or under root,
I guessed, which made my head hurt and complain about the things I
got it into. And then, in one memorable event, several fey were
sent ping ponging between the wildly waving branches of half a
dozen trees, until they finally managed to find free air—about
thirty feet up.

I didn’t think their adventure in horticulture had
managed to kill them, as they’d had shields, but it hadn’t made
them happy. I, on the other hand, was feeling the first optimism
I’d known in a while. I looked at Guinn, and shouted to be heard
over the creaking wood and yelling fey and exploding spells.

“How
are you doing this?”

“I was always told that grandfather could hear the
plants sing!” she said, looking back at me with wild eyes. “I
thought they were merely stories. It seems I was wrong!”

Looked that way, I thought, holding on. And then
reaching out for Rhea, when a harder than normal bump sent her
bouncing off the branch and into the air. Because there were no
seatbelts in this thing!

I caught her before she fell off our crazy ride. But
the shock interrupted the shield she’d somehow been maintaining,
causing it to drop. And the second it did—

The ground rose up and hit me in the face.

Or, at least, that was what it looked like. After a
stunned second, I realized that I must have fallen off myself,
although I didn’t see how. I’d had a death drip on the branch with
my thighs.

Oh, that was how, I thought, as Arsen jerked me up
to his face.

“Release me, witch!” he snarled, his fingers digging
into the arm he’d somehow grabbed, to pull me off the tree.

“You’re holding onto me!” I pointed out. And only
afterward realized that I was speaking another language. Because,
yeah, I guessed Pritkin spoke fey as well as understood it, didn’t
he?

But I hadn’t been borrowing that particular ability
before, and it freaked me out. And so did the mass of fey—like a
whole damned battalion—heading for us at a dead run. And fuck
that!

I kneed Arsen in the privates, only to belatedly
remember that he was still wearing the bottom half of his armor. It
was tied onto his gambeson, the long, padded tunic that these guys
used to keep armor from meeting flesh, and which had been long
enough to hide a solid steel cup. And oh, God, that hurt!

But I had bigger problems right now, because here
came the fey—

And there went the fey, as half a forest worth of
trees suddenly rose up and ambushed them from both sides. I had a
moment to see a churning mass of limbs and silver hair and tossed
up ground, and then I was staring up at a frantic looking Guinn,
who’d somehow talked the racing tree into doing a one eighty. And
then doing another one after Rhea cursed Arsen, sending him
stumbling back into the woods, and I scrambled onboard.

We took off, galloping through the forest amid a
whole host of other trees like… like a stampede.

“What are you doing?” Rhea yelled at Guinn, as I nursed a
possibly fractured knee. “The camp is that way!”

“I know!”

“So, turn us around!”

Guinn stared at her, while hugging a tree limb with
her whole body. “Do you see a bridle on this thing?”

“But you said—”

“That I could suggest things—”

“So, suggest they go around!”

“I did. They said an army is behind us—”

“And another one is in front of us!”

“Not if the fey are all out here—”

“You don’t know that!”

“I don’t know anything,” Guinn agreed. “But do you
have a better suggestion?”

“Yes!” Rhea’s eyes flashed. “I would suggest not
running straight through the middle of a Svarestri camp!”

“Is the camp where the guys are?” I asked, looking
ahead to where fires were now clearly visible, glimmering through
gaps in the forest.

“Don’t answer that!” Rhea said sharply, causing me
to blink, but Guinn had already nodded.

“How do you know?” I asked.

“How do you think?” She shot me a look. “A tree told
me!”

And then a fey grabbed me by the hair from somewhere
above.

Three guesses who it was, and the first two don’t
count, I thought, as I was dragged up to Arsen’s furious face. How
the hell he’d gotten up there, I didn’t know, but he was close
enough that I could have poked my fingers in his eyes. So, I did,
because it felt like he was trying to scalp me. And as soon as he
yelled and let go, Rhea hexed the shit out of him, really giving it
her all this time, with a satisfaction that reminded me a lot of
her mother.

He landed in the dirt behind us, convulsing, and I
landed back on the big limb I’d been occupying with Rhea—sans a
good-sized clump of hair. And then we all landed in the middle of
the fey encampment, because we’d just broken through the tree line.
Although I didn’t know if that was the right word considering that
we were bringing the trees with us.

It didn’t look like the fey knew, either. I had a
split second to see shocked faces, and people grabbing for weapons
they didn’t manage to reach and that wouldn’t have helped them if
they had, and then they were scattering in all directions, because
it was either that or get mowed the hell down.

And that was a problem, because there were two
people here who I didn’t want run over!

“Guinn!” I screamed.

“What?” she turned around.

“The guys! We have to get the guys!”

“I know that! Where are they?”

I stared at her. “You don’t know?”

“How should I know?”

“You said you asked a tree!”

“I did, but it’s not… you know, they don’t
communicate details particularly well—”

“Guinn! We’re going to kill them trying to save
them!” I yelled, right before I went flying.

I hit the ground at the feet of an incandescent fey,
who’d just lassoed me with some kind of spell. And, of course, it
wasn’t just any old fey. It was a half-naked, armor-wearing jerk
with glowing golden eyes and long silver hair whipping around his
face. He would have been an impressive sight, if I hadn’t been so
goddamned mad.

“Arsen, you asshole!”

He seemed a little taken aback by that, why I didn’t
know. But then he grabbed me—by the arm this time, thankfully—and
shook me. “What have you done to me? What have you done?”

“Nothing! Let me go!”

“You’re a witch, and you have bespelled me!”

“I’m a Pythia, and my power doesn’t even work here!”

“Then what happened to me? Why am I here? Where am
I?”

“Dude, you’re asking the wrong person. I don’t even
know what I’m doing here—”

“Liar!”

“Hey, watch who you’re calling a liar,” I said, just
as a tree threw a tent full of fey at us.

I jumped, and somehow stuck the landing despite
being twelve or more feet off the ground at one point and still
enmeshed in the strands of a glimmering spell. Which I broke using
vampire strength when I hit back down, and then looked up. And saw
Arsen staring at me from where I guessed he’d thrown himself out of
the tent’s path.

“Your power doesn’t work here?” he snarled.

“That’s… not my power,” I told him. And then I ran,
because if I’d ever seen murder on someone’s face…

But getting away was harder than it looked, much
less finding Mircea or Pritkin. The camp was now a mass of churning
trees and ruined tents and spreading fires and fleeing horses. Fey
were also running and leaping everywhere, including a bunch who had
gotten their shit together and come up with some torches, which
they were using to try to scare off the misbehaving trees.

Only that was proving counterproductive, because now
the trees were pissed. I saw one grab a torch from a fey and start
chasing him
with it. While his fellow soldiers just stood there, flatfooted, as
if this hadn’t been covered in the training manual.

Welcome to my world, I thought, and then things got
worse.

Because of course they did, I thought, as Arsen
grabbed me again.

But he wasn’t the reason I was worried. No, that
would be the horrific sound that had just cut through the skies,
like the screech of a jet engine. Only louder and shivering not
only across my skin, but feeling like it was trying to shake my
insides apart as well.

Arsen flinched and stared upward, too, along with
much of the rest of the camp. The trees were still running around,
destroying things, but the people had momentarily forgotten to be
scared of them, because they were too busy being scared of
something else. Something worse.

And then we saw it, a massive body swooping over the
forest, bending and then sheering off the tree tops with its
enormous belly. Moonlight glinted on an acre of ebony scales as it
circled back around, shone on the huge wings that had blocked out
the stars, and gleamed in the too-intelligent, fire-lit eyes. They
looked hideously out of place in an animal’s face, and would have
told me who it was even if I hadn’t already known.

And realized what it meant.

Aeslinn was back in dragon form, only this time, he
was huge. Not that he hadn’t been before, but this… was fucking
absurd. He looked like a 747 up there, a sight that twisted my
already messed up brain.

But it also helped a little with the crazy timeline
I was dealing with. Because, sure, maybe Aeslinn had healed that
stump of his fast enough for it to look old after only a short
time, but he had not gotten that massive that quickly. Not even
close.

So, he had fled his capitol, gone back in time with
Jonathan, and taken up residence in his mobile hunting lodge,
hobnobbing with some vamps. And then what? Hid out for three
hundred years?

Because that was what it was looking like.

He’d wanted time for something, and boy, had he got
it. All he’d had to do was stay out of sight, either on Earth or in
Faerie, and nobody would even look for him, because he wasn’t
missing! The younger version of him was on his throne, just as he
was supposed to be.

But what had he done with all those years? What had
he needed so badly that he was willing to sacrifice a capitol for
it? And what was he doing now, that required Pritkin for some
reason?

I didn’t know, and I didn’t find out, because Arsen
threw off his disbelief and—

“Give it a rest!” I yelled, as he shook me some
more.

He did not give it a rest. So, I tore away, using
Mircea’s strength, and then laid him out with a savage uppercut. It
was cruel, considering that he didn’t seem like that bad of a guy,
but right then, I didn’t care. Because somebody was about to be
hurt a lot more.

Somebody was about to be dead.

Pritkin! Mircea! I thought desperately. Where are you?

But, once again, there was no reply. I stared
around, but all I saw were running fey, a burning wagon tearing off
down a dirt road, and the dragon circling around for another pass.
And then a fey hit the ground, right in front of me, as a spell
bolt came from somewhere behind.

“I’m going to kill her,” Guinn panted, shoving me to
the ground in what was suddenly a little grove of trees.

Most of them had arrows sticking out of their
trunks, which did not appear to be bothering them any, and one had
hooked a fey’s sword in a branch, which it was waving around in an
almost mocking manner. The blade reflected firelight over the scene
as they circled us, planting themselves in the churned-up dirt as
if they’d always been there. Which would have been great, except
that I didn’t want cover right now. I wanted Pritkin! And Mircea,
and to get the hell out of here—

And then I noticed what was snapping around my
ankles.

“What is that?” I demanded, because there was another
spell—purple, this time—trussing me up.

“Get used to it. You’re about to have more,” Guinn
said grimly, right before I socked her in the jaw.

I didn’t use vampire strength that time, but her
head snapped back anyway. But then Rhea grabbed me. Her face was
dirty, too, and her usually perfect hair was wild. She looked more
than a little crazed.

But not half as much as I was. “Would everybody get
the hell off?” I snarled. “What is wrong with you?”

“That is what we must explain,” Rhea said
breathlessly.

“There’s no time! Aeslinn is about to eat
Pritkin—”

“What?”

“—like right now, so get off me—”

“Where is Aeslinn?” Guinn demanded, grabbing what
remained of my hair. “Where is that bastard?”

“Right there—”

“Where? Point him out!”

“The huge ass dragon, are you blind? Now let me up!”

“She’s off her chump,” Guinn told Rhea. “Knock her
out and let’s go.”

Rhea didn’t listen to her, but she didn’t let me up,
either. “Lady, Aeslinn cannot be a dragon. He is light fey—”

“He’s a light fey monster who has been buddying up
to Zeus and learning how to eat souls! And the next one he plans to
consume is Pritkin’s! Now let me go!”

She ignored my order again, although the frown
between her eyes grew deeper.

But it didn’t matter because the purple spell proved
no more of a match for vampire strength than Arsen’s had. I kicked
outward and it disappeared with a final zap, making my legs feel
numb and weak underneath me. I nonetheless scrambled up—

And was immediately tackled by supposed helpers.
“Lady, no!” Rhea said. “You’ll be killed!”

“Damn it, Rhea! I’m not really here!”

But she was strong and determined, and she wasn’t
listening to reason. And I was afraid to borrow Mircea’s strength,
since it might seriously hurt her. But then Guinn grabbed something
out of her waistband and—

“The fuck?” I stared at the thin line of red welling up
on my arm, staining the lace. And then at the telepath holding a
knife that she must have taken off a fey—and which she was now
waving in my face.

“If you’re not here, then how do you bleed?”

“Faerie doesn’t have spirits, Lady!” Rhea said
quickly. “It’s in a different universe, with different rules—”

“So?” I demanded, watching my sleeve turn red. Damn
it!

“So, you told me yourself—when your ghost servant
Billy Joe entered Faerie with you, he suddenly acquired a body.
Souls manifest bodies in Faerie, and Lover’s Knot is a soul bond.”

I looked up at her for a second, and then down at my
bloody arm again. But before I could respond, Guinn shoved her own
arm in my face. It had a gory wound both deeper and larger than
mine on the bicep. It looked like an arrow or maybe a knife had
clipped her, and not superficially. She’d bound it up in the
remains of her other sleeve, but it had bled through the cotton,
staining it bright red.

“See that?” she asked, cutting off part of her
petticoat with a savage stroke from the blade. “A fey gave me this
before your acolyte could save me—cut me halfway to the bone, he
did. Something that shouldn’t be possible if I’m not really
here!”

“Listen to her lady,” Rhea urged. And then jerked
out her wand and dropped another fey, one of three who had just
broken through the tree line, while Guinn’s leafy posse dealt with
the rest. Rhea’s fey plowed through the dirt, coming to rest right
in front of us. I stared at him and he stared back, and despite the
fact that he wasn’t moving, I didn’t think he was dead.

He looked a little too vicious to be dead.

“You not only kidnapped my brain, you made me a body
to go with it!” Guinn said, not missing a beat. “Can I die like
this? Do you know?”

“I… I’ve told you all I know,” I said, still staring
at the fey.

“Not good enough!”

I looked up to find her rebinding her wound. “Then
go home! Get out of here—”

“Don’t you think we’ve tried?”

“We tried to pull all of us out, several times,”
Rhea said breathlessly. “It doesn’t work, Lady. Perhaps because you
brought us here—”

“Or perhaps because we have bodies now!” Guinn said
savagely.

I ignored her and gave them a mental push, trying to
send them back to Gertie’s or at least back to the imprint; I
assumed Guinn could navigate from there. But nothing happened.

I tried some more.

“Why is she looking like that?” Guinn demanded.

“I believe she is trying to send us home,” Rhea
said, biting her lip.

“It isn’t working—”

“I know it isn’t working!” I said. “But it should
be!”

“Not if we have bodies—”

“Stop saying that!”

“Why?” Guinn challenged. “It’s true.”

“It isn’t true! I was in Faerie yesterday as a
ghost—”

“Yesterday?” Rhea said.

I nodded. “Mircea—a master vampire with mental
abilities,” I added for Guinn’s sake. “Pulled me into some kind of
tunnel complex, then Iris touched me and got drawn in as well—”

“So that’s what she was talking about,” Rhea said.
“I had wondered.”

I nodded.

“But are you sure you were in Faerie? Perhaps—”

“My power didn’t work; I’m sure! And we were spirits—or
something like them—Iris, too. We were even hit by spell bolts that
did nothing—”

“Well, they’re doing something now!” Guinn yelled,
as outside the little glade, the terrible, soul searing screech of
a dragon tore through the night and fey spells lit up the sky.

We hunkered down, hands over our ears, because the
din was honestly breathtaking. It was almost as good as a stun
spell, all on its own. But as soon as it slacked off slightly,
Guinn grabbed me by what was left of my shirt.

“Magic grows; it learns,” she hissed. “It isn’t static; it isn’t a
machine! Spells adapt over time, as long as they have the energy to
work with—”

“And you’re Pythia,” Rhea added. “Meaning that
Lover’s Knot had an almost unlimited source of power fueling it.
Who knows what it could do?”

Okay, finally something clicked. I flashed back to
the castle in Romania, when Mircea and Pritkin and I had first
visited it. I’d only been able to see through their eyes for brief
periods, and even then, it had been confusing and impossible to
direct and pretty unclear.

But in that underground lab, I’d been myself,
looking like me and in full control of my actions, just ghost-like.
Mircea had called me a mental projection, as if my mind was there,
but nothing else. Because we were linked mentally and he had just
manifested that link.

But now… what was I now?

I looked down at my hand—dirty, bruised, and with
grime in the lines of the palm and under the fingernails. And then
at my clothes, which looked like you’d expect after tramping
through a forest for hours. And then there was that missing clump
of hair…

It all added up, I’d just been too preoccupied with
what I was seeing in the Common to pay attention to what I was
seeing here. Or to what I was doing here, without Mircea’s years of
experience with the mind to help me. I had his gifts, but not his
knowledge.

And that, as it turned out, was a really dangerous
combination.

“You’re saying I shifted our souls in here?” I said,
still hoping I was wrong.

“And Faerie clothed them in flesh,” Guinn said, with
the air of a woman who has won through against great odds.

“It seems the only explanation,” Rhea agreed.
“Although it may be only a partial shift—”

“Like Chimera,” I said hopefully, referring to a
Pythian spell that allowed a Pythia to visit two timelines at once.
It was usually reserved for emergencies—or for training, because if
you died while in Chimera, your soul just snapped back into the
remaining body.

But Rhea was biting her lip again.

“This isn’t Chimera, and the Pythian power doesn’t
work here,” she reminded me.

“Meaning… what?”

“What do you think?” Guinn said. “She means we can
die in here! Or end up back in our world with half a soul—which
means we die there. Which is why we have to go.”

“We have to retreat, Lady,” Rhea agreed.

“No.” I grabbed a knife belt off the fallen fey.
“You have to retreat.”

“Lady—”

This time, I grabbed her, and let my fingers dig
into her shoulder, because I needed for her to get this. “You’re my
heir. If I don’t return, this is all on you. Get to Gertie, get to
your mother. Have them train the hell out of you in the past, then
shift to the present when you’re ready. I don’t know any two better
women, you understand?”

Rhea stared at me with huge, frightened eyes.
“Cassie, I—I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready.”

“Nobody ever is for this job, but I chose you for a
reason. You’re better than you think you are. Stronger, smarter,
braver. Better than me, all right?”

She stared at me some more.

“What about me?” Guinn said, looking less angry and
more unsure suddenly.

“Take care of her—and yourself. Get to a portal and
she can shift you both back. Fey bodies drop when you leave,” I
added, because her eyes had a thousand questions.

“And what are you going to do?”

“Finish this,” I said, and ran.


 Chapter Thirty-Four

I strapped the knife belt around my waist, my
fingers clumsy with haste and my legs still staggering from
whatever that purple spell had been. But staggering with vampire
speed is still moving damned fast. Or it would have been, if the
trees hadn’t staggered along with me.

Goddamn it!

“Shoo!” I told them. “Shoo! Go away!”

They either didn’t understand or didn’t care. They
stuck to me like glue, a little insta-glade of leafy guardians that
wasn’t helping. Except to point out my location to anyone who was
paying attention. Guinn might as well have put a neon sign over my
head!

Until I put on a burst of speed and lost them in the
melee. Only to have to dodge behind a wagon when some wild-eyed
horses thundered past, and then to duck behind it again when a
bunch of fey came running out of the woods, as if finally realizing
that their prey was back at camp. They stopped abruptly and stared,
but not at me.

Judging by their expressions, some of Aeslinn’s
soldiers still didn’t know about the boss’s super special
abilities. Maybe they weren’t great for staying under the radar and
thus weren’t brought out much. Or maybe Aeslinn thought his people
might think the worse of him, if they knew he had polluted his pure
blood with tainted abilities.

But whatever the reason, his fey clearly didn’t
know. Because they were yelling at each other after a stunned few
seconds of looking upward, and then at passing fey. Some nocked
arrows and others looked guiltily around, as if wondering if
anybody would notice if they snuck off for a while.

But most started firing, and they weren’t pulling
any punches. Boxes of what I guessed was magical ammo were run out
of tents by unusually clumsy soldiers. Some contained what looked
like potion grenades, judging by what spilled out of one box when a
fey tripped over a rock and hit down hard. Others were packed with
small, cylinder type things that were quickly strapped to arrow
shafts and shot upward.

Where they exploded like firecrackers, only with
devastating force. I could feel it when they hit, and I guessed the
dragon could, too. Because it screeched again, like an ice pick to
the brain, as the combined spells of at least a dozen fey hit it
squarely in the chest.

It didn’t look like their magic got through the
tough old hide, but they must have thought it could, because they
weren’t running. Which made me wonder what Aeslinn thought he was
doing. Hadn’t he realized how his fey were likely to react, when a
massive dragon suddenly appeared overhead? Seriously, what did
Pritkin have that Aeslinn wanted badly enough to risk death?

I didn’t know, but I needed to find him before the
king got it.

But that was easier said than done.

Aeslinn wasn’t fighting back yet, but it was
honestly hard to tell. The air stirred up by the great, beating
wings felt like a hurricane, explaining some of the feys’ unusual
clumsiness and sending me staggering into a tree as soon as I left
the side of the wagon. Fortunately, the tree was one of Guinn’s
posse, which had caught up again and huddled close, and was
actually useful as a wind break.

And I could use one. A storm of leaves, a wooden
bucket, some firewood that was somehow still burning, and a few
pieces of laundry went hurtling by, only to get blasted by a mighty
gust of air coming from the other direction that sent them back
again. A shiny pot filled with someone’s dinner also tumbled past,
slammed into one of the trees, and spilled a bright red stew down
the side, while a stand with a bunch of dead rabbits tied to it
managed to stay upright, although the rabbits themselves went
flapping out like hairy flags.

Even worse, weapons were being torn out of hands and
flung about. Arrows were flying that had never been shot. Potion
grenades from the spilled ammo box were tumbling around and going
off at random, including several which chased a panicked fey across
the camp. And then a small cooking knife, caught in a particularly
violent gust, slammed into the tree right beside me.

I watched it vibrate out of the wood for a second,
before scrambling up the trunk, to where the spreading limbs
provided a little more cover—and a better vantage point. Not that
it helped much. The wind was whipping the smaller boughs back and
forth, hard enough to slap me in the face, making it hard to
see.

And what I could make out wasn’t encouraging.

I didn’t know if Aeslinn was trying to land, and
thus getting closer, or if the cumulative effect of his presence
was stacking up, but the camp was basically disintegrating. The
wind was blowing hard enough to send fey staggering into each other
and to rip stakes out of the ground, causing tents to go flying.
Including one in the middle of camp where—

Son of a bitch.

The tree branches slapped me around some more, but I
didn’t care. Every once in a while, the universe gave me an apology
for all the crap it put me through. And today was one of those
days. Because two men and a goat were tied up and lolling by the
denuded tent pole, while their canvass covering sailed off into the
night.

They looked pretty out of it, but they also looked
whole and, as far as I could tell, alive. I jumped down and started
toward them, only to stop abruptly, just inside the tree line. And
to curse the universe for giving me false hope.

Because the fey around the missing tent weren’t
moving.

Or, rather, some of them were, racing back and
forth, bringing quivers of arrows and more magical munitions to the
ones firing at the dragon. But another group, at least a couple
dozen strong, were as motionless as Gibraltar in a storm-tossed
sea. Only their long, fair hair and the tips of their spears were
whipping in the wind.

Why hadn’t they run? Were they crazy? Suicidal?
Stupid?

And then I noticed: the fey in question were facing
outward.

They weren’t there for the captives, who didn’t look
like they required much guarding at the moment. They were there for
me. Or for anybody who might try to deprive Aeslinn of his prize.
The fey must have reported that they’d taken prisoners, and the
news had made its way up the chain of command to the king. Who’d
realized who they had stumbled across and instructed his fey to
make damned sure that nothing happened to them until he
arrived.

I didn’t know how he’d gotten here so fast, when his
capitol had to be hundreds of miles away. But he had, and I was out
of time. I had to think of something, something good, something
now.

And then I was thrown to the ground again by Arsen
the Asshole.

Goddamnit!

“I’m not doing anything to you!” I said, thrashing
against his hold. “Let me go!”

But Arsen wasn’t looking like a guy you can reason
with. Arsen was looking nuttier than his king, all of a sudden. And
furious besides.

Well, crap, I thought, and punched him.

I wasn’t trying to punch through his skull, which
Mircea’s abilities might have allowed, but I was trying to get
away. Which was why the pretty head shot back and the pretty mouth
split open. And the pretty gray eyes flashed tawny gold for an
instant, right before the ground shook all around me.

It felt like an earthquake was happening in the
small area right under my body. And before I could scramble up,
pieces of dark stone shot up out of the soil and snapped around
each of my limbs. And then retracted, slamming me back against the
ground painfully.

And this time, vampire strength didn’t do shit. When
I pulled and squirmed and struggled, it felt like I was trying to
lift a mountain. And whenever I came close to breaking one of the
rings, more rock flowed up and reinforced it, until I was wearing
shackles fit for a giant.

Which wouldn’t have mattered if I’d had my own
power, but I didn’t!

And without it, I wasn’t going anywhere.

My leafy bodyguards had started forward, but stopped
abruptly when Arsen pulled a knife and held it to my throat. It was
cold and pressing in hard enough that I could feel my pulse
pounding against the side. I didn’t think he’d broken the skin, not
yet, but he could finish me in a second and the trees seemed to
know it.

I saw them twining roots, as if holding hands or
maybe talking to each other. Then one broke off from the back of
the pack, I guessed to go for help. But it wouldn’t be soon
enough.

Because Armageddon had arrived.

Another ear-piercing shriek from above was followed
by a wash of fire ripping across the camp, splashing our faces with
a strange, bloody light. It looked like the king was losing
patience, I thought numbly, as the blast took out a dozen tents,
disintegrating them into ash that immediately streamed away on the
wind. But Arsen barely seemed to notice.

He grabbed my hair, what he’d left me of it, and got
his face in mine. “Now, tell the truth! Why did you bring me here?
And what did you mean about the king?”

I didn’t answer. I didn’t know what he was talking
about, and I was too busy staring at the sky in stupefied awe: at a
dark, velvety night spangled with stars, at spell bolts shooting
upward and dragon fire raining down, at strange, unearthly colors
bursting overhead like the world’s biggest firework display as the
fey threw everything they had at their attacker, and at
multicolored sparks falling everywhere, being blown into swirls of
unearthly colors by the wind. And, through it all, silver haired
fey leaping over burning debris like gazelles—

Arsen pressed in with the knife, causing a trickle
of blood to roll down my neck.

And, okay, yeah; that’ll focus your mind.

“Tell me!”

I opened my mouth to tell him to go to hell, but
that wasn’t what came out. Instead, a soft groan escaped my lips,
an almost sexual sound, which surprised me as much as it seemed to
do him. I didn’t understand it, until I saw a pair of eyes in my
mental vision—and they were full of stars, too.

“I—it won’t do any good,” I said, staring at Arsen’s
face, but talking to the eyes. “My power doesn’t work here.”

“You persist with that lie?” Arsen demanded. “When
you’ve already proved the opposite? Now tell me what you meant
about the king!”

“I haven’t said anything about the fucking—”

“To your allies!” he snapped, because I guessed he’d
been eavesdropping. “You said he’s a monster—”

“He is a monster. He kills demigods, or anyone with
a trace of godly blood in their veins, and steals their abilities.
That’s him up there,” I nodded at the dragon, because I couldn’t
currently point, not that it felt like I would have been able to
anyway.

My limbs were heavy all of a sudden, and wanted to
stretch languorously over my head, but the restraints wouldn’t let
them. The stone shackles held me down, leaving me helpless. And
something about that sent a shiver across my skin.

Arsen didn’t seem to notice. He was staring upward
as well, with confusion on his face, which changed to anger when he
looked back down at me. “You lie.”

“You keep saying that. Is it because you want to
believe it?”

“It’s because you are a liar! Else I must believe
the king is an abomination—”

“He murders people and eats their souls. What else
would you call him?”

“For what cause?” he snarled. “What possible
reason—”

“That is what I’ve been trying to find out. Best
guess right now? To help him win the war or bring back the gods,
although I suppose those are one and the same from his
perspect—”

I stopped talking, because Arsen was suddenly
looking at me like I’d lost my mind. And then he shook me, which
was more than a little uncomfortable under the circumstances. Damn,
I wished I had my power!

“What do you mean, bring back the gods?”

I stared at him, with much the same expression that
he’d just used on me. “You don’t know?”

“Know what?”

“Well… what do you think this war is about?”

“Invasion!” he spat it at me. “Your people joined
our old enemy and attacked us—”

“For what? Shits and giggles?”

“For resources! For lands! For Caedmon’s
hubris—”

“And why would we give a crap about any of that? Our
people can’t live in Faerie, and your resources frankly scare us.
We don’t want your stuff; we want you to leave us alone—”

More shaking commenced, to the point that Arsen’s
fingers were biting into my arms. “You lie! Caedmon bribed
you!”

“With fucking what?” I demanded, getting angry now
myself, even through the languor that a certain incubus was trying
to spread. “I told you, we don’t want your shit! We have laws
against imports from Faerie, which cause all kinds of hell in our
world. We don’t want anything to do with you—”

“Then why help him?”

“What did I just say? Your king is trying to bring
back the gods, who are going to kill us all! We’re trying to
survive!”

And then a new sound cut through the din: the
tromp, tromp,
tromp of many booted feet. Arsen twisted his head to look,
but I didn’t need to do likewise. I was already facing the road,
and through the blowing limbs of a willow, I saw them: Svarestri
troops, what looked like hundreds of them, double timing it through
the trees.

The dragon screeched again, before suddenly wheeling
and flying off. Aeslinn had known how the fey would react, I thought,
watching him. He’d known they would attack him on sight, but he’d
also wanted to be here, to make sure that his prize wasn’t snatched
out from under his nose again before the cavalry could arrive.

And now they had, pouring out of the small road in
rank after rank, and flooding the camp.

Son of a bitch!

And then I felt it again, only far stronger than
before: the languorous call of incubus magic, dialed all the way up
to eleven. It flooded the air around us, turned the night sultry
and calm, and faded the sounds of the battle to a pleasant
background noise, like the drone of bees. It did something else,
too.

Arsen was still partly turned away, to where a
barrage of spells from the new arrivals were lighting up the night.
They painted the strands of his hair pink and gold, and splashed
his face with color. They were so pale, these Svarestri, so cold.
But suddenly, he was warm, with the spell light gilding his skin,
and causing color to bloom in his lips and cheeks.

He swallowed, clearly unsure whether to believe me
or not. I followed the motion of his Adam’s apple with my eyes, and
then let them drop lower, to the finely sculpted chest and arms
that I’d barely noticed before. His shirt had ripped at some point,
showing off much of his torso, and it was definitely worth
seeing.

I wondered how I’d been so blind.

He was well made, beautifully in fact. And when I
made another of those helpless little sounds, pulling his attention
back to me, I gasped in surprise. Because that face… was a work of
art.

“What are you doing?” he said suspiciously, despite
the fact that I wasn’t doing anything. I couldn’t do anything but
look, so I did, admiring the perfect features, the silver eyelashes
over sharp, pewter colored eyes, the slightly flared nostrils as he
took my scent, the faint, almost invisible flush of real color in
his cheeks now, as his heart rate sped up.

I wasn’t in his head anymore; everything that had
happened had knocked me out, some time ago. But I didn’t need to be
to see his eyes narrow, and a pulse begin to beat in his neck. His
tongue flickered out, as if to lick his lips, only to immediately
withdraw. He shook his head as if to clear it, and I almost
laughed. Because no, that wasn’t so easy, was it? Not with a
powerful incubus pulling him toward me.

But I still didn’t know what Pritkin’s incubus
thought it was doing. Having more energy would be nice, as I was
frankly exhausted, but it wouldn’t change anything. My power still
wouldn’t work here.

But what about the gods’?

The idea came out of nowhere, to the point that I
wasn’t sure whether it was my own, or someone else’s. But it
stopped me in my tracks, because the gods had ruled in Faerie,
hadn’t they? All those centuries ago? So, their power must have
worked here.

And while the Pythian power had been tethered to
Earth, probably to make sure that we couldn’t get too out of line,
the gods had been free to go where they liked. And I was a
demigoddess.
I didn’t look like one; didn’t feel like one; most of the time,
didn’t act like one. But my mother’s blood ran through my veins,
nonetheless.

And Arsen had gotten here somehow.

I abruptly tried to shift, putting everything I had
into it, but I didn’t go anywhere. But that didn’t necessarily mean
that I was wrong. I’d started out exhausted from yesterday, had
traded breakfast for crawling around Romanian hillsides with
Gertie, and had then come here. The most sustenance I’d had all day
was a pot of tea.

And I couldn’t channel magic when I was exhausted
and starving to death!

But something smelled good, all of a sudden;
something smelt amazing, like sun warmed skin and fruity drinks and
hot dogs being grilled on the barbecue. And steaks, I thought,
putting a hand around Arsen’s neck, and barely registering that one
was free now. And chicken—God, yes, some barbequed chicken, I
thought, and kissed him.

He kissed me back, immediately, which didn’t
surprise me at all. I looked like hell, if that brief glimpse in
his bedroom mirror had been accurate, with a dirt-streaked face
from falling on it one too many times, bruises blooming everywhere
from Guinn’s slap fest, a torn lace blouse, and a pair of sadly
soiled bloomers that hadn’t been great to start out with, and were
now approaching tragic. Not to mention a number of cuts and
scratches and a bleeding arm.

But incubus magic overrode all of that, which
suddenly seemed trivial—even irrelevant. Like the damned codpiece
pressing into me when I twined a leg around his, and pulled him
close. Or the hard arms encircling me, or the experienced tongue
plundering me, or the knowing hands—

Okay, getting better, I thought, deepening the
kiss.

Much better, because something was tasting familiar.
Something was tasting sweet. Something was flowing out of him and
into me and it was everything, everything I’d wanted. And unlike
with Zeus, this power didn’t burn.

It didn’t bite or tear or hurt. It was soft and
gentle, and made me think of that little boy again, running across
the terrace with his kite, watching it fly into the air, soaring
high on the perpetual winds that blew across his city. The kite had
been shaped like a bird, a beautiful eagle, and in his joy in its
delicate craftsmanship I thought I saw the seeds of the adult’s
gryphon obsession.

And then I saw that adult, scaling a frighteningly
high peak under soaring, bright blue skies. He stopped for a moment
to stare about at the unfamiliar territory, and to catch his
breath. Caedmon’s lands spread out below him, beautiful, strange,
and shockingly green. And forbidden—he could be killed just for
venturing here. But there was no one around for miles, no person,
at any rate. And the nest he sought was just ahead.

He laughed, and tucked his silver hair back under
his hood, in case any of Caedmon’s people flew by. He’d be flying
himself, soon enough. He’d be flying—

Arsen broke the kiss, and I felt him gasp for air
underneath me. Our positions had somehow ended up reversed, and I
looked down into a face that was no longer flushed, but as pale as
alabaster. Like the body I held, which was quivering, although not
from lust. How much of his strength had I taken? I thought,
suddenly afraid. How much had I—

Sound broke over me again, a startling wash of it.
The newly arrived solders were getting closer, driving the trees
this way. They’d be on us in a moment, and although I was
completely free now and had to hurry, I knelt in the dirt over the
trembling fey with tears in my eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean—”

Some soldiers ran by, just outside the glade, with
torches in their hands. But they kept on going, and I looked back
down to find Arsen staring up at me strangely. “Are you alright?” I
asked. “Did I hurt you?”

“Why do you care?” It was a whisper, a barely-there
sigh on the air.

“Because I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to
hurt anybody!”

“But you’re one of them, aren’t you?” His hand held
onto mine when I would have gotten up. He couldn’t force me to
stay, could barely manage to grip me at all, but I let my hand stay
in his for a second anyway. I owed him that much.

“One of who?”

“The gods you say you fight.”

I didn’t know how he knew, or why he thought that.
But I didn’t have time to debate it. “My mother was Artemis,” I
said quickly. “She was a goddess, but she threw them all out. All
of the ones like her, because they were monsters, just like your
king. If they come back, they’ll be worse than a thousand Aeslinns.
Think on that, when you serve him!”

And then I pulled my hand back, and shifted.


 Chapter Thirty-Five

I reappeared inside the circle of guards and
promptly fell on my ass. I was dizzy, the short shift having taken
a lot out of me. Stealing energy from one fey was clearly not equal
to having access to the Pythian power, and it showed.

I got back to my feet, shaking a little, but stayed
in a crouch for stability. Which turned out to be a good thing
since there was no tent to hide me anymore. Just the backs of a
bunch of guards, some blowing sparks from the burning camp, and the
rustling tops of retreating trees.

With the dragon gone, it looked like the fey had
been able to turn their full attention on the invading forest, and
the forest was losing. Or maybe the trees just thought that having
more of them burned wouldn’t help the first one. Or maybe they
weren’t as organized without Guinn to motivate them.

Or maybe… they’d just seen who was headed this
way.

I did a double take, my heart pounding, but that was
definitely Aeslinn. I could see him with Mircea’s telephoto
eyesight, back in his usual body and striding across the burning
camp. He was wearing an ill-fitting tunic and leggings that he must
have stripped off another unfortunate soldier, which were rumpled
and dirty and had a hole in the knee. Yet there was no doubt that
he was a king. Every inch said power, fury—and death if we were
still here in less than a minute.

So, yeah, time to go.

I got my arms around the guys and tried to shift,
but no way in hell. I couldn’t budge us an inch, which meant that I
was going to have to take them one at a time—if I could even do
that. It honestly didn’t feel like it, but I grabbed Pritkin and
tried anyway. But while some power swirled around me that time, it
was thin and weak, not the golden ocean of Pythian energy that I
was used to. And it wasn’t enough.

We were going to have to fight, but nobody looked
remotely up to it.

Mircea was slumped over, almost nose to the ground,
beside the tent pole. He had a bloody shirt front, black and
sticky, maybe because there was a stake jutting out of it. It was
directly over the heart and explained why he’d been unable to
communicate with me.

He hadn’t been able to do much else, either, by the
look of things. He had blotchy, bruised skin and what appeared to
be numerous sword cuts, which he’d been unable to heal. He had rope
burns, too, which I saw when I cut him free of the feys’ nasty,
bespelled cords, which snapped and burnt my hands where they
touched, and he’d been wearing them for how long?

I felt a wave of anger sweep over me, which I
ruthlessly tamped down. I didn’t have time for that now. I had to
get us out.

“Mircea,” I whispered urgently, cupping his face.
“Mircea, I’m going to take out the stake. We’re going to have to
fight. Okay?”

No response. Which could have been for a number of
reasons, but was probably because he didn’t have the strength. Or
maybe there was nothing to say.

This was going to be a bitch.

I grabbed the stake and tugged on it, but it was
buried deep in the muscle and didn’t want to budge. But at least
that got a reaction. Mircea’s head came up, his mouth wide and
shocked and gasping, his eyes meeting mine out of heavily bruised
sockets. He tried to say something, but I couldn’t hear, and there
was no time to figure it out. I got a filthy foot, which had long
ago lost its shoe, onto his chest, and heaved.

The stake came out, along with a lot of almost black
blood, splattering both of us. Mircea gasped again and did not do
it quietly, but nobody heard. Because all the soldiers were busily
coming to attention.

Guess they’d spotted the king, too.

But Mircea couldn’t fight like this, not against
these odds. And of the three prisoners, he was the best off, still
being conscious. I stared around, looking for something, anything,
that might help, but I was out of both time and ideas.

I’d come too late, I thought blankly.

We were going to die.

It didn’t compute; I couldn’t wrap my brain around
the idea. That all we’d done, all we’d suffered, was for nothing?
That it ended like this?

I knelt again, and cupped Pritkin’s face, feeling a
three-day growth of beard scratch my fingers. I did the same to
Mircea’s, which had dried blood on it, because his grievous wound
hadn’t allowed him to reabsorb it. I loved them both, so much, and
maybe I did lose them today, but it wouldn’t be for nothing.

Because I had a knife and vampire speed, and right
now, Aeslinn was just another fey. I didn’t need to take all of
them; I just needed him. To end this war, to make all this count, I
only needed a single stroke and I was taking it. I turned with a
snarl on my lips to see the soldiers drawing aside, making a door
through their ranks, creating a path for a tall, silver haired
fey—

Who wasn’t Aeslinn, I realized, halfway through a
lunge.

I had brief moment to see Arsen—half naked and
looking like death, but with tawny, sunlit eyes—grabbing the hand
with the knife in it; to notice another fey striding forward with
his bow raised, as if planning to strike me; to watch the rest of
the guards spinning with shock on their features, only now noticing
that they had an intruder.

And then the earth convulsed, throwing us all to the
ground.

It kept on doing so, a violent upheaval that rippled
outward from our position across the camp, flattening most of it.
The rest of the tents collapsed, fey everywhere were knocked off
their feet, and the remaining trees fled for cover through the
suddenly churning soil. I clung to the dirt myself, feeling it move
like liquid under my hands, a truly disturbing sensation. One that
made my insides feel a little watery, too, because some part of me,
some ancient, instinctive part, knew what was coming.

I guessed the fey did, as well, because they were
leaping to their feet, were grabbing the prisoners, were preparing
to run—

Too late. Because the ground heaved once more, a
violent, aggressive motion, like a giant fist was being thrust up
through the soil. And a sound tore through the night, hitting the
surrounding tree line and echoing back to us, over and over, until
I wanted to scream, because once had been bad enough.

It was so loud that it was felt as much as heard, vibrating
through my body as if I’d just been thrown from a speeding truck
and was rolling down the highway. Which considering how much the
ground was bucking underneath me, wasn’t that far off. Fey were
also hitting down everywhere, but they no longer looked like I was
a top priority.

It would have been a good time to run, but there was
just no way. And that was before a huge fissure slashed through the
middle of camp, rupturing the ground and almost swallowing several
fey. And allowing a column of lava as wide as a bus to spew
skyward.

It was bright red and gold and flying everywhere,
along with a ton of noxious gasses that threatened to choke me, and
highlighted the formerly stoic guards’ panicked faces. But the fire
didn’t stay that color. Because the lava, still fountaining up
everywhere, also started raining down—on fleeing trees, on
scrambling fey, on the remaining tents.

And on something else.

“Seriously?” I yelled, although I couldn’t hear
myself. I couldn’t hear anything over the sound of every munition’s
box anywhere near the eruption going off, all at once.

Multicolored explosions shot deadly missiles in all
directions—including at us. The few surrounding fey who had tried
to resume their feet promptly hit the ground again, as an army’s
cache of magic lit up the night in every color of the rainbow. It
was so bright and so loud that, for a moment, I just lay there,
literally stunned.

But then Arsen was jerking me up with one hand, and
savagely gesturing at the guards with the other. I couldn’t hear
what he was saying; I couldn’t hear anything, even my own thoughts.
But I guessed the fey could.

Because they moved as one, forgetting about their
prisoners, throwing up shields, and wading into the deadly mass
explosion—

To rescue their king.

I stared after them as realization hit. I was barely
able to see anything but exploding colors and leaping after images,
but then, I didn’t need to, did I? Everything had centered around
the spot where Aeslinn had been walking.

I felt my heart clench in my chest, felt hope—dead
and buried a moment ago—suddenly rise once more, felt—

Arsen shaking me, and yelling something in my
face.

I couldn’t hear him, but then he shoved the goat
thing at me and grabbed Pritkin’s limp body off the ground,
obviously preparing to run. Until he caught sight of the third
prisoner, and oh, shit. Oh, no, no, no, no!

I grabbed his arm when he pulled out his knife, and
clung like a limpet. “No!” I yelled. “No, you don’t
understand—”

Arsen was yelling something back, which probably had
to do with the attack on the capitol and Mircea’s part in it, but I
couldn’t hear him. I couldn’t hear anything but goddamned
explosions, echoing in my head like a kettledrum from hell. Until
something cut through the din, but not because it was loud.

But because it was soft.

My head came up as a cool glissando reached my ears,
like a tinkle of bells tossed about on the breeze, or a silken
whisper, or a blowing song…

I kept hold of Arsen’s arm, but turned my head to
look out over the forest, facing away from the camp, and the song
grew louder. It seemed to be in my mind more than my ears, and was
a chorus now instead of a few random notes, soft and cool and
beckoning. It didn’t sing words, much less sentences, but the idea
was there.

The idea was deafening.

“The tree line,” I murmured, and Arsen stopped
yelling to stare at me, as if he’d heard something, too. Or maybe
he was wondering why I was suddenly just standing there, with my
head cocked, while the world burned.

A silence spell clicked shut over my head, and the
sudden absence of sound was staggering. Quite literally, causing me
to fall into Arsen when he stopped pulling away, only to have him
shake me some more. Which… wasn’t helping, I thought, right before
my ears popped painfully.

“—is wrong with you?” I heard him yell.

I swallowed and tried to focus. “I—we have to get to
the tree line. To the forest—”

“You think I don’t know that? But I’m not taking
him!”

He kicked Mircea, who looked up, fangs bared.

“Why are you taking any of us?” I challenged,
despite the fact that this wasn’t the time for a conversation. But
anything was better than he and Mircea fighting it out, two half
dead men in the middle of a goddamned inferno! “If the king is
still alive—”

Arsen gave a laugh utterly devoid of humor, which
made me stare at him some more.

“—he’ll kill you for this!”

Arsen, who had been staring down with Mircea, turned
his attention on me, which would have been enough to end him, if I
hadn’t shot Mircea a warning glance. His hand paused halfway to the
bloody stake, not that he needed it. We both knew that, with it out
of his body, he could drain Arsen in a heartbeat if he wanted.

But I guessed he wanted to hear this more, because
he waited.

“He was going to kill me in any case,” Arsen said
savagely. “I would not allow your ally to be a meal for a monster,
nor permit the king to bring back the old gods!”

“But… don’t you worship them, too?” I asked, feeling
confused.

“Worship them?” he stared at me. “They almost
destroyed us in their constant wars of the past! And we have done
nothing but fight since the king began his current campaign. I
prefer to give my allegiance to those who value life!”

“We all value life,” Mircea said, and for once, the
master negotiator misread the situation. And I guessed he was also
still working on getting his equilibrium back, because he didn’t
manage to dodge when Arsen kicked him savagely in the face.

Mircea fell backwards and I grabbed Arsen again,
before he could go after him. “Listen to me—”

“Why should I? When you bring that monster with
you?”

“He’s not a monster—”

“You lie! I saw the things it did—”

“—any more than Ronog is!”

He had been facing away from me, pulling against my
grip. But at that he stopped, and his head snapped back toward
mine. His eyes were suddenly tawny slits, and his face lean and
dangerous.

“How do you know that name?”

It was a whisper, but it sent a chill up my back,
nonetheless. More so than a shout would have done. I had better
choose my words really damned carefully, I thought.

I decided to go with honesty, since he seemed to
respect it. And since coming up with a convincing lie right then
would have been impossible. “I saw her in the Common,” I admitted.
“I saw the two of you together. It was beautiful—”

He grabbed my arms, both of them, Mircea forgotten.
“Don’t lie to me!”

“I’m not lying! She’s beautiful, with long, curly
red hair and a freckled face. She was pregnant with your child—only
that was a while ago. I assume he—or she—has been born by now. That
you two have a—” I stopped, because a look of such pain crossed
Arsen’s features that it made me draw in my breath in shock—and
pity. “She’s dead?” I whispered, because I didn’t know what else
could have caused that kind of despair.

“I do not know what she is, or where,” he said, his
voice dull. “I had to send her to her mother’s people, far to the
south, to protect her. The king threatened her and…” he paused, his
throat working. “I could not risk knowing where she would be. If
the king turned on me… he has gone after others’ families in the
past. I could not risk it.”

“So, you sent her away. And haven’t seen her
since?”

He shook his head. “It was before the birth. I do
not know what her child—our child—was. Or whether she survived, or
whether the child did… I do not know anything.”

I put a hand on his arm in sympathy. “Then you
understand what Mircea was doing at the capitol,” I said, and saw
his face change.

“Mircea?”

“Lord Mircea,” I said, indicating the master vamp
who was still just sitting in the dirt, his face splashed by
multicolored explosions, watching us with dark eyes.

Arsen flushed angrily.

“No,” I said. “No, listen to me! He had a woman
once, too—”

“Then she may mourn him, when he is gone!” he said,
and lunged.

And was held back by my borrowed strength, although
with difficulty. And then he got an elbow in my throat, when I
tried to explain, making me gag. But I recovered a second later,
getting him in a headlock that Pritkin had taught me, wrestling him
into—momentary—control. And finally finishing my sentence, if only
as an anguished croak.

“—and Aeslinn took her!”

It took a second, and Arsen did not turn back to me,
but I saw his shoulders stiffen. He stared at Mircea, and Mircea
looked back. He said absolutely nothing this time, because I don’t
know of anyone who learns faster, but he also didn’t look away.

“What woman?” Arsen finally snarled.

“Her name was Elena, a human. Or so he thought,” I
amended. “They met a long time ago, in a place called Romania—on
Earth—where she had fled from Aeslinn’s control. We don’t know the
whole story, only that he sent some of his men—his fey—after her.
It took them a long time to find her, but they finally did, only by
then, she and Mircea had had a child, too—a daughter. The child
remained on Earth but Elena was taken. Mircea went after her, but
he does not know Faerie and he lost her. He’s been searching for
her ever since.”

Arsen scowled, his eyes still on Mircea. “Is this
what he told you?” he asked me.

“Partly, but I was also there when Aeslinn’s men
took her.”

“Then you lie. The king has no interest in
humans—”

“She wasn’t human, at least, we don’t know what she
was. Maybe another type of fey—”

“Which he also disdains!” It was close to a roar
this time, maybe because he’d just ruined his career only to find
out he was rescuing someone he considered to be a war criminal. And
I didn’t know how to prove him wrong.

But, unexpectedly, I got some help.

The goat creature, who had been lying by Pritkin’s
side, appearing unconscious, suddenly spoke up. And croaked a word
I didn’t understand, and couldn’t pronounce. But I guessed it made
sense to Arsen, judging by how his face twitched.

“More monsters,” he said, his lip curling.

But then he looked at Mircea, who was still not
moving. He could have gotten away, whether over Arsen’s dead body
or not, but he’d already learned the hard way—getting away was not
getting out when it came to Faerie. Or maybe he was playing for a
much-needed ally; I didn’t know.

But he didn’t move, even when Arsen shrugged me off,
and took a step closer.

“You lost your woman?” the tone was a challenge.

“Aeslinn took her,” Mircea confirmed, his own voice
rough. “I want her back. That is all I want.”

Arsen’s eyes narrowed. “That is what you meant, at
the capitol. Where
is she, where, where, where…”

Mircea nodded carefully. “I thought Aeslinn could
tell me, that I could beat it out of him, but he wasn’t there. I
risked everything… and left with nothing.”

Something flickered over Arsen’s face, as if he knew
what that felt like.

Then he looked back at me, and his demeanor changed.
“Can you carry two?” he asked. “My strength is… diminished.”

“I can try.”

He nodded and grabbed Pritkin, who was still out
cold. He threw him over his shoulder, while I scooped up the goat,
who helped by clinging to my back like a hairy backpack. Mircea got
up, stumbling slightly, and I got an arm around his waist.

And then the impossible happened.

We just… walked away.


 Chapter Thirty-Six

A blast of sound hit as soon as we broke through the
silence spell, loud enough to snap my head back. It was
disorienting and coming in waves, like blows from a fist. It
immediately sent me staggering, or perhaps that was Mircea.

A heart wound could be healed by a master, or even
by a non-master if he didn’t mind lying in a darkened room for a
few months. Mircea, as a first-level master and a Senate member,
would likely be back to his old self by tomorrow. But this was
today, and we were doing a tipsy dance across the camp, sometimes
sideways, sometimes forward, and on occasion, doing the cha-cha
back a few paces, before I managed to get us righted.

Fortunately, nobody seemed to notice. Probably
because I’d been wrong—the ammo boxes hadn’t all gone off. Or else
the fire was spreading and hitting new ones, causing me to keep
flinching as random explosions erupted behind us.

But even so, even with spewing lava and magical
detonations and running trees, it remained surreal, just walking
out of camp. In the space of a couple minutes, I’d gone from hope
to horror to despair to acceptance… and now what? I kept looking
behind us, as well as I could with one arm around Mircea’s waist
and backpacking a goat. But so far, it was working.

We were literally just walking away.

“There!” Someone cried. “There they are!”

Damn it!

But I didn’t miss a step. Make it to the tree line,
echoed in my head. Make it to the tree line, and we’ll figure
things out from there. Just make it to the freaking tree line,
Cassie!

And then the tree line came to us.

My little posse came running out of the night, and
if you’ve never seen a herd of trees galloping toward you, you’ve
missed out. But this time, they didn’t just surround us. They’d
barely reached us before I was snatched off the ground by the
hand-like branch of a mighty maple.

And was dropped a second later, when said branch was
sheared off by a bright yellow spell that shot by like the whirling
blade of a circular saw.

We hit the ground amid a sudden storm of trampling
roots and exploding spells. Guess one munitions box made it, after
all, I thought, while tugging on Mircea. “Come on! It’s just over
there!”

“What’s… over there?” he gasped.

“The tree line!”

“And that helps us how?”

I didn’t answer because I didn’t know. But it was
better than being here. “Stop talking and start crawling!”

“A master vampire does not crawl,” he informed me,
with a damned good attempt at dignity, all things considered. And
then another of those yellow blades came whirling by, sheering off
the top of his hair, and he crawled—fast. Because masters are also
highly pragmatic.

And so are Pythias, I thought, dragging the goat
thing after me.

I didn’t see Arsen in the chaos, or Pritkin, because
I couldn’t see much of anything. Except for smoke and colorful
explosions and slinging yellow spell blades that were now whirling
everywhere, because somebody had figured out that they worked
better than the torches. Which meant that, on top of everything
else, we had to contend with falling tree limbs.

One almost bonked me in the head, and another, as
big around as a tire, flattened a fey. Arrows were also being
loosed, but fortunately, the fey couldn’t seem to see any better
than I could and were aiming above our heads, where we’d have been
if we were still standing. But the arrows remained dangerous, as
demonstrated when one slammed into the earth in front of me, having
almost taken off the tip of my nose.

But then a lot of what little light there was
blanked out, causing me to look around wildly. Only to realize that
the roots of the surrounding trees had just knitted together, and
closed protectively over our heads. They formed a tunnel with only
a few gaps here and there, sending light down onto the ground in
smokey beams.

I crawled faster, watching the battle taking place
above us in glimpses, and wondered if I’d been channeling Mircea at
Gertie’s, with that strange aversion to crawling. Because crawling
was awesome. Crawling ruled.

And we were almost there!

The root tunnel let out at the edge of the forest,
just at the tree line, and I felt a huge sense of relief wash over
me. Which immediately made me paranoid, because relief was a liar.
Relief got you killed.

And, right on cue, my eyes caught a flash of light
above me, and a sword arcing down, too fast to dodge. But it never
completed the stroke. Before I even had time to react, the fey
holding the weapon turned gray, shriveled up, and face planted in
the dirt, as lifeless as an empty soda can.

From somewhere behind me, Mircea made a gagging
noise. “They taste terrible,” he said, and grabbed the guy’s
sword.

And then something hit me in the head.

But this was soft, more or less, like somebody had
tossed a chunky blanket over me. I fought my way free only to find
myself holding an armful of forest material, of the kind that had
formed the pathway through the trees that I’d been on earlier. And
which I was currently holding the end of, I realized.

My eyes followed the flat, blackish substance upward
to find that it formed a ragged and very unstable looking path
through the trees. Unlike the one I’d been on before, which had
mostly been supported by branches, this one had vines underneath
it, causing it to sag significantly in between them, because they
seemed to be spaced very irregularly. But its swinging support
system also allowed it to climb at truly improbably angles, into
the heights of a distant and very tall sequoia.

I assumed it kept on going beyond that, but couldn’t
tell because a platform high in the tree blocked the view. And,
hanging over the edge of said platform, who did I see? Son of a
bitch.

I stared upward, feeling my face flush, as Guinn and
Rhea waved at me frantically. Damn it all! I’d said to go
home. Did
nobody listen to me anymore?

Of course, that would imply that anybody ever
had.

I couldn’t hear them from there, especially over the
din of battle, but the implication of those beckoning arms was
obvious. I threw my hands up, and made a few telling gestures of my
own. At the derelict state of the path, at the way it swayed
alarmingly at every touch, at the sheer improbability of anyone
surviving a climb like that, even if they didn’t have an army on
their tail!

“You have got to be fucking kidding me!” I finally
yelled, which only caused the beckoning to get more exaggerated.
“Yes, yes, I know what you want. You’re just insane!”

“Is this… the plan?” Mircea asked, crouching beside
me.

“There is no plan.”

“Excuse me?”

I gestured at my pathetic outfit, at my missing
patch of hair, and at the general me-ness of the moment.
“Do I look like a
person with a plan?”

He wisely did not answer that.

“Just go on up,” I told him crossly.

“Go up… what?”

“That.”

He looked at the path, which I let go of the end of,
and which fell in front of him with a whump. He eyed it without
favor. “That?”

“Yes, that, that! This isn’t a perfect rescue!”

“I had noticed.”

“You think you can do better?” I said angrily.

“Obviously not.” He paused to kiss me. “Don’t
die.”

“Yeah.” I traded the goat for the sword. And then
bit my lip as he and goat boy started the ponderous climb upward,
which would have been easier if they didn’t both look like death.
And if there were any railings on that thing. And if it wasn’t
close to an eighty-degree angle after a short distance, and also
full of holes.

But while it wasn’t pretty, it was better than
staying here. Anything was better than staying here. But I still
needed to find—

Them, I thought, as Arsen and Pritkin stumbled out
of the smoke, which had gotten ridiculously thick and was now
boiling over the ground like the clouds at the base of the fey
capitol. I couldn’t see much at all anymore, just flailing limbs—of
both species—and random balls of fuzzy-looking light from exploding
spells. But I got the impression that some of the fey were now
attacking other fey, which made no damned sense at all.

“A few are loyal to me,” Arsen said, before I could
ask. “They are attempting to slow down pursuit, but they can’t hold
for long. We have to hurry.”

Yeah, I thought, staring upward.

And then I got to hurrying, because what other
choice was there?

It was exactly as much fun as I’d thought. The
matting under my hands wasn’t sewn, or fastened together in any
way. It reminded me of the material that comes out of palm trees,
only not that nice. Instead, it was a thick clump of old, damp,
half rotted leaves, threaded through with sticks, moss, vines,
ancient insect shells—the latter crunching horribly under my
hands—tufts of animal hair, and bark, all of which had been pressed
down and felted over time into a kind of… stuff… that was stronger
than it looked, but not quite strong enough.

Because it kept ripping apart under my hands.

Of course, I got the worst of it, as I was bringing
up the rear. Since, believe it or not, I was the one still best
able to fight. Or I would have been, because Arsen had given me a
second sword before throwing Pritkin over his shoulder and scaling
up the shaggy highway like a monkey. But my arsenal was in my belt,
making me look like Black Jack Cassie, scourge of the seven seas,
as I needed both hands to hold on.

And even that wasn’t working out so well.

I could see the others through the spreading limbs
up ahead, but I was finding it hard to make much progress of my
own. Leaves slapped me in the face, my feet kept plunging through
the crappy material, making new holes or falling into old ones, and
my hands kept bunching in what felt like solid fistfuls of the
stuff, until I tried to pull myself up. Only to find that they came
apart in my grip.

If it hadn’t been for borrowed strength, I wouldn’t
have been managing at all, and if it wasn’t for Mircea’s speed,
allowing me to catch myself when I stumbled, I’d have plunged to my
death a dozen times.

And it was still bloody hard!

And that was before fey started jumping at me out of
trees.

Some of them must have spotted us heading up, but
instead of taking their chances on the rotten old highway, they had
scaled some nearby trunks. I spied at least four of them, although
there could have been more. There were plenty of places to hide in
the heavy tree cover.

Not that they were hiding.

“Oh, come on!” I yelled, as a silver haired bastard
came swinging on a vine at me, like a pointy-eared Tarzan, sweeping
me off the path and taking us both into the air.

I saw Arsen look back and pause. “Witch!”

“No!” I yelled. “No, go! I’ve got this!”

He didn’t look convinced, but there wasn’t much he
could do. He was drained and they were not, and his element was far
below us now. Plus, he couldn’t do anything without dropping
Pritkin, which was exactly what they wanted. I knew that because
two of the others had just landed on the tattered ladder and were
closing in on Arsen and his passenger.

Oh, no, you don’t, I thought, and slammed my elbow
back into my captor’s face.

I guessed nobody had told him that he’d grabbed a
wildcat, but that was what I felt like because I didn’t have time
for anything more refined. A twist in mid-air, a knee to his
groin—and this one wasn’t covered in chain mail. Then an uppercut
to the chin, knocking his head back, followed by a savage blow to
the chest—

And it was over. He fell into darkness, unconscious
or worse, and I swung back, striking one of the two fey currently
on the path with outstretched legs. I knocked him off, taking his
place on the sagging old trail, although he grabbed a nearby vine,
saving himself from a hell of a fall. But the other fey had seen me
and had started kicking me in the head with a hard soled boot.

The
Lord of the Rings lied to me, I thought, as the very
un-Elven footwear smashed me in the face, over and over. Until I
grabbed the offending foot and jerked, using every ounce of
Mircea’s strength. And saw the bastard go flying.

But now the one who’d caught the vine was back,
swinging onto the path just below me, and the fourth fey finally
made a move, landing up ahead and scurrying after Arsen while the
rest of us fought it out. Damn it! There was only one way to fix
this in time, but nobody was going to like it.

“Arsen!” I yelled. “Hold on!”

I didn’t know whether he heard me or not, but there
was no time to yell again. There was no time for anything except
grabbing the fabric of the path and shaking it, although that term
is far too soft for what I was doing. I was shaking it, clinging to my vine
while what looked like tsunami quality waves formed in the ‘cloth’
and rippled upward.

They caught the fey, right before he reached his
target, causing him to slip. Not off the path—I’m not that
lucky—but he grabbed a handhold of the material as his body slung
outward, and I guessed that was too much for the crappy stuff.
Because it tore, causing him to rip a huge piece out of the middle
as he fell downward—straight into me.

I lost my footing but somehow held onto the vine,
and the fey held onto me. We swung outward, leaving the path again,
and it took a moment for me to realize that the fey below me had
been knocked off, too, and had grabbed my vine for support. That
was good for Arsen, who I spied clinging to the fabric and riding
the waves up high. But it was bad for me, as I had another
two-on-one fight.

And I was getting tired.

I didn’t know if that was because Mircea’s body was
using his power to heal, which the stake had previously prevented,
and therefore accidentally restricting the flow, or if I was just
running out of steam. But it was suddenly a far more even fight
than it should have been. I was socked in the jaw by the first fey,
hard enough to make my ears ring, and had my leg jerked on by the
second, who was below me.

And who clearly intended to send me flying, as I had
his friend.

I kicked him in the head, but I wasn’t sure how hard
I’d connected, because I was getting pulverized up here. Blow
followed blow until I couldn’t see straight, and it was impossible
to return them as I needed two hands just to hold on. So, I head
butted the fey instead, which… yeah. Did me as much harm as it did
him.

But at least the punching stopped, as both of us
tried to remember which way was up. I wasn’t doing too good with
that, twisting and whirling through the air while fumbling on my
belt for a blade. I intended to cut the damned vine and lose one of
these bastards, at least, but my fingers didn’t work right and the
world was spinning and I was pretty sure I was about to fall off,
all on my own.

But then the fey did instead.

The one who had been using my head for a punching
bag suddenly wasn’t there anymore. I blinked, unsure of what had
just happened, but the only person I saw was the jerk below me, who
was still trying to pull me off. I kicked him again, and stared
around as we swung back over the path. I was afraid that the punchy
fey had jumped for it, intending to go after Arsen—

But that wasn’t what had happened.

I finally spied him, wrapped up in a bunch of vines
over by a huge tree. It was the same one that my vine was connected
to, only mine was farther out on an overhead limb. The was some
species I didn’t recognize, being almost as tall as the sequoias
but with rough bark like an oak, and spreading limbs as big around
as normal trees that were draped in more vines—very agitated
ones.

They were suddenly waving around angrily, like the
tentacles of some great beast. Some of them were almost as big
around as me, but even the smaller ones were woody and strong, like
the ones that had grabbed the fey by all four limbs. And, as I
watched in stunned disbelief, ripped him apart.

I swung through the middle of a rain of warm blood,
utterly horrified, and I guessed I wasn’t the only one. Because,
suddenly, the attack from below stopped. I looked down to see the
remaining fey abruptly drop further down the vine and then leap to
a nearby tree, before heading for the ground as fast as he could.
He looked up only once, at the dismembered parts of his friend
waving in the air, before dropping out of sight.

I just wished I could do the same. Instead, I was
dry heaving as I swung back and forth, blood dripping off my hair,
smearing my face, and coating my desperately clinging hands. My
head was still swimmy from the blows I’d absorbed, which even
Mircea’s power had only cushioned so much, and my whole body felt
numb.

But there was only one way out, and it wasn’t
swinging around down here.

So, the next time I passed the path, I grabbed it,
my bloody hands working hard for a grip. I found one, and a few
little tendrils from the vine pushed at my foot, as if trying to
help steady me. I tried not to shudder as I felt them, sliding
coolly against my naked sole.

I failed.

Stop thinking and just climb! I thought savagely.
So, I did, while the vines pushed at me and the dismembered parts
of the fey wafted around nearby, as if watching me. I wondered what
I’d be doing right now, if I was a normal person. Watching T.V?
Folding some laundry? Cleaning my bathroom?

Because cleaning my bathroom suddenly sounded
really, really appealing. Or buying groceries or running
errands—basically anything that did not involve an endless climb
upward with bleeding palms and a swelling face and a head that felt
like it might have a crack in it. Of course, that must have already
been true, I thought savagely. Or I wouldn’t be in Faerie.

I wanted to know how the others were doing, but I
couldn’t tell, even when I blinked the blood out of my eyes. There
were only leaves ahead, a thick, dark canopy. And only smoke
behind, along with…

The smell of burning?

The camp was far behind us now, and the wind was
mostly blowing the other way. Yet, all of a sudden, the smell of a
campfire was getting closer. I looked around, craning my neck, but
couldn’t see anything.

But not because it was dark.

But because it was too light.

I jumped upward, vampire fast, and managed to avoid
the burning ball of spell fire headed toward me from the ground.
The path I was on, which was more like a bad ladder at the moment
because of all the holes, wasn’t so lucky. The part of it just
below my feet vanished from existence in a puff of black dust when
the spell hit, not being substantial enough to explode. And sent
the remaining material, and the three or four fey currently trying
to scale it, falling back down to the forest floor.

That should have been a relief, but it wasn’t.
Because the stuff I was holding was basically compacted tinder, and
it started burning—fast. Leaving me being chased upward again, this
time by fire.

And, suddenly, I was making headway, after all. I
was making a lot of headway. Not because I was any better of a
climber, but because I was sucking at it faster. I caught up to
Arsen and pushed on that pretty ass, because we had to move.

“What are you—” he looked behind us. And then said
something that didn’t translate.

“If that meant fuck, then I agree,” I said
breathlessly. “Go!”

He went. And, as it turned out, he could practically
fly when he wanted, even without his mount. Because I was suddenly
having a hard time keeping up, even with vamp speed. I watched
Pritkin’s head bounce against Arsen’s broad back, his eyes open but
unseeing, and only blinking about a tenth as much as they should
have.

It worried me, but not as much as the spells, like
shooting comets, suddenly flying everywhere. Or that some of them
were coming so close, that I was able to feel the heat as they
passed by. Or the fact that our ‘ladder’ was rapidly disintegrating
beneath us.

I spied Rhea, leaning over the platform above, her
wand out, sending spells to throw the fey’s fireballs off course. I
saw Guinn, a hand outstretched, commanding the vines that were
wrapping up pursuing fey in the trees. I witnessed Mircea reach
back to grab the knife from Arsen’s belt and whip it at a fey I
hadn’t seen, creeping up the trees beside me.

But in the end, it wasn’t cooperation that saved us,
or skill, or even luck. It was Aeslinn. I heard him bellowing from
below, loudly enough to cut through everything else. “No! No! I
want them alive! Alive, do you hear?”

The barrage abruptly cut out. But the fire it had
started did not, and the whole ladder was now going up. I saw
Mircea throw the goat guy over the edge of the platform, and pull
himself up after it. I saw Arsen jump the last few yards with
Pritkin thrown over his shoulder, as if he had springs on his feet.
I saw the rest of the tinder-like surface go up in flames—

And then I fell.

The story continues in Ignite the Fire: Inferno
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