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      It was the last bad date she would ever have, but Liv Stellack didn’t know it at the time. If she had, she probably wouldn’t have allowed it to go on so long.

      Or she might have decided to stick with it, considering the afterparty.

      As it was, though, the guy had a strike against him the moment they sat down and he sent the hostess off for drinks. It was a Friday just after Thanksgiving and Liv had left the office early, but she was already wishing she’d stayed home.

      “I prefer to order for myself,” she said, gazing levelly over her menu. “And I don’t like white wine.”

      The Hobson was downtown, its restaurant on the ground floor heavy with leather booths, expensive light fixtures, and whiskey tastings on the weekends. It had sounded like a great idea except for the cigar bar, but that section was well behind glass double doors and only the faintest tinge of smoke crept into the dining area.

      “Really?” Neal—his last name was forgettable, but at least he’d put it in his online handle instead of choosing something stupid—gave her what he probably thought was a very charming grin. Nice shoulders, good suit, his dark hair a little long on the top and mussed artistically just the slightest bit, he ticked all the boxes. He’d held the front door for her too, that preferred first move of chauvinists and gentlemen the world over. Even his chat game was on point—they’d texted, pretty agreeably, for about a week now. “I thought all girls liked white wine.”

      “Not this one.” She attempted a smile, deciding she’d give him one last chance. Maybe he was just nervous; even an attorney used to verbal sparring could be tongue-tied or anxiety-rude outside the courtroom. “What are you having?” Maybe if she got him distracted about his own decisions he’d leave her alone to make hers.

      “Steak. You want the farmer’s salad; it’s good for you.”

      I’d prefer the lemon chicken, thanks. She leaned back in her chair, examining him. Well, he’d seemed nice over chat, but you could never tell until they got right in front of you. “I said I’d order for myself, Neal.”

      “Women’s lib.” He grinned, showing expensively capped teeth probably whitened once or twice a year. “Speaking of which, I’m glad you didn’t dress up. You don’t need it.”

      Well, this particular grey frock had a decent neckline and long sleeves to keep her from freezing to death; that was the same reason she’d worn tights and her beloved grey pashmina. She’d even put her hair up to balance out the rest of the ensemble.

      The words even stung for a bare moment before she realized the technique—the bastard was negging her, for God’s sake.

      As if she didn’t get enough of that at work. “Thanks.” She decided a taste of semi-insult could be good for the gander, too. “I’m glad you didn’t dress up either. We can be slobs together.”

      His jaw loosened; he stared at her over the table for a few moments, blue eyes narrowed. A woman under thirty might have mistaken that look for interest. “Uh. Yeah, I guess.”

      Well, now she knew. Liv was batting zero once more. You have to try, at least, her friends said. She’d agreed, grudgingly, once Mika pointed out a four-year dry spell after the man who had been Liv’s college steady took a surprise solo vacation to Cancun and popped the question to someone else entirely was long enough.

      She’d gone along with the great roulette spin of online dating because her buddies meant well, especially Mika. But her bestie was a perpetual optimist even when it came to men. Usually it balanced out Liv’s caution nicely.

      When it misfired, though, the event was a doozy.

      The whole thing was depressing, but not nearly as bad as actually dating this guy would be—and now she was old enough to know that, too. Maybe their text sessions hadn’t been as nice as she’d thought; he always brought the conversation around to himself, but men were just like that. It was the cost of doing business, so to speak.

      I should have ordered some DVDs. Or a new vibrator. Anything but this. “So, do you come here often?” What was the earliest graceful exit she could make? Maybe she’d have to suffer through an entire meal. Was it acceptable to ghost him after drinks?

      And if it wasn’t acceptable, did she care?

      “No, actually. First time.” The little double-blink he gave at the end of the sentence said he was lying; even a lowly paralegal could tell as much. “The, uh, the reviews are great. So where do you wanna go after dinner?”

      After dinner was never part of the deal, sir. “I haven’t decided yet,” she said, diplomatically enough. He’d probably been lying about taking art history classes in the evenings, too.

      “It’s a Friday.” The charming smile had returned, smooth and seamless. “We should go clubbing. You like that?”

      I love dancing. But not with this guy, she was thinking. Besides, clubs were sonic assaults full of date-rape drugs and pushy men, and she’d been glad to leave them behind halfway through college. “Maybe,” she hedged, just as help arrived from an unexpected quarter.

      As in, the waitress saved her. “Here we are.” A sprite in black and white, with a dyed-black pixie cut and a set, professional smile, the young woman held a pad of probably unnecessary paper with a pen poised at just the right angle. She rattled off the specials with the ease of long practice. “Would you like some appetizers?”

      Neal didn’t even ask, rattling right into ordering steak for himself and “the farmer’s salad for the lady,” with a wink and an ingratiating grin. Liv set her jaw and answered the waitress’s inquiring glance with the merest fraction of a shrug.

      “Excuse me,” she said, barely waiting for Neal to finish talking—he wanted to order dessert as well, and thought port would go nicely with it. “Where’s your restroom?”

      “Oh, the regular one’s being cleaned.” The pixie nodded sagely, pointing down a short hall ending in a pair of swinging doors. “It’s this way; I’ll show you.”

      “Thanks.” If Liv could get up before the waitress left, Neal would be forced to sit here and wait, since he had arrogated the right and duty of ordering. Social judo wasn’t just for the predators in the room. “Excuse me, Neal. I just need to check my lipstick. Won’t take but a moment.”

      “Okay.” Neal reached for his wineglass, settling back in his chair with an indulgent gesture. It clearly never crossed his mind to wonder why his date hadn’t brought a coat, just the pashmina—and why she was still wearing said shawl inside.

      “I’ll show you,” the waitress repeated. Her nametag read Fiona, and she looked every inch of it. Her hips moved with an aggressive switch that was part youthful exuberance and all business; Liv hid a smile.

      Past the swinging door with its round portholes was a short hall, clearly not meant for customers since the floor was bare, polished concrete. Fiona beckoned her through, and as soon as it swung closed her smile turned conspiratorial. “Go all the way down and to the left; there’s the stairwell. If you turn right just outside the door, the alley will take you to Sixteenth. You want me to call you a cab?”

      “Nah, I’ve got it, thanks,” Liv muttered. Bostwick’s was only a block or two north of here, and she could hide in the smoking section if Jada or Lou were on duty. Either of them would find this hilarious and pour her a shot to take the edge off; college buddies laboring under the same student loan debt and depressed hiring market were a fantastic resource. “You must see a lot of these.”

      “At least he didn’t put anything in your drink,” Fiona said cheerfully. “We had another one of those last week. I hope she presses charges.”

      I guess this guy just didn’t have time. “Me too. Thank you.” Liv dug for the cash she’d intended as a rideshare tip and pressed it into the woman’s hand. “Put that order in before he realizes I’m gone.”

      “You know it.” A laugh, a wink, and Fiona was gone, the swinging door giving a tired wheeze on its hinges.

      The stairwell exit did indeed give onto an alley, which even appeared fairly clean—at least, she hoped it was. Early winter dusk had crawled over the city, and it just might have been too cold to smell anything rotting. It was, however, dark as sin, and she set off for the gleam of passing headlights and shimmering streetlamps to her right. A hum of traffic whispered down the alley’s throat, and she shivered as she wrapped her pashmina and yanked pins free of her chignon. Her hair would keep her neck warm.

      Halfway through, she heard a clatter. She glanced uneasily to her left—the alley grew another leg there, and voices floated past the bend. Probably another kitchen; the Hobson wasn’t the only restaurant in the Wellington Building or the Haze Mutual skyscraper next door.

      Liv turned hard right; once she was out of the circle of incandescent light from the fixture over the Hobson’s stairwell door she had to blink hard, her eyes adjusting with reticence. She’d read somewhere it took about twenty minutes to really get your night vision on.

      Pretty soon she’d be home with a pint of ice cream and her phone, bringing everyone up to date on the latest fiasco. It would make great self-deprecating fodder to trot out the next time anyone started making let’s set Livvie up noises. Especially Mika, who had made it her personal quest to bring Liv to a more perfect union, so to speak.

      I just want to see you happy, Mika would chirp. Well, that was a noble cause, but Liv was beginning to think spinsterhood was the golden path to that hallowed state of being.

      For one thing, it meant you didn’t have to share a bed or clean up anything other than your own bathroom mess.

      “And to think,” Liv murmured as she picked her way cautiously down the alley, “they have a whole separate exit for girls to escape before drinks.” It was a good story, one she could deploy over mimosas at Sunday brunch, and she grinned with satisfaction. The minor business of blocking Neal’s number—and ritualistically swearing off dating apps yet again—could wait until she was home in her pajamas.

      The only fly in the ointment was her heels, definitely not meant for this type of urban rambling. She kept to what seemed the driest portion of pavement, and wished she was home already. This was a killer outfit, and she wasn’t even that cold since the striped tights were insulated, but she should have worn boots.

      No, she wasn’t shivering, but she was unsettled. And who wouldn’t be, sashaying down a downtown alley after dark?

      It was a very long alley, too. Thankfully, her footsteps didn’t echo against the brick walls; still, she wondered how long it would take for Neal to come looking for her.

      Assuming he could be torn away from his goddamn white wine. Who drank that stuff, especially with bourbon around? Liv shivered, snuggling her chin into the pashmina. A thin thread of anxiety wormed through her chest, banishing any amusement at the prospect of telling her crew about this failed date.

      Later, she would wonder if somehow, some dormant part of her had known.

      As it was, when the light of Sixteenth Street dimmed ahead, Liv’s chin came up and she froze, caught between one step and the next. There was a sound like a rubber tire ripping from its rim and a sudden wave of nauseating stench so bad she almost reeled. It hit the back of her throat like a Jagerbomb and she gagged, catching her balance and standing, stock-still, trembling in her pretty grey suede heels.

      What the hell? Gooseflesh poured down her back.

      “Civilian!” someone yelled; something hit her from the side. One of her shoes went flying, and so did she—right into the Wellington Building’s ample, brick-buttressed ass.

      A brief, starry jolt of pain, like hitting a rock and soaring over the handlebars of her beloved Huffy Pink Princess when she was eleven. She hadn’t broken anything or even chipped a tooth, both common side effects of bike wrecks she was later glad to have avoided, but she had come back to consciousness facedown and stunned on a grassy verge, her bike’s wheels spinning lazily as it lay on its side, a beached sea creature.

      Liv surfaced only briefly, hearing a deep, throbbing growl and another shout, a clattering and that awful smell swallowing her once more.

      It was undoubtedly a mercy, for the shadowbeast would have eaten her whole.
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      “Dumbass.” Jake stamped on the shadowbeast’s skull again, was rewarded with a splattering crunch. His blond hair glowed in a random reflection of streetlight; the rest of the alley was beginning to fill up with reflected lumens now that the beast wasn’t exhaling foulness, masking as it hunted. “Erik? How we doing?”

      How do you think? It was useless to reply with sarcasm; such things bounced right off his Younger. Erik hissed an exhale, probing his shredded shoulder with careful fingertips. The thing had attempted to shake him like a ragdoll, not caring that a Son’s blood would be poisonous to it. They usually weren’t so willing to stay and fight.

      It must have been extraordinarily hungry, or found high-value prey.

      Erik had expected the prey to be something else from the underside, but it wasn’t. Instead, a fucking civilian had waltzed right across the thing’s path. Which was odd.

      Or at least, that’s all he thought before the entire world changed between one breath and the next. He sank into a crouch, clutching his shoulder, driving his fingers in deeper to test the pain. Yeah, it hurt, and he was in for more if the thing was venomous. His veins would burn for the next six hours while he metabolized. He was ready to wipe the civilian’s memory and make sure it got home safe before his eyes adapted again and his shoulder gave another flare. Ow. Son of a… wait. Wait just a goddamn minute.

      The pain receded and a strange tingling warmth took its place, working in through the wound. Erik’s mouth fell open, and he stared for a few moments before bringing his jaw back up with a snap. “Uh, Jake?”

      His Younger brother was busy stamping on the thing’s malformed head again, muttering obscenities. Jake’s blood was up, and that was a bad sign.

      He was getting touchier and touchier out on patrol these days. They both were, and Erik thought it likely the voices in Jake’s head were intensifying.

      Just like the persistent soft whisper inside his own skull. Erik clamped his fingers on his shoulder again, hoping for a burst of steadying agony. It hurt, yeah, but the pain was rapidly fading. He blinked, and his heart—if a Son of Ymre could be said to have anything other than a metronome cardiac muscle ticking off the slow slide into insanity—did something like a triple backflip before settling into its usual postcombat thunkadunk.

      “What the shit?” he muttered.

      A woman. Nice grey wool dress, knee-length, long-sleeved, a ballerina neckline. A pretty grey cashmere pashmina, well-loved and dry-cleaned, knocked almost clean off her. One of her feet was bare—or at least, covered only by those striped tights, a strange choice but the verticals made her legs look like they went on forever. She had a mop of wavy darkish hair, strands moving under a cold breeze from the alley mouth.

      Where the hell had she come from? They’d driven the shadowbeast in here because it was off the main drag and nicely deserted.

      “What the fuck?” Jake had stopped stamping, and drifted up on his brother’s nine o’clock. He peered over Erik’s shoulder. “Is it dead?”

      You’d better hope not. “Uh, nope. Still breathing.” Erik sighed. “How you feeling?” It had been a busy night so far, all sorts of underside bastards coming out to play in the rain and the long winter dark.

      And this explained why.

      “What? Like I just got the shit kicked out of me all the way from here to…” Jake trailed off. “Huh.”

      “Yeah.” Erik exhaled softly as his shoulder finished healing. The flesh twitched, closing itself and expelling toxins as a thin dribble soaking into layers of cloth—thermal shirt, body armor, hoodie, leather jacket for even more bulk and a first wall of protection. The venom would eat through everything but the leather and Kevlar. Thin threads of acrid steam rose as it kept consuming, but it was a lot less virulent now. Another soft burst of warmth was teasing it away, drawing the steam out to vanish harmlessly into the night. “It’s her.”

      “You have got to be shitting me.” Jake pushed against his shoulder, peering at the crumpled form. “Seriously?”

      “I am seriously not shitting you.” Erik’s pulse was down out of the redline, but he still felt a little woozy. It had to be shock added to the poison—sure, shock, and not at all the idea that one of them—or the shadowbeast—could have easily battered this small, fragile creature beyond repair. Which would have been extremely bad luck. More tingling warmth spread from his shoulder, creeping through his bloodstream. “You don’t feel that?”

      “Oh, I feel it all right.” Jake sounded grim. He crouched too, a lazy, supple motion, and ran his hands through his hair. A slight crackle of sorcery cleaned muck and sweat away; his little brother liked to wash off between battles. “You go first then, I guess.”

      “What?” Erik never bothered to clean up before getting home. Why rid himself of the filth when there was more waiting just around the corner? Getting scraped and dry at the end of the night was the one ritual he actually liked.

      “I’ll keep watch.” Jake shifted a fraction, bumped his shoulder. It was a rough, welcome reminder of affection. “You go ahead, seal her up.”

      Oh. Erik shook his head slightly. “I’m not going to.”

      “What, you think I should, first?” Younger Brother’s laugh didn’t quite echo down the alley, but it was close. “Didn’t think you were the sharing type.”

      No, you idiot. I’m not, but that’s not the point. “I’m not going to rape her, Jake.”

      “It’s not rape.” He sounded baffled that Erik would even suggest such a thing; the permanent inoculation a lirai could provide against the god’s voice required only deep physical closeness and intent from one or both parties, not necessarily desire or even affection. “It’s a lirai.” As if he had just verified for himself that the woman was, indeed, one of the Dreamers in living flesh.

      No wonder the underside had been out to play. Even as potentials untriggered by the Flame, lirai were good snacks for a wide variety of predators. “She’s knocked out.” And that was Erik’s fault—he’d hit her hard enough to break delicate human bones. “Besides, apparently anyone could come down here at any moment; it’s a regular old freeway. We’ll take her home.”

      “Oh, you want to make points with Father?” Jake snorted. “That’ll be nice. I’m sure he’ll be touched.”

      “No, goddammit.” Erik gave his Younger a long, considering sidelong glance. “I can’t believe you think I’d actually do that in an alley.”

      “It’s not assault, goddammit.” Jake mimicked his tone, right down to the slight pause after god. “It’s a lirai, it’s insurance, and you’re closer to the edge than I am. That’s all I meant. Besides, sooner or later…”

      Sooner or later she’d have to choose a seal, yeah. More than one if she was powerful enough, or if losing her protectors to the unclean bothered her. “Then she’ll decide, and she’ll be conscious for it.” Not to mention consenting.

      “You’re gonna regret that.” Jake didn’t need to say more. What woman—let alone a lirai—would choose Erik, with his blond, easygoing little brother around? “I’m just sayin’.”

      “Yeah, well.” Erik rocked a little, keeping his muscles nice and warm in case some-damn-thing else happened. “See if you can find her shoe, huh?”

      “Oh, my lady’s shoe has gone missing?” Jake didn’t quite roll his eyes, but it was close. “The tragedy.”

      “She’s got to vanish without a trace.” There were no cameras high on the brick walls, but he still checked. The one over a restaurant’s back door, before the alley made a hard ninety-degree turn and went past a kitchen in the bottom of the skyscraper next door, was pointed down to catch whoever was exiting, that was all. Maybe she was taking a shortcut? Or she’d gotten lost?

      Yet another thing that didn’t matter. Outside the range of that electronic eye, the Sons and their new treasure were safe enough.

      “You knocked her right out of her heels.” Jake found that funny. At least, he laughed, like a good Younger providing amusement and hijinks to help an Elder hold on. “Man, you are something else.”

      “Born that way,” Erik muttered. He eased forward, taking in what he could of the woman. That dark hair was in a real tangle. He wondered if she was pretty. Not like it mattered much, once she’d been betrayed to the Flame she’d be well-nigh irresistible. “Lucky lady, huh? Gonna wake up like Sleeping Beauty and get everything she ever wanted.”

      Nothing was too good for a lirai. The fact that the vast mass of humanity was unconscious of the debt everything on this spinning rock owed to the Dreamers just meant those who did know had to pay double.

      Or more.

      “I’m sure she’s real grateful.” Jake obviously couldn’t help himself. He kept laughing, and fished a grey suede heel out of a pile of damp black plastic garbage bags on the other side of the alley. “God damn, man, right out of her shoes. It’s meant to be. A modern fairytale.”

      “You’re an asshole,” Erik said, but not very loudly. He brushed aside some of her hair, wondering what she did for a living. Was she meeting someone? The silky strands clung to his fingers, and he was suddenly very aware that he was painted in underside sludge, blood, and various other things.

      What the fuck was she doing in a rancid alley after dark?

      Didn’t matter. The priority was getting her to the temple before she woke up. Once she was inside those walls and Father was alerted, matters would take their natural course.

      He spread his hand over her shoulder, let a little tingle of power slip across the gap and into her. If he hadn’t already known she was lirai, it would have been confirmed by even a cursory touch. The radiation effect crawled up his arm, narcotic honey, and there didn’t seem to be any internal injuries. It was a moment’s work to get the lirai over his shoulder. He’d have to go slowly, but Jake would watch his six and engage any hostiles. A nice early evening jog across rooftops, with a bouncing, deadweight burden.

      At least she wasn’t throwing up, or screaming. Small mercies, indeed.

      The only kind a Son ever got.
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      The grey stone bulk of the Islington frontier temple was easily reached if they paralleled the freeway, and they were back too early for a finished patrol. Which meant lean iron-haired Ignatius met them in the great hall, hands clasped behind his back as he paused on the main staircase, right on the landing where the two separate flights met like a pair of stately, dusty, red-carpeted rivers. A bust of Pallas Athena glowed, staring over his head with the set look of a lirai listening to the Flame.

      “Father.” Erik halted, snapped to attention—or at least, as well as he could with an unconscious woman over his shoulder. Jake gave a crisp salute, no doubt his own little joke. “We found a lirai.”

      Ignatius did not move for several moments. Beneath the dusty black of his preferred cassock lingered body armor and one or two little surprises; the lone Father of a satellite temple often stayed at home ready for a call from higher up, but that did not mean he was unready.

      Ever.

      “Yep, just happened across her in an alley,” Jake added. “What are the chances, huh? Erik knocked her right out of her shoes.”

      “She was in the way,” Erik muttered, and wished he could elbow his Younger.

      Father didn’t like chatter.

      Ignatius’s pale eyes—very similar to Jake’s, though all three of them were orphans—narrowed slightly. “And is she sealed?” he inquired, in his driest, most passionless tone.

      That took the wind out of Jake, but probably not for long. “Nosir,” he said. “Erik said to bring her home.”

      If there was a punishment involved in that particular judgment call, Erik wouldn’t have wanted his Younger to suffer it anyway. Still, it rankled a bit. “No internal injuries, sir, but she came across a shadowbeast. Looked like a leaper; it had a pelt and non-venomous claws but its bite was otherwise. It stood its ground.”

      “Ah.” Ignatius nodded. “Very good, then.” He descended the rest of the stairs, soundless despite heavy boots. “And you are certain she is of the Dreamers?”

      “Yessir.” Come on over and take a look, was what Erik wanted to say, but that was a little past the line of obedience and good sense. Jake could probably say it, but then again, a Younger could say anything.

      It was the perk of his position. Probably the only one, just like making the call when they were on their thankless grinding patrols was Erik’s.

      Ignatius halted only once, glancing quizzically at Erik, who realized what he wanted.

      “Hey, Jake.” He shifted a little but didn’t want to let her slide free. Little brother got the girl off his shoulder, and that was when Erik finally saw the lirai’s face. She lolled, not so much deadweight now but perhaps nearing consciousness, hair falling free in a long sheaf of tangled waves and outright curls. The humidity probably had something to do with that.

      Strong nose, good cheekbones, her underlip a little fuller than the top one, charcoal eyebrows and long eyelashes. Vivid bruising crawled up her face, those matted lashes fluttering as she tried to regain consciousness, and Erik was once more aware of how filthy he was. Her pashmina was never going to be the same, but at least it had kept her a little warmer.

      Ignatius’s narrow hand hovered over her closed eyes. The great ring on his left third finger glinted, a scintillant of the Flame trapped by a Dreamer’s will in heavy, glassy hematite. The signet was a gift from another lirai, one with plenty of seals and a suite of their own, sending a Father out to hold a frontier temple.

      “Be at peace, Dreamer,” Ignatius said, softly, and the woman was deadweight again. “There lieth a blessing.”

      “So it is,” Erik murmured; Jake’s ritual response came a half-second later, overtaking Erik’s and finishing first, too. As usual.

      “We will need to make arrangements.” The Father of their trio glanced at Erik. “Take her to the smaller liraim. Jacob, come with me.”

      “Yessir.” Jake unloaded her into Erik’s arms with a wink. “Gonna make our Snow White nice and comfortable. Maybe she’ll sing to the birds when she wakes up.”

      “Unlikely.” But Father’s mouth twitched slightly, as if he found the image amusing. Which meant the Younger was doing his job, reminding other Sons what it was like to be human. “Good work, lads. We might survive this yet.”

      That’d be nice. Frontier temples had much higher casualty rates, since they didn’t have a lirai or two inside to remind the Sons of what they fought for. This city was too large for a mere trio to keep clean of garden-variety predators and the Mad God’s faithful monsters.

      But they tried.

      Erik still couldn’t salute, but Ignatius didn’t expect him to, for once. Instead, the closest thing to a real parent Jake and Erik now had set off to the left, heading for his study, and Jake made a face before following, boots leaving dark streaks on the foyer’s slate tile. Father wasn’t going to be happy about that, but Erik wasn’t going to try to ameliorate that shit as an Elder should. Not right now.

      Instead, he looked at the woman’s slack, bruised face. She was going to have a hard time with this, snatched from a relatively normal life and thrust into an entirely new, nightmarish world.

      The fact that her new protectors would be able to at least visit a bigger temple for the first time in decades was beside the point, and the squeamish gratefulness Erik was doing his best not to feel at the prospect was yet another sign that he wasn’t a good person.

      Then again, the good didn’t survive a mad god’s mark or the Sons’ training. You had to be a bastard to fight the nightmares, from the Dreaming or otherwise.

      “Don’t worry,” he muttered, though she couldn’t possibly hear him. “Let’s get you a little more comfortable, lirai. I’ll take care of your face. Must hurt.”

      He knew, miserably, that she was going to hate him. Why bother fighting that particular battle, among all the rest?

      Still, as he carried her up the stairs—almost grateful for enhanced musculature granted by the alien god whispering at the bottom of every Son’s brain, because hauling around an adult’s deadweight was no joke—he exhaled harshly, and the familiar slight tingle of cleaning-sorcery crested over them both.

      Being a Son had some benefits.

      The power, not so incidentally, would add to the healing he’d poured into her body earlier to make sure she didn’t have any critical injuries.

      By the time he reached the second floor, the bruising on her face and ribs was going down. He could feel it, high-pitched waves of physical misery blunted, receding. She’d still feel like shit when she woke up, but nothing was broken and she wouldn’t have any visible hematomas.

      Just the aches.

      She was going to hate all of them except for maybe Jake, and after she was delivered safely to a bigger temple Erik would no doubt be reassigned to another satellite, fighting yet another series of losing battles until he died with his guts torn out in some filthy hole or alley like the one they’d found her in.

      Still, another Dreamer would help hold back the tide. Maybe Ignatius’s higher-ups would even grant their trio a break for finding their first potential.

      Finally, after all this time.

      The woman’s breathing was soft, scarcely detectable even with heightened senses, but her pulse was strong and sure. Whatever else she’d been born as, she was lirai, and once burnished by the Flame her very presence would block the Mad God’s persistent cajoling whisper even more. Not to mention providing waves of incandescent force for Sons to beat back the monsters, expanding safe zones and making their long-ago victory fractionally deeper.

      Not total, of course. But every potential rescued and Flame-triggered bought them a little more time.

      And every Son, from the Fathers to the youngest, was well aware that was well worth fighting for.

      Even if they were all damned.
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      At first Liv thought she simply had a massive, truly world-ending hangover. Which wasn’t entirely out of the question after a bad date, but still, it… bothered her a bit. She didn’t remember meeting the girls, or even getting home and putting out a Friday night drinking call. God as her witness, she’d intended to stop only for a couple consolatory shots and a cup of coffee at Bostwick’s if one of her friends was there, before going home and diving into a carton of pistachio ice cream. How had she been talked into anything else?

      God knew Mika could rope her into just about anything, though, as the dates with douchebags met online proved beyond a reasonable doubt.

      Liv’s eyes were almost crusted shut and her nose tickled, as if she was coming down with a cold. Great. Or, wait.

      It was dust. She was smelling dust.

      The second shock was rubbing at her eyes, opening them, and finding herself in a white cotton nightgown that wasn’t hers, not to mention tucked between threadbare but once very high-quality cotton sateen sheets that weren’t hers either. To top it all off, the bed, while being of course a total stranger as well, had the gall to be a curlicued wrought-iron thing straight off a Hammer movie set.

      It was a nice enough room, if your taste ran to not antique, just fucking old. Misty winter sunlight poured through mullioned windows with panes of thick, wavy glass; there was a wardrobe big enough to hold a couple Narnias and an actual vanity, one Mae West would have called too restrained but secretly coveted, if only for the faded red velvet bench and beeswax-polished drawers.

      Liv rubbed at her eyes again. What. The ever-loving. Fuck.

      For the first time since college, she was just barely awake in a bedroom she didn’t recognize at all. There was a bookshelf holding a bunch of dark, ancient spines frowning over a big leather easy chair, exactly the thing you’d want near a window on a rainy day. You could curl up and listen to the rain while napping or pretending to read; you could actually absorb a romance novel or do a bit of studying, too, if you had some hot chocolate or a good cup of tea.

      That was a nice thought, and ordinarily she would have liked it a lot. But she ached all over, so badly she couldn’t tell just what had happened to her, and she not only didn’t recognize this place, it smelled like it hadn’t been used for a while. Even the comforter was musty, though everything was painfully clean. Even the rugs on the hardwood—Persian if she ever saw one, or really good fakes—were worn down in patches that shouted someone’s actually used me.

      Two doors. Three if you counted the closet, pulled ajar so she could see a few desultory wooden hangers on a thick dark rod. The other slightly open door held a brighter gleam off tile and porcelain—a bathroom, probably.

      That was good.

      It was the third actual door which bothered her the most. The big, thick, heavy one that was probably the only way in or out unless you wanted to defenestrate. It was firmly closed, and she didn’t like it.

      No, Liv didn’t like that at all.

      First things first. She managed to get her legs free of the covers and shuffled barefoot for the bathroom, smoothing the sleeveless cotton nightgown with her palms. It wasn’t dirty, but it wasn’t hers, and it was way too long. She had to bunch up a good portion of the skirt to keep from tripping, for God’s sake.

      On the way there, she glanced out the wavering-glass windows, and that was bad news too. It was a long way down to old, winter-naked trees edging what looked like a university quad. Stone walls held ranks of other windows just like hers, and she stared for a few moments, trying to figure out how high up she was.

      At least three stories. Great.

      It could be fine. There could be a perfectly rational explanation for this. Pee first, then assess the rest of the situation sounded like an excellent plan.

      The bathroom was relatively updated compared to the bedroom. At least, the plumbing looked reliable, even if the cast-iron tub could hold two of her along with the scrubbed-dry rust stain dripping from the faucet—the handles were wheels, their spokes thick and polished satin-smooth. The water ran clear in the sink; the toilet was one of those chain-flush numbers, also running clear.

      The next step was to try the door that had to lead to a hall. Its knob was cut glass, gleaming and cool; she twisted it, was rewarded with a click. At first she tugged before noticing something unusual—it swung out; she shook her head and pushed.

      Nothing. Maybe it was blocked? She pushed harder.

      Of course, if it opened outward, the hinges would be in the hall so she couldn’t get to them, and she wouldn’t be able to hide behind its opening and brain someone when they brought her food.

      If they brought her food.

      Liv stood very still for a few moments. Think, goddammit. Think very carefully.

      All she remembered was the alley, a hideous, overpowering smell, and then… something had hit her, right? It was definitely a kidnapping. Maybe they’d used chloroform? Maybe Neal had followed her?

      It didn’t matter, she told the panic beginning to squirrel-scratch behind her breastbone. Mika had probably already called the cops by now, since Liv definitely hadn’t been home. All she had to do was survive long enough for someone to find her. If Neal was behind this, he wasn’t very bright. She’d forwarded his pic and profile link to at least two people besides Mika.

      But if he wasn’t stupid, if he’d planned for as much, well…

      Either way, she needed to get moving. There was no sign of her clothes or purse. It was idiotic, but her missing shoes irritated her almost past belief.

      She’d loved those grey suede heels. Now she was probably never going to wear them again.

      Liv put her back to the door and closed her eyes, listening. Nothing. It was absolutely silent except for a faint, ghostly dripping from the bathroom faucet. She couldn’t tell from the window if the rest of the place was in disrepair; a place this size had to need landscapers and cleaning staff, right? It looked almost like a school.

      Great. I’m trapped in Suburbia College. They take all your blood and replace it with tofu.

      A thin, pale laugh fell out of her mouth. It sounded good, like she was amused at the damn situation instead of fighting off steadily rising terror.

      She didn’t want to, but she opened her eyes. The water worked, did the power? There was an old-fashioned toggle switch by the door; she pushed it and was rewarded with golden glow, faint in the daytime but still very welcome, from a curlicued, glass-dripping overhead fixture.

      So somebody paid the electric bill here, which meant there was a paper trail. Great news, but it didn’t help her now.

      This will be an amazing story to tell the girls once it’s over. Right?

      “Right,” she muttered, and her gaze snagged on the half-open closet door again. No use—she couldn’t get the clothes rod down without something to unscrew the ancient, disc-shaped holder. “So there I was, trapped in the fucking suburbs.”

      There was another rod in the empty, cedar-smelling wardrobe that could be lifted out, however. It was a good inch-plus dowel, nice and heavy since particle board wasn’t a thing when that furniture had been made.

      It would probably make short work of the window. Then she’d have to figure out a way down to the ground. The tree branches looked sharp—and very far away.

      “So there I was…” Nah, she couldn’t open like that. It would be too unbelievable. “Once upon a time, yours truly…” Oh, that was a good one. She’d start with that.

      Liv prowled the room one more time, looking for more supplies, muttering bits of the story under her breath.

      Then she got to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            No Harm

          

        

      

    

    
      Father and Jake were late returning, but he didn’t mind. When they finally showed Erik was deep in shadow at the end of the hall, and didn’t step free until Ignatius nodded.

      You learned not to move until necessary, as a Son. Erik saluted, then stood at ease. “She’s stopped breaking things.” He pitched the words low and soft, even though the door at the far end glowed to sorcerous Sight with a unidirectional baffle. No sound outside could penetrate the small suite with its infinitely precious, infinitely fragile occupant. “But not swearing anymore,” he offered judiciously, just in case Ignatius wanted a full report.

      “Modern women. She will hate one of us.” Ignatius shook his head. “Easiest if it’s me.”

      “If she was sealed—” Jake began.

      “Your brother was right to refrain,” Father continued, inflexibly, almost as if their Younger hadn’t spoken. “We follow the times, my sons; they do not follow us. Come.”

      Jake glanced at Erik, his sandy eyebrows raised, and was clearly about one short second away from saying some bullshit Father would not find appropriate at all. Erik shook his head slightly, just the tiniest fraction.

      Ignatius paused, his black-clad back to both his Sons. There was a painful, glass-crunching clatter from the smaller liraim—she was trying the windows, again. Hopefully she hadn’t managed to rip any of the glass free, and hadn’t noticed how the damage sealed itself up, slowly but thoroughly.

      Or maybe she had noticed, just now, and that was what triggered the return of soft but pungent cursing from behind the door. Erik almost winced—Ignatius didn’t like bad language.

      But she was lirai. She could say whatever she liked, and do almost anything except escape her protectors. The trick would be showing her the new shape of the world in a way that didn’t end up with her getting… well, even more terrified than she already was.

      Ignatius paused before the door. The baffle folded aside, spent energy sinking into stone walls, wooden floor, the fabric of the door itself.

      The Mad God—Ymre was not his true name, but you never wanted to say that out loud—had granted his chosen hands great dominion over sorcery and shadowbeast, and their physicality was supposed to give him a foothold. Now, of course, they had the best of both worlds, physical being plus invisible power. The mark on Erik’s wrist gave a sharp twinge under the leather band used to hide its more… unappetizing movements, and Jake stiffened slightly.

      He felt it too. If there was any chance they were mistaken, it was gone now. Not that Erik could be wrong about something like this, but still, it was comforting to know he hadn’t kidnapped a complete civilian.

      Well, all lirai were civilians to begin with, but still.

      Ignatius turned the knob and swept the door open. Erik moved for entry but Jake, disregarding the protocol they’d followed a thousand times before, got through before him.

      As a result, he was the one to get attacked first.

      The girl had a great deal of time to work up some emotional pressure, and that was dangerous. It was a good thing she was merely a potential instead of fully awakened, or the blast of uncoordinated power might have given Jake some trouble.

      As it was, Erik’s Younger caught the weapon as it descended—looked like she’d torn the clothes rod out of the wardrobe, smart girl—and twisted it free with almost no effort. If she’d been anything other than a lirai, he would have moved reflexively in to gut her; for a moment, Erik’s skin was cold and loose. He almost, almost twitched a knife free and sank it into his little brother’s back.

      Shit. The protectiveness was natural; unforgiving iron training hammered it home. The first priority in any situation was to keep a Dreamer safe.

      Everything else was a distant second.

      “Hi,” Jake said, letting the rod drop. It clattered against hardwood floor, and she backed up barefoot. She’d torn the nightgown at about knee level, presumably for freedom of movement, and the room looked like a bomb had hit it. A loose fabric coil lay near one of the windows—strips torn from the sheets, braided together and knotted at intervals.

      She’d been busy. The windows were all cracked, some of the metal mullions bent, and it looked like she’d tried to take apart the bedstead too.

      Huh. “Careful.” Erik couldn’t help saying it. “Glass on the floor.”

      She looked at him directly the first time, and he found out her eyes were actually dark blue, like summer twilight. “Three of you.” Her voice shook, but her chin lifted and her hands were fists. “Great.”

      “We mean you no harm,” Ignatius said, spreading his hands; his signet glittered. She barely glanced at him, all her attention taken up with Jake, who moved in on her with spooky, darting speed.

      Don’t, you idiot. Erik winced as she stumbled back, her heels hitting hardwood with hurtful, bruising sounds. His left wrist burned—if he was feeling it, how much more was Ignatius? Age meant experience, both meant power, and all three responded to lirai with exponential sensitivity.

      She was heading right for scattered arcs of broken glass. There were even marks on slivers worked free of the uprights.

      Wet smears, crimson as the throbbing not-tattoo on Erik’s wrist.

      “Miss Stellack.” Ignatius’s tone said he was used to being obeyed, but Erik didn’t think the lirai cared. “We do not wish to harm you in any way.”

      “But you’ll do it if I don’t cooperate, right? That’s how these things work.” She was backing for the bathroom. Not a bad choice.

      “Father.” Erik heard his own voice, soft and exact. Funny, it didn’t match the tension gathering in him. “She’s bleeding.”

      “Just relax,” Jake said. “Just relax, sweetie.”

      That was the wrong thing to say. Her eyes narrowed and she bolted sideways over a glittering arc of broken window. The bigger pieces were twitching, trying to gather enough ambient energy to fly home, and her heel landed squarely on one.

      Erik wasn’t conscious of moving. One moment he was a coiled spring behind Father, right where he should be. The next, his arms were full of spitting, scratching, screaming wildcat, and she gave him a good open-handed slap across one cheek—more because she was flailing than from any real intent, but it snapped his head aside and he had to work to control the reflex that would have answered such a blow from anyone, anything else.

      “Easy,” he muttered. “Easy there, ma’am. Easy.”

      Looked like this girl didn’t do easy, though. She might have taken a self-defense course or two, but her slight weight and wild motion were all but helpless against a trained Son of Ymre, one who had taken the touch of the Flame on the corrupting mark of the god and not turned away despite the agony.

      Still, he tried to be as gentle as possible. And it was… pleasant, to be this close to a potential.

      Very pleasant indeed. She was throwing out a lot of energy. Tiny champagne bubbles slipped over his skin, flooding the meridians. The mark was whittling itself deeper on his left wrist, too, but the tingles—and the relief from persistent whispering—overcame the sting. “Easy,” he muttered into her hair, and took a deep lungful.

      That might have been a mistake. The scent poured down his throat, filled his skull. She hadn’t showered, and the glossy waves were full of concentrated woman-smell right at her crown. There was the burnt tinge of anger as well, and underneath it, the yellowish tang of outright terror.

      Stay focused. “Easy,” he said again. “Sh, shhh.”

      She kept fighting, but her struggles were running out of steam. No wonder, she hadn’t even been fed yet.

      “Erik?” A mild inquiry from Father.

      He concentrated, and the coppery tang of her blood vanished under a roil of heavy incense-smoking sorcery. The slices on her fingers, and the bigger one on her heel, closed seamlessly. That’s better. “Sir?”

      “Very good.” Ignatius stood right where he had been, a straight blade of a man with a shock of iron-colored hair, his uncollared cassock neatly hemmed a little shorter than an actual priest’s for freedom of movement.

      That made two compliments since they’d brought the lirai home, which was not at all normal. Still, surviving long enough to become a Father meant knowing when to buck tradition and habit, or so their trio’s Father always said.

      “Miss Stellack,” Ignatius continued, “we mean you absolutely no harm. You may not believe us, but it is the truth.”

      “Oh yeah. Sure.” She drew the last word out and went limp, hanging in Erik’s arms. “You just kidnap people for fun, huh? That it?”

      “You have not been kidnapped, young lady. You have been placed under guard. There is a difference. You are very important, and⁠—”

      “If you’re wanting a ransom, you’re barking up the wrong tree. Nobody will pay for me, and if you rape me you’d better use a condom because I’m herpes-adjacent.” She surged against Erik’s hold again—he had one arm around her waist, the other across her shoulders, and it probably wasn’t good that he wanted to bury his face in her hair again and just breathe that fascinating scent in over and over until he had it memorized. “You let me go and I won’t tell the cops a thing. It’s the best offer you’ll get.”

      What? Erik met Ignatius’s gaze, and he could swear the flinty old man looked… amused?

      “I like her,” Jake said, with his most ingratiating grin. “Girl’s got spunk.”

      “Fuck you,” she spat. “And you too, you fucking priest. Aren’t you fucking ashamed of yourself?”

      Erik was doing a lot of wincing internally today. That sort of language was not acceptable in a Son. At least, not in front of Ignatius.

      “Every day.” Father’s slight smile did not alter, nor did his pale eyes flare with wet corpselight—the diseased light granted to a mad god’s chosen, repurposed in service to the Dreamers—or spatters of huntglow. An observant witness would note he wore no collar, just the cassock—but she probably wasn’t thinking clearly right now. Adrenaline was only a friend in some situations. “It comes with the territory. Erik, take her to the larger liraim. Jake, you’ll clean up here.”

      “Yessir.” Erik didn’t move just yet, though. He wanted to be sure Ignatius didn’t have another order. Or he wanted to draw out being this close to a potential, even if only for a few seconds.

      He couldn’t tell, and that was dangerous.

      “Man, he gets all the fun.” Jake straightened, and his most charming smile was aimed at the lirai hanging in Erik’s grasp. “Honestly, lady, we’re not going to hurt you. Promise.”

      “Promise your mother,” she snapped.

      Ignatius nodded, which made it official—Erik had to move. His first step called up a fresh spate of struggles, but she was getting tired. He could have cut off her air temporarily, just enough to calm her down. While no doubt the most efficient way of solving the problem, it would just create a hundred more.

      So he carried her, still wildly kicking, for the doorway. She stopped when she couldn’t see Ignatius, but the way she froze told him she was braced for unpleasantness. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what kind, either.

      “It’s all right,” he found himself saying. “Nice and easy, ma’am. We’re not gonna hurt you.”

      “Fuck you,” she snapped again, and tried to bite him. She got exactly nowhere, and Erik’s face felt funny. He had to work to keep his expression neutral, instead of grinning like a fool.

      It didn’t matter—she was lirai—but he already liked her.
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      Three so far: the old guy, the blond with the bright white smile, and the dark-haired brick shithouse who now hauled her into a suite instead of a room—more hardwood, heavy paneling over stone walls, antique throw rugs which had seen a lot of hard use, another heavy wardrobe and a bedstead of pale ashwood instead of wrought iron glimpsed through an interior door. That was bad, but maybe she could break off a chunk and batter her way to freedom.

      Motivation makes miracles, as Mom always said. And oh God, Liv didn’t want to think about her mother right now.

      “Bathroom’s through there,” he said, swinging around so she could see yet another slightly ajar door to the other side of the bedroom entrance, a bright clean slice of tile glowing through. “The windows won’t let you out, so don’t try that again. You gonna go crazy if I let go of you?”

      “I’m not crazy.” Her ribs heaved. She’d been silent the whole trip, looking for a way out; no dice, he didn’t even put her down once. Be smart, Liv. “Why did you kidnap me?”

      “Like our Father said, you’re under guard. That’s all.” He was a solid mass of muscle, and very warm. It felt like he could snap her in half, and if he tried she was going to fight some more. Sink her nails in to get skin underneath, so when they dumped her body, she would have DNA evidence trapped there⁠—

      “Don’t fade out now, ma’am.”

      That’s the last thing on my mind, asshole. But she went still, breathing as deeply as she could. He hauled her around like she weighed nothing, which meant she had to get creative.

      At least she’d been right about the door. It opened up into the hall so she couldn’t get behind it, and now she knew that standing nearby and braining whoever came through wasn’t a winning strategy.

      Not unless she could find a better weapon. How many of these rooms did they have?

      She still ached all over, too. And all she was wearing was the goddamn nightgown. Her rope was in the other room, and a fat lot of good it did her since the window glass was some fucking bullshit.

      How badly was she bleeding? At least that was evidence. They could clean, but a UV light would show blood, right? It was a fine time to wish she’d actually read forensic research instead of just watching police procedurals to laugh at the mess they made of courtroom technique.

      The guy was talking again. “Okay. This is how it’s gonna go. I’m gonna set you on the bed, and⁠—”

      She erupted into wild motion again. Achieved nothing. Again.

      “Okay, okay.” He hauled her up, somehow avoiding her kicking. “Not the bed. Look, you…” He paused when she went limp again, lowered her slowly. “Tell me where you feel safe, and I’ll turn you loose there. Okay?”

      “Outside.” It was worth a try. “That’s where I’d feel safe.”

      Hopefully he’d cracked a smile, a chink in his armor, but he sure didn’t sound like it. “Come on, ma’am.”

      “You just doing your job here?” It was only partly sarcasm—whatever he said would give her a clue. A psych degree was good for something, even if it was near useless during after-graduation job searches. Getting the paralegal gig at Maddox, Baker, & Kinnock had been a lucky break, and she liked the work. She was good at it, and the office picked up the tab for continuing education. She was just a few credits away from qualifying for actual paralegal accreditation, too, which would give her a raise.

      “Sort of.” He set her gingerly on her toes, but no further. He was really warm, and now she realized her feet were numb.

      It was a mercy, if she had stepped on broken glass. Probably only sheer adrenaline kept her from feeling it. Think. Okay, he’s split off from the other two. Make an ally. “You don’t seem like the kidnapping type, kid.” That was a complete lie—evidence had him as very much the kidnapping type, but still.

      “Kid?” He sounded baffled, but his arms didn’t soften in the least. “Oh, yeah. I look relatively young, don’t I.” His voice rumbled against her back. Wasn’t he tired, holding her up like this? She could barely breathe. At least his beefy forearm wasn’t pressing on her throat.

      Hopefully you didn’t just give him a complex, Liv. “I’m thirty-five, everyone looks young to me.”

      “Thirty-five. That’s just a baby.” He even, God damn him, sounded amused.
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