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  ERIK


  The door had barely opened into the lemon-yellow infirmary before Nurse Dan was hurrying over to help him onto a cot, resignation clear on his round, pink face, the skunk of weed thick as always.


  He reached for Erik’s arm but pulled back at the appearance of the two men that followed him. The school’s flashlight-wielding security looked decidedly unhappy bracketing the young man who was covered in scrapes, sporting both a black eye and bruised knuckles. Despite his appearance, Erik was not moving as if he were in pain—nothing like the bent over, cradling vivid yellow-green-purple bruises under his clothes posture that he usually appeared here with.


  Erik took all this in through a haze of euphoric sensation, and made no noise as the school nurse shook himself and moved to help him sit. The security escort stayed at the door. Dan hurried over to his supplies and brought them along with a chair to sit across from Erik, seated on one of the three cots. His pupils were blown wide, head moving lazily around.


  “Bastion and Melisande?”


  Erik nodded at Nurse Dan’s words, smile stretching his aching lips. He felt the vibration of the man’s voice in his hands where he was cleaning up split knuckles, felt the shockwaves of the man’s breath against his face. He giggled. Partly because it tickled and partly because he could never call those two assholes Bastion and Melisande without laughing.


  Two of the stupidest stage names he’d ever heard. What kind of private arts school let teenagers pick their own stage names for fuck’s sake? It was why there were students running around calling themselves Morgana and Amaranth and Tam Lin!


  At least the two idiots weren’t here with him.


  He hissed in surprise as the alcohol bubbled on his knuckles, but the sensation wasn’t bad, merely as if the chill and fizzing of the liquid had entered his blood.


  “Where are they?”


  “Hospital.”


  Dan froze for a moment then hummed and broke a small cold patch between his fingers, to activate it, before placing it over Erik’s black eye.


  Every school from pre- to graduate and every level in between had its psychopathic bullies. Not the ones who were misguided or had bad home lives, or were suppressing their feelings or were in danger themselves.


  No.


  The ones who were just junkyard-dog mean all the time, every day, with little or no cause. The ones who liked to hurt those weaker than themselves just to hear them scream and went further and further each time just because they could. All schools had at least one, most more than one. Sometimes they were kept in check by strict rules, watchful parents, or a bully just a touch more sadistic.


  And sometimes two of them found each other and joined forces.


  Bastion and Melisande were the latter, an unholy duo, bullies with no redeeming qualities who played the “poor misunderstood me” act to the hilt whenever they were reported. Somehow they never got in trouble.


  Erik was sure it had nothing to do with the money their parents continued to donate to the school.


  They were careful in their choice of victim. Picked the ones no one would believe, the ones who were always in fights anyway, or the ones who’d never tell.


  The ones no one liked.


  They picked their prey and they played. They’d been playing with him since he transferred in last year but had stepped it up at the beginning of spring semester. Today had been different though; something had risen up inside Erik, something hungry and red and uncaring. It had unfurled from his core and cocooned him in this soft new world.


  It had also allowed him to whoop their smug asses.


  For almost two years now he’d been searching for something—a direction, a hobby, love, something to be proud of, and now he thought . . . no, he felt—deep in his gut—he’d found it.


  He clenched his fists and the knuckles of his right hand split open again, leaked more red sluggishly onto the yellowed-white and grayed-black linoleum floor. One of the rent-a-billy-club folks—calling them guards gave them way too much credit—met his eyes before their gaze darted away. Ignoring them he turned back to Dan, who was clucking his tongue and working on the knuckles again.


  “Sorry.”


  “What happened this time?”


  Erik sighed, and the sound felt like it hissed out of him forever. He knew if he changed the subject Nurse Dan would go with it, would pontificate on whatever liberal crusade he was on this month and allow Erik to remain silent, but for once he didn’t mind talking.


  “They cornered me in one of the courtyards, like usual.”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “Started talking the same bullshit as always.” A flare of hurt pierced his comfortable haze as he remembered their words: “has-been,” “arrogant,” “full of himself”: phrases that repeated in his own brain every night, yanked him from sleep. “Then I just . . . I gave in.”


  That was the only way to describe it, the tide that rose up inside of him, swamped and coddled his mind even now. He started to hack at something lodged in the back of his throat and Dan held up a large stainless steel bowl. Erik leaned over it, hrokking up the blood and mucus slicking its way down his throat. The mix of black, red, and yellow stained the sides of the bowl as it slid down to the bottom.


  “It was beautiful,” he whispered and smiled.


  “I’m sure it was and they deserved it.” Dan said as he put the bowl to the side, then paused. “You didn’t do any permanent damage, did you?”


  “No. I just roughed them up a little.” The memory was actually fairly hazy; he remembered the satisfying snap of bone, the grace of his body moving under their childish swings and kicks. He remembered them lying on the floor, but he assumed if he’d hurt them too badly it wouldn’t be the faux-lice here, but the police. He shuddered, trying to remember the fight more clearly, and crossed his legs, hoping Nurse Dan wouldn’t notice the hard-on he was now sporting.


  “Take these.”


  Erik swallowed the pain pills down without complaint.


  “And lie down, nothing else you really need.”


  “Cool.”


  Erik lay back on the cot and waited. His parents would be on their way already. His mom’s art kept her schedule flexible and he couldn’t remember the last time Robert had actually done anything. Mom would be worried. Robert would be furious. He was running for city council and to have his already “failed” son draw even more attention wouldn’t sit well. Robert had a love/hate relationship with Erik’s life. Robert knew it was the only reason he was known at all but he resented the way it had ended and how it “tainted” the family.


  He could see the argument now, the two of them toe to toe. The extra two inches he’d gained since his eighteenth birthday meant he was only five foot seven, but it still allowed him to loom over Robert. He could imagine their mouths open, voices screaming, hands flying through the air like so many times before. Robert might even try to hit him.


  He shivered at the idea of Robert throwing a punch, his own body moving like it had only a few minutes ago to intercept the hit, turn it into a hold. He imagined snapping the elbow like a twig, the scream of pain and the way it would soothe his anger. He made a sound of satisfaction at the back of his throat and relaxed.


  The next half hour was spent in relative dreaming peace, interrupted only when Erik occasionally coughed up another wad of disgustingness to add to the bowl. The intensity of emotion did not fade from Erik but neither did pain come. He still only felt the sharp shock of sensation, as if his whole body was covered in new skin exposed to air for the first time.


  He had drifted into a light doze, lulled by the puttering of Nurse Dan and the steady breathing of the two rent-a-billy-clubs when the door banged open, hitting one of them. Erik sat up, smiling at the man’s grunt of pain, and opened his arms to his mom. She blanketed him in her hug and pressed her lips to the top of his head. She had three inches on him so her hugs always felt engulfing.


  “You’re fine. Good,” she said pulling back, in control as always.


  She smelled of turpentine and he felt the tackiness of nearly dry paint smear from her hands onto his bruised jaw as she studied his face. She must have been worried at the call; she had seen some of the bruises on his back and chest though he’d refused to talk about it.


  He’d learned his lessons about trusting and talking too much very well and repeatedly.


  She’d probably assumed he was in much worse shape if she was actually getting a call from the school. The first time he’d reported it, he’d been the one suspended. He’d since learned to just take his lumps.


  No matter money or (former) fame, he still had dark skin and it carried costs and assumptions. He gazed over his mom’s shoulder. Robert was two feet away, watching them, a blank look on his face.


  His mom physically moved his head until he met her gaze.


  “Oh baby.” She sighed and pulled him against her again. “It’ll be okay.”


  Erik closed his eyes and wrapped his arms around her. She cradled him and from where his head was pushed into the curve of her throat he imagined he could see her bones, the cement-strong links that held them together. He smiled.


  “We already spoke to the principal, let’s just get you out of here.”


  Erik nodded and when her grip loosened he raised his head to stare at Robert. Again it was like he could see beneath the skin down to muscle and bone, but instead of strength he saw weakness, fragility, and how easy Robert would be to break. Perhaps Robert read those things in Erik’s face, because he spent his time quietly talking to Nurse Dan while his mom fussed over him. He reveled in being the center of her attention. He didn’t doubt his mom loved him but she was often too wrapped up in her art to express it. It was a mostly-absentee love.


  He basked in his mom’s focus as they moved through the campus toward the parking lot, until the car doors shut and Robert began to yell. Erik stared out of the window and half-listened to the tirade as they pulled out and made their way home.


  He was entranced by the things he felt as they sped down Geary Boulevard. Though the windows were up, he could feel the speed of the wind, the pressure of gravity, the heft of the metal frame of the car; all these things affected their ride and Erik could feel it all over his body.


  “What the hell were you thinking!?” They were halfway home by the time Robert actually paused and waited for an answer.


  Erik shrugged and told the truth. “Nothing.”


  “Nothing?!” Robert’s voice broke on the second syllable and he turned his attention from the back to the passenger seat. “Do you hear your son? He was thinking of nothing!”


  Erik rolled his eyes and caught the reflection of his mom doing the same in the rearview mirror. It made his own smile wider. Robert’s eyes flicked back and forth between them but he chose to ignore it, though his face twisted in on itself even further.


  The yelling directed into the back seat again. “Well maybe you could think of me, you know this doesn’t look good!”


  Erik snorted. “Whatever. How much lower can you go than last in the polls? Is there a sub-basement of opinion I’m unaware of?”


  Robert froze at the wheel and Erik smiled. He felt invincible. He’d never been a shrinking violet but he’d always gone with the flow. Until Daniel—since then he’d been working on speaking up for himself and for some reason now he felt fine saying things he’d only thought before. The light tan skin of Robert’s face grew flushed and dark.


  “What the fuck would you know?” Robert roared while Erik kept his gaze on the reflection he could see in his window.


  He didn’t think Robert realized they were building speed; lost in his anger, he pushed the car faster and faster. Erik smiled and leaned his forehead against the chilled glass. They cut through an intersection, the light turning red as they crossed the first of the double line. The cars around them stopped, the cars going perpendicular to them started and stopped rapidly. Their actions and reactions pushed against the surface of the car, tickled the surface of his skin. Erik threw his head back and laughed.


  “Oh you think this is funny!?”


  He felt Robert’s anger rough and jagged against his body but he was too entranced by the speed of the car to truly care. Still, he answered Robert’s question. “I think you’re funny. What are you planning on doing when someone asks you a question about me? If anyone ever cares enough about you to ask questions? Duck your head? Apologize for me? Maybe have me come out and say sorry for something I’m not really sorry about?”


  “Aren’t you?” Suddenly the force of Robert’s anger shrank and instead something slick and slimy rose from his skin, made Erik shudder. Robert smirked. “What about Daniel? Regret that consequence at all?”


  And the smile dropped from Erik’s face, the small sound of his mom’s inhale signaled her intent to intervene but it was already too late.


  Something shifted.


  Erik’s own anger filled the air, lifted from his body like some creature of thorns and spikes and filled the whole cab of the car, thick and hot, turning the air to soup.


  His mom turned around to face him, trying to communicate with the height of her eyebrows. She took deep breaths, drawing in huge gulps of sour air.


  “Do you regret that I’m already more wealthy and successful at eighteen than you are at forty? That it’s thanks to Mama and I that you have anything at all? That you’re the most useless member of our family?”


  The silence in the car was as sudden as a gunshot.


  They flew across the intersection, wheels losing contact with the asphalt as they catapulted down into the tunnel. The light was fully red and other vehicles tore around their speeding bullet of a car trying to avoid it, trying to stop.


  A high-pitched scream filled the car.


  Robert.


  And again Erik laughed, the swift pressure of the cars that almost hit them, Robert’s fear, the terror he could hear from those in the other cars. Erik saw Robert’s hands loosen on the steering wheel, too afraid to keep control. Mom reached over and took the wheel in hand. She guided them through the intersection, twitching by small centimeters to the left and the right, moving the car just enough to avoid collision.


  Three times he felt them scrape against other vehicles and knew there would be patches of black paint missing from the Mercedes when they reached home. Once they’d shot to safety and reached the other side of the road, his mom’s right hand struck, yanking up the hand brake as her left guided the car to the side of the road.


  For a few minutes the only sound in the car was heavy breathing. Robert was done screaming and was now hunched over, face in his hands. Finally he straightened and got out of the car without a word, leaning against the hood. Mom also exited and leaned toward Robert, whispering. Erik stayed in the back seat, still giggling, the anxiety bubbling like champagne in his blood.


  Mom took over driving and got them home with no further delays. The remainder of the short drive was silent.


  As soon as they stepped inside the house, Robert opened the liquor cabinet and poured himself a tumbler of scotch. Dayida followed suit, then tilted the bottle to Erik in offer. He nodded and took the tumbler she poured him from her hand and walked upstairs. He had no interest in waiting for Robert to recover his wits.


  What few he had.


  He had no interest in hearing another speech about manliness spew from Robert’s mouth. He also had no confidence he could control his anger or that Robert would survive it.


  He ignored the footsteps following him until his mom shut his bedroom door behind herself. Only then did he turn and face her. Her expression held none of the fear Robert’s did, her dark brown skin held no traces of gray pallor; instead it was flushed and alive. Her smile was wide and Erik was surprised by the life shining from her eyes. She usually only looked that vibrant when painting. Slowly the joy and happiness faded, replaced by worry.


  She took a step forward, held out her arms and he again folded into her embrace. She wrapped him in thick arms and he felt shielded. He shuddered as the comforting numbness that had lain over his mind slipped away, leaving him exhausted. He took his first breath since the fight that didn’t seem to crackle with energy; his body wasn’t tense and ready to snap any longer. But he could still feel it, the readiness, the anger, right under the surface of his skin.


  “My poor baby. You’re still riding high off your awakening. It’s intoxicating but better not to give into it. For so long I worried about what would waken in you. At least it suits you.” Her smile was sad but proud.


  He didn’t understand a word.


  “Mama, I—”


  “Shh.” She put her finger against his lips and helped him lie down in the bed, above the covers, his clothes still on. He was suddenly exhausted even though it was barely two in the afternoon. “Go to sleep, use the exercises I taught you. Everything will be better in the morning. I’ve called Matthias.”


  She stroked his shaved head as she used to stroke his hair when he was small and would crawl into her lap. She was gone before he could ask who Matthias was. He lay there and remembered the exercises his mom taught him as a child for clearing his mind and freeing his thoughts. He was too tired for the physical aspect, but just imaging the moves in his mind relaxed his body.


  When his eyes shot open, the sky outside his window was purple-black and dotted with a few stars, the others invisible among the light pollution. His thoughts felt sluggish and slow, so he lay there repeating the exercises his mom had taught him until he was more fully awake.


  He stood and approached the window, looking out onto the empty streets. The room felt too close all of a sudden, the house too small. He wanted to be out there, he could feel it in his chest, and lower, a burning need to move, to breathe the night air.


  He opened his bedroom door and listened. The only sound he could detect was the deep bass of music from his mom’s studio that meant she was working. Robert was likely already passed out from drinking Macallan 18 like it was Ancient Age.


  Pulling on a coat and scarf, he made no attempt to conceal his leaving as he passed Robert’s snoring body on the couch.


  The street was quiet and empty until he turned on to Geary itself. It was hard to find an empty main thoroughfare in San Francisco, no matter what time of day or night. Erik moved past closed coffee shops and sad bars with regulars lined up on stools they’d claimed so long ago they were practically rooted to the spot. He kept his head down, trying to ignore the memories Robert had stirred up.


  He only got a couple of slanted glances of recognition from the younger people he passed, but that made it that much harder to forget. Only two years ago he would have been thrilled at being recognized; he’d lived off the adoration and approval of the public. He’d been living his dream, or the dream he’d been told was his.


  The public was fickle as fuck though, and he should have remembered Clay Aiken or Frances Farmer or any Disney teen ever. He should have been more cautious but he’d been too invested in Daniel, too involved in it to see the danger right ahead of them. The fall was long and the looks he got from those who had been fans were completely different now—flashes of pity and/or disgust. It was easier to go out at night.


  Erik was trying to focus on what had happened to him today rather than two years ago when he heard it.


  Except that wasn’t exactly right.


  It wasn’t something he was hearing, it was something beating inside him. It felt like sound, like a yell for help right on the edge of his senses, but no one else on the street was reacting. He turned toward the sound, moving away from the comparatively busy street back into the more subdued suburb-like residential avenues. He followed the noise for two blocks until the sound was a constant scream in his ears and holding his hands over them did nothing. It was a sound no human could make, no matter the pain they were in.


  As he passed a small recessed driveway, he saw shadows move and fell into a crouch in the shade of the hedges lining the driveway. He didn’t know what he had seen, but all his instincts were telling him this was where he needed to be. The same feeling as earlier rose in his chest, beating under his skin, yearning to be free. He held it back desperately, waiting to see what was going on.


  What emerged from the shadows might have been human if it weren’t entirely too tall and thin, as if someone had taken a basketball player and stretched him on the rack. Its skin was a sickly yellow-green, its head too thin and pointed. Erik struggled to locate anything that looked like eyes or a mouth on the smooth surface of its face. All the limbs had extra joints, an additional curl to the fingers that felt like both disturbing invitation and warning. Curled up in one of those giant hands was a small child. Erik assumed the child was sleeping until the creature turned and he saw the wide-open eyes, the terrified stillness with which she held herself.


  The thing turned onto the street and Erik realized he only had seconds before it saw him. He let go of his resistance and the tide swamped his mind, pulling him along. All thoughts of Daniel, the past, Robert, were muted. He only saw the thing coming toward him, his senses were hyper-focused and his fists clenched so hard he felt his knuckle bones groan and creak.


  In the moment before it saw him he moved, charging the thing. It let out a fast angry stream of some language, similar to the scream that still sounded in his head. Instead of dropping the child, the thing lifted her high into the air, out of his reach. Its arm looked like it should have snapped under the girl’s weight, yet it was firm and steady while the other hand came whipping toward his face.


  Erik’s own arm raised in response and their forearms met. There was a sharp crack from the thing’s arm and a smaller echo that Erik could feel through his body. The sensation, not quite pain, focused him further. He used his momentum to sweep the broken limb out of his way and climb up the thing’s body, slamming the toe of his boots into its legs and then torso for footholds. He pushed off of the thing’s chest as it fell beneath his feet, launching himself up and reaching both arms for the child. He grasped both the child and the hand still holding her aloft, then twisted his body to the side and allowed himself to fall. The limb broke under his weight and they slammed into the ground.


  He used his body to shield the child, ignoring the shockwave of his back slamming into the concrete, all the air forced from his lungs. His body did not listen to the lungs screaming for air or the throbbing through his arm and back; he rolled to his feet and sprinted back up the drive. Dampness leaked through the front of his shirt and the foul smell of ammonia assaulted his senses.


  This was what he got for rescuing children.


  As he set her on her feet, he realized the smell had nothing to do with her. It came from the liquid that ran down his chest in thin white rivulets from the disconnected arm he now held along with the child. He quickly broke the cage of its fingers.


  “Go, now.”


  The little girl looked at him for a second before nodding and running back into the shadows under the house, to whatever door was nestled there. As she ran to safety, the high-pitched whine that had drawn him here faded and he noticed another voice screaming behind him.


  His breath returned and though he knew his arm and back were injured in some way, he felt no pain, simply a throb that was easy to ignore. The thing was rising back to its feet, its now-shorter limb held to its chest. Erik felt the rage and pain in the air, alien but still recognizable as it flared across his skin. It ran toward him, the lope of its too-long legs making it seem as if it bounced above the ground, as if gravity had a lesser hold on it. Erik smiled as he rushed to meet it.


  MATTHIASS


  He watched the young man fight the Angelic. He wasn’t bad, not at all. Completely undisciplined and untrained, yes, but not unskilled. Most of the hits he took were ones he could not avoid, and the blows he returned were calculated to cause maximum damage. He didn’t know how to protect himself though; everything was focused on ripping his opponent to shreds.


  Whatever bloodline he was, it was not to be taken lightly. A fighter bloodline, not a warrior one. Warriors weighed attacks, fought to win with the least expenditure of energy. Warriors planned long term; fighters inflicted pain and focused on winning the current conflict, no matter the cost.


  The Angelic ran for him, diving low at the last second to try and catch him unawares, but the man’s reflexes were too good. He launched himself up at the last second, coming down with his knees bent and smashing the Angelic’s other arm.


  It wasn’t a fair fight; the Angelic was Al-Kutbay and they were a knowledge bloodline, not a physical one. He’d seen a lot of unbalanced fights in his twenty-three years but this was definitely one of the worst.


  Only as the Angelic tried to escape with two broken limbs and the new Blooded wouldn’t let it did Matthias understand Yida’s worried phone call. He’d been angry, forced to cash in a favor from an Ereshkigal-Blooded businesswoman in Hong Kong for quicker transport through the realm of the dead. Now he understood her urgency.


  Her son wasn’t a fighter. He was a berserker.


  “Fuck me,” he cursed softly but quickly sealed his lips against the string of expletives that sprang to mind. If the Organization or, ancestors forbid, the Agency had found him? It would have been a disaster. The Org wouldn’t hesitate to use him up, the same way they had Luz, the last berserker to join them. Two months to burn-out.


  And the less thought given to what the Agency Suits would do to him the better.


  Below him Yida’s son was still beating the shit out of the Angelic, with prejudice. He’d broken one of the thing’s legs and was in the process of digging his fingers into its chest. They were fast approaching the point of no return.


  The Suits were probably already on their way. There was no time to observe more.


  Matthias swung himself over the edge of the roof, running silently down the metal stairs of the fire escape. The power of Artemis-Agrotera surrounded him and he smiled wide as he jumped the three stories down to the ground and landed in a perfect crouch.


  The young man growled low in his throat and Angelic blood spotted his body in white. Neither combatant noticed him, blood of the huntress making him little more than a shadow. Matthias reached into his pocket for his extendable baton. Yida’s son turned just as Matthias’s swing caught him on the chin, knocking him out.


  That the berserker had noticed him at all spoke to his eventual power. Matthias bent, flinging his unconscious charge over his shoulder, staggering at the unexpected weight. As soon as Erik was in contact with Matthias, he was shrouded by the huntress as well.


  And none too soon. Two Suits turned into the driveway seconds later. They froze at the groaning Angelic bleeding out on the ground.


  “Holy shit!” the young blond woman with short slicked-back hair called as she knelt beside it. She reached for its chest, laying her hands palm down on either side. Her partner, an older Latina woman with a shaved head, leaned over to see.


  “What the fuck happened?”


  “Who knows! Both hearts are still functioning at least. Call it in.”


  The other woman was already on the phone. Meanwhile Matthias moved slowly back toward the fire escape. After muttering into the receiver, she turned it away and spoke to her partner.


  “At least it’s still alive! Can you imagine the Court’s response to one of their own dying on a sanctioned retrieval mission?”


  She pulled the phone close again.


  “We need emergency services for a dimensional visitor. Currently alive but missing three limbs.” The woman paused. “Four-limbed humanoid, two hearts. To be honest it looks like it was beat all the way to hell.” She glanced around, her gaze sweeping over Matthias and his passenger with no recognition. “No, no sign of any others. But—I-I understand. Roger that.” She hung up and joined her partner in applying makeshift tourniquets to the stumps in an attempt to stem the bleeding a bit.


  “We’re to stay here until help arrives. Then we complete the acquisition.”


  The blond’s face lost all expression.


  Matthias had heard enough; his plans changed. Simply getting his new charge out of here would not be enough. He couldn’t take on two Suits while worrying about the unconscious young man, not to mention whoever they were trying to kidnap.


  He growled.


  No matter how much he hated the Organization, at least if the girl was Blooded they would offer her a choice; at least members could leave. The Agency would claim the child in the interest of national security and once they had her, getting her out would be next to impossible. There would be no going back, so he could not let her be taken. He climbed the fire escape quickly and laid the young man on the gravel roof. Pulling the b’caster he never used from his boot, he held the small triangle of metal up to the side of his head. Five lurid pink cables emerged with a wet slurping sound. He shuddered as one snaked into his ear canal, two created a loop over his right eye, and the final two traced the shape of his lips, leaving them feeling heavy and sore.


  The necessity of the private network to hide from the Agency made sense, but he still hated the feel of the b’casters. The image of a young woman sputtered to life; he closed his left eye to bring her more in focus. She was pale and the hair sprouting from her head was pure white. She wore a graphic geometric t-shirt and the same repetitive triangle design shaved into the sides of her head. She looked down at something the b’caster did not deign to show him. Her head came up suddenly and her eyes widened in shock before a professional mask slipped into place.


  “Independent Matthias. Ca—can we help you with something?”


  “Yes. I’m standing outside of 642 17th Avenue, Inner Richmond, San Francisco, California. Two Suits are outside with a very injured Angelic. They are planning ‘an acquisition’ of someone within.”


  There was silence as the young woman again looked down at something he could not see. He controlled the urge to scream. He knew the movement of her hands meant she was doing something, probably connected mentally to several other people. He was irrational when it came to the Organization, he recognized that, but it was no reason to heap abuse on those as fooled as he’d once been.


  Finally she looked up and spoke. “We have two Blooded just a couple miles away, they should be there in a few minutes. Can you watch over the situation in case anything changes before they arrive?”


  Matthias looked down at his friend’s son lying still behind him on the gravel rooftop. He didn’t seem to be waking up.


  “Yeah, I can stay for a few minutes.”


  “Excellent. I’ll leave the line open; please alert me if anything changes.”


  “Fine,” Matthias grumbled. He closed the eye the b’caster was broadcasting to and looked over the scene below. The two Suits scurried around the writhing Angelic as an ambulance skidded around the corner, lights dark and sirens silent. A man and woman jumped out of the back, dressed in plain dark gray jumpsuits.


  Once they were taking care of the Angelic, the two women first on the scene turned toward the house. Matthias did the same, reaching for the monocle he wore around his neck and holding it up to his eye, a gift from a spell-twister of Orunmila’s line. It extended physical sight into the infrared and ultraviolet spectrums, as well as a few spectrums science had yet to discover.


  The night became clear as day to him and the house looked the same. He frowned and blinked quickly twice, the lens shifting to show the flow of godspower in the area. The house was wrapped in a web of violet light, no true pattern to the fibers that enclosed the house, no art but plenty of power. So much so it was leaking out, silencing the whole neighborhood. It looked like a spool of loose threads slowly spinning, threads falling loose.


  As he stared he saw movement through one of the upper story windows.


  Probably the girl trying to wake her parents. If the girl was strong enough, untrained, to fight off the binding that had felled her entire neighborhood, well . . . he would have loved to take her on. But he had other priorities. The body behind him started to groan as he came to and Matthias cursed and looked up and down the street.


  Matthias reopened his right eye and spoke to the image of the young woman that flared to life.


  “The Suits are approaching the house. ETA on the Blooded?”


  “They’ve encountered some kind of difficulty and are taking care of it right now. ETA—three minutes.”


  “We don’t have three minutes.”


  The silence that greeted him sounded like agreement. Really good Suits could complete an acquisition in less than a minute, be gone in two.


  The body behind him groaned again. Matthias couldn’t afford to directly involve himself, he had other responsibilities, but a trained hunter always had other options.


  “I cannot directly involve myself but will attempt to wake the neighborhood.”


  “Understood.”


  He reached into another of numerous pockets sewn onto his pants and top. Everything important was on his body at all times. He’d been in Athens just two hours ago when Yida’s message had finally reached him.


  He pulled out a rock. Through the monocle it glowed with sparkling pink light. It bubbled like champagne and he almost expected it to tickle his fingers, but it simply cascaded down his arm before disappearing. Matthias let the monocle fall back around his neck. He took aim, but it was a simple shot, really. He threw the rock, and though he could see nothing without the monocle the effect was immediate, the backlash of the broken power swept over him, set dogs to barking and bats to flying, cats to yowling and raccoons into hiding. He felt all the animals, all of nature around him react.


  Anyone with the least bit of sensitivity would feel it, like icy fingers had plunged into their sides, past skin and muscle, down until they grasped bone. A soft whimper sounded behind him and it was all Matthias could do not to follow suit. It had been messy, but the dampening spell had been lousy with power that burned as it dissipated.


  Why so much effort over one person? She had to be a powerful Blooded.


  The houses around them came awake. Lights flashed on so quickly Matthias was left blinking in the ambient light. The ambulance and the Suits who had come along with it had already hurried away with their charge. The two original Suits froze, lit up like Christmas trees, before continuing on to the front door, now aware of being watched by at least one nosy neighbor.


  Matthias leaned back from the roof and breathed a sigh. There would be enough time for the Blooded to get here now. Matthias’s teeth clenched at the idea of turning over anyone to the Organization, but his hands would be full with Yida’s son. He turned to look back at his charge.


  And was knocked ass over by something large and angry. Before he could catch his bearing, his breath was cut off and he was being lifted into the air by a band of iron around his throat. His vision was already growing gray at the edges when his eyes landed on an Angelic unlike any he’d ever seen.


  He was barely off the ground because it was so short, only four-and-a-half-feet tall if that. Its whole body was a deep midnight black with a sickly yellow sheen to it. The coloring reminded him of some of Yaga’s bloodline but they were mystics, wisewomen—Angelic or Blooded—they were not fighters.


  Its face was the most disturbing, a double-hinge jaw flung open far wider than looked natural or pleasant. It had four sets of fangs on the top and bottom and the gums between the fangs looked serrated and sharp as stone. Its nose was flat and easy to miss; only the wide slits of its nostrils and the bright yellow membrane within gave them away. What he assumed was its eye was a faceted streak of black that took up the top half of its face.


  Matthias kicked out and his right foot smashed something between its legs and he did mean smashed, he heard the shatter, felt the crack under his steel-toe boots, but the thing only shook him and roared in his face. The hand around his neck tightened and Matthias felt its claws puncture his neck on either side.


  Then he was flying through the air, slamming into the roof, something in his leg snapping, and his whole body on fire with pain. He blacked out just as he saw two shadows tumble over the edge of the roof.


  ERIK


  Erik was having a surreal dream.


  Then jerked awake at a growl. And saw something that just looked wrong, dark black and chitinous, inhuman, and hungry.


  Correction. He was having the most surreal day.


  He chose to ignore the answering growl building in his chest. He remembered the thing he’d been fighting before but not how it had ended. The memories of the fight were there but stretched oddly in his mind, recollection jerking from one scene to another lightning fast or lingering over some details entirely too long. The memories skittered and changed the harder he tried to hold on to them, to twist them into some recognizable shape.


  Rushing forward to attack seemed natural and he felt his mind slip back into that place, suddenly processing a million different facts at the speed of thought. He could feel the people in the houses all around them but was focused on the two figures in front of him.


  Erik hit the creature in the knees, knew exactly what angle would launch the thing’s victim to safety on the other side of the roof. He winced, knowing it would also cost the man a broken leg and a couple of cracked ribs, but better than any alternative. As he slammed into the creature the odd slickness of its skin became clear, as did a miscalculation.


  His intention had been to angle the thing so when it fell, its neck would land on the small upraised edge of the roof, the force causing it to break. Erik didn’t know exactly what the thing was, but he refused to believe that most things wouldn’t die if their necks were broken.


  However, the slickness of the thing’s skin meant that instead of falling back, it slid, then fell back. The angle changed enough that instead of hitting the edge of the roof, it fell over the edge and took Erik along with it.


  He struggled with the thing as they fell, its claws sinking into the soft skin of his chest. Erik wrapped his own arms around the thing’s chest and tried to crush it. More importantly he kicked out at the wall as they fell, using that momentum to turn the thrashing body toward the ground so it would cushion his fall.


  There was a sharp shattering sound as they hit. Erik’s body flared with a vibrant, all-over, pins-and-needles feeling. Every sense lit up and he could see nothing but white, hear nothing but his gasping breath, smell nothing but his own fear-sweat thick in the air.


  As his senses returned he realized he was alive, flat on his back in the street and unable to stop gasping, but alive. Even as he realized this, the details from the fight dimmed; he remembered what he had done but all those little reasons that had factored into his decision-making were slipping away. He turned his head to the side, trying to catch sight of something besides the streetlight above him. Had he breath, he would have screamed at the monstrous face that greeted him, mouth open, prepared to take a chunk out of him.


  Erik scrambled and slithered back, groaning. He had managed to struggle a couple feet back before he noticed the large crack down the center of its face. He glanced around and realized he was lying among the cracked remnants of his opponent. Jagged pieces of black surrounded him, some of them leaking a thin pink liquid. Even as he watched the pieces shrank and began to disappear. As soon as the realization of his winning penetrated, the pain hit twice as hard and he whimpered as he fell back to the ground.


  People were moving around him; he could hear the soft murmur of voices but was too wrapped up in the pain that permeated every fiber of his body. His pained moan turned into a shout as a pair of hands grabbed his shoulders and pulled him into a sitting position.


  “Kid, can you walk?”


  Erik opened his eyes and focused on the smoky blur in front of them until the woman crouched in front of him came into focus. Her skin was a warm golden tan and her thick dark hair was shaved to stubble on the sides but stood tall and thick in the center. She snapped two large fingers in front of his face.


  “Hey, you in there?”


  There was a huff of laughter from his right and Erik tilted his head. A young Asian man stood next to her, his hand on her shoulder. His paler skin was dripping sweat, drops threatening to extinguish the cigarette clenched between his lips. Erik took stock of his body, and yes, everything hurt as he tensed and released his muscles, but there was no sharp pain.


  The woman pulled his face closer and rubbed her finger across his lips. Erik jerked back.


  She turned to her companion. “Doesn’t look like he swallowed any of the blood, thank god. This is going to be hard enough with him being high on Angelic blood.”


  He stared at the woman. She turned back to him.


  “Can you walk?”


  “I think I can walk.” He didn’t know who they were but he didn’t feel in a position to turn down help from anyone right now.


  “Good, cause we got to get out of here before Elliot’s power fails or more Suits show up.”


  She helped him to his feet and he stumbled into her shoulder, leaning against the solid strength of her form. She was maneuvering him down the street when a memory shook loose and he stopped.


  “Wait. What about that other guy?”


  Both of them stopped to look at him.


  “What guy?”


  “The one that monster was trying to kill, the guy on the roof.”


  The woman’s head snapped around to the man.


  “We have time, right, Elliot?”


  “Yeah, Patrah’s still getting the girl, but we need to move out of the street. Shielding all three of us from this much attention is draining me quick.”


  His voice was strained, cigarette long since fallen away.


  The woman pointed at the fire escape on the side of the building Erik had fallen from and Elliot nodded in reply, chuckling.


  “Probably an easier way down next time, man.”


  Erik frowned at the man but the words didn’t seem to hold any actual malice, just good humor.


  “You might be right,” he acknowledged with a small smile as he reached the foot of the fire escape with the woman’s help. Over the last year he’d forgotten what it was like to be teased by someone who wasn’t actively trying to hurt him.


  The man climbed the ladder to the first stairway easily but Erik struggled to climb in tandem with the woman. He slipped, taking them both back to the ground twice, when the woman finally swore in frustration. Erik yelped as his world spun and she flung him over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry. He thought about complaining but she was climbing the ladder quickly and smoothly, plus the position was easing some of his pain. She was steady as she scaled the three stories of neutral-painted metal and Erik barely felt a thing, until his world was spinning again and he was set down on the roof with a thump.


  Erik sank down to his haunches immediately next to the silent form already lying on the roof. He was exhausted and wanted a closer look at the man.


  The body was still breathing, which was good. His dark hair was a full curly mass, held back by a simple metal band. His face was young in unconsciousness; he was in his early twenties at the latest, maybe twenty-two. His skin had a dark Mediterranean cast. Before Erik could observe more, he was interrupted by the woman and Elliot cursing almost in unison.


  She broke the silence that followed. “Matthias.” Her tone was odd, it shook, but Erik could not tell what she was feeling. “Of course.”


  “So, what do we do?” Elliot’s voice held the same odd quality as the woman’s. As if they were happy to see him and also scared by the fact. “No way I can carry one of them and maintain the shield, and no way you can carry both, even in full-blood, Daya. Not without hurting one or both of them worse.”


  The woman, Daya, glared at Erik and Matthias. Erik did not flinch, fairly sure she was frustrated at the situation, not him. Daya did not seem the type who liked to be told she could not do something. She also didn’t seem the type to strike out in frustration, but impressions were deceiving, so he stayed on guard.


  Finally she turned to face Elliot again. “You’re right. We’ll wait for Patrah to retrieve the girl and call for an extra vehicle.”


  “Up here?”


  “Yeah. Can you hold the street-wide shield while I go check on Patrah?”


  “On just you two? Yeah, sure.” He bit his lip. “Hurry.”


  Daya nodded and took off for the fire escape briskly. Erik took the chance to rest and lay down on the gravel roof, still keeping his gaze on the man he’d just met. Rocks dug into his back, but the relief on his aching muscles was worth it. He looked up at Elliot.


  “So what is all this?”


  Elliot looked at him, hesitated. “How much do you know?”


  Erik considered lying but only for a second. He didn’t know what these people could do. The strength coiled in Daya, the speed with which she moved, could be natural, could be the result of training and conditioning, but considering what he had seen? Considering all this talk about shielding directed at Elliot? They could do things, things like what he apparently could now do. Maybe they could tell when someone lied.


  Maybe he could. That thought stopped him cold.


  Best to tell the truth. Only enough to get by though.


  “I went for a walk, and suddenly I’m living in a Joss Whedon series. Monsters but no cute bumbling sidekick to make it worth my while.” Erik caught Elliot’s eyes and allowed his lips to turn up into a smirk. “At least not yet.”


  It was a risk, flirting with the strange man; he might be straight, but Erik got the reading that even if he was he wouldn’t react with the typical dude-bro fear.


  Erik’s intuition was right. Elliot chuckled at the comment and a slight blush lit up his sweaty cheeks.


  “So you don’t really know anything?”


  Damn.


  Erik was sort of hoping he wouldn’t focus on that. His frustration built and his tongue slipped the leash he was keeping it on.


  “That’s what I said. Is this one of those shows where you’re cute so you’re not that smart?” Elliot wasn’t really Erik’s type but it wasn’t the first time he’d flirted with someone he wasn’t actually interested in to get something. He’d been raised in the Hollywood machine, for god’s sake—using your body as currency was lesson one.


  Anyway, Elliot wasn’t unattractive. He was a little shorter than Erik and had that stocky without being a muscle-head thing going on. His nose crooked definitively to one side and his practically nonexistent top lip looked anemic next to its Cupid’s bow bottom partner. It gave his face good character.


  Erik’s ambivalence had more to do with the fact that he read something weak in Elliot’s posture—in his obvious reliance on someone else.


  Elliot flushed at the compliment. Or the insult. “So how do you know Matthias?”


  Erik rolled his eyes at the evasion and shrugged. It hurt but not the sharp pain he’d experienced on the ground below. Instead it felt like the ache of sore muscles, a couple-days-after-hard-workout ache.


  “Woke up and he was being slammed into the roof. Took a wild guess that it wasn’t a good thing. Didn’t even know his name until the two of you said it.” All true. No need to mention his fight earlier today or that his mom had mentioned a Matthias before he’d fallen asleep this afternoon.


  “So you attacked and killed an Angelic to save someone you didn’t know?” The suspicion was thick in Elliot’s voice.


  “An Angelic? Didn’t remind me of any angel I’ve ever heard of.”


  Elliot snorted at his answer. “Not a fan of the Bible, I take it?”


  “I know all the dirty bits.” He did; they were the best parts.


  “Well, next time you get the chance, look up the actual descriptions of angels in Ye Olde Testamentito. The whole pretty blond, white people thing is fairly new. The last thing people who actually saw them would call biblical angels is pretty. Awe-inspiring, yeah, but pretty? No. We’re talking burning wheels of flame covered in eyes, four-headed beings with goat feet, things that had to hide their true appearance because a glimpse would drive humans mad.”


  The descriptions sent a shiver down Erik’s spine. The two things . . . Angelics . . . he’d seen tonight had been weird looking but more like human forms stretched out of shape, made into mockeries of humans. From what Elliot was saying, though, they were far from the worst ones.


  “Well, fuck.” Erik cursed as another wave of relaxation ran through his frame, the same one as earlier in his room, and he again sank into unconsciousness.


  ZEBUB


  [image: Image]


  LIL


  “Form the word slowly. Take your time. There is no rush.”


  Lil frowned at the admonishment but nodded. First she thought of the word “light” in the common language of Zebub, then she built the idea around it, the soft glow, the gentle warmth, then she held her tongue ready and began.


  Mayer’s hands were a physical anchor on her shoulders as she brought the word—bent into a new strange shape—into the forefront of her mind, ignoring the way it struggled, the way in which it did not want to be spoken, did not want to be brought into this world. She tamed it on the flat of her tongue.


  The first syllable snapped too fast, she could not slow it down, but she forced it into the correct shape at least. The second syllable dragged its proverbial feet. It refused to come quietly, it dug hooks into the softness of her tongue and the ridges of the roof of her mouth, it screeched and fought, yet still she drew it forth. She flung it after its brethren and as the first and second syllables met each other in the air, fire flashed before her eyes.


  The fire passed through the leaves of the white plant bulb but did not set it on fire. Instead the bulb began to glow. She turned to her mentor with a large smile. The answering smile he wore was small and lopsided but there.


  “Good job. It is very easy to set things afire with that word, harder to bend it to your will and whim.”


  Her tongue throbbed in her mouth and she knew that when she finally got to a mirror it would look red and have a blister or two upon its surface. Still, Lil smiled as she replied.


  “Thank you, Holder.”


  “That is enough practice for today. You have shelving to do before the doors must be opened.”


  “Yes, Holder.” She said it with such force that one of the blisters on her tongue burst, spilling sour sweetness into her mouth.


  She hurried from the room. As soon as the door closed behind her, she turned her head to the side and spat the foulness into the corner. A clump of shadows formed a fist and caught the glob of spit before it could hit the floor or wall.


  “Thank you.”


  The shadow bent at the wrist, as if replying, before it disappeared. She had no idea which of the Athenaeum Nif it had been but she would leave out a choice book for them as reward.


  She turned another corner and opened the door to the office. All three of the shelving carts hurried forward, eager to be of use. They squeaked and squirmed and tried to get more and more pats from her. However, only one was loaded. She calmed the other two down, promising them both that they would be of use soon and led the ecstatic one out of the office.


  Only the top shelf was filled, so Lil quickly rearranged the books by location. She only had a few minutes to sunset. She was sorry she had to rush; Lil actually liked her shelving duties, though she was aware most others would find it boring. She loved handling the books, familiarizing herself with their covers, the dents and stains, everything that made up their history.


  The shelving cart squeaked in excitement as it followed her and she reached back, caressing the rough wood of its skin as she picked up a book. She glanced at the pages as she placed it on the shelf; she’d read it before. A collection of letters between sisters, women raised together and ripped apart by politics. Four of them disappeared in the Under Hive and were of course never seen again; the other two left Zebub immediately after.


  She passed one of the high windows and noted the bronze cast to the sky that turned the normal pink to the color of old blood. She was almost late.


  She hurried, ignoring the playful growls of the cart behind her as it matched her pace. The rest of the shelving was done quickly and then she made her way to the front doors. It was rather a new duty of hers. Only in the few moons since crossing her eighteenth threshold had she been trusted with opening the doors. Technically they were always unlocked for visitors to enter, but the doors were kept wide open during the darkest times at night, when the smallest delay could lead to death.


  As she turned a corner, a Nif broke away from the other shadows, in their general star-shaped form. It ran alongside her, whistling and chattering. She smiled as a couple others joined it.


  When she’d first been given to the Athenaeum, after crossing into six, everything about the place had scared her—the dark corners, the books that leapt out, eager to be read and held, the shelving carts that chased her about wanting a pat, the room of scrolls and bones, but the Nif most of all. The little creatures of shadow that served most public buildings terrified her. She had been a poor ’dant. What had she known of living shadow?


  Now they were her constant companions, moving on a spectrum somewhere between friend and pet. Sometimes she thought they were smarter than her and other times they acted as if they were even younger than her sibs. She looked over to see one of the Nif taunting the empty cart that still followed her. Finally the cart lost its patience and shot toward the Nif. Lil watched them take off around a corner and shook her head. The two other uninvolved Nif exploded into their whistling laughter.


  She wasn’t worried. Nif couldn’t really be hurt and they wouldn’t harm Athenaeum property. She came to the main foyer and hurried down the stone steps. Bookshelves extended like wings from the bottom of the stairs and circled most of the room. The center space was filled with glass cases holding the fragile books that had not yet been recopied, or that they were forbidden to recopy at all.


  Giant doors loomed at the other side of the room. Twelve feet high, made of steel and glass, layered and twisted around each other. She could feel the Babel carved into the steel bones of them as she got closer, a shiver along her spine, an electric spark over her skin. The doors were not flat but twisted into peaks and valleys; ridges and divots caught the light of Yanwan, the setting sun, held it, shattered it, and made the door look alive.


  They weren’t formed to look like anything specific that she could discover, because every angle showed something different. Sometimes it was an Ante, or the skyline of Zebub, sometimes a mating run of crike or a map of all Corpiliu, sometimes a wing of dragons coming to carry her away.


  And rarely, very rarely, she would catch glimpse of an odd shape, one that twisted in on itself, trying to break free. She took it to be the written form of Babel, the living language. She could almost recognize them from the way the shapes had burned her throat and she studied these the hardest, trying to keep perfectly still so the vision would linger. The written form of the language had been lost since before the Athenaeum Wars, and examples were few and far between.


  Tonight as she came closer the door looked to her like Zebub, the streets laid out before her in metal and glass, except that something was different. As the buildings began to fade with her movement she finally figured it out: everything looked ready to buckle and crumble. As if the whole city was in the process of breaking down.


  Then it was gone, the angle of the light changing in her headlong rush to the door.


  Even as she struggled to shake the image from her mind another feeling filled her, shivered across her raw and sensitive tongue. Anxiety. The closer she got to the door, the more sure she was that someone was waiting on the other side. There were only two reasons someone would be waiting outside the door instead of announcing themselves.


  A ’dant who was being pursued might not want the bells that rang through the city to announce his request for sanctuary. Lil finally reached the doors and pulled them open. That was probably all it was, someone looking for protection. It was always bad when the Athenaeum was under siege but simple enough for Holder Mayer to smuggle them out to another city where he had contacts.


  As she placed her hands on the door, heat flared in her body; her mouth began to salivate heavily, and she swallowed. The door slid open smoothly even as she heard the footsteps behind her and realized that Holder Mayer was on his way.


  Still, she hoped her prediction was accurate.


  Only as she opened the door to reveal the three Antes did she face the truth of it.


  The one in the center was tall, even taller than it appeared, since it was crouched down on a dozen stick-thin legs that ended in sharp points, moving and clacking on the stone. Its torso flared up and out from the point all the legs met, like a flat triangle, into two pointed shoulders. From each of the pointed shoulders, mouths opened and closed as if they longed to speak, and just below each shoulder three upper limbs sprouted, all of them ending differently—hands, pincers, and something like proto-wings. Its head sprouted from between the shoulders from a single point to a triangle, a miniature version of its torso from which two golden eyes looked out, its mouth an almost unidentifiable vertical slash. Small but sharp spines covered the top of its head and the back, almost like hair.


  Its skin was a deep, dark red that pulsed and shifted in her sight.


  She turned her attention to its two companions, standing on either side. They looked more like ’dants—like her—but so pale she could see the tracery of purple and black veins below their skin.


  Belatedly she realized she was standing in the door staring at them, Holder Mayer coming up behind her.


  “Fair Night!” she blurted as she backed into Mayer and dipped into a bow.


  Holder Mayer did the same, except without the edge of panic to his voice or movements.


  “Fair night to you all.”


  A chorus of voices answered. “Foul may it fall on your enemies.”


  She rose from her bow and moved to the side with Mayer to allow them entrance. She averted her eyes from the Ante in the lead, turning to the ’dant-looking retainers, who were easier to handle. Still, Lil had not missed the sash of office it wore.


  The two could have been twins, their features even and the same. Too smooth though, as if their faces were not done, a carving only half-complete. They had the same twisted braids of blue and purple sprouting from their heads. They wore only pants, their torsos and feet bare. Aside from the skin color, the odd wrinkle that adorned their foreheads, and the circular markings that ran down their torsos, they could be any of those who lived in the same building as her parents.


  They entered and arrayed themselves behind the other Ante.


  Bodyguards?


  Mayer’s voice was smooth and his hand on her back calmed her even further.


  “How may we be of service to a Queen of the Ruling Courts?”


  Lil nodded, again looking at the sash wound around its torso that proclaimed Chayyliel not only the newest Queen of the Ruling Courts but also Head of the House of the Long Arm. The symbol for a Queen, the circle pierced by the eleven spikes, each representing a Court, done in bright silver rather than the usual rainbow, was in ascendance over the symbol of its House—an impossibly long arm knotted around itself in stylized black. Chayyliel spoke for its Court right now.


  “We would speak with you, Holder.” The mouths on Chayyliel’s shoulders whispered echoes along with its voice. Lil looked at the other Antes and saw their pants carried the Ruling Courts circle design in its normal rainbow, the circle itself black and the silver spike pointed upward, twice as large as the rest to show their allegiance. Members of Chayyliel’s Court.


  They both watched her back, eyes like nothing she had ever seen, a continuous spiral of color, slowly darkening from yellow to gold to black and back again. She slid closer to Holder Mayer. This was what she had been trained for, for twelve long cycles she had studied.


  Why did she feel so ill-prepared?


  “Very well. Come into my office. My Apprentice will bring tea.”


  None of them looked at her as they turned away, and she took a calming breath. She hurried back upstairs to the office to prepare the tray. The Nif who had disappeared as the doors opened reappeared at her feet, following, leaping about, piping in their soft unintelligible voices.


  “Yeah, you all were very helpful.”


  The pitch of the piping changed to one she decided was apology.


  “I know. I know. You guys don’t like Antes but I have to deal with them. It’s my job and I have to do better.”


  The piping became comforting as they entered the office.


  “Thanks, but that doesn’t change how I froze.”


  They whistled and clustered around her feet as she set up the tray. Speaking to the Nif had become habit at this point. She was always careful to let no one catch her. Like speaking to the mizzene at her parent’s apartment, it tended to make people uncomfortable. They were a comfort—Holder Mayer did not speak much except during lessons so Lil often conversed with the Nif, learning her own mind by what came out.


  “Do you guys remember the first time I did this?” She had no idea if these were the same Nif as twelve cycles ago, knew nothing about their life span. No one did, and all attempts to research it had led nowhere at all. Still she treated them as if they remembered and took their long high-pitched group whistle as agreement. The small teapot they used already sat in the heat bowl.


  She opened the lid, adding the water and leaves. The bowl immediately reacted and began to heat and steep the beverage.


  The set was yellowed with age. Mayer said it had been pure white in his great-great-grandfather’s time, when aspaks roamed the outskirts of cities freely. Before they were pushed farther into the wastes. Small bumps that had once been vestigial teeth now lined the cups and were purported to purify any poison they came into contact with. Using it would show good faith, that they had no intention of violence.


  She turned to the back of the office. The serving table she wanted was in the corner, growling to itself. She whistled to it, a tune of coaxing, no Babel this time but one of the lesser magics, just a hint of calm. The table was the fancier sort and not often used, so it had gone a bit feral in the meantime.


  It came forward cautiously but relaxed once it saw the tray in her hands. The faded yellow of the tray looked lovely and stark against the warm gold and crystal of the serving table. The table growled a little as she placed her hand on the front handle, but it let her lead it from the room. They hurried to the meeting room, the Nif around her melting away the closer she got.


  The Queen, the two companions, and Holder Mayer were all staring at her as she entered. Her nerves returned but she sucked in a deep breath.


  “Tea.” She guided the table forward to the center and took the empty seat next to Holder Mayer as her own. She met his expressionless face with a placid mask and accepted the small nod of approval.


  Chayyliel broke the silence in that same odd echoing voice. “So it has been decided.”


  Holder Mayer’s head snapped around. “Nothing has been decided as of yet.”


  The Holder sounded firm and strong in a way Lil had never heard before, even at his most angry. Even that time she’d knocked over that shelf of older texts and one had broken into tiny fragments and dust.


  Chayyliel and Holder Mayer locked their gazes. Lil faintly felt the very building still and pay closer attention as the Holder called on it. Lil only had a small echo of the Holder’s connection with Kandake, so she could not communicate with the Athenaeum yet. It felt warm like honey, but fleeting, not yet hers, she was only vaguely aware of when Mayer called on it.


  Chayyliel’s two drones watched her and she met their gaze with blankness, no longer shocked or off-center. Looking closer, she saw the blue and purple that exploded from their heads was not hair but something artificial screwed into their skulls. Chayyliel’s blended voice broke the staring contest.


  “The invitation has already been sent. The terms agreed to.”


  “Without my consent.” The building pulsed around them and the two drones looked nervous. As well they should be. To challenge a Holder in their Athenaeum was close to suicide even for an Ante. Being Head and Queen meant almost nothing in these walls.


  “I have acknowledged the debt.” Chayyliel’s echoing voice came together on that, firm and unyielding.


  Holder Mayer nodded but Lil could see the reluctance in it.


  “And if you choose to have her stay you will lose face with your compatriots.”


  The nod this time was quick and angry. “Yes, how neatly you’ve manipulated this.”


  Chayyliel said nothing, simply waiting.


  “Lil, you will be going home for the night.”


  She blinked but otherwise did not allow the surprise to show. “It is my duty to be beside you. To learn.”


  “All true. However, this evening is not one you will witness. I shall tell you everything when you return in the morning.”


  Lil was the one to nod reluctantly now. She rarely returned to her parents’ apartment to sleep, instead staying in one of the sleeping rooms in the lower levels of the Athenaeum. She went once a six-day to spend some—supervised—time with her sibs and have an awkward and boring dinner with her family. Watching her parents’ gratefulness war with the fear and hate was not her idea of a fun evening at home.


  “There are many things afoot. Thiot shall carry you home and bring you back in the morning.”


  She stood and bowed to the Queen. Holder Mayer stood as well and for the first time she noticed she was now taller than him; it was only by a hair but it made something in her stomach churn. She had no idea why, though, the Holder placed his hand on her upper arm. The silent reminder was unnecessary; she would not question him further in front of company. To question was part of being a Holder, but not at the cost of showing weakness.


  One of her first lessons—never show weakness to others whether they be allies, enemies, or something in between, because those categories shift on whims and winds.


  “Go to the side entrance, Thiot shall be waiting for you—”


  “No.” The multitoned voice of Chayyliel spoke from behind Holder Mayer. “Arel and Jagi will accompany her home. They will make sure she gets there safely on my personal crike.”


  Holder Mayer turned back to the Queen. “I would not like them to miss any of the discussion.”


  “They will not miss a thing.”


  There was no elaboration on this and Holder Mayer drew in a breath.


  “Swear on your House or Court that they will safely conduct her home and leave her there.”


  “I swear on the House of the Long Arm.”


  Some of the tension left the Holder but not all of it. He held Chayyliel’s gaze, searching, before turning back to her.


  “Go with them. I will tell you all in the morning.”


  The two pale ones rose and moved to either side of her. She nodded at the Holder and walked with them back to the large front doors, now open to the night breeze. Small packs of Nif scattered at their approach. They emerged onto one of the larger ’dant market-circles, bursting with last frantic activity before everyone went home for the night.


  At no signal that Lil could hear or see from her companions, one of the sleekest crikes she’d ever seen scuttled up to them. Its carapace was a slick red that reflected the dying sun’s light beautifully; its six legs were a matte black other than the thick bristly white hairs which spiraled up and down them.


  Its eyeless face twisted their way and it extended its front leg into a slope for them to climb. Lil paused but the Antes—she had to remember they were Antes, despite their ’dant-like appearance—were clearly waiting for her. She stepped into the bend of its claw and grabbed the first hair. She was used to such travel aboard Thiot, though he was much smaller and not as geneered, so she climbed upward and swung through the neck opening into the first section of the crike’s thorax. She settled on one of the bones shaped like reclining seats, the Antes settling across from her.


  “Where do you live?”


  Lil did not catch which of them had spoken.


  “At the Athenaeum.” She considered simply stopping there, but she wanted to continue this conversation. A Holder learned whenever they could from whoever they could. “My family lives in the Court of Sorrow and Riches district.”


  They nodded, not quite in unison, and the crike began to move.


  “What are your names?”


  The one on her right smiled. “You may call us Arel and Jagi.”


  “And your bloodline?” She treaded on rudeness to ask so bluntly, but there was no time for subtlety; the crike was moving through the city at too fast a clip.


  “Many names.” The one on the right again, his smile growing broader, revealing even, stone gray teeth.


  Lil refrained from rolling her eyes. Of course, the first Ante she had the chance to question would be a radical. She cared not for controversial theories of divergent bloodlines; she wanted to know what she was dealing with.


  “Bloodline Tlazolteotl was the name we were born to,” the one on the left answered.


  Lil nodded in thanks.


  Tlazolteotl, the eater of filth, corrupter and purifier both. She wondered how their blood expressed but it would be beyond rude into dangerous territory to ask. So she changed the subject and tried to question why they’d come to the Athenaeum, but they talked in circles.


  Whenever one spoke of Chayyliel or their Court, revealing nothing she did not already know, she would look to the other for any nonverbal clues, but their opposite was always staring off into space. She wondered if they might share one mind? Some other bloodlines had group minds but it would seem to make them inconvenient bodyguards if only one could function at a time.


  Were they listening to something else?


  Were they reading her mind?


  Telepathic abilities were rare in Tlazolteotl but not unheard of.


  Or were they listening to their Queen?


  She glanced out of the hole in the crike’s carapace, down, down, down at its long spindly legs deftly moving without spearing any of the ’dants or small personal crikes scurrying about. It minced delicately between buildings and through alleys. They were discussing the welcoming parade in a couple months for the delegation from Ghinai when they passed Hypatia Athenaeum, the burns on the walls evidence of a war that they refused to erase.


  “They have been most resistant.” Lil’s head turned when she realized it had been two voices for the first time since the ride began. She met their gazes and saw that not only were both her companions present, but they had moved from their seats while she was distracted. They now bracketed her, all of them looking out at Hypatia as they passed.


  What did it mean? Both watched her, waiting for a response of some sort. She settled on, “To what?” wondering if the conversation at the Athenaeum was over, if they were finally going to tell her something worthwhile.


  “The Holders of Zebub and their Apprentices are being called to the Ruling Courts.”


  Her mind went blank with surprise, every bit of her training keeping her face a still mask. She concentrated on the part that made sense, Hypatia being resistant. She lived not far from the Athenaeum and knew very little about the inside. That was enough to judge. Unlike Kandake, which encouraged ’dants to visit and learn, to read and stay, Hypatia did not allow many to enter. They treated knowledge as something to be hoarded and doled out to a select few.
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