
        
            
                
            
        

    Angelstone (Dark Angel #2)
By Hanna Peach
 
The sequel to Angelfire (Dark Angel #1)
 
After escaping from the Hollows, Jordan takes Alyx and Israel to Aradale, a secret Rogue community, where they appear to be safe − for now. But did they bring the enemy with them? “Mini”, the strange and speechless young girl they rescued from the Hollows, is not as she seems. Why was Elder Michael keeping her locked up? What is she hiding?
 
Out in the mortal cities, pieces of Black Stone, the only material that can disrupt the angels’ healing abilities, continue to be stolen to make weapons for Samyara’s dark army. Alyx and her friends must stop them, but this means infiltrating holy and guarded places to steal the Black Stone − a monastery in remote China, a mosque in Saudi Arabia, an art gallery in Florence and a cathedral in Peru.
 
Can they win this deadly race against the Darkened?
 



Chapter 1
 
Alyx had evaded him. For now.
She struggled to contain her breath, jagged from all the running, as she crouched behind a crumbling stone pillar. Here the grass struggled to grow between the uneven slate paving stones.
She was back in the DreamScape. Except this time, she was not surrounded by brick walls of the gray maze. No. This time the DreamScape was wide and bare except for the pillars that remained of these ruins. Bone-gray and broken.
Alyx felt naked. Exposed. She wished, almost, for the walls back.
She remembered the last time she was here – the sweaty palms, the panic, the claustrophobia of the brick maze – and a shudder ran through her. She remembered how Michael’s form had pushed its way through the skin of the Scape and how his stony arms had held her. She remembered his promise to her.
“I will find you.”
Alyx stopped wishing for the walls to come back.
Stone scratched on stone, the sound grating against her spine. Alyx peered around the corner of her hiding place. A short distance away, whole pillars were being tossed across the ground as if they were but empty hollow things. Something was moving. Something powerful.
He was coming for her.
Fight, something in her whispered, soft like the voice of bloodink. Instead Alyx placed her hands on the slate beneath her feet. No. Escape was a better option.
She ran through Jordan’s instructions in her mind again. “Remember that the DreamScape is pliable. Imagine it like water around you. Push through it with your mind and it will move out of your way. Imagine there is a way out and there will be. But you must believe it.”
Alyx pressed down on the slate with her hands. It was unyielding. But she could do it. This time, surely. A doorway, a way out…a way out. She had to make her way out. She couldn’t keep running.
All the while the noise of the sliding pillars grew louder and closer.
But the slate remained unchanged. “Come on,” Alyx cried out in frustration.
Stop. Breathe, she told herself. She closed her eyes and forced the noises around her to fade. Breathe. Believe.
Believe.
Under her palms, Alyx felt the slate shifting. The smooth coolness turned to the grain of untreated wood. Her eyes flew open. Under her hands was a door, wooden and simple. The sides were uneven but she didn’t care. She had created a door.
Her fingers moved over it. Wait. Where was the handle? The lock? Alyx’s fingernails scratched at the edges of the door. It sat too flush against its frame for her to get her fingertips in there.
The noise of moving pillars was getting closer. Alyx felt her panic start to close its fingers around her throat. She stood and kicked down at the door. It’s only wood. It should break. Break, damn you, break.
“Come on, Alyx,” his voice carried through the panic-buzz in her brain, taunting her.
The pillar behind her flew to the side. Alyx spun. Her heart felt like it wanted to leap from her throat. She was exposed.
He faced her, still some meters away, but he didn’t need to get any closer. He tilted his head at her. “Maybe some incentive?” He stretched his right hand out and a broken pillar to his right lifted from the ground. Alyx stomped frantically at the door at her feet. He pointed his hand at her and the pillar flew towards her.
Fight, fight. The voice was unbearable now. Fight. Something in her snapped. Enough.
From within her bubbled forth a fury, a rage that tore away the fist-like panic at her throat. It ripped at the magic of the Scape around her. Alyx could feel it gathering in her arms like yards of fabric. She heard a gasp. Did it come from her? Or him?
Like a giant soundless scream, she projected all this energy from her. The pillar that was about to crush her blew back against the force. It flew back through the air and crashed into the ground, a cloud of gray dust billowing and spitting chips of stone around its resting place.
Her mind seemed to clear with the dust. Only then did Alyx realize what she had done.
Jordan.
Alyx ran to where Jordan had been standing. The pillar lay cracked in multiple places. But he was gone.
 



Chapter 2
 
The swallow flew down from his height, down from above the peak of the mountains, the trees below dropping away into a sea of wild grasses. On the breath of a soft wind the swallow circled over a farmhouse, a farmhouse named Tara, where, through a window, the swallow could see a young man gazing out with an expression of sadness across his human face. The young man frowned, eyed the swallow for a moment, then looked past him to the sky beyond. Almost as if the young man was watching for something... or someone.
The swallow pulled up over the farmhouse. The current of air took the swallow along where the land naturally climbed up, up past the ridge and up past a water tower, where two Seraphim, a young female lightwarrior and a Rogue, were lying side by side.
 
 
“Jordan?” Alyx’s eyes flicked open and her chest arched with a violent inhale. She sat up too quickly, her head spinning.
Jordan was sitting up, hunched over his bent knees, his face in his hands, fingers rubbing his forehead. “Jesus,” came out muffled.
“Did I hurt you?” Alyx clasped her hands on either side of his face, pulling it from the cup of his hands and bringing it closer to hers for inspection. He met her eyes. His green-tea eyes, feline and alert, were nothing like Israel’s soft, hooded, brown ones.
Alyx flinched, then pulled back. It was unsettling to have someone other than Israel look at her like that. There was a slight pinch to Jordan’s lips. Then it was gone.
“I’m fine,” he said. “I managed to pull out of the Scape just before the pillar crushed me.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“What happened to you in there?”
Alyx shook her head over and over. “I don’t really know. You threw the pillar at me and I couldn’t get that damned door to open. I was so tired of running. I was scared. And so angry. There was a voice inside me telling me to fight. Something in me snapped. I don’t know how, but I pulled at the magic of the Scape around me and... somehow I threw it at you. I didn’t even know what I was doing.”
Jordan’s face darkened. “Anger is a powerful but destructive emotion, Alyx. It allows you to access a great amount of power, as you discovered in that DreamScape, but the power that comes from anger is wild, uncontrollable. It takes over and makes you do things you wouldn’t normally do.”
“Like trying to kill you,” Alyx said, her voice low.
“Yes, like trying to kill me,” Jordan said gently. “When you’re in a Scape you’re wrapped in the walls of your own subconscious. If you let fear and anger take control of you like that again… you could tear your own mind apart from the inside.”
Alyx was silent for a moment as the thoughts sank in. She almost killed a friend. She could have torn her own mind apart. She shuddered. “I didn’t know that was even possible.”
“There are several layers of each Seraphim magic. The Elders only teach you the lower levels. But there are higher levels, more sophisticated levels of the magic. We FreeThinkers out here, we share what we know and what we discover about our magic, but we don’t know everything that the Elders are hiding. The DreamScape is a bit different because it is part of your subconscious, hence why you are able to assert control over it even though you aren’t a DreamWalker.”
Alyx rubbed her ribs where her stolen bloodink tattoos were hidden: a full Animale, parts of WaterBearer, AirWhisperer, EarthSifter and FireTwirler, and a sliver of DreamWalker. What secrets did each of these magics hold?
“We should practice your manipulation of the DreamScape again, but without the whole anger and fury thing.” Jordan nudged her good-humoredly. Then his face darkened again. “It may come in handy... Michael won’t stop until he finds you.”
They entered the DreamScape again to continue their practice. By the end of their training, Alyx had been able to create a door with a handle. But she was still taking too long to do it. Dammit. It just wasn’t good enough.
“Don’t worry about it. It takes time,” said Jordan as they rested on the water tower after training. He smiled. “You’re doing really well.”
Alyx leaned against the tower, closed her eyes and let the sun warm her skin. She knew that Jordan was just trying to make her feel better, but for some reason his efforts unsettled her.
“I was wondering…” she heard Jordan say after a few minutes of silence, “there’s nothing going on between you and Israel, is there?”
Alyx had to choke back a gasp as her eyes flew open. Was her heartbreak so obvious? The ache in her chest had been her constant companion since Israel and she had decided to just be friends. It was there under everything, hollow and raw like an abyss. She thought that she had hidden it well enough…
How would Jordan react if he knew how far Alyx and Israel had taken their brief relationship? No, Alyx couldn’t risk Jordan’s disapproval, his judgment, his rejection. She needed his help. That’s why he couldn’t know. No one could.
“No…” she lied. “Why would you ask such a thing?”
Jordan shrugged and looked apologetic. “I just wanted to be sure…”
“Well, there’s nothing going on.”
“Excellent.” Jordan shuffled over next to Alyx and leaned against the tower. He smiled at her, then closed his eyes and tilted his face to the sun, mimicking what Alyx was doing earlier. Alyx felt an uncomfortable coldness settle in her belly at Jordan’s proximity.
“We should head back,” she said standing up so that she could move away from him.
Alyx thought she saw a flash of disappointment cross Jordan’s face. But he nodded and they took off from the water tower back to Tara.
 
* * *
 
It was quiet now in Tara. Marin and Lukas had since returned to Aradale. Lukas had family there and Marin… well, Marin just didn’t like sitting still. Jordan had left to speak to a contact of his. Alyx had asked to come along, but Jordan had insisted she stay to watch over Israel and Mini.
Truthfully, Alyx didn’t want to be left in this house alone with Israel. Which is why she was hiding in her room with Mini now curled up next to her, asleep.
Alyx hadn’t seen Israel since they had their “let’s just be friends” talk. He had still been too sick to leave his room, and Jordan had seemed to realize that all was not well between them, offering to take up Israel’s meals so that she didn’t have to.
Friends. The word made her sick.
Alyx tried to push away these thoughts and focused on the glass globe in her hands. When she had first arrived, she had noticed it on her bedside table, sitting placid in its holder. Jordan had called it a soulglobe, a glass orb infused with both MirageWeaver and MemorySong magic. It could hold memories or messages. But thanks to the MirageWeaver magic, only the intended could ever see its true contents. Alyx had never seen anything like it before. Jordan had said that Tobias, the chief of Aradale, had created it.
Alyx stared at the globe, willing it to reveal its secrets. But the mist within never cleared, no matter how much she stared or shook it or warmed it up in her hands.
Alyx heard a noise and almost dropped the globe. A thumping. From within the house. Had they been discovered? Alyx leapt to her feet and dashed from the room to the second floor landing.
It was Israel. He was trying to walk down the stairs, hanging on to the handrail, his legs stumbling from one step to the next, still stiff from the remnants of the Cerberus venom.
Watching him struggle with the stairs melted her heart. She forgot that she was avoiding him. Alyx moved instinctively to his side and tucked her arm around his waist. It was only when she was this close to him that she remembered how much taller he was than her. Israel’s eyes fell upon her. Brown eyes rimmed with thick lashes. Even now, cold like ice, these eyes spoke directly to her heart, which thudded in her chest so loudly that she thought he may have heard it. She couldn’t stay trapped in his stare so she dropped her gaze. Without meaning to, her gaze dropped to his lips and that scar.
A memory flashed across her mind of her fingers, her lips, her tongue across that scar. That scar. And across the others on his body. Alyx felt her insides clench so hard she almost doubled over. Joy and bitterness wrapped in one. Fire and ice. Life and death.
“L-let me help you,” Alyx said, trying to explain away her proximity.
Israel tensed beside her. He lurched himself forward, away from her touch, and she felt her fingers grasping after him. The echo of his skin left behind a resounding emptiness.
“I’m fine. I don’t need you.”
They were just words but they may as well have been made from shards of Black Stone for how they cut her.
I don’t need you.
The wounds these words left behind would remain. She tried not to let the pain show on her face. She couldn’t let him know he had hurt her.
“I was just trying to help,” Alyx could hear herself say. She sounded whiney. Pathetic. She had to stop these feelings. Had to make them stop. God, why had she ever allowed herself to feel these things?
Israel recommenced his clumsy descent down the final steps, leaving Alyx standing there, wordless and wrapped in her own self-pity, aching for his skin under her fingers.
On the ground floor, Israel limped across the room and disappeared into the kitchen.
The kitchen. Too many sharp objects. Hot things. He wasn’t completely well yet. Concern overriding everything else, Alyx followed him.
On the kitchen bench, Israel had taken out bread and cheese. Now he was opening the cupboards.
“What are you looking for?” Alyx asked as she moved towards him, although this time keeping her distance. “You shouldn’t be moving around so much.” Israel pulled a plate from a cupboard. Alyx grabbed the other end. “Let me help.”
“Leave me alone, dammit!” Israel yelled. “I’m not completely helpless you know.”
The plate flew out of their fingers and across the room, breaking against the far wall, a shattered heart of white and blue. Alyx gasped. Even Israel looked stunned. The silence that followed was deafening, filled only with the unsaid.
Broken beyond repair. Alyx moved across the floor and began to pick up the pieces. There was nothing else left to do.
Neither of them dared to look at the other.
 



Chapter 3
 
In that space between sleep and consciousness, Passar heard Elijah call his name. Elijah. His Elijah. It melted the ice that had built up around his heart.
Passar rolled over towards the presence in bed behind him. He stretched his fingers across the sheets to catch Elijah’s waist... but his fingers kept moving through thin air. The warm presence disintegrated into cold ashes at his empty fingertips. The warmth around his heart shattered under the realization of the truth...
Elijah was... still dead.
Passar opened his eyes. The last of his hope that the past few months had just been a nightmare shattered. If only he could live in those blissful moments between asleep and awake. If only.
Waking up without Elijah – every morning – was the hardest part. No, lying down at night without him was the hardest part. Breathing without him was the hardest part.
Without him was the hardest part. Eternity without him.
Passar’s fingers gripped the sheet so hard it almost tore. He pushed his face into his pillow and let out a sob.
No. No tears. Anger. Anger was good. Anger was better. The only thing that numbed this pain was anger. Under the anger it still hurt, but at least it was bearable.
It was the Elders’ fault, the Elders must pay. All of them must pay.
Whatever it took. Passar would damn well do whatever it took to get Elijah back. Even if it meant that others had to die in his place.
 



Chapter 4
 
The next morning, Israel’s legs had lost even more of their stiffness. He tried to make as little noise as possible as he walked through the dry leaves on the ground around Tara. He had gotten out of bed at the first light after a restless night of very little sleep and followed Jordan down here.
In a clearing through the trees ahead, he could see that Jordan was running through a series of katas with a weapon that looked like a short staff with flame-like blades leaping off both ends. Israel paused for a moment, half behind a trunk of rough bark that looked like peeling paper, gray and powdery, which came off on his fingers. He watched Jordan move. Israel had to give it to Jordan − this guy was good. Smooth, confident strokes, clean lines… but he was too “by the book”. He wouldn’t last long on the street. He wouldn’t last long in a scrappy fight. A real fight.
“Is there something you were after? Or are you just enjoying the view?” Jordan’s voice rang out clearly. He didn’t sound breathless at all and he hadn’t stopped his precise movements. Israel could swear he could see a small smile teasing Jordan’s lips.
Dammit. He hadn’t been as inconspicuous as he thought he’d been. Well, he had been caught, so he might as well do what he came here to do. Israel stepped forward, trying to insert an air of confidence in his step by holding his shoulders higher than usual.
“Do you win any fights using those ballet moves of yours?” Israel said.
“Come closer and I’ll show you.” Jordan still hadn’t missed a beat in his movements. Speckles of early morning sun caught on the twirling blades of his weapon.
Israel placed his feet on the ground in a fighting stance, his fists clenched at his sides. If this Rogue wanted to attack him, he could try. Israel would make a real good go of it, weaponless or not.
Jordan laughed. “Relax, mortal, I don’t want to fight you. Not that I think it wouldn’t be an interesting fight, no matter how short it would be for you...”
Israel bristled and his knuckles cracked as his fists gripped tighter.
“... but our fighting is best saved for our real enemies, don’t you think?” At this Jordan pulled out of his last position, a side lunge with his weapon above his head, and stood, resting his weapon against his shoulder, in a casually confident stance.
Israel didn’t care about real enemies or not. Right now this cocky bastard was his enemy and needed to be pulled down a peg or two. He began to calculate how many punches he could throw in before the Rogue could react.
Jordan raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m sure Alyx would be disappointed in us both if we wasted any blood because of each other.”
Alyx. Her name caused a release in him. All the fight drained from him and left behind a cold prickly feeling. Alyx. He had messed that up, hadn’t he?
“Yeh,” Israel said, “I didn’t come here to fight you.”
“Why did you come?”
“I wanted talk. Man to man.”
“You came just to talk?” Jordan sounded amused. That irked Israel. He didn’t see why this damned Rogue should be amused.
Alyx. Think of Alyx. Don’t knock this guy’s head off − she wouldn’t like it.
Israel loosened his fingers from their grip. “So your magic powers, your DreamWalker powers. I know that you guys can put up defenses to stop someone from attacking you with them...”
Jordan nodded. Go on.
Israel didn’t like that he was about to ask this Rogue for help. He didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. But Israel only had to remember how Alyx had used DreamWalker to put him to sleep for him to change his mind. Alyx had done this so that he would stay behind. So she could leave him behind. Because she thought he wasn’t strong enough to defend himself.
“It’s too dangerous for you”, she had said.
If Israel could fight against their magic, he would be better. He would prove he was useful and that he didn’t need to hide behind her. Even yesterday she was all over him like a child who couldn’t take care of himself. He didn’t want to be a child in her eyes. He wanted to be a man. He needed to be the man.
“So,” Israel said, “could I learn to defend myself against your magics?”
“Interesting.” Jordan made a small noise in his throat. “Could a mortal raise a defense against the magics?” Jordan began to pace. “Your only option against the elemental magics – fire, water, earth, air – is just to get the hell out of the way. But the Seraphim don’t need magics to defend themselves against mental magic attacks. DreamWalker and MemorySong can be deflected by using the defender’s own will, his or her inner power... theoretically, if a mortal’s mind was strong enough, they may be able to learn to raise their mental defenses in the same way.”
It sounded like this Rogue was issuing a challenge. “I’ll do it.” Bring it, Rogue-boy. “What do you want me to do?”
Jordan stopped pacing and spun so that he was facing Israel. Jordan looked at Israel in silence for long enough that Israel began to feel uncomfortable. There was almost a leer to Jordan’s stare. The side of Jordan’s lip tilted up. “Are you asking for my help, mortal?”
This cocky prick was going to make him say it. Israel grumbled a little before acquiescing. “Yes, Rogue, I am asking for your help.”
Jordan’s face broke into a grin. Israel didn’t have a good feeling about this.
“On the basis that I think this will be… an interesting experiment, I agree to help you.”
“Great.”
“On one condition.”
Of course there had to be a condition. “Which is?”
Jordan pursed his lips and stepped up to Israel. The Rogue was a few inches shorter than Israel, but he had something about him that made him seem bigger, taller than he actually was. Israel lifted his chin higher.
“Which is?” Israel repeated. He wasn’t intimidated by this Rogue, magics or not.
“You’ll do exactly as I say, when I say it.”
“But—”
“And no arguing with me.”
“You said one condition.”
Jordan narrowed his eyes. “And no arguing with me.”
Israel growled deep in his throat. “Fine. I accept your conditions.”
“Excellent.” Jordan lifted and swirled in the air. “Let’s begin.” He began to float off through the trees.
“Now?”
“No time like the present, don’t you think?” Jordan called out behind him. “Don’t fall behind.”
Israel had to run to keep up.
 
* * *
 
“Tell me again why I’m standing on this rock?” Israel eyed Jordan as he stood on the bank of the river. Actually, the river was more of a deep creek, meandering along one part of the Tara farmlands, the smooth pebbles of the creek bed clear through the running water. The air trapped under the canopy of trees was cool and filled with aqua-colored dragonflies and speckled emerald bugs. Dandelion seeds hovered in the air and sunlight danced across the water.
The curved rock underneath Israel’s bare feet was cold, having seen no sun overnight. He had to fight against the dull ache still in his legs in order to keep himself upright. Israel crossed his arms. He didn’t have to get any closer to know that Jordan was grinning.
“No situation where you will need to lift your defenses will ever occur on solid ground where you have no other distractions. You need to be able to lift your defenses at any time under any circumstances. Plus,” Jordan raised a corner of his mouth, “you look cute when you’re trying to concentrate.”
Israel lowered his eyes and grumbled under his breath. But he stayed on his rock-island. If he didn’t know any better, he would have said that this Rogue was flirting with him.
“I’ll go easy on you to start off. Remember what I taught you?”
Israel nodded. They had already spent the last hour or so going through the basics. Finally, Israel had been able to grasp the defenses within. And finally, Jordan had said that he was ready to try it out against some real magic.
Israel uncrossed his arms and steadied himself.
“Don’t pull until you see the pulse coming. You won’t get any warning in real life.”
Israel nodded.
Jordan flexed one palm out to Israel and a pulse of DreamWalker came at him. He could see the shift in the air as it travelled towards him, but more importantly he could feel it. Israel yanked at his self on the inside, tried to puff it out like a shield as he had been instructed. He felt it draping out like empty sails against an anorexic wind. It won’t work.
It didn’t. Israel felt the pulse of DreamWalker hit him square in the stomach. He felt his lids start to close as Jordan tilted in his vision. Israel tried to fight against the sleep, he tried to concentrate solely on remaining awake, but it was all too much. The imbalance of the rough rock under his feet caused his concentration to slip. He began to tip. His legs buckled under him.
The cold water shocked his body back to consciousness. Israel drew in a large audible breath of air as he pushed his head out of the water. He grunted as he pulled himself up onto the bank. Standing up, he shook himself and droplets fell off him like rain.
“Oh dear. You’re all wet.” Israel could tell that Jordan was trying not to laugh.
“Think that’s funny, huh?”
“One of us, at least, should be having fun.”
Israel saw red and a rush of blood filled his head. Fun? He would have fun with his fist against Jordan’s face.
Israel leapt out towards Jordan, arms outstretched, to tackle him to the ground. Before Israel could reach him, Jordan soared up out of reach. Israel’s arms closed around nothing and he landed on the ground with an ungraceful thump.
“Really? Is that necessary?” Jordan asked, his voice infuriatingly placid.
Israel rolled to his back and sucked the air back into his chest. He needed a second. Just a second. He would get up when the sky stopped spinning.
“Did you stop to think,” Jordan continued, “that I may be deliberately goading you?”
“’Cause you’re a bastard like that?” wheezed Israel.
“Because you need to learn how to control your temper. The littlest thing seems to set you off. And that doesn’t bode well for your ability to prevent mind magics from affecting you.”
“Whatever, Rogue. Admit it, you’re enjoying this.”
Jordan floated down to land near Israel’s feet. From this distance Israel could see that Jordan’s lips were pressing into a thin line.
“Listen up and listen carefully. I am helping you for Alyx just as much as for you. She will put herself on the line for you because she is your Guardian and because that is who she is. I don’t want to see her get hurt. And, under all this bravado you seem to be so intent on displaying around me, I believe that you also don’t want to see Alyx hurt either. You need all the training you can get to make sure that you can at least help in your own defense. So, when you’re quite finished messing around in this one-sided pissing contest, I’ll be waiting to help you train again.” With that, Jordan turned and began to float away.
Israel closed his eyes as Jordan’s words sank in. If Alyx was hurt, or worse, because of him... he would never forgive himself.
“Wait,” he called out. Israel opened his eyes and pulled himself up to a sitting position. Jordan had stopped floating away and was watching him over his shoulder. “I want to train. I’ll take whatever you dish out, just... help me train.”
“There’s something blocking your shield,” Jordan said. “You almost had it, I could see it growing around you, so it seems that it is possible for you to block against DreamWalker, but... something was stopping it.” Jordan tilted his head. “What do you think that is?”
Israel shrugged and tried to keep his voice from being too sarcastic. “I don’t know. Aren’t you supposed to tell me?”
Jordan lifted an eyebrow. “Get back on the rock. Try again.”
Israel thought about protesting but instead he clamped his lips together and did what he was told.
The rock was slippery this time, having been splashed with water after his dip into the creek. Israel gripped the stone as hard as he could with his toes.
“I’m going to send a smaller pulse this time. It should just be enough to make you drowsy. I just want to see your shield again.”
“I’m ready.”
Jordan faced his palm out at Israel. Again Israel pulled from within him, his lips pressed in a gritty determination. He had to do this. He had to do this to prove himself. To prove himself to her.
His shield spilled from him, but again it collapsed without substance. The DreamWalker pulse drew into his body.
“Dammit,” Israel growled as the energy began to slip from his limbs. True to Jordan’s word, this time the pulse wasn’t enough to cause him to fall asleep and slip off the rock.
“Interesting,” Israel heard Jordan say.
There was that damned word again. It was enough to wake him up a little more.
“What’s so damned interesting?”
“I have a theory about why your shield isn’t working.”
“Enlighten me.” Israel tried not to snap.
Jordan laughed. “Even half asleep you manage to find the energy to be angry.”
Israel heard a low growl then realized it was coming from his own throat. He forced himself to take a deep breath. Through gritted teeth he said, “Please, oh great teacher of mine, tell me why you think my shield isn’t working.”
“Your shield isn’t working, my dove, because there is a part of you that doesn’t want to be saved.”
 
* * *
 
Later, when Israel and Jordan returned to Tara, Israel was huffing with frustration and grumbling under his breath. They had repeated the exercise countless more times after that, but he had still not managed to pull up his shield. In fact, his ability seemed to have gotten worse.
A part of him that didn’t want to be saved? What the hell did that mean?
Jordan pushed open the front door of the Tara farmhouse.
“Jordan,” Israel heard Alyx call from the living room. He may have gotten angry that she had called Jordan’s name out and not his. But the fear that he could hear in her voice overruled it. Israel’s muscles tensed as he sprang forward through the house as fast as his aching body could go. He hated hearing fear in her voice. It scared him. Alyx was always so strong, so fearless – his warrior angel. Whatever could have scared her?
“What’s wrong?” Israel and Jordan both spoke at once as they ran into the living room. Israel glared briefly at Jordan before turning his attention back to Alyx.
Alyx was standing next to Marin who had obviously just returned from Aradale. Alyx’s hair looked even more tousled than usual. Israel knew this meant that she had been running her hands through her hair. Her face was pale and stricken. What was going on?
Marin’s face also looked distressed, his eyes rimmed with red. At the sight of Israel, his eyes widened, then his nostrils flared wide.
“You,” Marin pointed at Israel with a single finger that seemed to shake with rage. “This is all your fault,” he yelled. He advanced, his clawed hands aiming for Israel’s throat.
Israel jumped back with his fists at the ready just as Alyx grabbed at Marin’s hands. “Stop it, Marin. It isn’t his fault.”
“Marin, stand down,” Jordan said as he stepped forward to block Marin’s path to Israel. “What the hell is going on?”
“That godforsaken mortal is going to be the death of us all.” Marin yanked his hands from Alyx’s grip and glared at Israel.
“Marin, this is a tense time for all of us,” said Jordan, placing his hands on Marin’s shoulders. “But I need you to keep your head about you, otherwise you are no good to me. Go for a flight until you calm down. If this mortal really is to blame for something, then I shall make sure that he is detained and tried. But we will not have any trials by fists. We are not like them.” Jordan’s voice remained firm but without evidence of aggression, despite the tension and heat in the room.
Israel felt a little bit of respect growing for this Rogue; he could keep his cool. Jealousy bit him when he realized that Alyx was looking at Jordan with the same air of respect. Israel involuntarily clenched his fists. He forced himself to look away from Alyx and back to Marin. Marin’s jaw was working back and forth and he hadn’t taken his eyes away from Israel. But at least, Israel noticed, his breathing had become steadier.
“Fine,” Marin said. “But you make sure that mortal doesn’t go anywhere.”
“I will,” Jordan said.
Marin stormed out of the farmhouse, glaring at Israel as he left. The door slammed behind him, making the whole house reverberate. The tension seemed to have sucked out of the air.
Alyx’s shoulders slumped and she collapsed into the closest chair. Israel leapt forward, his legs protesting. He slammed his knees into the floor as he fell to her side. She wouldn’t look at him. What had happened? What had he done?
Israel reached out instinctively to put his hand over hers. His heart dropped when she didn’t move to clasp his fingers.
“What happened, Alyx?” asked Jordan, who crouched at Alyx’s other side.
There was a moment before Alyx spoke. “They found a body. A FreeThinker...”
Israel remembered that “FreeThinker” was what the Rogues called themselves.
“Her name was Zia,” Alyx continued. “Marin said that you knew her. I’m so sorry, Jordan.” Her voice sounded hollow, heavy with responsibility.
“Go on,” Jordan said, his voice still eerily calm. “What has this to do with Israel?”
“Her body was left out in Remembrance Park in Saint Joseph…” Alyx’s voice broke. Israel’s stomach dropped. He was beginning to see where this was going. “It was the Darkened. They killed her and then they carved Israel’s name across her stomach.”
A message. For him. Like the one he had left Adere. Oh God. They were using the Seraphim to get to him.
“This is my fault.” The words dropped, hollow and wooden, from Israel’s lips.
“No,” Jordan said. “This isn’t your fault. It’s Samyara’s. You didn’t kill Zia. They did.”
“Jordan is right,” Alyx said softly.
“But I need to stop them,” Israel said, feeling the guilt weighing down his shoulders.
“We,” said Alyx. “We’ll stop them.”
Jordan nodded. “But now we know that they want to smoke you out. We need to get you somewhere safer. We travel to Aradale tonight.”
 
* * *
 
For the moment, Alyx sat in her room on the edge of the bed, staring out the window, rolling the soulglobe absentmindedly between her palms. Mini was chittering incoherently behind her, having obviously picked up on the disjointed and excitable energy that had marred this place since Marin had arrived with his news.
Alyx barely registered Mini. She was thinking about how this all started with the first body in Saint Joseph being a sign of the prophecy. Her mind was working over the last things Mayrekk had said to her: “The prophecies talk about a Seraphim and a demon-mortal that fall in love.”
The prophecies were wrong about that. She had fallen for him... he had not quite fallen for her. Only a week ago he had agreed so easily to being just friends. If he had loved her, he would have protested against it, raged against it. He would have grabbed her shoulders and kissed her and ordered her to reconsider. But he didn’t. He had just sat there, placid as the soulglobe between her fingers, and accepted “friends”.
A sudden rush of sadness lashed through Alyx’s chest, making her gasp for breath. She flinched, her fingers fumbled, and she dropped the soulglobe. It landed with a thwack on the wooden floorboards and rolled towards the wall. Alyx let out a small sigh and leaned forward to retrieve it. It hit the floor molding and made a hollow noise. A hollow noise? Alyx frowned and her pain was forgotten for the moment.
Alyx picked up the globe, put it back on its holder and turned her attention back to the molding, a section now partly coming away from the wall. Alyx pried the molding away.
There was a small hollow in the base of the wall. Alyx peered closer. There was something in it.
Moving away small cobwebs, Alyx pulled the item out of the hollow. It was a bunch of Threads, small scraps of material rolled and twined together.
 



Dearest Yael,
 
I waited just as I said I would. But you did not come. Instead Do’hann came. He said the most horrible things... I don’t believe him, not for a second.
Then a group of lightwarriors came for me. I had to flee, my love, I could not stay.
What happened to you? Did they detain you? Are you hurt?
Oh my love, I cannot tell you how my heart aches for you. I pray that no harm has come to you. I will wait every day at our meeting place for you to come.
I don’t know how I could get this Thread to you but it eases my heart to imagine you reading these words.
 
Love always,
 
Siana
 



 
Five Threads, all letters, from someone named Siana to Yael. Could this be… Yael Ostin?
Alyx’s mind brought forward an image of Yael, her old lightwarrior rival, rude and brash and rough. He had never made her life in Michaelea easy. And after she had fled, he had almost recaptured her.
Alyx stared at the Threads and ran her hands across them again.
She couldn’t imagine anyone ever loving Yael. Or Yael ever loving anyone back.
She heard Jordan calling for her. This mystery didn’t matter anyway. She was leaving Tara now.
Alyx returned the Threads back to their hollow in the wall and replaced the floor molding. She put out her hand to Mini, who was standing at the top of the bed drawing invisible lines on the wall and mumbling.
“Come on, Mini. We’re going to a place called Aradale. It’s safer there.”
Mini had more questions in her eyes than she could communicate, but she took Alyx’s hand. Alyx’s heart tightened at the wordless trust of this little girl.
They joined Jordan and Israel on the grass in front of the farmhouse. Marin had still not returned.
“He’ll be alright,” Jordan had said. “He just needs to be alone. He’ll go back to Aradale when he’s ready.”
The sun was just falling under the horizon. Israel was walking without his limp now, but Alyx could tell from the slight tension between his brows that he was hiding some pain. Why did he feel the need to be brave all the time? Why couldn’t he just let anyone help him?
“If you wrap your arms around my shoulders from behind, it’ll be easiest for me to carry you,” Jordan said to Israel.
Israel shuffled, obviously uncomfortable. “Why do you need to carry me?”
“Well you can’t fly, and you obviously can’t walk all the way to Aradale. We also have Mini to think about. I suppose if you felt more comfortable, I could carry Mini and Alyx could carry—”
“No. No, no,” said Israel. “I’ll hang off you.”
Alyx’s heart clenched with rejection, but she kept a nonchalant look on her face. I’ll show you that I don’t care.
Jordan nodded at Alyx and she moved towards Mini, crouching beside her and speaking softly to her. “We’re going on a trip and it’ll be better if you go to sleep, little one. Go to sleep and when you wake we’ll be there.”
Alyx felt the pulse enter Mini’s body. Her little eyes closed and Alyx eased Mini into her arms.
Within minutes they were in the air.
 



Dearest Yael,
 
I have met a Rogue out here. His name is Lukas. He is friendly, and he claims that this is what he does to help new FreeWalkers when they first become Rogue. He can help you, too.
Lukas tells me that the Rogues have sanctuaries out here, my love. Hidden communities scattered across the globe. Some of them are even nestled among the mortal population! Imagine that − living among mortals!
They have leaders of each community (chiefs, they call them), but they are elected by the Seraphim. Out here, everybody is equal. There is no class system, no Elders, no Castus, no warrior class. We could have a happy life out here, my love. Happy and fulfilled.
Lukas wants to take me to Aradale, the nearest Rogue community, but I have said that I won’t leave without you.
Please escape. Please escape, my love, and come find me. Without you, I have nothing.
 
Yours always,
 
Siana
 



Chapter 5
 
In Samyara’s den, the stench of the collective Darkened was choking to Passar. He pressed further back into the corner, into the polished mahogany wall panels, as if doing so could make him disappear. It didn’t work.
Before him Samyara slumped in his chair, surrounded by his favorites like he was some kind of maharaja. Samyara’s eyes opened and he straightened up. “This isn’t working,” he snapped, frustration evident in his voice. “Israel is too closed off from me. He’s too aware. I can’t whisper into his mind.”
Samyara roared in displeasure. The Darkened around him flinched. Things are not good when the boss is angry.
“What do we do now, huh? How do we find him?” Samyara glared at every Darkened around the room in turn.
“Maybe,” Adere piped up, a hopeful smile on her face, “I can get through to him again.”
“Wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. You tried that and it failed.”
“Only because of the Seraphim,” mumbled Adere.
A thought came to Passar’s mind. For a moment he hesitated to speak up… but if Samyara found out that he had hidden things from him…
“Can… can you only whisper into the minds of mortals?” he asked.
The Darkened between him and Samyara parted and he was exposed. He almost wished he had stayed quiet.
Samyara narrowed his eyes. “I can whisper into anyone’s mind, but they have to be open to it. The Seraphim are too closed off for it to work with them. Mortals are easier because they aren’t aware. Why?”
Passar paused. Could he endanger an innocent? Elijah’s voice seemed to echo accusingly in his mind. Anything. You said you would do anything for me.
“There was a girl,” Passar blurted out.
Samyara leaned forward. “What girl?”
“She was locked in the Hollows as well. A mortal. Alyx insisted on rescuing her.”
“What was Michael doing with a girl locked up in the Hollows?”
“I don’t know. But I bet she’s still with them. Could you whisper to her?”
A grin began to creep across Samyara’s face. “A girl.”
 



Chapter 6
 
Nordlingen was an old town an hour south of Saint Joseph. From above, Alyx could see the intermittent street lamps spotlighting off the buildings that seemed to circle out from the stone cathedral, marking the town center and the highest point of this town. Some streets were so slim that Alyx doubted that the mortals could fit their cars down these cobbled lanes. It looked like a toy town.
At the edge of the town near a forested area, Jordan indicated towards a sprawling building that enclosed a square courtyard and branched out in several wings. They swooped over the surrounding wall of this property, and Alyx felt the familiar pop of breaking through a MirageWeaver ward.
“Welcome to Aradale,” said Jordan as they touched down on the thick grass of the front yard.
Alyx took in her surroundings. The thick walls of irregular-sized stones rose up on either side of the gate and stretched for some meters until they reached the corners of the block. On the right corner rose a small turret with a capped roof and a menacing spike on top. A lookout, perhaps? Cut into the base of the turret was a door. Inside, Alyx could see a stone circular staircase leading up.
The sign above the arched entranceway read backwards from where they stood. It took her a few seconds to figure out what it said. “Aradale Asylum?” Alyx spluttered. “Your sanctuary is an asylum?”
“It was,” Jordan said. “It shut down some years ago and we took it over. It has been a FreeThinker community ever since. The mortal community still thinks it’s a working asylum. Hence, the neighbors don’t bother visiting.” Jordan grinned. “Come on. Tobias is waiting for us.”
Inside, the beige walls of the corridors stretched out left and right with wooden floors made dull by years of traffic. Wooden stairs with smooth handrails and metal balustrades twisted up towards a second floor. Someone had tried to make this place homier by placing small wooden tables along the corridors and dressing them with vases containing orange and yellow gerberas. Framed pictures had been hung up along the walls.
There were a few Seraphim milling around, their stares curious.
“Jordan.”
Alyx turned to see a youngling about eleven winters, wild sandy hair, grin to his ears, flying towards them. The youngling flew into Jordan’s grasp, his thin arms winding around Jordan’s neck. Jordan laughed, returning his enthusiastic hug, then setting him down and rubbing a hand over his head. “Staying out of trouble, young Ky?”
“Never,” Ky said while ducking away from Jordan’s hand.
Jordan laughed again and grabbed the boy to plant a quick kiss on his head. “Ky, I want to introduce you to some people. This is Israel.”
Ky pulled away from Jordan and stared at Israel. Ky squinted. “He’s not Seraphim?”
“No,” said Israel. “Just a human.”
“Cool.” Ky put his hand on his chest and did a little bow. “Pleased to meet you, just a human.”
Israel smiled as he placed his own hand on his chest and bowed. “Likewise.”
“Ky is Lukas’s and Ana’s son,” Jordan explained to them. “And Ky, this is Alyx.”
“Who’s that?” Ky’s eyes widened at Mini still lying asleep in Alyx’s arms.
“Ky,” admonished Jordan.
“It’s okay, Jordan. Ky, this is a lost little girl we found. She doesn’t have a real name, but we call her Mini.”
His chocolate eyes were wide as he continued to stare at Mini. “She’s pretty.”
But Jordan wasn’t ready to let it go. “Ky, don’t be disrespectful to Alyx. She’s one of our fiercest warriors. Greet her properly or your mother will hear about it.”
Only then did Ky give Alyx any attention. He placed his hand on his chest and bowed his head towards her before puffing up his chest and announcing, “I shall be a great warrior one day, too.”
Alyx smiled. “Well, young warrior. Perhaps if your mother will allow, you can come practice with me.”
Ky gasped, then his face broke into a grin. “Do you think she will, Jordan?”
“Ask her now, Ky.” Jordan nodded towards a seraphelle floating towards them. She was long-limbed, pleasant-faced and moved through the air delicately. Her expression eased into a smile as she approached. “Ky, there you are.”
Ky flew to his mother’s side, his body becoming animated as he spoke rapidly, “...and she is a great warrior and she’s going to teach me to be a great warrior too but only if you say that it’s okay, oh please say that it’s okay, Mama?”
Ana looked over to Alyx, then to her son. There was something in her eyes that caught Alyx’s attention. Was it... apprehension and... fear?
“We’ll see, Ky,” Ana said.
“Good to see you, Ana,” Jordan said. “This is Israel. And Alyx, who young Ky here is getting worked up over. This gorgeous seraphelle is Ana.” Jordan grinned.
A smile broke through the tension in Ana’s face. “Jordan, you know your charms don’t work on me.”
“One can always hope, dear lady.” Jordan’s grin widened, and he lifted Ana’s hand to his lips. Turning back to Alyx and Israel, he said, “Ana is our physician.”
Physician. Alyx’s thoughts went to her belly. If anyone could tell her whether a child was growing inside her, Ana could. But could she trust Ana to keep her secret?
Alyx smiled at Ana, hoping to dispel some of the apprehension that was still in Ana’s eyes when she looked at Alyx. “So lovely to meet you.”
“You’re a warrior. Which city did you defect from?” Ana asked.
Alyx was not expecting this question. “Michaelea. Why? Did you come from there?”
Ana’s face looked haunted for a moment. “A long time ago, yes.” She grabbed Ky’s hand. “Come, Ky. Let these people get on their way and settle in. I’m sure that we are just in their way.”
“No, no. Not in the way at all,” Alyx started to say, but Ana was already pulling Ky along behind her as if she couldn’t wait to leave.
Strange, Alyx thought. Before she could ask Jordan more about Ana, a booming male voice called out, “So, our prodigal son has returned. And who has he returned with?”
Alyx turned her head towards the voice. A seraph, tall and olive-skinned with sparkling brown eyes was floating towards them. His features were of an older seraph, but his eyes gave him a sense of the child-like, of youthful exuberance. His smile radiated life and warmth and kindness. Alyx felt herself liking him already.
A wide grin spread across Jordan’s face. “Tobias. It’s so good to see you.”
“And you, Jordan. You have been missed these last few weeks. It seems the place is falling apart without your skilled hands.”
“You exaggerate too much.”
“I only do it to help you out with the ladies.” Tobias winked at Alyx. “Lord knows you need all the help you can get with them.”
The two seraphs clasped in a long and deep hug. As Jordan pulled back, he indicated as he spoke, “This is Alyx, the one I was telling you about. And Israel. And little Mini.”
“And you’re letting her carry all the weight? Jordan, what have I taught you?” Tobias chastised good-naturedly. Jordan pulled Mini from Alyx’s arms into his own, and Alyx mouthed her thanks.
Tobias turned to Alyx. She placed a hand on her chest and bowed her head to greet him. “I am pleased to meet you, Tobias. Jordan has spoken so highly of you.”
His grin broadened. “Come now, we shall be good friends soon, so why not start now?” Tobias surprised her by pulling her into his arms for a hug. Alyx found herself up on her toes. His larger, strong frame was an instant comfort. She found that a smile was beaming across her face as he let her go.
“You too, young Israel,” Tobias said as he enveloped Israel in his arms. They had a similar build and height, so Israel didn’t have to tiptoe like she did. Alyx could tell that Israel was uncomfortable with the proximity to this seraph from the crease between his brows and the way he gingerly patted Tobias’s back.
With the introductions over, Alyx tried to pull Tobias aside. “I have a few questions.”
“I’m sure you do,” Tobias said, interrupting her gently. “But there is plenty of time for all of that later. Let me show you to your rooms, get you settled in.”
Jordan walked ahead, with Tobias leaving Alyx and Israel walking side by side. Alyx tried not to appear uncomfortable walking next to him, but the silence hung awkwardly between them and caused Alyx’s throat to stick.
“I am so sorry about Zia,” Jordan said to Tobias. “We came as soon as we heard.”
Alyx could see Tobias nodding. “It is sad news. Something must be done. I have called a meeting which I hope the three of you will attend.” This last sentence was directed over his shoulder to Israel and Alyx as well.
“Of course,” Israel and Alyx both said.
They kept walking through the corridors, Alyx noting the curious stares of the other Seraphim who passed them.
“What do you think Samyara wants with me?” Israel asked in a hush.
Alyx bit her lip. “Because of your part in the prophecy. He probably wants to turn you, get you on their side. Tip the balance in their favor.” Guilt began to bloom in her chest for not telling him about what she suspected.
Now is not the time, she said to herself. Later, after I have confirmed with Ana about our child.
“But what’s my part supposed to be?”
“I… I don’t know.”
They stopped in front of two open doors on opposite sides of the hallway, which Tobias motioned to. “These are your rooms. I have also allocated a smaller room next door for the girl so you can be close to her as well. Your room and Mini’s room have a door between them,” Tobias said to Alyx.
“I’ll lay her in her bed now,” Jordan said before he disappeared into Mini’s room.
Tobias took a step closer to Alyx and Israel and lowered his voice. “Jordan has told me of your Guardian-bond and of your part in the prophecy.” He nodded towards Israel. “I have suggested to him that we keep this knowledge under wraps for the time being. It’s not that I don’t trust the Seraphim here, but Seraphim can talk and we want to avoid any information leaking out. If the Darkened or the Elders find out that you’re here, it puts Aradale at risk. Does this make sense?”
Alyx and Israel nodded. Jordan reappeared and shut Mini’s door.
Tobias took his leave, asking them to make their way to his office in half an hour for the meeting. He promised to spare some minutes for Alyx as well.
Jordan stepped up to Alyx’s side, close enough for her to feel his breath on her hair. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Israel frown.
“I have some things to take care of but I shall come and find you soon, okay, beauty?” Jordan’s voice was soft, low enough to be taken as intimate, but loud enough that she had no doubt that Israel had heard him. Jordan nodded to Israel then floated away down the corridor.
Alyx had only just entered her room when she heard Israel snap from behind her, “What was that about?”
Alyx spun to face him. His features were hard. “What was what about?”
“That. You. Jordan. Is there... is there something going on with you two?”
“Even if there was, that is none of your business.” Alyx folded her arms across her chest.
“Well, gee. How quickly I am replaced,” he replied bitterly.
Alyx couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “How dare you. You’re the one who—”
“Alyx? Alyx?” Mini’s desperate voice called through the wall from the next room, cutting her off.
“I’m here, Mini. I’m coming,” Alyx called out. “I don’t have time for this,” she said to Israel and shut the door in his face.
Alyx pressed her forehead to the door. How dare he! He was allowed to obsess over another woman and she wasn’t allowed to have a friend?
For a moment there was silence behind the door. He was still there. He hadn’t moved away. Alyx began to think, to hope, that maybe Israel would knock and say that he was sorry and that he was an idiot or… something.
Her heart crumpled a little when she heard Israel’s footsteps travel the short distance to his room opposite hers; then his door slammed.
Alyx sighed. She moved through the door that separated her room from Mini’s so that she could comfort Mini.
 
* * *
 
Mini was fully awake and had begun to look around curiously at their new surroundings. Her room, like Alyx’s, was simply furnished.
Alyx was pointing to and sounding out the few simple things in their room when there was a knock on the door. When it opened, Ky’s face peeked through.
“Hi, Ky,” said Alyx. “You can come in, but be very gentle as this is all very new to Mini and we don’t want to frighten her.”
Ky closed the door behind him ever so carefully so as not to make a sound. He floated towards them with the caution that one would take when approaching a wild horse. Mini leaned forward, peering curiously at the young boy. Ky’s eyes were just as wide as Mini’s as they studied each other. Mini then looked back and forth between Ky and Alyx as if requiring an explanation of this newcomer. Mini didn’t seem afraid of him.
“Mini, this is Ky. He is our new friend. Friend.” Alyx made an effort to clearly pronounce this last word.
“Frehn,” said Mini her little tulip mouth working around the sound.
Ky’s face contorted. “Can’t she talk?”
“I guess no one ever taught her,” said Alyx.
“Didn’t her parents teach her?”
“No, Ky. I don’t think she ever had parents.”
“Never had parents?” Ky’s eyebrows furrowed with what looked like a soft compassion. His eyes remained fixed on Mini. He appeared to have been stunned into silence.
Alyx began to point to things around the room again, sounding out the corresponding word to Mini. Bed. Table. Light. Floor. Mini repeated them with a thick tongue.
“Can I teach her, too?” Ky asked.
“How about I make you a deal?” Alyx said.
“What kind of deal?”
“I have to see Tobias soon for a meeting. But I don’t want to leave Mini alone in this new place, and it looks like she trusts you. So if you could stay with her and teach her some words for me, maybe take her around Aradale if you feel like a walk, then I shall train you in exchange.”
His face lit up. “Oh boy! Will I ever…” Suddenly, Ky frowned and began to shake his head. “No. It isn’t fair, Warrior Alyx.”
“What isn’t fair?”
“I don’t feel like the deal is fair. I mean, I get to spend time with Mini and I get you as my trainer.” His frown deepened. “I don’t see what I am giving in exchange for these things. This deal isn’t fair to you.”
The boy looked so serious that Alyx had to stop herself from laughing. “Well, what do you think would be fair?”
“Perhaps I could polish some of your weapons.” Ky brightened up. “Yes, I could do that.”
Alyx stuck out her hand. “Deal.” He shook her hand very solemnly. “Mini, I’m going to leave you with Ky here, okay? He’s going to keep you company while I’m not here. Be good.”
Ky moved towards Mini, smiling at her. “Hi Mini, you and I are going to be best friends.” He pointed to himself. “Ky. Friend.”
Alyx slipped out of the room.
 
* * *
 
Earlier, Tobias had said that his office was in the other wing, just past the covered courtyard that separated the east and west wings. As Alyx made her way through the Aradale building, she smiled at the few Seraphim that she passed. They all seemed quite friendly... so far.
Entering the other wing, Alyx noticed a disheveled looking seraphelle standing to one side of the corridor that she needed to travel down. The seraphelle was wearing a long skirt that looked worn and was rimmed with dried mud. Oily hair lay limp across a gaunt face pierced by vacant, snowy blue eyes. Alyx didn’t know why, but she found herself veering to the other side of the corridor as she passed this seraphelle. The seraphelle’s gaze found Alyx’s face. Her vacant eyes came to life.
“You,” the seraphelle hissed at Alyx as she lifted a crooked finger to point at her face. “The ghost, she walks. The ghost walks.”
Alyx felt an odd prickle along her back. “What?”
The seraphelle scuttled in front of Alyx, blocking her path. Alyx froze in place, unsure of what to do. She could feel the seraphelle woman studying her face. It made her feel like insects were crawling under her skin.
“No,” the seraphelle began to mutter. “Not the ghost who lost it all. Not the ghost, but looks like the ghost.”
The ghost? Who was this seraphelle? Was she just crazy or was there a ghost?
The seraphelle began to chant in a strange voice,
“Come forth, I charge thee, arise,
Thou of the many tongues, the myriad eyes!
Thou comest not with shows of flaunting vines,
Unto mine inner eye, Divinest Memory!”
As she stretched out her hand towards Alyx’s head, Alyx was too stunned to move.
Another hand grabbed the seraphelle’s wrist just before it touched Alyx’s forehead, her dirty fingers wiggling like worms.
“Don’t let her touch your head,” Jordan said as he eased the seraphelle’s hand away from Alyx. She was no match for his strength. Jordan leaned down to the seraphelle and spoke to her in a low voice. Alyx couldn’t hear what he was saying, but the woman recoiled and started to hiss. Finally the woman snatched her hand away from Jordan and scurried away through the corridor.
“What the hell just happened?” Alyx said. “Why was she talking about a ghost?”
“Who knows? She doesn’t ever make any sense. Stay away from her. She’s crazy. And don’t let her touch you. Ever.”
“Why?”
“We call her the MemoryThief. She steals memories from people but she doesn’t destroy them, so they become her own. They say that she has been stealing memories for several hundred years. Now she is confused as to who she is, where she is, or even what century it is. She rambles on such nonsense. Don’t let her touch your head. She’ll steal a memory from you.”
“What was that poem she was reciting?” Alyx thought it had sounded familiar, but she couldn’t quite remember.
“It’s part of a poem by Tennyson. When she chants it, it brings your happiest memories to your forethoughts, which makes it easy for her to access and steal. Some time ago she started stealing only happy memories.”
“Why is she here, then?”
“It’s the sanctuary’s code; we provide refuge for all Seraphim outside of the Elders’ society. Are you heading to Tobias’s office?”
Alyx nodded.
“Let me escort you.” Jordan took her arm before she could protest.
 



Chapter 7
 
Tobias’s office was essentially a small library with shelves upon shelves of books and Threads. Tobias was sitting behind his glass desk as Alyx and Jordan entered. Alyx flinched when she saw that Israel was already sitting there.
Alyx turned away from the table and moved across to the shelf filled with various objects. “What are these?” Alyx asked, picking up a glass orb. Unlike the soulglobe, this globe was clear and hollow.
“They are glass containers,” Tobias said as he appeared at her side. “The glass is made by one of our resident FireTwirlers who melts sand, then it is air-blown by an AirWhisperer. These smaller ones with lids are for your trinkets; these open ones are for flowers.”
“They’re beautiful,” she said as she picked up one of the smaller globes and turned the cool glass over in her hand.
“Thank you.”
Alyx put down the glass and picked up a small coin-like object.
“Those are MirageWeaver-infused Alchemist metals with a touch of MemorySong. I call them Miragecharms. You can attach them onto small things and create your own temporary mirage by pressing here and holding the image of your wanted mirage in your thoughts. They’re an evolution of the larger pieces we installed around the grounds to hold the ward up.”
Alyx turned the piece over. It was light and cool in her fingers. “Tobias, that’s genius.”
“I like to create new ways of working with our magics.” Alyx hadn’t thought it possible, but this confident man looked almost bashful.
He pulled Alyx over to a shelf of blades, grinning like a child. “These are my latest projects.” He picked up one of the blades, turning it so that the metal caught the light. “I’ve infused the Alchemist-blend blades with different magics. Here, touch it, but do it lightly.”
Spurred on by Tobias’s enthusiasm, Alyx reached out with the tips of her fingers. As soon as she touched the blade, she gasped and drew her hand back. “It’s hot.”
Tobias grinned. “It’s infused with FireTwirler. Similar to your bloodink tattoos, the magic needs to be re-infused after it is all used up.”
What beautiful examples of the magics working together. What could they create if they were to work together more often? What other ways could they make things better? Magics working together was not something that Alyx ever remembered being taught was possible, yet here was the proof.
The doors to the office opened, followed by a small whirlwind of noise. Marin and Lukas had arrived along with two seraphelles she didn’t recognize. Marin appeared to have calmed down somewhat, but he still glared at Israel from across the room.
Alyx was introduced to Vix and Dianne. Dianne was tall with flaxen hair and a strong jaw. Alyx detected suspicion in Dianne’s eyes. Vix, however, grinned radiantly. Vix was shorter than Dianne with an athletic build. Her short hair, almost white, flared about her head like silver flames. Her eyes were a radiant blue, clear as if you were looking through peepholes into the sky. Alyx was reminded of a cat by the way Vix moved and by the way her eyes darted over Alyx, taking all of her in.
Tobias directed everyone to chairs around a large round table that occupied a corner of his office. Alyx took the empty seat next to Jordan. Jordan stretched one arm across the back of her chair, brushing her back. Alyx caught Israel staring at them as she leaned in closer to Jordan. “Did Vix used to be a lightwarrior?”
Jordan nodded. “Good catch. Vix used to be one of Urielos’s flock leaders.”
Tobias cleared his throat. Jordan settled back, but he left his arm around the back of her chair.
“We’ve all heard about what happened to poor Zia,” Tobias said. He turned to Israel. “Israel, perhaps it’s best that you explain to the room about the significance of how she was murdered.”
All the eyes around the table fixed on Israel. Israel nodded and spoke into his lap. “I think it’s a call for me to show myself.” He paused. “It’s what I did. I carved ‘Adere’, the name of a friend of mine who became Darkened, on the stomach of a Darkened I killed as a way of trying to get Adere to show herself to me.”
Marin growled and a murmur started between Dianne and Vix.
“Please...” Tobias said as he raised his palm for silence. “I have more to say.” The room fell silent. Alyx’s stomach began to turn. “There has been a report of another Black Stone theft. This time the Merlion, the national monument in Singapore, has disappeared.”
“Was the statue made of Black Stone?” gasped Vix. “I thought the Merlion was white.”
“The local FreeThinker community has confirmed that it was Black Stone coated in a glazed polymarble,” said Tobias.
Marin’s fist slammed against the table. “Something must be done. The more Black Stone that the Darkened acquire, the more weapons against us they have, the more of us will die.”
“I don’t think that’s even in question, Marin,” said Tobias. “The question is... what do we do?”
There was a silence. It hung heavy like a dark cloud full of ready thunder.
“What if...” it was Israel who spoke. Alyx looked over to him. Their gazes locked and Alyx had to look away. “What if we stole the rest of the Black Stone... before the Darkened do?”
Marin spoke, “Impossible.”
“No, wait a minute Marin,” said Tobias. “I think Israel is onto something here. Steal it before they do.”
“But we don’t even know where the rest of the Black Stone that returned to earth is,” Marin complained, crossing his arms. “How the hell do we even begin to find out?”
“Well, the Darkened seem to have a source, so…” said Alyx.
Tobias raised his hands to try to soften the mood in the room. “I’ll send out swallows to the other FreeThinker communities worldwide. See if any of them know of the location of any Black Stone pieces. It may take a few days to hear back from them. In the meantime we just keep up our training and never leave the community unless you are with someone, okay? Don’t take any unnecessary risks. Anyone else have any other ideas? Come and see me straight away if you do.”
Tobias adjourned the meeting, promising to call them back once the swallows had started returning with news.
Alyx stayed in her chair as the others stood up and started making their way out the door. She felt a blush of awkwardness come on when both Israel and Jordan looked like they were both lingering behind to talk to her.
Israel frowned at Jordan, who stared back, looking slightly amused. Turning to Alyx, Israel said, “I need to talk to you.”
Alyx tried to keep her tone neutral. “I need to talk to Tobias now, so it’ll have to wait.”
Israel’s face hardened. “Fine.” Shooting another suspicious glance at Jordan, he left the room.
“I can stay if you like,” Jordan said, placing a hand on her shoulder.
Alyx was hyperaware of his touch. “I’m fine. I’ll see you later.”
Jordan turned to leave, but then he stopped. “Perhaps you’ll have dinner with me tonight?”
“Dinner?”
“The community usually has dinner together in the dining hall, but we could take our dinner out onto the little deck outside where there are some smaller tables. We should be left alone there for the most part.”
Jordan was pleasant company. And he seemed to be going out of his way to be friendly with her. It also meant that she could avoid that talk with Israel. “Sure,” Alyx said.
Jordan flashed her a smile. “Great. I’ll see you soon.”
 
* * *
 
“So, Alyx,” Tobias said after they were alone in his office. “You had some questions for me?”
“I wanted to ask about my mother. She fled Michaelea about seventeen winters ago, when I was born. Her name is Elise Perrin. I heard she was in Egypt somewhere. Please, tell me you know her.”
Tobias frowned as he repeated her mother’s name under his breath. “Sorry, I haven’t heard of her. But I shall include an additional message with the swallows that I send out to our contacts in the known Egyptian communities. Do you know what she looks like?”
“I have been told that she looks very much like me.” Symon and Jovanna had told her this many times. Snapping back to the present she said, “Why do you ask?”
“Sometimes new FreeThinkers will change their names. It’s very likely if there has been a traumatic reason for leaving. Sometimes it helps to leave their old life behind.”
Alyx remembered Mason and his Clan of the Saints, street pirates who helped Israel and her escape two lightwarriors who had almost captured them. The clan members took on a new name when they joined the Saints for that very reason. They had called Israel “Scrapper” and had given her the name of Dark Angel.
“I will send a description of Elise and details about when she turned Rogue as well,” said Tobias. “Don’t worry, Alyx. We’ll find her.”
Alyx breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”
After all this time... she would soon hear news about her mother. Perhaps she may even get to meet her. It felt almost unreal. Alyx suppressed a small bubble of joy – she shouldn’t get ahead of herself now.
 



Dearest Yael,
 
I fear the Elders have killed you.
No. I know in my heart you are alive. I would know if you died. A part of me would have died, too.
Lukas tells me stories of the last Rogue genocide. A lot of them were killed, but they were able to save many. Oh my love, the stories make me shiver. How could our Elders do this to their own people, their own race? Are we not all Seraphim? Do we not dance under the same sky, cry into the same earth, laugh into the same wind?
 
It has been several weeks now and you still do not come. But I still have faith.
 
Love always,
 
Siana
 



Chapter 8
 
Dinner out on the balcony with Jordan was lovely. The sky was clear of clouds and they could see more stars out here than in Saint Joseph. The only sound was a distant quacking. Jordan had explained that the grounds at Aradale were extensive with a pond and a creek. Alyx made a note to explore the Aradale property when she could.
Jordan had thrown a red cloth over a small round table and lit a small stubby candle. “Sorry I couldn’t find a white tablecloth or a better candle.” Alyx waved these things off.
The food was a simple stew, but it filled her up. Jordan made her laugh more than once, and it was a light relief from everything she had endured recently. Alyx almost succeeded in not thinking about Israel. He’d probably have a fit if he saw them now. Good, a voice inside of her spat. Stuff Israel and what he thought.
Alyx smiled and bit the strawberry Jordan offered her. Jordan rubbed a drop of juice from her lip with his thumb and she tried not to notice the odd feeling in her stomach.
“There’s somewhere I want to take you,” he said.
Alyx started. “You mean… just the two of us?”
Jordan smiled. “I don’t mean like that.”
“Oh.” Alyx felt a sense of relief. How silly was she?
“Where I want to take you, we might be able to get some information about Samyara or the Darkened.”
“Of course.”
“But you’ll have to keep this to yourself.”
Alyx couldn’t help the apprehension that began to coil in her stomach. “Why?”
“Not everyone would agree with our going where we’re going.”
 
* * *
 
Later that night, Alyx pushed through the curtains of her open window. Jordan and Alyx agreed that they would return to their respective bedrooms pretending to turn in for the night, then meet on the roof. So here she was, sneaking out of her bedroom, feeling as if she was sneaking out of Michaelea again.
Jordan was already there as she came over the rise of the roof. He squeezed her shoulder in a greeting. Then, silently, he lifted off the tiles towards the sky. She followed.
Jordan led them to the outskirts of a city nearby that he called Buda-pesth. The city rose out of the horizon before them as they neared it, the domes and spiked roofs piercing the inky sky. Alyx imagined that it was these spikes that had pierced the holes in the sky which allowed the stars to shine through.
Jordan and Alyx touched down in a corner of a dark street of what appeared to be an industrial area. Alyx glanced around. Buildings and warehouses lined this wide street, but there was no light coming from any of the windows. There appeared to be no one here.
“I thought you said we were going to a bar? What are we doing here?” she whispered to Jordan.
“Purgatory is a bit different from most places on earth.”
“What does that mean?”
“Well, for starters, you can get to Purgatory from Nordlingen or, indeed, anywhere. But for safety reasons I always make it a point to enter from a different city. Just in case someone follows me out.”
“What?” Alyx shook her head, totally confused.
“You’ll see.”
Jordan took Alyx’s hand and led her across the street. They stopped in front of two buildings, number 11 and number 15. “Number 13. We’re here.”
Alyx raised her eyebrows. She didn’t see a number 13 anywhere.
Jordan stepped towards the crease in the buildings between number 11 and number 15. Something shimmered. But before Alyx could speak, Jordan pulled her through a slip in space.
Alyx found herself walking forward through a dark tunnel for some distance. At the end was what looked like a wall of black water that Jordan disappeared through. She followed, her heart beginning to thump.
Alyx blinked against the increasing brightness and her feet hit polished floorboards. Then her jaw dropped as she looked around. It looked like any other bar – dim, grungy. Not that Alyx had spent a lot of time in bars. But that wasn’t what shocked her. Under a cloud of smoke hovering below the ceiling were Seraphim, the Darkened with their dual-faces, and creatures with rust-colored skin, claws and teeth.
Alyx recoiled and pulled Jordan back. “What are you doing? There are Darkened in here. And demons. Real demons,” she hissed.
“Relax. This place is enchanted. They can’t hurt you.” Then Jordan gave her a half smile. “Unless you consent to it, of course.”
“What?”
“Try and hit me,” Jordan said casually.
“Have you lost your damn mind?”
“No.” Jordan chuckled softly. “Just do it.”
She studied him for a moment. “Let me get this straight. You want me to hit you.”
“To prove my point, yes.”
“Okay, but I’m not responsible for any pain I may inflict.” Alyx pulled back her fist and raised an eyebrow at Jordan.
He was actually smiling as he tilted his jaw towards her. “Don’t hold back.”
Alyx gathered the energy in her arm and… she couldn’t move. “What the hell?”
“I told you. Now can you stop mucking around so we can check this place out?”
Alyx stared at her fist as if it was a separate entity. She tried punching out again, but again the arm did not move. It wasn’t that she felt any resistance; it was as if the arm wasn’t hers and she was unable to control it.
Jordan took her hand from the air and pushed his fingers through hers. She was still too stunned to protest. He pulled her through the bar, weaving between tables as they went. They walked past a table of real demons, scaly and red-eyed. Alyx watched them warily. They didn’t seem to notice her.
She whispered to Jordan, “You said something before, about how no one could hurt you unless you consented to it.”
“That’s right.”
“Why would anyone consent to being hurt?”
“Some people like to experiment with pain during sex.”
Experiment with… during… Alyx blinked, fighting off a blush. “Are you serious?”
“There’s a fine line between pleasure and pain.” He grinned. “Supposedly.”
Alyx’s head was still trying to wrap her head around this concept when they reached the bar. Jordan pulled her close to him. Alyx could feel herself tense.
“Try to loosen up,” he said into her ear. “It helps if we just look like we’re in here for a good time.”
His breath, tickling her neck, was sweet. A kind of mint? Alyx couldn’t help but glance down at his mouth. She couldn’t help but notice that his lips were thinner than Israel’s. Dammit. She wanted to slap herself. Was she always going to compare everyone to Israel? Would his shadow cast over everything she did? No. She couldn’t let him haunt her like this.
Alyx glanced up and saw that Jordan had noticed her eyes on his lips. A small smile tilted one corner of his lips. Jordan leaned towards her. She felt like she should move away, but for some reason she didn’t. A curiosity grew… After Israel what would another man’s lips feel like on hers?
“You look...” he paused, his lips inches from hers, “…thirsty.”
Jordan winked at her and broke their gaze. Alyx felt the expulsion of air from her lungs. Jordan nodded to the bartender and held up two fingers. The bartender nodded back. Alyx frowned at Jordan when he returned his gaze to her.
“That’s Loki,” he said by way of explanation.
“How can a mortal stand to work here? I thought—”
“Loki’s half-demon. Proper half-demon.”
Alyx turned her gaze towards where Loki was now pouring a clear liquid into two stub glasses filled with ice. He didn’t look any different than any other mortal. No horns, no fangs, no scales. Half-demon? “But how?”
“This is the one place where demons, Seraphim and mortals in the know can come together. Is it so hard to imagine that a demon and a mortal could fall in love and produce a son?”
Is this where Israel had come from? Is this how he had become part demon?
“Thanks,” Jordan said to Loki as two glasses filled with clear liquid and ice brandished with slices of lemon were pushed in front of him. Jordan slid something across the bar under his fingers into Loki’s hands.
Alyx realized that Jordan hadn’t specified what drink to pour. How did Loki know what to pour him? Was Loki a mind reader? And Jordan hadn’t needed to ask how much these drinks had cost…
“How often do you come here?” Alyx asked, her tone more accusatory than she had intended.
Jordan shrugged. “Tongues loosen after a few drinks. Information here’s good. Sometimes the company is, too.” He swilled the ice and liquid in his glass before downing the whole thing at once. “Plus, sometimes you need to let loose and have a bit of fun, right?” He winked at Alyx.
Alyx took a gulp of her drink. She tasted a cool sharpness laced with the sourness of lemon. Then her mouth burned as if it were on fire. She coughed. “God, how do you drink this?”
“Vodka. It’ll put hair on your chest.”
“It’s awful.” Alyx pushed the glass away from her.
“You get used to it.”
She was about to respond with a retort when she heard a voice from behind her, thick like pouring honey. “You two look like you could use a little extra company.”
Alyx turned her head. Behind her was a man, strong jaw, jet-black hair styled into a quiff, deep blue eyes rimmed with black eyeliner. Under his tanned mortal skin he was green and had rows of small horns across his cheeks. Alyx’s body reacted by flaring in swirls of disgust. This demonic creature was standing way too close for comfort. Alyx moved her hand to her blade at her hip and cursed inwardly when she realized she wouldn’t be able to use it. The Darkened didn’t seem perturbed by her reaction to him.
“Before you dismiss me, you should be polite and at least shake my hand.” The Darkened stared intensely at her as though he were trying to transmit his thoughts to her.
Alyx looked down at his hand – long fingers, tapered fingertips, well-manicured. But she couldn’t get over the hue of the lesser demon skin underneath. She bristled. “I’m not—”
“Shake his hand, Alyx,” Jordan’s voice was low but his tone was fierce. Alyx looked back at him in surprise. Jordan didn’t meet her gaze. He kept his eyes narrowed on the Darkened. Jordan knew something.
She had a choice – she could trust Jordan again or she could refuse. So far, he hadn’t let her down.
Alyx turned back to the Darkened and slowly extended her right hand towards his. He closed his fingers around her hand in a fierce grip. The instant her skin touched him he began to shimmer. The green of his skin faded under the human facade. It disintegrated to a sea of blue that swirled and seemed to ripple. The horns on his face smoothed out and his skin rose up to form ridges along his jawline like gills. She gasped. A mirage demon. A greater demon. The most rare and revered of demons apart from Lucifer himself. What in the holy Angel’s name was a mirage demon doing here?
Alyx started to speak, “You’re a—”
“Not here,” he stated simply, although his eyes conveyed much more. He leaned in and lowered his voice, “I know who you are, Alyx.”
Alyx. He didn’t call her Alyxandria. But Alyx. Alyx’s skin prickled. Who was this demon? And why was he hiding who he was by choosing to look like a lesser demon?
“What is it to you?” Alyx said pulling her hand from his. The blue of his skin faded into green again.
“We should talk. Somewhere private.”
Jordan spoke up, “Upstairs, then?”
“Yes. It is safest there. We will be left alone.”
The Darkened pushed off the bar. Jordan nudged Alyx’s back, indicating for her to go first. Wordlessly, she followed the demon as he weaved his way through the bar. Alyx noticed that he was careful not to touch anyone along the way.
At the back of the bar the demon disappeared behind a red curtain. Alyx paused before it, not wanting to pull it aside, not wanting to see what was behind it and where they were being led. Her heart thudded in her ears. Jordan stepped closer to her and reached out around her to separate the curtain.
Before her was a flight of stairs between two black walls, each one with a row of searing white lights like diamonds. The glare wouldn’t allow her to see what was waiting for them at the top of the stairs. Perhaps that was the point.
“Whatever happens,” Jordan said in her ear, “just go along with it.”
Alyx felt the unease in the base of her stomach grow. But she nodded and began to walk up the stairs.
At the top was a small reception area, stylishly furnished. Alyx could feel her feet sinking slightly into the plush carpet beneath her. The mirage demon was talking to a lady behind the desk with ginger hair in curls piled on top of her head and secured with simple black pins. Alyx caught the end of what the mirage demon was saying, “...a more standard room, Lady Bluesette. It’s her first time. We wouldn’t want to scare the poor thing.”
Then Alyx noticed the top of two bronzed horns showing through the lady’s curls and the set of clawed bat-like wings spilling out from either side of her chair. “Lady” indeed.
This Lady Bluesette looked over at Alyx and Jordan, who had come up beside her, and acknowledged them with a slight nod of her head.
“And it’ll just be the three of you?” The lady directed this to the mirage demon. “Or will you be wanting additional company?”
“That won’t be necessary, Lady Bluesette.”
“Come with me,” she said as she circled around her desk. As the Lady walked past Alyx, she could smell thick vanilla cloying her nose. But underneath it something smelled like rust, which set her teeth on edge.
Whatever happens, just go with it.
Lady Bluesette led them through one of the corridors off of the reception area. She stopped in front of a door marked as room number 17, turned the handle and pushed open the door. “I wish you… an adventurous and pleasurable stay.”
Alyx swallowed and stepped inside.
It was a large room decorated in cream, latte-brown, and wood edged in gold. The large king-sized bed was covered in a tasteful number of pillows. Two deep red bedside lamps, a single matching red pillow and a vase of white and red roses were the only accents of color. Several bucket armchairs circled a low coffee table. On a black glass table near the bed was a large black box opened on its hinges displaying a silver paddle, a pair of silver handcuffs and a silver phallic-shaped object.
Experiment with pain during…
Alyx’s heart thudded when she realized where they were. She jumped when she heard the door close and the lock click behind her. When she spun around the demon had taken off his brown leather jacket, hung it across the back of one of the armchairs and was now loosening his tie.
What the hell had she gotten herself into? Alyx drew her sword and pointed it at the mirage demon. She knew she couldn’t use it against him but she felt better with the steel in her hand. “Don’t you dare come anywhere near me.”
“Alyx, it’s not what you think,” said Jordan. “This is just a place for us to talk.”
Jordan stepped up to the demon and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Balthazar. I thought it was you. You can’t hide those eyes, even under glamour.”
The Darkened named Balthazar nodded at Jordan. “We meet again.”
“You know him,” Alyx hissed at Jordan.
“We have met before, yes. Put your weapon away, Alyx. You can’t use it here anyway.”
Alyx glared at both Jordan and Balthazar, but neither of them seemed to want to elaborate any further.
She lowered her blade but kept it unsheathed. “Met how?”
Jordan breathed deeply as if he were deliberating whether or not to speak. “Balthazar was the one who told me to watch out for the signs from the Blood Prophecies.”
“What?” Alyx’s head spun. She had assumed that Mayrekk had told Jordan. “Mayrekk didn’t...”
“Mayrekk warned me that the signs seemed to be appearing, but it was Balthazar who gave me those lines from the prophecies that I recited to you.”
Alyx’s mind flew over the words Jordan had said to her when they had first met.
“…see it first in the mind then in the flesh, their bond revealed through a burn-marked death, in the place of mortal remembrance...”
Alyx stared at Balthazar, who was standing at a side table pouring golden liquid from a glass decanter into three short glasses filled with ice from a small bucket. “How did you get hold of those prophecies?”
“We have our own prophets, you know,” said Balthazar. He handed Jordan a drink, then held one out to Alyx. “Shall we sit?”
“I prefer to stand.” Alyx ignored the drink. “Who the hell are you?”
Balthazar, looking nonplussed at Alyx’s rejection of the glass, started to drink from it himself. He settled into one of the seats, as did Jordan.
“My name, as you have already gathered, is Balthazar. I am one of Lucifer’s closest.”
Alyx’s heart skipped at the name Lucifer. Lucifer, the Devil, Satan... she had been taught about Lucifer. Alyx could feel Balthazar’s eyes on her, watching her reaction. She tried to appear unaffected. “So what do you want?”
“It appears we have a common enemy.” Balthazar took another sip from the glass and placed it on the table in front of him before continuing. “There is a demon, a greater demon, who we are both acquainted with. His demon name is unpronounceable in the human tongue, but he goes by the name of Samyara in the mortal realm. Samyara isn’t happy with how things are done down in hell. He quietly, but never openly, defies Lucifer’s ruling. Unfortunately, no monarch is perfect. Not even God,” Balthazar added with a touch of irony to his voice. “Samyara managed to collect himself a following. Not a large following but large enough, mainly mongrels and lesser demons...”
“Mongrels?” asked Alyx, having never heard this term before.
“Mixed-demon breeds,” Balthazar explained. “Recently, Samyara has started promising the Earth for those who join him. Samyara claims that he has a weapon against the Seraphim and that he has gained one of the pieces of the Trinity Amulet, which has the power to make Lucifer his slave.”
Alyx rolled her eyes. “Tell us something we don’t know, demon.”
“Is she always this pleasant?” Balthazar asked Jordan.
“Take it easy on her. She’s only a new FreeWalker.”
“Don’t talk about me like I’m not here. I’m right here,” snapped Alyx.
Balthazar finished off his drink. “Some of the greater demons have become sympathetic to Samyara’s cause. Some very powerful demons.”
Alyx remembered the collection of greater demons on Earth that she and Israel had found in the demon den in the Valley of Saint Joseph, and she couldn’t help shuddering.
Balthazar continued, “We have heard of the existence of a keye to unlock the celestial gates including those to Hell. We understand that Samyara is after this keye. One doesn’t have to be a genius to put these things together and create a very disturbing picture that will affect both Hell and Earth. Samyara is planning something. Something big.”
“Okay,” Alyx said. “Big yucky things happening. We got it. What do you want from us?”
“We will defeat Samyara faster if we work alongside each other. Let us share information and resources.”
Alyx’s jaw dropped. “Have you lost your damn mind? You want us to work with you?”
“What is your problem with me, exactly?” Balthazar said, his voice calm and steady, unlike how she was feeling at the moment.
“Apart from the fact that you’re a demon?” Alyx looked over to Jordan for support, but his face was lined with what looked like disapproval. It caused Alyx to begin to question herself. Was her reaction wrong? Was she mistaken somehow?
“Alyx,” Jordan admonished. “Wasn’t it you who said ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’?”
Alyx stared at Jordan. She couldn’t believe he was siding with Balthazar. How much did she really know about Jordan? “But he’s a demon. You want to work with demons?”
“Alyx, things aren’t as simple as that...”
Balthazar interjected, “Let me handle this, Jordan.” Balthazar turned to Alyx. “We are so greatly misunderstood. We may represent the night, death, diseases, destruction... but these are necessary things.”
“You dare to call these things necessary?”
“Without death there is no room for new life. Without destruction there is no space to rebuild afresh. Without your personal demons to overcome – fear, hate, greed – where is your growth? We are your teachers.”
Alyx crossed her arms. “Pretty speech. You practice that into a hairbrush in front of the mirror at home?”
“We are but two sides of the same coin, you and I. The darkness is needed just as much as the light. But there is meant to be a balance. Samyara is trying to upset the balance, to break it apart for his own gain. We must stop him, restore the balance.”
“What about the fact that you demons have to take life from mortals to stay alive on this Earth?” Alyx’s voice was beginning to rise in volume. “Where’s the necessity in that? Where’s the balance in that?”
Balthazar’s face began to show its first signs of strain. “The Hell realm is not perfect by any means, and we know that some demons use humans as a means to escape from it. We don’t condone the possession of humans by demons, but we can’t stop it from happening if the mortal allows it.”
Alyx scoffed. “You try to justify your existence and yet you stand in a mortal’s body, taking life yourself to survive.”
“I had to come through to Earth so that I could discover what Samyara was up to. It is a means to an end. Yes, I must take some life from other mortals so I can remain here, but I am not taking so much that it causes death. I will return my host’s body back to him once I am done.”
“Liar. You can’t do that.” Alyx looked at Jordan. “Can he?”
Jordan nodded.
Balthazar continued, “We must work together to ensure that Samyara does not succeed. Otherwise we – you, I and the entire mortal race – are lost.”
“Ohhhh, I see. You’re the good demons. My mistake.”
“Sarcasm is not a very attractive feature in a woman. Remember,” Balthazar said curtly, “that it was one of your own, one of the ‘good guys’, who gave this piece of the Trinity Amulet to Samyara.”
This made Alyx flinch. Her mind turned over Passar’s actions. And Michael’s. Both Seraphim. And here a demon was offering her help.
When had everything become so complicated? When had everything stopped being so clear?
“Don’t judge me for what I am,” Balthazar said quietly, “or the color of my skin.”
Alyx’s resistance began to fade. She pulled her arms from her defensive position across her chest and let them hang by her side. “Okay, so theoretically we help each other defeat Samyara. Afterwards, then what? We’re on opposite sides again?”
Balthazar smiled. “When this is over, if things have gone our way, hopefully we won’t need to take sides.”
What Balthazar meant by this, Alyx had no idea.
“At the moment we don’t know much more than you do about Samyara,” said Jordan. “We know a little bit about this weapon of his. It’s a type of material out of which he is making swords. There are limited amounts of it on Earth and we are looking at finding the remainder to limit his weaponry.”
“Is this anything we can help you with?”
“No. We can look after this weapon.”
Alyx understood why Jordan didn’t elaborate on Black Stone and why he refused Balthazar’s assistance. Black Stone was a weapon against the Seraphim that no one should have. Not even the supposed good demons.
Balthazar nodded respectfully. “I shall continue to hunt for information regarding this keye and try to contain the outflow of demons from Hell into Earth.”
“How does that work?” Alyx asked. “What happens to the demon in Hell when the demon takes possession of a mortal?”
“The demon’s body remains in Hell in a sort of sleep. We believe Samyara has a secret stronghold somewhere in Hell where the bodies of his followers are kept safe while they move around in their mortal host on Earth. We have agents of ours looking for this stronghold. If we can find them we can contain this threat, but…”
“But what?”
“I believe you have not had the pleasure of visiting Hell. It is… vast. We have been around since the dawn of time and even we have never seen the edges of it.”
We. This demon kept saying we. Before Alyx could ask him about it, Balthazar pulled something from his pocket and held out his hand. “Here, take this.”
In his palm was a tiny cage made of bronze metal on the end of a thin chain of the same metal. Captured inside the cage was a small ruby-brown bug with a polished shell like a gem, red and black patterned wings like a butterfly and an antenna that moved wildly.
Alyx had never seen anything like it. She frowned but made no movement to accept this strange gift. “What is it?”
“It’s a demon Communicator. It’s a small demon-bug with the power to alert its partner; the partners can locate each other. We have its partner.” Balthazar pulled out another cage identical to the one he held out to Alyx. “You can use the Communicator to alert me or vice versa, and we can meet to discuss our findings.”
“Locate? So you can know where I am?” Alyx felt the fire of anger lick at her belly. “How do I know you aren’t trying to trick us? Discover the location of our community and attack us?”
“The creature will only begin transmitting your location once it has been instructed to turn on using the secret word. So you should only turn it on at the location where you wish us to meet.”
Alyx frowned at the creature and crossed her arms. “Nope. Not taking it.”
“Fine. Then I’ll take the Communicator.” Jordan held out his hand.
“You do that and I’ll take Israel and leave. We’ll take our chances on our own.”
“Alyx,” Jordan began to speak.
But Alyx cut him off. “Here he is with his pretty speech and his fancy bug thing and you’re ready to hand over the location of Aradale. He said that he’s on our side but how do we know we can trust him?”
Jordan took a deep breath, then dropped his hand. “Sorry, Balthazar. Perhaps instead we can leave a message with Loki if we have something and want to meet.”
“Not the most efficient method of communication, but we understand,” Balthazar said.
“Why the hell do you keep saying ‘we’ all the time,” Alyx said, “as if you’re more than one person?”
Balthazar tilted his head and smiled at her out of the corner of one side of his mouth. “I am an Ajna.”
Alyx threw her arms up in frustration. “Like I know what that means.”
“I am bonded to Lucifer. He can see what I see and communicate with me, like his third eye. We have been bonded so long I sometimes forget we are two separate beings; hence, it is truer for me to say ‘we’. It’s similar to the bond that you and the mortal have, being his Guardian.”
“Nothing you have is similar to what Israel and I have.” Alyx snapped and stormed towards the door. “This conversation is over.”
 
Downstairs, Alyx pushed her way through the Purgatory Bar, garnering growls of annoyance from the demons and Seraphim that she shoved out of her way. It had gotten more crowded since they had first walked in. Demons and Seraphim here together? There was even a mixed couple in one corner, kissing. Jesus, she had seen everything now.
“Alyx, wait. Wait!” She could hear Jordan’s voice calling after her through the density of the chatter around her.
Part of her knew that she was being childish by ignoring his calls for her to stop. But a larger part of her didn’t care. Her whole life she had been taught: Seraphim, good; Demons, bad. This had made things simple. And it had made sense. It had given her life purpose. Fight the demons, kill the demons. But even this turned out to be wrong. What the hell was she supposed to believe in now? What in heaven was she supposed to trust?
Alyx reached the glassy black door to Earth, which disintegrated into dark light as her hand pushed though the mirage. She walked through. Jordan’s voice echoed behind her as she sped through the dark tunnel and back to Earth.
Alyx stepped onto the pavement in this industrial area of Buda-Pesth, her boots clomping hard as she vented her frustration into the ground. The noise was a comfort to her. The ground under her feet here was solid, real, something she could count on.
A hand grabbed her shoulder, swinging her around. Alyx began to grab at her sword but stopped when she realized it was only Jordan.
“What the hell, Alyx?” he said, running his hand through his hair.
“I should be the one asking you that question. Associating with creatures like—”
Jordan pushed her hard, and Alyx slammed into the ground, too stunned to react. “What the—?”
“Look out!” Jordan yelled as he leapt out of the way of a falling sword which clinked to the ground.
There was a whistle behind her, a movement of air. Alyx reacted instinctively and rolled away from the falling sword. The Darkened slashed for her again. She couldn’t roll out of the way fast enough this time. Alyx snatched at her sword and held it across her, halting the Darkened’s sword before it gave her a new haircut… across her throat.
The Darkened-woman above Alyx growled and bared her teeth, if those rotting brown stumps could be called teeth. She lifted her sword and hacked at Alyx’s side. Alyx blocked the sword again and kicked out at the Darkened’s stomach just as a second and third Darkened appeared in her view. Dammit. Alyx pulled at her dagger and tried to fend off the other Darkened. But from her position on the ground it was only a matter of time before one of their blades slashed past her defenses.
“Jordan!” Alyx called, desperation hitching up her voice. But she could see that Jordan was dealing with his own problems. One of the Darkened had him gripped, arms pinned from behind in a way that he couldn’t hit the Darkened with his DreamWalker magic. A second and third Darkened were trying to get their daggers past Jordan’s wild kicking.
Desperate times, desperate measures. Alyx dropped the dagger from her left hand as she pulled at the Fire bloodink at her side and pulsed it towards the closest Darkened. He cried out in pain and stumbled back as his clothes caught on fire.
The sword in her right hand was still busy resisting the blade that was moving towards her sweating brow. Alyx saw a second sword cutting towards her left arm. There wasn’t enough time to pick up her dagger or move out of the way. Alyx braced for the inevitable pain.
She heard a guttural cry from above and the blade that should have carved into her left arm fell to the ground. A large red stain was growing around a hole in the offending Darkened’s stomach. He followed his sword to the ground.
“You,” one of the other Darkened cried at this new unseen player. Alyx could swear that she heard the distinct shudder of fear in his voice. The pressure of the blade against her weapon ceased as the two remaining Darkened lunged for this newcomer.
Alyx leapt to her feet as the sound of clanging swords began behind her.
First, she glanced over at Jordan. Jordan had been released from the arms that had held him. He was now armed again and fighting his attackers back to back with… another Darkened? Was she seeing this properly?
Alyx spun around. Her eyes widened. “You!” she cried but her voice, unlike the Darkened’s earlier, was full of shock.
“A little help?” Balthazar said as he faced off against the two Darkened who previously had Alyx pinned to the ground. This time he had no glamour and his blue skin shimmered with a fury like an angry storm. As Alyx lunged forward, one of the Darkened began to split until there were two identical Darkened side by side.
“What the hell?” Alyx yelled.
“It’s a trickery demon. Only one of them is real.” Balthazar said as he thrust his blade into the stomach of one of the Darkened. It went straight through him.
Alyx sent the tip of her blade into the back of the other Darkened who was beginning to split again. He cried out, the second image disappearing as he collapsed to the ground.
The last Darkened’s eyes skittered from Balthazar to Alyx, then he turned and ran.
Alyx glanced at Jordan and the other Darkened that he had been fighting with. They were clasping hands and talking quietly. The ground around them had earned three more bodies.
Balthazar grunted and shoved his sword into the sheath at his hip, staring off to where the Darkened had run. “If he were working for me, he wouldn’t have run like that. Coward. Samyara obviously has a lot to learn about commanding soldiers.”
He brushed off his jacket with his hands and his skin shimmered and melted to green. He stood before her now dressed again as a lesser demon. Alyx made up her mind never again to underestimate what appeared to be a lesser demon.
“I guess thanks are in order. You came at the right time,” Alyx said.
Balthazar raised an arm out towards the other Darkened. “You have Javar to thank for that. Upon my orders he remained inconspicuous downstairs in the Purgatory Bar. He noticed a group of Darkened looking suspicious and saw them follow the two of you out. Javar alerted me and we followed them. And here we are.” Balthazar ended his sentence by flourishing his hands over the bodies strewn across the ground.
The Darkened named Javar was dipping himself into a low curtsey. Alyx got the chance to look closely at Javar for the first time. He had copper skin under a deep purple suit with a yellow silk shirt unbuttoned enough so that Alyx could see the beginnings of a firm chest underneath and a smattering of dark hair. His shoes were purple snakeskin.
“Javar, at your service,” he said, stepping forward with his hand out.
“Alyx,” she replied and cautiously took his hand. Javar pulled her hand up to kiss the back of it.
“That’s a lot of purple,” Alyx said as she reclaimed her hand from Javar’s lips.
“My dear, there’s no such thing as too much purple.”
“Looks like you’ve already met Jordan,” Alyx said.
Javar glanced over at Jordan, not bothering to hide his appreciative gaze, and made a languid once-over of Jordan’s entire physique. “Indeed I have.” Turning back to Alyx, Javar leaned in. In a voice that was too loud to be called a whisper he said, “I don’t know how you get any work done with him around.” Then he purred like a cat. The demon actually purred.
Alyx stifled a giggle. Jordan looked unperturbed, as if male Darkened purring over him was an everyday occurrence. Perhaps this was an everyday occurrence. Alyx caught Jordan winking at Javar. Winking.
Balthazar spoke, “They were Samyara’s Darkened. We shouldn’t hang around too long, as the one that ran off may be back with reinforcements. I shall push a mirage around us so that we can’t be seen while you destroy the evidence.”
Alyx moved to the first body. She picked up the Black Stone blade, secured it to her hip, then pulsed the Darkened with Fire. She saw Jordan bending down at the body next to her. It caught on fire as he put his hand to it. Alyx frowned. Jordan didn’t have a Fire bloodink tattoo, did he? Jordan caught her questioning look and held up his hand. There was a small device like a glass tube. “Another one of Tobias’s inventions. It allows you to create small amounts of Fire when you activate it.”
Alyx nodded and they moved from body to body, each body erupting into white and blue flames.
When the last body was set alight, Balthazar said, “You go. I’ll hold this mirage in place until the last body has disintegrated, which shouldn’t be long.”
“Wait,” Alyx said, coming to a decision. “Where’s that Communicator?”
Balthazar slipped his hand in his pocket and brought out the two demon-butterflies in their cages.
“To activate the Communicator say Quaero Quero. We shall come at once.”
“That means to seek in our original language,” said Alyx, a little surprised. “You use the original language as well?”
“Perhaps,” Balthazar said, a strange look in his eyes, “our origins are not so dissimilar.”
Balthazar spoke these words again into one of the cages, at which the butterfly became very still. It seemed to glow with a red light from within. The other demon-butterfly glowed with the same light, but it went into a complete flutter.
Balthazar lifted up the cage with the panicked-looking demon-butterfly. “If it is we who call you, your Communicator will look like this. Let the creature out of its cage and it will point you in the direction of its partner until deactivated. It is tied to the cage so it will not fly away.” He turned back to the first demon-butterfly. “To deactivate say, Silentium.” At which the demon butterflies returned to their previous state and their glow disappeared. Silentium, Alyx remembered, was also of the original language, meaning stillness.
Balthazar held out one of the cages for Alyx. She clasped it in her hand. The butterfly’s wings fluttered between the bars against her skin, tickling her palm. She paused, soaking in the gravity of this moment, the moment she chose to work alongside a demon, and prayed she wasn’t making a mistake in trusting him. Then she placed the chain around her neck, securing her decision.
After saying their goodbyes to Balthazar and Javar, Alyx and Jordan flew off into the night.
“Hey,” Alyx yelled at Jordan over the rush of wind as they skimmed across clouds back to Aradale. “We need to talk.”
 
* * *
 
Alyx and Jordan touched down in the forest at the back of the Aradale grounds. Jordan faced Alyx and leaned against a tree trunk. “So?” he said, crossing his arms.
“Balthazar. Spill it.”
“I met him at Purgatory a few months ago. He approached me. At first I didn’t trust him either. He said that he witnessed a seraph making some sort of deal with a Demon, betraying us. A deal about some sort of weapon that would take down our healing defenses. I said that it was impossible. Balthazar recited to me those lines from the prophecy and said that it would be his proof that we were on the same side. He asked me to bring back the Guardian to meet him. He wanted to create an alliance with you. Lo and behold, Mayrekk told me about you, about the vision you had, the burn-marked death. Then you caught me following you after that night-race. After I saved you in Michael’s DreamScape and I saw your leg that wasn’t healing, I knew that Balthazar was speaking the truth. I went back to Purgatory and tried to find Balthazar again, but he wasn’t there. I didn’t see him again until tonight.”
Alyx’s mouth was hanging open by the time he had finished speaking. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”
“I thought if I told you before, you wouldn’t believe me. That you might not come. I thought that it would be better for you to meet with Balthazar and hear his side of things before you made your judgments based on what he was.”
“My judgments?” Alyx was incredulous.
Jordan shrugged. “Come on, Alyx. Are you telling me that if I told you to come meet a demon friend of mine, you would have come willingly?”
“No, but... but, I would have still come...” she finished lamely, knowing in her heart that it was a lie.
Jordan rolled his eyes. “No, you wouldn’t have, and you know it.”
Alyx didn’t know whether to be angry at Jordan or not. Judgments? Did she make judgments?
“So,” Alyx started, “not all demons are bad?”
“Bad. Good. I suppose it depends which side you’re standing on, doesn’t it? All I know is, you can’t tell just by looking at a creature what it is. Not even the Elders.”
Alyx frowned as she watched Jordan’s face grow dark again. Alyx had seen this shadow fall across Jordan’s face before.
“I know that look,” she said softly. “What are you thinking about?”
A few moments passed before Jordan began to speak, “When I was still a part of the Michaelea Castus, I saw Michael... taking advantage of a young seraphelle lightwarrior.”
Alyx’s blood ran cold. She remembered her dreams that Michael had invaded. She shivered, remembering his cold stony arms scratching against her skin, creating a prison around her.
“I reported it but... the Elders, they protect their own. I was instructed – instructed – to forget what I saw. Forbidden to speak to anyone about it. But I just couldn’t forget. I couldn’t forget her − her crying, her screams... her face. It haunted me. I didn’t say anything but I couldn’t forget. From that day I started to see the cracks in the society that the Elders had built around us. And once you see them you can’t un-see them. I found out afterwards that the seraphelle’s name was Lylianne, and she was also told to pretend that nothing had happened.”
Jordan’s face grew hard. “Then she disappeared. They said that she killed herself or ran off, but... I knew it was a lie. I just snapped. I couldn’t be a part of it anymore. I just couldn’t. So I left.”
“It wasn’t your fault.”
“I could have spoken up, given a voice to someone who wasn’t allowed one.”
“Jordan, it’s not your fault.”
“‘All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing’,” Jordan said. Alyx recognized the quote by a mortal called Edmund Burke from a mortal book that she had smuggled illegally into Michaelea once. “I told myself I would never ‘do nothing’ again. I told myself I’d find a way to bring Michael to justice for what he did.”
“So this whole Rogue hero thing − you’re not just in it for the chicks,” Alyx said, trying to lighten the mood.
Jordan laughed a little, which pleased Alyx. When he looked at her again, he had a little twinkle in his eye. “Well, maybe just one chick.” Jordan stepped forward and he placed a hand against her face. His thumb began to trace along her cheek.
He isn’t Israel.
Alyx stepped away, trying to cover up her awkwardness with a short laugh. “I don’t want to step on Javar’s toes.”
Jordan frowned. “Javar? You think I’m interested in Javar?”
Alyx shrugged. “He’s obviously interested in you and you didn’t seem to mind his attentions. I saw you wink at him.”
His frown broke and he laughed. “Oh, little seraphelle. I forget how sheltered your short life has been.”
Alyx sniffed and crossed her arms in front of her. “I’m not sheltered.”
“I was just flirting back. I’m not interested in Javar. I mean, he picked a good-looking mortal to occupy, but I’m not interested in him like that.”
Alyx frowned. “So are you or are you not gay?”
“There you go with labels and judgments again. When I’m interested in someone, I’m interested in them as a person. I don’t really care about the package it comes in.”
Alyx’s head spun. “So you date women and men?”
“Do you have a problem with that?”
“What? No. No.”
“Besides,” all the humor dropped from Jordan’s face as he stepped closer, “I’m interested in someone else.”
“Oh, really?” Alyx laughed nervously. Jordan took another step towards her, his gaze deepening in intensity. Alyx shuffled back. Oh God.
“Yes. But I don’t think she’s ready.”
“Oh.” But she couldn’t go back any further. She had backed up into the trunk of a tree. She was trapped between this trunk and the body of the seraph in front of her.
“I’m not going to play any games with you. You intrigue me.”
Alyx swallowed. “What?”
“I could be good for you. I could show you things, teach you about the world, about your limits, about pleasure, pain and everything in between... You have so much potential, Alyx, you just need a good teacher. I think that somewhere under this hesitation,” he waved one hand around her, “you feel something for me, too.”
Alyx gaped. “You’re so sure of yourself.”
“If that’s what you want to call it.” He shrugged. “I think it is pointless running around pretending that I’m not interested in you. Playing games is for children.”
Jordan closed the gap between them and moved his face down to hers. Alyx didn’t move, struggling to feel her way through this apprehension and uncertainty and the strange but distinct pull of curiosity underneath it all.
His lips closed over hers, capturing the gasp of surprise that tried to escape. He moved his mouth against her, slowly at first. Then he dragged his tongue against her bottom lip. It made Alyx’s lip tingle and made her feel warm, but it wasn’t the fireworks and the total consumption that Israel had made her feel.
Israel. She was kissing this seraph, this gorgeous seraph, who wanted her and was a wonderful kisser, and yet she was thinking of Israel. Stupid mind. Stupid heart.
Jordan pulled back, obviously aware of her distraction, his eyes now open and on her. He watched her, studying her. It went on for so long that Alyx just had to fill the silence. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
Jordan brushed strands of hair from her forehead, then he traced down her cheek, down to her jaw and wrapped his fingers around the back of her neck. “I’m not going to push, Alyx. You’re in control, okay?”
“I don’t know,” Alyx said lamely.
Jordan pulled his hand off her and glanced towards the horizon. “The night is running away from us. You should get some sleep.”
And with that he took off towards the house, leaving Alyx alone, trying desperately to make sense of what just happened.
 
* * *
 
Alyx landed at the window of her room at Aradale. She pushed one leg through the curtains and began to pull the rest of herself through.
“Where have you been?”
Alyx jolted. Then she saw his familiar outline sitting at the end of her bed, staring at the floor. “Israel. What are you doing here?”
“I couldn’t sleep.” His voice was stilted and curt. “I wanted to apologize to you for jumping to conclusions about you and that Rogue. I didn’t see you at dinner so I came to your room after I heard you come in. I saw you weren’t here and that the window was open. So I waited.” He lifted his chin up to glare at her. “Where were you?”
“I was out.”
“With him?”
“His name is Jordan. And it’s not what you’re thinking, although even if it was you would have no right to be angry. We were following up on some information that Jordan had.”
“I thought we were in this together? Isn’t that what we said?”
“Israel, I didn’t tell you where we went because you’d want to come. It was too dangerous for you.”
“So you leave me again?”
Alyx growled in exasperation. Why didn’t he understand this? She was trying to keep him safe. “Jesus, Israel, this isn’t a game anymore. We’re talking about real demons, real Hell-creatures, real danger.”
“Yeh, well... I kept myself alive before you ever showed up. I can do it again.” Israel stood up; even the mattress seemed to ripple with his anger.
“Where are you going?”
“To bed. I stayed up, worrying, waiting for you to come back. Now you’re back so I’m going to bed.”
When he left he didn’t look back.
 



Dear Yael,
 
I saw you.
You were with our old flock. You passed by so close but you didn’t see me. At least I now know that you are alive and not being tortured.
You were laughing with them.
What have they done to you? Why do you not come to me?
 
Your love,
 
Siana
 



Chapter 9
 
The next morning, Alyx took her breakfast out on the same balcony where she and Jordan had had dinner last night. She didn’t want to see either Jordan or Israel, so her surprise was visible when she thought she heard both their voices below. Her half-eaten breakfast forgotten, Alyx peered over the balcony into the courtyard, which was partly hidden by the leaves of a large tree that grew next to the building. It was them.
Jordan and Israel walked further into the courtyard and out of earshot, but Alyx could still see them. She continued watching them for a few minutes. Jordan appeared to be training Israel on how to block DreamWalker magic.
“What’s so interesting?” A female voice made Alyx jump. She turned to see Ana stepping through the door onto the balcony. “I’m sorry if I startled you. I didn’t mean to.” All the wariness from their initial meeting yesterday seemed to have gone.
“That’s okay. I’m just a bit jumpy. I didn’t get much sleep.”
Ana moved to the balcony next to where Alyx stood and followed her gaze. “Oh. I see.”
Alyx flushed. She was about to make up some excuse about why she was watching Israel when Ana spoke again.
“I’ve known Jordan a long time. He cares about you, you know.”
Alyx closed her mouth. Ana thought that she had been watching Jordan. Still embarrassing, but Alyx didn’t move to correct her. “I know.”
“He talks about you.”
“Oh?”
“He could make you happy.”
Alyx was silent.
“And you’ll miss out on a good thing in Jordan if you don’t get over wanting the impossible with Israel.”
Alyx felt like a current had gone through her. “I don’t want anything with Israel.”
“You don’t have to lie to me, Alyx. I recognize it in you.” Ana smiled, soft, sorrowful. “I was in love once, deeply and desperately. He was brash and bold and brave. And impossible for me to be with.”
“Why?”
“He was a lightwarrior of Michaelea and I was a Castus.” Ana leaned over the balcony, staring at the grass below and twisting her fingers. A soft breeze had started brushing her hair across her cheeks, bringing a sweet smell of flowers. “We were to leave together, he and I. So we could be together. But... something happened. I left Michaelea but he didn’t follow me.”
Alyx felt that she had heard this story before. “What was his name?”
“Yael.”
Alyx gasped. “You’re Siana.”
It was Ana’s turn to be surprised. “No one’s called me Siana in a long time. How did you know?”
“I found your letters at Tara.”
“Of course.” Ana smiled wistfully. “That was a long time ago. My point is, if I hadn’t given Lukas a chance, if I had continued hanging onto an impossible love, then I wouldn’t have what I have today.”
Ana gave Israel and Jordan one last look before pushing away from the handrail. “Think about what I said.”
Ana left Alyx alone with her thoughts.
Alyx watched Jordan and Israel again. Jordan was the logical choice. To be with Jordan made sense. But Israel... even now as she watched him standing off against Jordan, her heart seemed to beat for him. Is-rael, Is-rael, it seemed to say. But he wasn’t the right choice, was he? A mortal and a Seraphim. It was an impossible love. But her heart didn’t seem to care about this.
Foolish heart. Why wouldn’t it behave? Why wouldn’t it just want what it should want? Instead of what it shouldn’t.
 
* * *
 
Later that day, Jordan was waiting for Alyx at the entrance of the dining hall to escort her to lunch. He carried both their plates as they made their way over to the two spare chairs in front of Lukas and Ana. Alyx found herself scanning the faces in the dining hall for Israel’s. But he wasn’t to be seen. Alyx scolded herself for even looking and instructed herself not to look for him again.
The conversation over lunch was mainly Jordan and Lukas rehashing their adventures together for Alyx’s benefit. Lukas teased Jordan more than once, and Alyx soon found herself smiling. She noticed every time Jordan touched her arm.
Alyx made it a point to watch Ana and Lukas. She caught a few private looks between them and she soon decided that they really were happy together. Perhaps she and Jordan could be, too?
But Alyx couldn’t stop her gaze from sliding over to the entrance to the dining hall; she noticed Israel as soon as he appeared. Her body tensed. She froze when she realized he was coming straight for her with a tortured look on his face. He wouldn’t dare make a scene in front of everyone, would he? Oh God, of course he would.
Alyx was standing even before he reached them. “You have no right to be—”
“Alyx, stop. You need to come to Tobias’s office. Now.”
Tobias’s office. Why just her? Had the swallows returned? Had there been news of... her mother? Alyx mumbled her apologies to the others at the table as she tripped out of her seat. She barely felt Jordan grabbing her arm to steady her and barely registered him saying, “I’m coming with you.”
She couldn’t remember how she had gotten to Tobias’s office. All of a sudden, it seemed, she was seated in front of Tobias with Israel and Jordan on either side of her. Alyx felt numb, like she was watching life through a glass bubble.
Tobias’s face was grim as he looked at her from across the table. “I’m sorry to drag you in like this. But I wanted to tell you first without a crowd here.”
Alyx nodded but she didn’t speak. The blood rushing through her ears was so loud she could barely hear Tobias speaking. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good news. She gripped her hands together in her lap and braced herself.
“They found another body, this time in Remembrance Park… with your name written across the stomach.”
This wasn’t news about her mother. Alyx felt relief and she felt sick at the same time. Her name. Her name had now also been branded a deathly signature.
“This time it was a lightwarrior,” Tobias continued. “I’m so sorry, Alyx. Israel told me that you were friends.”
Friends? Oh God, please no. When it sank in, it felt like a weighted anchor was crushing her chest. Someone she cared about had been killed. With every breath she took, her lungs seemed to swell red and painful at the possibilities of who it could be.
“Who...?” was all she could choke out before her throat closed up.
“I’m so sorry, Alyx.” Tobias repeated. “If you need to talk to anyone afterwards you know we’re here for you.”
Alyx became aware of Jordan leaning forward and rubbing her arm, hushing softly at her as if she were a child. Alyx felt the anger well up in her. She wasn’t a child. She didn’t need coddling.
“Who was it?” she demanded through gritted teeth. Jordan and Tobias looked at each other, appearing to fear that her anger would explode when they told her the name.
She was close to screaming when Israel’s fingers found her gripped hands under the table. His touch was like a balm, calming her. He coaxed his fingers through hers. Then he squeezed her hand. I’m here. Like that, their fighting seemed to be forgotten. It seemed so unimportant now.
Tobias took a slow breath. “It was Elysia.”
The room spun. Sweet Elysia. Bubbly, excitable Elysia. Alyx remembered her first encounter with Elysia. They had been the only two seraphelle younglings in Symon’s flock at the time. This was enough to cause Elysia to bounce over to Alyx and claim her as her new best friend. Alyx had resisted at first, of course. But Elysia, with her bright plump face, her tight curls and her girlish voice that tripped and skittered as structureless as free-flow jazz, had persisted with Alyx. She had persisted even through Alyx’s dark moods and thick distrust.
That was until a day, several months later... Alyx had been cowering in the reeds of the Great Lake as two older lightwarrior bullies were fast approaching. She had been shocked when Elysia confronted them. With her coquettish giggles and desperately-long blinking eyelashes, Elysia had quelled the fire from the bullies. They had left Alyx alone that day, thanks to Elysia.
Elysia saved Alyx then. But Alyx couldn’t save her now.
In the crowded office space of Tobias’s room, Alyx gritted her teeth as if they could hold back the tears threatening to spill from her eyes. She sent out a silent promise to Elysia, wherever she may be, that she would kill Samyara. Samyara and all his followers. Whatever it took, she would make him pay.
 



Chapter 10
 
“Don’t,” Israel commanded roughly from the shadows of one of the large gray pillars that marked the edge of the spacious back porch of Aradale Asylum.
Israel saw Jordan pause in his approach to Alyx, hovering between the threshold of the building and the rolling green lawn that dove down to the garden, then further into a set of darker trees.
Jordan, it seemed to Israel, never walked anywhere – he flew. Not like Alyx. But Israel suspected that Alyx made it a point to stay on the ground as much as possible around him. He wasn’t sure why. Seeing Jordan hover a few feet off the ground like that reminded Israel that, even though they looked like him, these creatures, these Seraphim, and most importantly... Alyx... were different from him.
For a moment Israel and Jordan both stood watching the lone figure of a petite but fierce warrior taking out her pain and anger in a series of katas, two blades slashing at the unfortunate leaves that hung too low from the large trees above her.
“She is upset. She needs comfort,” Jordan said, and the fingers of his right hand twitched. “She needs... rest.”
“You want to knock her out, don’t you?” Israel said with realization. “Don’t you dare. She won’t stand for it.”
Jordan snapped his head towards Israel, his green eyes blazing. “You will have her wear herself out through this pointless display instead?”
“It’s how she copes. It’s what she needs. She’ll be better once she gets it out.”
“You think you know what she needs, boy?”
Israel bristled at being called “boy”. He pulled himself up to full height. “I know her. You don’t. So don’t pretend to.”
Jordan let out a curt laugh and a smirk pulled at his lips. “Your crush is pointless, boy.”
There was that boy again. If he said it one more time, Israel was going to mess up that pretty-boy face.
“It’s not a crush.”
“How old are you? Twenty? Twenty-one?”
“I’m old enough.”
“I have lived far longer than you.” Jordan turned, eyeing Alyx off in the distance again, his voice taking on a dismissive authority that made Israel fume. “I’ve had much, much more experience with women. I think I know what she needs.”
“If you make another move towards her, I won’t hesitate to take a swing at you, magic or not. Thanks to your training, I’m pretty sure that I’ll get in at least two good hits and one loud enough yell to bring Alyx over before your DreamWalker knocks me out. When I wake, I won’t hesitate to let her know that you planned on knocking her out like a helpless pup. We’ll see how well your new friendship will survive that.”
A low growl came from Jordan’s throat. Israel could see the frown marring Jordan’s clean profile, his hair swept away from his face and tied at the base of his neck in a short ponytail. Jordan swung around to face Israel. Even though Israel was slightly taller than Jordan, Jordan now hovered far enough off the ground to tower over him. “What will you have me do instead?”
Israel spoke again; this time his voice was softer. “She just needs to be left alone for a little bit longer. I promise, she’ll feel better after she has gotten it out. I can keep an eye on her.”
The Rogue was silent. Apart from the crease that remained at his brows, there was no other sign of emotion on his face. Nothing behind his eyes, just a cool unemotive facade. Israel couldn’t tell what this Rogue was thinking.
“If you’re wrong and that doesn’t help her, or if she hurts herself or does something stupid, you will answer to me.” Jordan gave Israel one last hard look then swept back into Aradale.
Israel let go of the breath that he didn’t realize he had been holding, and he sank back into the shadows to keep watch over Alyx’s fighting form.
 
* * *
 
Out on the back grounds of Aradale, Alyx threw down her swords so that they stuck up out of the ground. Her arms had that pleasant ache from working the swords. But her legs could still take more. She began to move without weapons in an unarmed kata, a series of fighting movements using just her body. The katas were Symon’s basics. They always calmed her when she wasn’t feeling right. And right now she wasn’t feeling right.
As a warrior under the command of the Elders, Alyx had always just accepted that she would die performing her duty. Death, although sad, was just part of a warrior’s life. It was part of their function. But now... with everything she had learned, with everything she now thought, death felt pointless. It felt unfair and real.
She wondered how Symon was taking Elysia’s death. Or Xavier. Or Lutando. She wondered what they thought when they found out that it was Alyx’s name written on Elysia’s stomach. She wondered if they would ever forgive her.
“You can come out, now,” Alyx said without pausing. She had felt his eyes on her even as she had begun her katas. “I know you’re there.”
She heard a small grumble, then a rustle of bushes as her watcher stepped forward.
“How did you know?” Ky said, his hands in his pockets.
“I could hear you. Has no one ever taught you to move silently?”
“No. No one teaches me anything cool. I’m too young.”
Too young? What a strange concept.
“How old are you?”
“Twelve winters,” he said proudly.
“I was already training at your age.” Alyx frowned. It really was so irresponsible to leave this youngling untrained. Alyx tilted her head towards the spot next to her. “Don’t I owe you a training lesson? Get in line, warrior.”
“Oh cool,” Ky said as he practically bounced into position.
“We’re going to go though some basics. First, this is your stance.”
Alyx took Ky through the basic stance, how to hold his hand properly in a fist, the basic unarmed combat movements and how to block each one.
Ky was a quick learner. He already had a naturally higher level of body awareness than most other Seraphim starting out. Probably because he was older than the youngling warriors were, she thought as she adjusted his arms.
They were just about through the lesson when a female voice rang out, “Get the hell away from my son.”
Alyx spun. She was stunned at the sight of Ana storming towards them.
“How dare you! I did not give you permission to teach him any of that fighting stuff.”
Ky stepped out in front of Alyx. “But Mama—”
“Ky, I am not discussing this with you right now. Go to your room.” The glare that Ana gave him was enough to send Ky flying back towards the Aradale building.
“Alyx,” Ana said when Ky had gone, “I did not give you permission to train my son. Do not do it again.”
“What is your prejudice against me?”
“It’s not against you... I just don’t believe that it is right to teach children how to fight.”
“Ky is turning into a man. He needs to know how to defend himself. Especially out here.”
“No.” Ana shook her head furiously. “We came out here so we could get away from all that. So we could be safe.”
Alyx pressed her lips together. “There is nowhere safe right now. Not while the Darkened and the Elders are up to something.”
“Do you have children?”
Alyx’s fingers flinched towards her belly. “No.”
“Then you wouldn’t understand.” Ana sighed. “I know you must think I’m being too hard on him. But he’s already too brash, too bold…” Ana’s fingers went to her forehead.
“Ana, you won’t be able to continue to protect him like you do.”
Ana shook her head. “Ky is my son and I shall protect him how a mother knows best. Don’t train him anymore. He is not to become a warrior. I won’t let it happen.”
Ana stormed off back to the building. Alyx stared at her retreating form. There was more to Ana’s story than Ana had told her. But Alyx doubted that Ana would share this with her now. And she doubted that Ana would be sympathetic if she confided in Ana about her possible pregnancy.
 
 



Yael,
 
This is the last letter I will ever write to you. I have tried for many weeks now to hold onto faith that you will find your way back to me. But now I understand that you do not want to return.
I leave tonight for Aradale. And when I do, I will leave all hope for us ever being together again behind. Know that I will keep a part of you − a part of us − with me always.
 
Siana
 



Chapter 11
 
The next morning they were all summoned to Tobias’s room. The others had obviously been told about Elysia because Alyx could see the mournful glances that were cast her way. Alyx gritted her teeth. She didn’t want pity. The best thing she could do for Elysia was to stop Samyara.
“The swallows have started returning,” Tobias said. “A community in Thailand has advised us that one of the Buddha statues in a Hindu temple was carved from Black Stone. Unfortunately, that statue was stolen a few days ago.”
Marin looked like he was going to start ranting, but Tobias put up his hand to halt him. “Not all the swallows are back. We could still get lucky.”
“Meanwhile they keep stealing Black Stone before we can get to them,” Marin grumbled.
Something was whirring in Alyx’s head as she thought over the items that they knew had been stolen. Meteors in mortal museums, mortal monuments, mortal statues...
“Maybe we’re looking for answers in the wrong place,” said Alyx, leaning forward. “Jordan, didn’t you say that Black Stone came back to Earth as meteors?”
Jordan nodded.
Alyx continued, spurred on by a sliver of hope, “What if we look through the mortal records? Surely they keep records of all the meteors that have crashed to earth. Maybe they would even have a record of whether the meteors were kept intact or whether they were used to create something else such as a statue.”
Jordan was leaning forward now as well. “Black Stone is a beautiful and incredibly strong but easily forged metal. It’s not surprising that it appears to have been utilized by the mortals to make statues and the like.”
“It’ll take too much time to go through all of the mortal libraries looking for records,” Marin said. “We don’t have the time.”
“At least it’s a start,” said Alyx.
“It’ll be even faster if we get access to a meteorite database,” said Israel. “If I can get access to the internet I can do a bit of digging.” Israel looked at Tobias. “You guys have access to the internet here, don’t you?”
Tobias shook his head.
Israel’s face twisted in disbelief. “At least tell me you know what the internet is?”
“Yes, we know what the internet is, but we don’t allow access in Aradale. There are too many risks that outweigh the possible benefits of having an internet connection. We need to keep Aradale as safe as possible.”
“Okay, then we’ll find internet access outside somewhere. The local library usually provides free internet access.”
“I’ll go,” said Alyx. “You just tell me what to look for.”
Israel raised his eyebrows at her. “Have you ever used the internet before?”
Alyx blanched. “What? It can’t be that hard, can it?”
Israel shook his head. “You need me. I’m coming with you. The library should be open during the day, which is better for us if we’re walking around, right? No Darkened and lightwarriors running around when it’s light, isn’t that right?”
Alyx was about to argue back, but Vix spoke up, “It would be safer during the day and there are still a few hours of light left. And it would be faster if we had someone researching who knew what he was doing. I say let him go, Tobias.”
“Yeah,” Marin interjected, “the mortal should be doing something to earn his keep.”
Alyx couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Surely Tobias would see the danger in letting Israel leave Aradale…
Tobias spoke slowly, “If you were to go with him during the daylight hours, Alyx, I think that should mitigate the risks. How soon can you leave?”
 
* * *
 
The Nordlingen library was near the center of town, a block away from the Saint George cathedral. It was too far on foot, but Tobias had instructed one of the resident Seraphim to drive them in Aradale’s sole vehicle: an ancient van with rusted doors that wailed when they were opened and a passenger side window that wouldn’t wind down.
Through the scratched glass, Alyx could see that the streets of Nordlingen were narrow with no sidewalks, the level road extending right up to the blunt face of the three- to four-story buildings that lined it, which made Alyx feel like they were driving through a trench. Ornate Victorian lamps hung from hooks that extended out from buildings at about the height of the first story.
Finally, they pulled up to the Nordlingen library, a gray brick building with steps leading up to the entrance and dusty-looking pillars standing guard. The Seraphim driving said that he would let them out here, then find a place to park.
Alyx stepped out onto the cobbled street, scouring the faces of the people who passed by. She stepped in front of Israel, holding him behind her and glaring at a group of passing students.
“No offense,” Israel said, “but I thought the point was to avoid drawing attention to ourselves.”
“What are you talking about?” she asked, her eyes snapping to the faces of a couple who were crossing the street towards them.
“You. Looking like you’re about to kick the ass of anyone who comes too close to us. Relax a little.”
Alyx felt his fingers thread through hers and her arm tingled all the way up to her elbow, causing her shoulders to soften. As he pulled her towards the library entrance, his thumb rubbed small circles on the back of her hand and the feeling of release grew. It was so strange that his touch could ease the tension in her like that.
Inside, Alyx and Israel made their way past the reception desk and towards a small section that had four boxy-looking computers. There was only one harried-looking youth sitting at one; the others were free. Israel pulled a chair over to a computer and motioned for Alyx to sit next to him. Alyx sat quietly, watching curiously as Israel leaned over the keyboard.
“Here,” he said after a few minutes, “the Bureau of Meteorology. And it looks like they have a database of known meteor landings.” His fingers tapped at the keys as he said, “I’m just putting in a bunch of search criteria. Hopefully we’ll get lucky.”
Alyx nodded, feeling a sense of gratefulness that Israel was here with her. She studied the crinkle that he got between his eyebrows and the purse of his full bottom lip when he concentrated. The light from the monitor cast his perfectly imperfect profile in a silver halo. He looked over and caught her staring. “What?”
Alyx shook off the growing blush and looked down into her lap. “Nothing. Just... nothing.” Out of her periphery she could see a smile tugging at his lips even as he fixed his sights back on the monitor. Apparently her blush hadn’t gone unnoticed.
“I think I have it,” he said finally. “It looks like there have been several meteors of Black Stone-like substances across the world.” His brow furrowed. “Dammit.”
“What?”
“It looks like all of the meteors have been removed from their original locations.”
“Does it say where they’ve been taken?”
Israel frowned and clicked the mouse some more. “There are a few addresses here… museums. I recognize one of them as being that science museum in Germine that was robbed. I’ll see what I can find about the others.”
He opened another window and began typing in those addresses. As each search result came up, Israel began to look more and more morose. Finally he pushed back in his chair and blew out a huff. “The Darkened have been busier than we thought. All of these museums have been robbed of their meteors in the last few weeks. These addresses are located worldwide, which would explain why we didn’t hear about most of them.”
When Israel turned to her, his face crinkled with a mixture of frustration and hopelessness. “What the hell do we do now?”
Alyx became very aware of how near their faces were. She leaned back. She mustn’t let herself get carried away with him again. “Those are just the sites of the registered meteors, aren’t they?”
Israel nodded. “It goes back around 150 years, but the records get sketchy prior to that.”
“So there’s still the possibility that they haven’t found all the Black Stone. We’ll figure something else out.”
 
* * *
 
Back at Aradale, Alyx and Israel reported their findings to Tobias. Until the swallows returned with more news, there was nothing to do, so Tobias dismissed them both. Alyx felt an edge of guilt that she hadn’t been able to spend much time with Mini since they arrived, so she decided to check on her.
Alyx walked into Mini’s room. “Mini?” The room was empty and the bed was unmade. Alyx looked on the front of the door where there was a small message board so that Ky or Jordan or anyone could leave a message if they had taken Mini somewhere. But there was no message.
Alyx called out Mini’s name louder. She fell to her knees to check under the bed. Not there. She snatched open the cupboard door. Not there. Where was Mini? Where could she have gone? She wouldn’t have wondered out on her own, would she?
“What’s wrong?” Israel stuck his head through the doorway.
“Mini’s not in her room,” Alyx said slamming the cupboard door.
“The window’s open. Have you checked outside?”
“No.” Alyx looked towards the window. The light curtain was blowing in with a soft breeze. A horrible thought flashed through Alyx’s head. What if Mini had fallen out of the window?
Alyx raced across the room and pushed the curtain aside. She stuck her head out and looked around, her heart in her throat. Her chest released a little when she didn’t see a body on the grass below. “Mini?”
There was a guttural noise coming from above.
Alyx cursed. “I think she’s on the roof.” She pushed out of the window and soared up to the roofline.
Mini was squatting with her back to Alyx just on the other side of the peak of the sloping roof. Alyx breathed a sigh of relief. “There you are. You had me worried.”
Mini turned towards Alyx.
“Oh my God.” The sight of her twisted at Alyx’s stomach.
Mini was holding a swallow in her hands, dead and floppy, neck ripped open and bleeding. There was sticky crimson across Mini’s fingers. The same crimson was smeared and dripping all over the lower half of her face and staining her pale yellow dress.
Mini grunted and brought the swallow to her face, her lips pulling back, showing her teeth.
 



Chapter 12
 
Alyx had brought Mini inside and sent Israel out to fetch Tobias. Unfortunately, Tobias happened to be with Jordan and Lukas at the time, so they had both insisted on coming too.
Now Tobias, Jordan, Israel and Lukas crowded Mini’s small room. Alyx held Mini in her lap on the bed. She had cleaned the blood off Mini’s face and hands and thrown the towel away, but the stains on her dress were still glaring evidence that something was seriously wrong.
Being an Animale, Lukas had had the strongest reaction to what Mini had done. “She’s some kind of monster,” he cried.
“She’s just a girl,” said Alyx. But was she? What would cause Mini to do such a thing?
“Are you so sure? Are you willing to take that risk? To put us all in danger?”
“She’s right here. She can hear you.”
“She doesn’t understand anything.”
Tobias raised his hands. “Please. Please. We can settle this if we get Dianne to look through her mind.”
“Dianne?” Alyx asked.
“She’s a MemorySong,” Tobias explained. “She’ll be able to tell us what this little girl is hiding.”
 
* * *
 
Back in Tobias’ office, Alyx sat next to Mini, holding her hand. The tension in the air was so palpable, it felt like it pressed against Alyx’s skin. Tobias, Israel, Jordan and Lukas were scattered around the room. Dianne was setting a large white screen up on one wall. Everyone was silent.
“We’re ready,” Dianne said, causing the nervous buzz under Alyx’s skin to hum even louder. As Dianne approached, Mini started to shift and whimper in her chair.
“It’s going to be okay, Mini,” said Alyx, even though she wasn’t sure it would be. “No one is here to hurt you.” Turning to Dianne, Alyx asked, “It won’t hurt her, will it?”
Dianne shook her head. “She’ll feel some discomfort, but it won’t hurt. I promise you,” she added when Alyx frowned.
“What’s the screen for?”
“As you probably already understand, with MemorySong magic, only I can see her memories. But using this clever invention,” Dianne held up a round misty-glass lens, “a MemoryViewer, I can project her memories onto that screen for all of you to see. The MemoryViewer will also keep a record of the memory.”
Alyx brushed Mini’s curls from her face and rubbed her arm in an attempt to calm her. Then Alyx gave up her seat to Dianne. Everyone else had gathered silently around the back of Mini’s chair.
Dianne placed one hand on Mini’s forehead. Immediately the room became warmer and the air felt thick. Alyx watched Mini closely. She began to frown but she didn’t look like she was in pain.
Dianne gasped, turning a shade paler.
Alyx leaned forward. “What?”
“She’s… my God… I didn’t think it was possible.”
“What?”
Dianne’s face seemed to drain of blood. “No. It is. I can see it clearly.” Dianne twisted in her chair to face the rest of the room. “This girl is part-demon.”
Those words were like an electric shock that stunned the room into silence.
“Part-demon… not Darkened, but actually part-demon?” asked Tobias.
Dianne nodded.
“Where the hell did Michael get a part-demon from?” said Lukas.
“And why was he keeping her in the Hollows?” said Israel, quietly. Alyx felt her stomach drop in a sharp unease. She could think of one reason…
Dianne twisted around again. She seemed to stare at Israel for a second, but Alyx could have been imagining it.
“There are some things you should see.” Dianne held out the MemoryViewer towards the screen, her hand visibly shaking. An image flashed on the screen – an image as seen through Mini’s eyes.
Mini was in her cell, in the Hollows. It was dark, but with her unnatural senses, she could see the dim shapes of the bars in front of her.
There was a noise. Someone coming and bringing with them a glow of light. The ground crunched under her feet as Mini backed away from the bars. Alyx began to hear a muffled thudding from the screen. It took her a moment to realize it was Mini’s heart, beating loudly in a quickening pace.
“Hello, Angelique.” The glow fell across the cold face of Elder Michael as he appeared at the bars of the cell with two guards.
In her chair, in Tobias’s office, Mini was starting to whimper.
On the screen, Angelique had run to the corner of her cell and covered her face with her fingers, allowing only slits of light between them. As if she was trying to hide.
Michael snapped his fingers and a guard unlocked her door. He entered. Alyx felt her own heart start to join the drum of Angelique’s.
“Leave us.” Michael commanded, and the guards left.
Michael made his way slowly to her, repeating softly like a chant, “pretty girl, pretty, pretty.”
When he reached her, she tried to run. To where? They were trapped in this cell together. It was just a desperate reaction of someone trying to delay being touched by him for even just an extra second.
He grabbed her around her waist. She began to kick.
“Where are you going Angelique? Pretty, pretty.”
Angelique cried out. And the cry was echoed by Mini, being held in her chair by Dianne.
“Jesus,” it came from Jordan. When Alyx glanced at him, he was ashen-faced. This picture would be all too familiar for him.
Angelique was spun and pushed against her cell wall. The image of Elder Michael’s looming face jittered as Angelique’s little body shook with terror. Then it went to black as Angelique squeezed her eyes shut. It didn’t stop the sound.
“Stop it,” demanded Alyx.
Angelique and Mini were both screaming.
“Now,” Michael’s voice said roughly. “You will make me a child.”
“I said stop it, Dianne. Now, damn you.” Alyx’s whole body burned and her vision began to fracture. Suddenly her hands were shoving Dianne from her chair and across the room. The MemoryViewer jolted from Dianne’s hands and cracked against the floor. The grunting coming from the screen stopped.
Alyx grabbed Mini and wrapped her up in her arms. No one dared to stop her. Mini buried her head into Alyx’s neck. Mini’s sobbing made her whole body lurch, each cry tearing every ounce of breath from her lungs. The sound broke Alyx’s heart into pieces.
Alyx turned her focus to Dianne, who was being helped up by Lukas. Her voice shook as she spoke, “You didn’t have to make her go through that again.”
“We needed to know,” said Dianne, but even she sounded like she didn’t believe herself.
“Not like that. It didn’t have to be like that.” Then Alyx’s voice dropped into a low feral growl, “Touch her again and I’ll kill you.”
Alyx stormed from the room, little Mini broken in her arms.
 
* * *
 
Alyx held Mini tightly, rocking her back and forth, as she sat in the largest and softest armchair of the Aradale library. “It’s okay. No one’s going to hurt you anymore, I promise.”
Thankfully, the library was deserted. Mini’s sobbing echoed off the bookshelves. Alyx remembered how Symon used to calm her down when she was upset as a youngling… with stories. Anything was worth a try.
“There was a girl,” Alyx began,” a young girl, who grew up in a castle. She was always told that she had to stay inside and learn her needlework and her stitching, when all she really wanted was to be outside, climbing trees and playing games with the local farm boys.” Mini’s howling began to lose its force as Alyx continued with one of Symon’s stories that she remembered from her childhood.
Eventually Mini’s cries stopped. Alyx started another story and another. And a long time later, Mini fell asleep. The light through the window had dimmed, signaling night. Alyx was too exhausted to move, so she stayed in her chair. She must have dozed off because she woke when she heard movement.
It was Jordan, approaching slowly. He looked to be alone and weaponless… but still…
“Don’t come any closer,” Alyx said, keeping her voice low so she wouldn’t wake the girl.
Jordan lifted his hands. “Alyx, I just want to talk. I convinced the others that it would be better if I talked to you alone.”
Alyx scowled. “I’m surprised it took you so long to find me.”
“It didn’t. I just wanted to give you both a chance to calm down. I’ve been standing guard at the library entrance for most of the day.”
Alyx lowered her lashes and shifted in her chair. “Thank you,” she said quietly.
“Dianne said that she also found evidence of Samyara trying to influence Mini.”
Alyx felt her face drain of blood. “Oh God.” How much more did this girl have to endure?
“Thankfully, Samyara wasn’t able to influence her. He terrified her so much that she mentally shut down, which shut him out. But… it looks like he now knows about her. For all of these reasons… we have to make sure she’s… safe.”
“What does that mean?” Alyx couldn’t help the suspicion that clouded her voice.
“There are other bedrooms, with bars still on the window and a door lockable from the outside.”
“You want to lock her up?” Mini shifted in her arms. Alyx pulled Mini tighter to her and lowered her voice. “That isn’t fair, Jordan.”
“I know, Alyx, but what choice is there? We can’t afford to have a part-demon loose here in Aradale, and it’s for her safety, too. Imagine what would happen to her if she got out, got lost, or, God forbid, if Michael or Samyara got their hands on her. Dianne is already freaking out over the fact that Tobias let you take her from the room.”
Alyx growled at the mention of Dianne.
“Alyx, try to understand it from her perspective. She’s just trying to keep the other Seraphim in Aradale safe.”
“I don’t believe what I’m hearing. I thought you were on my side.”
“Alyx, I am. We are all on the same side here.” Jordan sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “What would you do instead? Can you watch her all day and all night with everything else that’s going on with Samyara and the Black Stone?”
Damn him. She knew Jordan was right. She sighed. “Okay. I don’t like it. But okay.”
With Mini still in her arms, Alyx followed Jordan to Mini’s new room. It was down on the lower floor of Aradale. Small and simple but, as Jordan said, bars on her window and lockable from the outside. Alyx slipped the girl into bed and promised her quietly that she would return in the morning. Then Jordan’s DreamWalker pushed Mini deeper into a restless sleep.
 
* * *
 
Alyx threw herself on her bed. She had pretended to Jordan that she was fine, just tired, so he would leave her alone. But her blood was still burning. Burning like a poison in her veins. When she got her hands on Michael, she would shred him into ribbons of flesh. Then she would burn each ribbon, one by one. If she could just get her hands on him… The thought rumbled through her like a thunderstorm. If she could just get her hands on him…
Alyx touched the hidden bloodink at her side. One sliver of DreamWalker left. It would be enough to get her into the Plain.
Alyx drew the last of the DreamWalker into herself and forced herself under.
 



Chapter 13
 
Alyx floated alone in the galaxy that was the DreamScape.
“Where are you, Michael?” she yelled to the expanse. “I know you’ve been looking for me. You want me? Come get me.” She whirled around in the nothingness. “Come on. Come get me.”
For the longest moment, there was nothing.
Then... in the distance a star began moving towards her like a comet, glowing with a fierce light. Alyx grinned as the comet grew closer and closer. Then the DreamScape consumed her.
 
* * *
 
Alyx was in a forest, blackened after a fire. The air smelled like char and smoke, but underneath it there was the sourness of burned flesh. Naked branches pointed twisted black fingers towards the sky, and hanging from some of the branches were long, odd-shaped fruit. Ash fell from the sky in gray snowflakes, coating the ground under Alyx’s bare feet. She was standing in something moist.
Alyx drew back a gasp that sounded like a choke. Horror froze her to the ground when she realized it wasn’t fruit hanging from the trees – it was bodies hanging upside down. Naked, backs slashed open to bone, angry rivers of dark red running down their arms and falling from their fingers. That was why the ground was moist. The ground was soaked in blood. Alyx was standing in their blood.
“What a wonderful surprise,” Michael’s voice echoed around her.
Alyx jumped at the sound. She spun around but she couldn’t see him. She tried to keep her voice strong and defiant. “Come out where I can see you, you coward.”
“Oh, Alyx. So brave. You have hidden from me so well. But why have you revealed yourself now?” His question turned into a long hiss.
Alyx looked down and saw a thick brown snake slithering its way across the bloody ground. Alyx flew at it, unsheathing her sword, but it disappeared into a hole in the ground before Alyx’s blade could catch its tail.
“You’re going to pay for what you did to Angelique,” Alyx yelled down the hole after him.
“I see.” Now the voice seemed to come from within the branches of a nearby tree. The trunk shuddered as if a creature were crawling around inside it. “You’ve discovered my pretty’s little secret, have you?”
Alyx hacked at the tree trunk, trying to get at the creature inside. The trunk oozed with a sticky red sap that stank of rust. The tips of the blackened branches exploded, the black pieces morphing into crows as they flew through the air. They circled and swooped down on Alyx, screeching as they tried to peck her with their sharp beaks. Alyx struck the closest one with her sword. The bird disintegrated into dust and ashes. The rest of the crows flew out of her reach, landing on the trees and twisting into wood, becoming part of the branches.
There was a momentary silence, and a soft breeze blew the rank stench of death to Alyx’s nose. Then laughter echoed around her as pieces of ash rained down across her skin like deathly snowflakes.
“Do you like my little garden, pretty?” His voice was in the wind. “They were all fools. They brought it on themselves, you know.”
He sounded close. Alyx spun, but she couldn’t see him. She began to run towards the sound of the voice.
“Where are you, Michael? Come out.” She weaved to avoid the dripping fingers and faces open with terror.
“Do you recognize anyone? Oh, I suppose not. You weren’t even born when he defied me.” His voice hissed in the air like steam. “Oh, there he is. Say hello to Daddy.”
Alyx’s heart leapt to her throat. Her father? Symon had always told her, “You look exactly like your mother but with your father’s eyes.” Before her, there was a seraph hanging upside down with the same jade green irises she had.
“Bastard!” she cried. Alyx launched herself into the branches of the tree. With one furious strike, she severed the ropes stringing up the seraph’s body. He crumpled to the ground. Alyx dropped down to land beside her father. He was handsome with a diamond-cut jaw and golden hair. She wanted to cup his face, but she couldn’t bear to touch him.
“I wish I had known you,” she whispered.
Her father’s features twisted until they became Michael’s laughing face. Alyx fell back with a start. She swung her sword down and severed his head. But the head that rolled away wasn’t Michael’s anymore.
The voice vibrated off the ground. “It’s too late for your parents. And too late for you. You have defied me and the will of God too severely for any amount of repentance to save you.”
“No. My mother is alive.”
The twisted laughter came again. “You know, you are almost as beautiful as your mother was… Elise. She’s around here somewhere.”
“No.” The blood drained from Alyx’s face.
“Oh yes. It couldn’t have been helped. She brought it on herself. She was trying to take you even though you didn’t belong to her. She should have known to give up after your father was killed, but no. She was too stubborn. You must have inherited that from her.”
A swirl of ash curled to Alyx’s right, drawing through the air like a hand pushing through water.
“Ready to meet her, little pretty?” The ash in the air became more frantic as it swirled around the body of a woman. She looked like Alyx but with dark eyes and long hair. Her mother.
Alyx began to back away. “No. You’re lying. She can’t be dead.”
Alyx flinched as she bumped into something that swung away from her. A body. She spun as she jolted away. To her horror she recognized the face. A face she had only ever seen in paintings. Elder Raphael.
Alyx realized exactly what this garden represented…
Something inside her snapped. It snapped under the weight of all those Alyx had lost to him. Alyx’s hand tightened into fists and her knuckles cracked. The DreamScape started to pull and snag as if it was caught in her fists. It started to tear like light cloth.
“What… what are you doing?” his voice showed its first signs of fear.
“I’m going to kill you,” she rumbled from the depths of her throat. The branches on the trees started to break. The ground trembled as her rage began to tear at the DreamScape around them.
“Stop. You’ll destroy us both.”
The whisper of threads that held her sanity together snapped. “I don’t care. As long as I take you with me.” The howl that tore from her was wild and feral and strange to her own ears. “This is for what you took from Angelique.” Shards of the DreamScape started to crack like glass around them. “And this is for my mother and my father, who I never got to know because of you.”
The world shattered and screams sounded all around her as pieces of her mind began to break apart. Gray like ash.
 



Chapter 14
 
Someone was rocking her, holding her. Alyx heaved in a breath and her chest burned as if she had been drowning. Her vision was blurry with tears. She blinked, causing the liquid to roll down her cheeks, clearing her vision.
She saw Israel’s face, his imperfectly perfect features cast in the warm glow of her bedside lamp. For a moment, Alyx was back in their abandoned theatre when he had been there to save her from Michael. This time he had saved her from herself.
He was whispering to her, “It’s okay. You’re okay.” He was so careful when he brushed the hair from her damp forehead.
Alyx let out a sob, realizing how close she had come to tearing herself apart. In her blind rage, she had forgotten her reasons for living. Her biggest reason began to shush softly at her. He gripped her face in his hands, managing to be firm but gentle at the same time, his eyes furious with concern. “What can I do? How do I make it better?”
Alyx shook her head. “My mother is dead. Michael said... he killed her.”
Israel let out a sharp breath. “Jesus. Alyx, I’m so sorry.”
Alyx wanted to tell him more. She wanted to share everything that had happened with him. Somehow, she believed that he could make it better. She opened her mouth to speak, but her sadness welled up, gagging her.
Israel gathered her up in his arms, pulled her into his lap and held her. There, within the safety of his arms, it felt like nothing could touch her. She was safe. She let herself fall apart in a wash of tears.
He just held her.
 
Eventually her sobbing subsided, leaving behind an empty exhaustion. She hadn’t cried like that in front of anyone before. Even when she was younger and upset, even when there was only Symon, she would sniff stiffly and bite at her bottom lip to control its trembling.
Oh God. What had she just done in front of Israel? Would he think her vulnerable and broken? Would he call her weak? Alyx pulled back a little and looked up at Israel through her lashes. His eyes reflected only concern as he watched her. There was no judgment. With that, her fears began to fall away.
Could she do this in front of Jordan? Would Jordan know how to let her fall apart, then coax her back to herself without making her feel weak or stupid or like she was overreacting?
This close, Alyx could feel Israel’s breath on her cheeks. That perfect scar marking his top lip was just inches from hers. Her heart was still thudding, and she knew that it wasn’t just because of what happened with Michael anymore.
“How...” Alyx swallowed. She had to say something to stop herself from leaning forward and taking his scar into her mouth. “How did you know to come?”
“When I woke up, I was already on my feet and running to your room. I must have heard you crying out in my sleep.”
“And you came.”
“Of course I came,” he said, looking incredulous that she would even doubt it. “I know things have been weird between us, but I haven’t stopped caring. I’ll... never stop caring.”
Alyx felt herself draw closer to him, taking in his scent. Sweet and musky. She couldn’t help it. His nearness filled her with a warmth that brought back to life the part of her that had gone cold when they agreed to just be friends. Like spring after winter.
For the moment, she didn’t care that he loved someone else. It felt so good just to be near him, breathing him in. He might love someone else, but he cared for her. He said so himself. He proved that by coming in here tonight. And for the moment that was enough.
“If you called,” he said, “I would always come. Always. No matter what. Understand?”
Alyx nodded. He rested his forehead on hers. The world closed into the space between them. His fingers gripped her hair as he moved a hand behind her neck to hold her there. Her fingers ached to grab him and dig into his skin. But she resisted. Don’t ruin this by asking for more.
For a time they just sat there in silence, breaths mingling.
Finally he spoke softly, “I should go.” He slid Alyx off his lap and onto the bed next to him. “Let you get some sleep.”
Her heart protested. Alyx felt her face fall before she could stop it. She winced internally when she realized he had caught that look. Alyx quickly pulled her face back into her unaffected mask. This well-worn mask. It had served her so well in the past, but right now she hated it. She hated it, but she couldn’t seem to take it off.
“Of course... you should go.”
Israel shifted his legs towards the door, but he didn’t make a move to stand. He looked back at her and studied her face.
“Do you,” Israel bit his lip, “want me to stay? Just in case he tries to hurt you again?” he added.
“Please? It would make me feel better knowing you – someone – was here. I don’t think I could get back to sleep otherwise.”
“Of course.” He ran his teeth over his bottom lip. “I could just sleep on the floor here next to you if you would be more comfortable doing that.”
She should say yes, that he should sleep on the floor. But she wanted so much to feel him lying next to her. The mere thought made her a little dizzy. She could pretend − couldn’t she? − that just for tonight, they were okay again. Even if it would break her heart when the morning’s light pierced through the lie.
“No. I can’t make you sleep on the floor. There’s room on the bed.”
He nodded. He leaned forward to switch off the bedside light and began to shift back towards her. Alyx shuffled back across to the other side of the mattress to let Israel pull his long legs up.
He was there. Just there. His lean body stretched out beside her. So close. Her whole self came alive with the sensation of him being just there.
The last time they were like this, they were both naked. Oh God, she should not be thinking about him naked. Alyx bit her lip. She took a deep breath, careful not to let it make a noise, and let it out slowly.
“Alyx? Don’t take this the wrong way, but... I like it when you need me occasionally. It doesn’t happen often.”
Alyx turned her head towards him. The tiny bit of light slipping through the window fell across the soft smile on his face.
“Need you?”
“Yeh. You never seem to need me or anyone. You’re so,” he shrugged and it ruffled the sheets, “capable. It’s nice to know that I sometimes give you a reason to keep me around.” He laughed softly. “Apart from the whole forced-to-be-my-Guardian thing.”
“What?” Did he honestly think that the only reason she was near him was because of the Guardian bond? “I need you,” she blurted. “More than you know.”
Israel rolled to his side. “What did you say?”
Even in the dark she could feel his eyes boring into hers, into her soul, making her feel naked. Her heart clutching in her chest made it hard to breathe. It was too much. Everything was too much. In her heart, in her head, in her whole body − it was just too much. Alyx turned her head so she was looking at the ceiling. She couldn’t look into his eyes anymore. She feared that her own would reveal too much.
“Please look at me,” he asked softly.
“You.” The word came out louder than she intended. She turned her head to him and met his stare. “I need you.”
His eyes darkened. His fingers dug into her flesh as he pulled her towards him. His mouth fit over hers like a puzzle piece clicking into place. Her body ignited at his touch. This was what was missing with Jordan. Only Israel could make her feel this way.
Something came over her and she couldn’t get close enough to him. She clawed at him, trying to pull away the gaps between them that had appeared over the last few weeks. And her hands were under his shirt, searching for the familiar grooves and rough skin of his scars. His scars. Soft sighs fell from her lips as her fingers rediscovered each one.
“I love all those little noises you make,” he whispered in her ear, sending a raft of shivers down her back. He rolled to his back pulling her over him. Her legs fell on either side of his slender hips. He pulled off his shirt and Alyx sat back to study his lean body beneath her. His mother’s ring glinted on his chest. He was perfection cast in amber, golden and hard and smooth.
And suddenly her singlet was off and discarded on the floor and his hands were moving down the bloodink tattoos on her side and down her stomach and...
No.
“Israel, wait, stop,” she said, fear leaking out in her voice. She pushed his hands off her belly. Her fingers drift back to her bare stomach. The consequences washed over her like cold water. “What are we doing?”
“What’s wrong, angel?”
“I can’t do this again. I can’t be your in-between girl. That’s not enough for me.”
“In-between girl? What are you talking about?”
“Adere. You still love her.” Alyx wrapped her arms across her chest, hugging herself, making her shoulders collapse around her.
“Wait, you think I’m in love with Adere?” Israel frowned, lifting himself up onto his elbows. “Alyx, I don’t love her. I never loved her. I mean, yes, we were two lonely and messed up people who needed each other at a really horrible time in both our lives, but it was never... that.”
“But you keep wanting to save her. You keep wanting to get her back. You keep risking everything to save her,” she finished lamely.
“I don’t believe this.” He sounded angry. Israel sat all the way up, causing Alyx to jump off his lap and recurl herself on the far side of the bed. “Alyx, I did this to her. I’m the reason she is trapped in her own goddamn body. Me. My fault. What kind of a man would I be if I didn’t fix it, huh? Tell me, what kind of man? I’d have no chance in hell of ever deserving...” He stared at her, jaw twitching with tension. He threw his head back towards the ceiling and let out an exasperated noise. Slumping forward with his elbows on his knees, he ran his fingers through his hair. “This is why you told me you couldn’t be with me, isn’t it? Because of Adere. You thought I loved her and not... Jesus, Alyx.”
Alyx’s fingers were trembling against her arms as she hugged herself. He didn’t love Adere. But she had been so sure… Was this her fault? Did she ruin things the first time because she was too scared to ask the question, too scared to show him her heart?
“But... why did you let me go so easily?” After she heard her words aloud, she winced at how whiney her voice was.
“Why did I let you go? Why did I let you go...” He snorted. “I don’t know. I guess part of me didn’t believe that you would actually want to be with me in the first place. I thought my luck had finally run out.”
“Your luck?”
“Come on, Alyx. An angel like you, a street kid like me...”
Alyx’s mouth dropped open. “When have I ever said that? What have I ever done to make you feel like I think that way?”
Israel didn’t look at her. He just shrugged. But she could see the pain in his eyes, the self-doubt.
He was wrong. He was more than just a street kid. Didn’t he know how much she needed him? Did he not understand how much he was worth? She had to convince him. If she could just make him see it…
Alyx crawled forward across the mattress towards him. He didn’t move, but his gaze moved up to watch her approaching. She stopped before him. Sitting on her knees, she reached her hands forward and cupped his face. He let some of the weight of his head rest in her hands.
“Israel, I wouldn’t change you. Not a thing. You are beautiful and perfect and...” And I love you.
Tell him you love him... tell him you love him the way he is.
But the words wouldn’t come. So, she filled the silence by pressing her mouth to his. She poured her heart into the kiss, praying that it would speak for her. Hoping he would understand what she wanted to say but was still too terrified to voice.
His hands found her bare back and he pulled her down along him, their bare torsos fitting against each other, each heart beating against the drum of the other. He reacted underneath her, gentle at first, then harder and needing. Alyx was about to lose herself to him again when he pushed her back.
“Wait,” he said, “if we keep going, I won’t be able to stop, and... I know you, Alyx. It doesn’t matter what I say, there’ll be a part of you that still doesn’t believe that I’m not in love with Adere. I still need to make things right with her. So let’s take things slow. And let me work at proving you wrong.”
Alyx understood. She nodded and slipped into the crook of his arm. It fit her as if she had never left. Her nook. It felt like she had come home, come back to where she belonged, lying here against him.
At the same time, a part of her was unsettled with the secrets she was still keeping from him. She had to tell him about Mayrekk believing that he was part-demon. That she may be with his child... How would he react? What about Jordan? Alyx squeezed her eyes shut. No, she couldn’t think about it now. Tomorrow. She could worry about all that tomorrow.
She fell asleep and for the first time in many nights, she slept soundly and deeply.
 



Chapter 15
 
Israel couldn’t believe his luck. He couldn’t sleep as he lay propped up on one arm next to his sleeping angel. Some time before, she had rolled from him to her side. She had mumbled and reached out behind her to grab at him. He had complied and folded himself around her back. She had sighed and had been still ever since.
Now he was playing a little game with himself. He traced his gaze along her pale neck, her bare shoulder then at the section of her waist that dipped before rising into the curve of her hip, wanting desperately to touch her but willing himself not to, just to see how worked up he could get without it. He lay there, skin buzzing. He was going to go insane.
He gave in. With light fingertips he traced her neck, then her shoulder and that section of her waist... that section of her waist that made him want to give in further and curl his fingers around her hips and pull her back onto him.
She moaned in her sleep and pressed back against him. Christ. She was walking a dangerous line. If she did that again they would both be in trouble. And he would have to break his word to her to take things slow. Idiot. Why had he said that? No. It was the right thing to do. And he would not break his word to her. Ever. Through some miracle she cared for him back. Which meant he had a chance at keeping her. But he had to make things right before he deserved her.
He rolled onto his back so that there was space between them. He needed a few minutes without her soft skin torturing him. He could see the pale curtains begin to glow with light. It must be dawn. He should go. Otherwise they could be caught here together. Not that he minded letting everybody know that she was his. His. The thought made him want to wrap her back up in his arms. But he refrained.
He knew from what Alyx had told him of the Elders’ society that their relationship was forbidden. But he wasn’t sure how these FreeThinkers felt about mortals and Seraphim being together. He wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize what he had been so lucky to get back.
Israel left a single kiss on her neck and inhaled the sweet smell of her skin, then slipped out of bed. He opened the door quietly and poked his head out to peek up and down the corridor. He was about to dart across the corridor when a noise alerted him to the movement of someone coming around the corner further up the hallway. Israel pulled his head back in and closed the door. He would just have to wait until they passed. He kept his ear on the door, listening as they approached down the hall.
But they didn’t pass. They stopped right outside the door. Panicking, Israel glanced around for somewhere to hide. The window. Israel slid open the curtains of the window.
No doubt they would barge in any second now or, if he was lucky, they would knock first. But they didn’t knock on Alyx’s door. Israel heard the dull echo of their knocking on his door and a muffled voice calling out his name. They were after him.
Israel grabbed the top of the sill and swung his legs, knees tucked, so that his feet landed softly on to the sill. Spinning on his toes, then pushing out, he launched up and out of the window, grabbing onto the awning of the roof above. He pulled himself up and vaulted across the roof. Jumping backwards off the other side of the roof, he grabbed again at the awning above his window and swung himself back into his room. Just as the doors burst open.
Marin and Jordan stood like an unfriendly wall, blocking his doorway. Great. Exactly what you wanted to see darken your doorway at the crack of dawn.
“Can I help you?” asked Israel, standing squared towards them. He would not allow himself to be intimidated by them.
“Why didn’t you answer?” Marin snapped at him.
Israel shrugged. “Deep sleeper.”
“You sleep standing up?” Marin growled, obviously not buying Israel’s explanation.
Jordan stepped forward, holding his hands out as if to placate them. “We’re not here to start a fight. Now quiet down or you’ll wake everyone up.” He nudged his head towards Alyx’s room leaving no doubt in Israel’s mind that Jordan didn’t want Alyx awake for this.
A prickle started in Israel’s neck. “Why are you here, then?”
When Jordan spoke there was a grim look to his eyes that scared the hell out of Israel. “You need to come with us.”
 



Chapter 16
 
Alyx found herself smiling when she woke. She stretched out her fingers to find him and found cold sheets. She bolted upright. He was gone.
Why did he leave? Alyx felt a wave of insecurity wash over her. What if he regretted last night? What if he regretted staying? What if he changed his mind? Her fingers tingled, cold and bloodless, and the warmth slipped from her limbs.
She could slip into his thoughts. Since their time at Tara, she had purposely refrained from doing this for fear of what she would find, but right now she needed to know. Alyx closed her eyes and her mind found his.
“...telling you. I have idea what you’re talking about,” Israel pleaded. His eyes searched the faces of the three Seraphim who held him captive in this strange windowless room, looking for some sort of indication that this was just some sick little joke.
“Don’t play games with us, boy,” said Marin.
“Marin, please,” said Tobias. “It is possible that Israel had no knowledge of his bloodline.”
“Of course he’d say that,” Marin grumbled.
“What right do you even have to accuse me of such a thing?” demanded Israel.
There was a silence.
“Mini.” It was Jordan who finally spoke. He had been standing to one side, not even looking at Israel.
“How would she know?”
“Dianne found it in her memory. Mini could smell the demon in you the very first time you met in the Hollows.”
Israel remembered Mini sniffing the air when he stood at her cell in the Hollows. Had Mini been smelling him? Could they be telling the truth?
Israel shook his head. It couldn’t be true. “I can’t be part-demon. I’d know.”
“It would explain your extraordinary strength, your excellent eyesight, and would explain why Samyara is after you.” Jordan turned to face him. “Unless of course, you’re really working for Samyara and this Guardian thing with Alyx is some sort of elaborate demon magic trick to get within our community.”
“That’s a lie.” Israel stood up so quickly, he knocked his chair back with a clatter.
Within an instant, Jordan and Marin had their weapons drawn.
“Gentleman, please. There is no need for violence.” Tobias held up his hands in a placating motion. “Israel, please look at it from our perspective. We don’t know anything about you apart from what Alyx has told us. You now know the location of Aradale and are in a position to discover the rest of the locations of the Rogue communities. If you just consent to proving your innocence, then we can go on as if nothing happened,” Tobias said.
“What do I have to do?” Israel tried not to let his nerves show.
“Let Dianne shift through your memories. We shall find out soon enough whether you have any alliance with the Darkened.”
 
No. Alyx pulled herself back into her body. It pained her to know that Israel had to find out about his demonblood like that, alone in that dark room like he was a criminal. Her heart burned with fury at Jordan, Marin and Tobias. Then it turned to ice. If Israel opened up his mind… Alyx flushed with the thought of having all of their private moments exposed. She had to stop them.
She flew from the room, throwing on her singlet and grabbing her sword on her way out. Alyx knew from her connection with Israel that he was underneath the building. Some sort of basement, she suspected. She sped through the corridors and down the stairwell, startling the Seraphim that she flew past.
After racing up and down the whole bottom floor, Alyx let out a cry of frustration. There was no way down to a basement. No stairs, no lift… But there had to be a way down. She could feel Israel down there. There had to be a hidden stairway somewhere. But where?
Alyx remembered the maps and layouts of Michaelea she discovered when she was searching through Elder Michael’s chambers. If anyone had a plan of Aradale, Tobias would.
Alyx flew towards Tobias’s office, secure in the knowledge that he wouldn’t be there.
Tobias’s door was unlocked. After checking that no one was in the corridor, Alyx slipped inside. She aimed straight for the few Threads that were rolled up on the shelf next to his inventions. Her fingers brushed hurriedly across the Threads.
Nothing useful. No map. How could this be?
A noise at the door made her freeze. Two voices. Alyx scanned the room for somewhere to hide. There was only the desk and that was too far away. The door handle turned. Alyx twitched in panic. She was about to get caught.
An object on the shelf caught her eye, and she almost cried out with relief. She grabbed for the Miragecharm and activated it so that she blended in with her background. Just as the door swung open and Dianne and Jordan floated in. Alyx scarcely dared to breathe lest they hear her.
“…and we’ll be there, Dianne. Don’t worry. He can’t hurt you,” Jordan was saying. He floated straight for the bookcase filled with mortal books that spanned across the wall behind Tobias’s desk, Dianne behind him. What was he doing?
Jordan fumbled with something at one end of the bookcase. Alyx’s mouth dropped open when a section of bookcase clicked and swung out a little from the wall. A secret passageway. Of course.
Adrenalin buzzed under Alyx’s skin as she watched them enter the dark passageway. The bookcase closed behind them.
As soon as she heard the bookcase click, Alyx flew for the area where she saw Jordan fumbling. There had to be a lever or something… Alyx felt around the shelving but she couldn’t find it. She moved back and stared at the bookshelf. Could the lever possibly be a book? But there were so many books. It would take too long to try each one. Surely there was an easier way?
Alyx drew her eyes across the spines and titles, praying that something would stand out... Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen, A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Darney… wait. Alyx remembered reading A Tale of Two Cities. Charles Darney was a character. Charles Dickens was the author. Could this be it?
Alyx reached out and pulled back the spine of the book. She was rewarded with a click to her left.
 
The passageway was dim and immediately turned into a dark set of stairs that curled around. Alyx followed them down. At the bottom of the stairs was a long dark corridor, lit only by a few scattered torches along the wall. The flames flickered as she passed, the only evidence of her movement. The Miragecharm made sure that even her shadow had disappeared. Along the corridor were doors. Which one?
She thought she heard voices, faintly. Alyx moved forward towards a door. The voices were arguing. Israel. Israel was behind that door.
Alyx deactivated the mirage and drew her sword. She kicked open the door. The inhabitants of the dark room jumped. Jordan turned his sword on her. Marin kept his trained on Israel, who was slumped in his chair.
“Alyx?” Jordan lowered the point of his blade slightly.
Alyx raised her own blade to meet his. “Let him go.”
“Alyx, we just want—”
“I know what you goddamn want and I’m telling you, you’re not touching him.” Alyx laughed but it wasn’t because she was finding anything about this situation funny. “I can’t believe I trusted you.”
Jordan looked pained. “You still can, Alyx.”
“Says the man pointing his weapon at me.”
“Alyx,” the relief in Israel’s voice was palpable. She looked over to him. He had straightened up in his chair and some life had returned to his eyes.
“Did they hurt you?” she asked.
Israel shook his head but his eyes still watered with pain. No, they may not have hurt him physically, but the revelation that he wasn’t completely human… that he contained within him blood of the creatures that he hated so much…  God, Alyx could only imagine how this was tearing at Israel’s insides. And for him to find out this way… Alyx’s stomach churned with guilt. Part of this was her fault. She should have just told him.
“Of course we wouldn’t hurt him,” Tobias spoke gently. “We just need to make sure that he’s not going to compromise the safety of this community.”
“By probing his mind? What you did to Mini was bad enough,” Alyx growled, directing this at Dianne, who hung back in a far corner.
Dianne drew herself up, trying to hide her unease. “If he has nothing to hide…”
“No,” Alyx snapped. “Invading his mind… it’s a violation. Israel has had a rough past. I won’t let you make it public.”
“It wouldn’t be public, it would just be us,” said Tobias.
“It doesn’t matter. I won’t let him do it.”
“Perhaps we should let Israel decide what’s right for him.”
Everyone’s eyes turned to Israel. His mouth moved as if he was about to speak, but no sound emitted from him. His gaze found Alyx’s. She could see in his eyes that he was torn. Torn between wanting to clear his name and having all of his secrets revealed. Like their intimate night together.
What would it mean for the two of them if they allowed that to become public? If this was in front of the Elders, they would both be punished. But the FreeThinkers… would they accept a relationship between a Seraphim and a mortal? No, not just a mortal… a part-demon. Alyx felt the blood drain from her face. Even if the FreeThinkers accepted their relationship, it wouldn’t be long before someone made a connection with the prophecies. The secret about the significance of their child, if she truly was pregnant, would be revealed.
“Can I have a moment alone with Alyx, please?” Israel said. “I’ll give you my answer after that.”
Dianne and Marin began to protest, but Tobias held up his hand to silence them. “I think that is safe enough. There is no way out of this room apart from that door.” Turning to Israel, Tobias said, “We will stand outside and wait. You have two minutes. Then, we would like an answer.”
Israel nodded. Tobias herded the others out.
As soon as Alyx was alone with Israel, she flew to his side, sheathing her sword. “Israel?”
He took her hands in his. “Alyx, they think I’m part-demon. They’re wrong. I’m not working for the Darkened. You believe me, don’t you? You don’t think our bond is a trick, do you?”
Alyx shook her head.
A small smile lightened his face for a moment. “I want to prove it to them.” Alyx couldn’t help the soft cry that slipped from her lips. Israel’s face darkened. “But you don’t want me to do it.”
“They’ll see... us. Everything. All of it.” She couldn’t bear to hold his gaze at that moment. Alyx burrowed her forehead against their hands. She felt him slip his fingers under her chin so that he could tilt her face towards his.
“Tell me the truth, Alyx. Are you embarrassed about what we did?”
“What? No. You think... no, Israel. That’s not it at all.”
“Then why not? If it’ll clear my name...”
“Israel, that night, everything between us... it should just be for us. If we let them see it... it won’t be ours anymore.”
“But that’s all that will happen. They’ll just see it.” Israel laughed. “Perhaps seeing a bit of skin will help remove the rod stuck up Dianne’s ass.”
She laughed, but she quickly cut it off. “This isn’t a time to be joking, Israel.”
“Hey,” Israel leaned his forehead against hers and brought their hands up to his lips. “They can’t know how we felt in those moments. They can’t know what was in my heart, your heart... They can’t take that. That is still ours. Forever.” He kissed each of her fingers entwined with his. “I want to do this to clear my name. But I won’t if you don’t want me to.”
Alyx whispered, “There must be another way...”
They pulled themselves apart as the door opened. Tobias, Jordan, Marin and Dianne returned silently into the room.
“Well?” Tobias said. “Have you made up your mind?”
Israel opened his mouth to speak.
There must be another way…
“Wait,” Alyx called out. She turned to Jordan. “Remember the other day when the MemoryThief almost touched me? Didn’t you say that that the MemoryThief chanted that little poem about my most divine memory so that it would conjure up the happiest moments of my life and bring them to the forefront of my mind so that she could steal those particular moments?”
Jordan looked mildly confused. “Yes, but—”
“If you could do the same thing to Israel but referring to the Darkened, then you would bring forward only his memories relating to the Darkened...”
“…and you would only need to shift through all of the memories of my experiences with the Darkened,” Israel said catching on.
Alyx glanced around at everyone’s faces. They had to say yes. It was the only way to prove his innocence and keep their privacy.
Tobias looked to Dianne. “Would that work to satisfy us?”
Dianne frowned. Alyx groaned inwardly at Tobias deferring to Dianne. Surely she would never let up that easily.
But then Dianne nodded. “It would certainly save me a lot of time and energy shifting through all his memories if we could just isolate those related to the demon-kind.”
 
* * *
 
It took Dianne over an hour to shift through Israel’s memories of the Darkened.
Finally she pulled her hands off him and slumped down into the only other chair in that dark room. “The boy is telling the truth. I see nothing here that links him to the Darkened.”
“I told you he wasn’t lying. He didn’t know anything about his demonblood,” Alyx said, glaring at Dianne triumphantly.
Dianne frowned. Then a strange glint came into her eyes. “What his memories don’t tell me, however, is why you kept the knowledge of his demonblood from him.”
The blood drained from Alyx’s face. What would she say? What was her excuse? “I… I…” she muttered. Then a realization struck her. “Wait, you couldn’t possibly know that from Israel’s memories.”
Dianne’s smile dripped with fake sincerity. “Of course, you’re right. But thank you for confirming to me something I only suspected.”
Alyx’s stomach dropped. Oh, stupid girl. She had just been tricked into revealing it herself.
“You knew?” The accusation came from Israel. Alyx cringed. When she looked at him, her heart broke. “So it’s true.” His face twisted with her betrayal. “I have demonblood. And you never thought to tell me.”
“Israel, I…”
But he didn’t let her finish. He stood up, his chair falling back with a clatter, and stormed past her and out the door. Nobody moved to stop him. Alyx stood frozen for one long moment. What had she done? Why hadn’t she just told him? A single tear fell from her eye and the sensation of the warm liquid on her cheek was enough to snap her out of her stillness. She flew after Israel, calling for him to stop.
 



Chapter 17
 
Alyx caught up to Israel out in the forest of the Aradale property. He was laying into a tree trunk with his blade, splinters of wood flicking out from his constant attack. The wind seemed to carry Israel’s fury as it caught the splinters and pulled off leaves from the trees around them in a circular gust.
“How long have you known?” he yelled without turning to her.
“I...” Alyx’s mind scrambled for what to say. Should she lie to soften the blow?
“How,” slash, “fucking,” slash, “long?”
Alyx felt all the potential excuses and lies dribble out from her. Her shoulders curved forward around her as if they were trying to shield her from the consequences she knew she had to face.
“Mayrekk told me,” she said. “Before I came for you in the Hollows. There is something in the prophecies about... us.”
Israel threw the sword at her and she jumped. It struck the ground near Alyx’s feet with so much force that the blade buried itself almost halfway deep into the earth. He hadn’t been trying to hit her. But it was close.
Israel began to pound into the tree with his fists, growling as he did. The wind howled louder. He began to leave behind glistening red marks where he hit the bark. His punches became a furious crescendo until he collapsed forward over his knees with a yell.
Alyx took a step towards him. She flinched when he snapped around. His eyes glinted with a hardness she had never seen turned on her before. His hard breaths shook his shoulders. His fists, now dripping blood across his knuckles, hung in tightly wound balls by his sides. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I was... afraid to. I was trying to protect you. To keep from hurting you.”
“Hurt me? Hurt me.” Israel threw his head back towards the sky and laughed. It was almost manic. When he snapped his head back, there was no humor in his eyes. “Well... well done, angel. You certainly managed to do just that.”
What could she say? What could she do to make it better? Anything. Something. What?
“Israel, please... this doesn’t change anything between us,” Alyx couldn’t help the desperation in her voice. She started to move slowly towards him. If she could just touch him, if she could just get her arms around him... Israel just watched her progress towards him with what seemed like apathy.
“Us? Us?” He tilted his head and frowned as if something just occurred to him. “Oh, won’t you look at us. An angel and a demon in love. Do you think God will ever forgive you for making such a stupid decision? Or do you think they have special places in Hell reserved for creatures like us? Does this make me the bad guy now? Should we be fighting instead of fucking, angel?”
Alyx cringed at his choice of words and the cruelness to his tone. He’s just angry, she tried to tell herself. He doesn’t really mean these things.
“Israel, this doesn’t change who you are.” Alyx was now close enough to touch him. If she could just touch him… she reached out her hand. “This doesn’t change anything.”
“Don’t touch me.” He jerked away from her. He ran his bloody hands across his face and through his hair. The blood from his open knuckles smeared across his face, smelling like spilled copper. “I’m a monster,” she heard him mumble through his fingers.
Alyx reached again for him. “No, Israel...”
“No.” This time he pushed her hand away from him. “Don’t touch me. How can you stand to touch me?” his yell echoed off the trees above them.
“Israel—”
“Leave me the hell alone.” He strode off, snatching his sword handle as he passed it, leaving her standing. Alone.
She wanted to follow him but she was rooted to the spot. She had ruined everything. Her hands felt empty. But not as empty as her heart.
 



Chapter 18
 
After leaving Alyx, Israel had walked far, far through the back grounds of Aradale. He now sat on top of the wall bordering the property, legs hanging over to the other side. There was nothing but more forest out here.
He should just leave this place. Just go without telling anyone. That’d show Alyx that he didn’t need her. He could simply disappear. He had done well enough before she came along.
He remembered the look on her face when she had realized she had been caught. The image burned like cheap vodka at the back of his throat. Part of him still couldn’t believe that she could have kept something so important from him. How could she?
Their conversation repeated in his mind.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I was... afraid to. I was trying to protect you. To keep from hurting you.”
Poor messed up Israel. Needs protection. Can’t handle anything himself.
“Hello up there,” called a soft female voice, precise but with a thick Asian accent.
Israel started out of his thoughts and looked down over his left shoulder. Down on the ground below on the Aradale side was what appeared to be a small girl with long ebony hair framing an oval face.
Israel was so surprised he forgot to be angry for a moment.
“Did Alyx send you?”
The girl tilted her head. “No, the one you call Alyx did not send me.”
“Oh.” Israel’s shoulders slumped a little. “Sorry, I want to be alone right now.”
“I’m afraid that would be impossible.”
“What?”
Her voice took on a solemn tone. “Wherever you go, there you are. Therefore, you are never alone.” Her face shone proudly as if she had just revealed the great secret to life.
Israel frowned. He really didn’t need this Confucius crap right now. “Whatever. Just don’t come up here.”
“You need not worry about that. I can’t climb very well. Not like you.”
Israel peered closer at her. Silly girl, she couldn’t climb, but she could certainly just fly up... wait.
“You’re human,” he exclaimed.
Her voice tinkled as she giggled. “That I certainly am.”
“But... how?” Israel tried to think over what he had learned about Rogue sanctuaries. He didn’t think that mortals were generally allowed in. Although, he was a mortal – only part mortal, a bitter voice reminded him – and was allowed to be here. Perhaps she wasn’t supposed to be here?
“Do you live here?” he asked.
The girl smiled, revealing a row of small white teeth. “I’m afraid my neck is getting quite sore looking up at you on that wall. I shall sit here until you are ready to come down. Then we can talk and become friends.”
This strange girl proceeded to make herself comfortable on the grass. Israel could hear her humming a tune, soft and lilting but foreign.
Israel’s curiosity overruled his need to sulk alone. He swung his legs around and jumped down, landing softly on the grass. He glanced up at the wall. A jump like that would hurt most humans. But not him. He of demonblood, he thought bitterly. Why hadn’t he ever considered that his strength and abilities came from something inhuman?
“My name is Xiang,” she said once he had taken a seat cross-legged on the grass near her.
“Israel.”
This close, he could see that she wasn’t a girl but a woman with soft youthful cheeks, smooth skin and beautiful almond eyes that seemed to always be laughing.
“I would shake your hand but it seems...” she indicated his knuckles with a tilt of her head.
Israel slipped his hands to his sides, trying to hide them. Although the blood had crusted, the wounds were still raw and even more sore now that the adrenaline from earlier had worn off. “Oh yeh. That.”
“Did you fight someone?”
A tree. Myself. “Sort of.”
Xiang’s eyes widened. “Did you fight to defend your truest love from death? Or to save an innocent from the dark forces?”
“Um, not exactly.”
“You slayed your opponent though?”
“There wasn’t really an opponent. Or anyone to save...”
Xiang’s thin eyebrows arched. “Then what, brave Israel, were you fighting?”
“Um... a tree?”
“A tree?” Xiang frowned. Then all at once, her forehead relaxed and a look of knowing came across her face. “Of course. The tree was possessed by a woodland demon.”
“It’s fair to say, no.”
“The tree was a portal to an evil dimension?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Then... why were you fighting a tree?”
“I wasn’t so much fighting it as I was just... um, hitting it.” Xiang continued to stare with a questioning look on her face. “Um, I was angry.” Of course, when he put it like that, it just sounded ridiculous. Israel suddenly felt a little stupid for his earlier behavior. But it had felt so damn justified at the time. All that glorious, righteous fury.
Xiang stared at Israel for another long moment before she started to shake with laughter, bringing her delicate little fingers up to her mouth to hide her giggles.
Israel spent a few more seconds being embarrassed before he cracked a smile. Fighting a tree. I mean, really?
When Xiang composed herself, she said with a sly smile, “Well, I’m sure that tree has learned its lesson.
“Yeh, I showed it. So, do you live here at Aradale?”
“Yes.”
“I haven’t seen you around.”
“Ah, that is because you have been too focused on your worries: the Darkened who are killing the Seraphim in your name, the Black Stone which keeps disappearing, and your relationship with your Guardian, which seems more complicated than it should be, in my humble opinion.”
Israel’s jaw dropped. “Have you been spying on me?”
Xiang laughed, the sound reminding Israel of little sleigh bells. “No. It is a small community at Aradale and I listen and watch closely. Apart from me, you are the only other mortal here, so you have been well spoken about.”
It appeared that the Seraphim were not immune to gossip.
“So there are only the two of us mortals here,” said Israel. There was no need to scare Xiang with the fact that he wasn’t fully human. Although after today, chances were good that she would find out anyway.
“Yes,” said Xiang. “Although the FreeThinker Seraphim are accepting and friendly with the mortal population, they don’t usually provide refuge for them apart from exceptional circumstances.”
“So what are your exceptional circumstances?”
“I was once Darkened.” Israel felt his eyes widen and his mouth drop open at her admission. Xiang nodded her head. “And now I am not. I was saved by my true love, who is a Seraphim.”
Could there be? Could there truly be a way to save Adere as Xiang just claimed she had been saved?
“But how...?”
“It is not my story to tell.”
“I need to know. Please.”
Xiang’s almond eyes narrowed slightly. “Why do you need to know this thing? It is a dangerous venture.”
“There is someone. She... I have to save her.”
Xiang’s eyes widened and she nodded in understanding. Xiang sprang up. “Come. I am supposed to meet with the one who can tell you. Perhaps we shall have answers for you.”
Israel followed this bouncing Asian woman back towards the main Aradale buildings.
But they didn’t go back to the main building. They veered off to the side gardens where a pond filled with colored dragonflies and pink lilies lay under a small wooden bridge. There was a familiar figure leaning against the bridge railing above.
“Vix,” Xiang called out. The figure turned her head and gave them a small wave. The familiar blond-haired seraphelle flipped over the railing of the bridge and flew towards them.
“There you are,” said Vix as she approached. “I was waiting. I thought maybe I had gotten the place wrong, but instead I can see you have been sidetracked by Israel here.” She nodded to Israel in acknowledgement.
“Maybe sidetracked a little. Oh, but for such a good cause,” Xiang said.
Vix didn’t answer. She slipped her arms around Xiang in a crushing embrace and planted her lips over Xiang’s.
Israel disappeared to them. It was just a kiss but he could feel it was so much more. He felt as though his eyes were intruding, that this moment was too private for him to watch. He dropped his gaze to the floor until he heard Vix speak.
“What is this good cause then?”
“Israel wishes to hear the story of how you saved me.”
When Israel looked up, they had both turned to face him, but they still had an arm around each other.
“Why?”
Xiang burrowed closer to Vix in the crook of her arm. “He wants to know how to un-turn a Darkened.”
Vix frowned. “To save a Darkened is not a thing to take lightly. They don’t want to be saved. Are you sure you want to risk it?”
Israel nodded. “I have to.”
“Who is the Darkened you are desperate to save?”
“Adere. She’s an old friend. I am responsible for her turning. I have to make it right.”
Vix fixed her eyes on Israel but there was softness to her voice. “You are not responsible for her turning, despite what you think.”
Israel thought of what Alyx had said to him. “For as long as this thing with Adere isn’t finished, you and I can never be together.”
“Will you tell me or not?” Israel said.
Vix chewed her lip studying his face. Then she eyed the area around them. “Okay.” She lowered her voice. “A Darkened can be turned back only one way.”
“Which is?” Israel tried to keep the impatience out of his voice.
Xiang nudged Vix. “My hu, it would be best to tell him the whole story.”
Vix leaned down to her and brushed the tip of her nose against Xiang’s. They shared a smile and Israel felt like something unspoken had been communicated, although he wasn’t sure what.
Vix looked at him intensely. “This story is private. It stays between us.”
Israel nodded. “I won’t tell anyone.”
She stretched her hand out to a patch of grass. “Let us sit.”
They seated themselves cross-legged on the soft grass. Vix kept one of Xiang’s hands clasped against one of her legs. “Long story short,” began Vix.
“But not too short, my love,” interrupted Xiang with her bell-like voice.
Vix smiled at her before continuing, “After I left Urielos, I wandered the earth alone, aimless for several centuries. There was so much hate and anger in my heart... I found myself in China at the turn of the last century, lost somewhere in the Hengduan mountains. I came across this great monastery. The monks took me in.
“Imagine my surprise when I discovered the oldest of their monks was a Seraphim. He told me that he had been an Elder but that he had left the society almost a thousand years prior. The Elder said that he had been at that monastery for hundreds of years. He taught me meditation and helped me calm my anger and let go of the past.
“One day, about fourteen years ago, I was in the nearest village getting supplies for our monastery. I passed a house and halted when I heard the sounds of arguing. Soon a girl ran outside into her garden. It was Xiang. She was like a vision to me sitting outside under her cherry blossom tree, tears shining like diamonds in her eyes.”
Vix paused to brush a lock of hair that fell across Xiang’s face. “She was only fourteen then. But she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.” Her eyes never left Xiang’s face. “She still is.”
Xiang blushed.
Turning back to Israel, Vix continued, “It turned out that Xiang had been banished from her home by her parents, kicked out with nothing and nowhere to go. Because of her anger and her hurt, the Darkened took over. I flew back to the temple and begged the Elder to tell me what I could do to bring her back, as I could not kill her even though I knew I should. He told me that an act of love would be the only thing that could bring her back.”
“An act of love?” asked Israel.
“Yes.”
Israel frowned. “What does that mean?”
“Exactly what it sounds like. You have to perform an act of love towards the Darkened in question.”
“What, like sex?”
Xiang giggled and Vix rolled her eyes. “Men,” Vix mumbled. “No, you mug. Sex and love are two different things.”
“But I’m not in love with Adere.”
Vix scoffed. “You don’t have to be in love to perform an act of love. An act of love comes in many forms.”
“I still don’t understand,” Israel said, shaking his head.
“Perhaps I should tell you the rest of the story. It may become clearer after you have heard it.” Vix seemed to relax a little. “I was also confused about the Elder’s advice. He told that he could not elaborate any further than ‘an act of love’. He told me that it would be better if I just killed her, as her demon soul would start to need other human life to continue to survive in this world.
“I found Xiang in the forest near her village. She was so confused. Tormented. I could feel her soul fighting with the demon inside her for control.”
“That happens? I thought the human soul remains a prisoner.”
“If the soul is strong enough, it can fight back,” she looked at Xiang with pride. “It helps if the mortal understands what is happening and who the demon is. This is why the demons don’t try to invade our bodies. It is more trouble than it is worth to occupy a Seraphim.”
“That has happened?” asked Israel. “Seraphims have been turned before?”
Vix’s eyes looked grim. “It has, I regret to say.”
Israel felt tendrils of anger started to curl around his body when he thought of Michael. Was this what he had seen in Michael? Could Michael have tortured Alyx so brutally in the Hollows without a demon possession to direct his behavior? Was Michael possessed?
Israel was about to let a tirade burst from his mouth when Vix silenced him. “Don’t be so quick to judge, Israel. We all have our demons, our weaknesses, our own crosses to bear. Often, we are closer to the devil than we think.”
Xiang clung tighter to Vix’s hand and arm, looking more like a child than ever. She began to hum a soft low tune under her breath. It was the same tune that he heard her sing before.
“So Xiang knew the demon was trying to control her?” Israel said, trying to shift the issue.
“The Chinese and most Eastern cultures have stronger beliefs in the supernatural than the West does. Xiang knew and I could sense she was trying to fight it.”
“But if she had given the Darkened permission to take her body..?”
“You don’t have to give actual verbal permission to allow the Darkened in.”
Israel felt prickles across his skin as he let this sink in. How close had he been to giving his “permission”? How many times? He pushed these thoughts away. “How did you save her?”
“I approached her, but she attacked me,” Vix explained. Xiang cringed at this announcement. “We fought but I had the upper hand.”
“You were always such a strong warrior, my hu,” Xiang said, stroking Vix’s arm.
“It is no match to fight against someone who is also warring with themselves, my love,” Vix responded. Turning back to Israel, she continued, “Finally I disarmed her and had her pinned down. I should have killed her. But I couldn’t. God, she looked so glorious. Her black hair fanning around her face like a dark halo. One minute she was growling at me, the next she was begging me to kill her. Even with the jade-colored skin and fire-red eyes flickering underneath, she was still beautiful. I don’t know what came over me...”
“What?” Israel said. “What happened?”
“I...” Vix lowered her eyelashes with a shyness that Israel hadn’t seen before on her usually strong face. It suits her, he thought. Makes her look younger. “I kissed her.”
“And that expelled the demon?”
“Yes, but understand, Israel, that ridding the body of the demon does not completely sever the ties between the host and the demon. Once the demon has consumed you, it is easier to return to that dark place. It is likened to being a recovering alcoholic. Every day you must resist the temptation toward anger, rage, bitterness, hate… all these things can actually feel good. Every day is another victory.”
Israel watched Vix and Xiang as they lapsed into silence. Israel felt that there was more to their story, both of their stories, but he didn’t dare ask them about it.
“So I must kiss Adere?”
This time it was Xiang who spoke, “I do not think that it was the kiss exactly but the whole of Vix’s actions towards me. Most people, when faced with someone filled with hate and anger and violence, will usually react in kind. Except Vix. She sought instead not to condemn me, but to continue to see the beauty in me, the truth of who I really was. She fought for a way to bring me back to myself instead of just killing me. This was her act of love, the greatest act of love I have ever had the blessing to receive. And I fell in love with her for it. I still love her for it and will do so until I die.”
Israel jolted. As he watched this mortal and this Seraphim together, Israel was filled with the greatest sadness. Their love story would one day end. This was something that he and Alyx would have to face one day also.
“So you will still die,” he exclaimed at Xiang, then immediately regretted his outburst. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to…”
Xiang waved a hand to him. “Pray, no need to apologize. It is something that Vix and I know is inevitable for us. But we live in the present. Today, we have each other. We are lucky. Some on this Earth never find what we have.” Xiang’s voice became quieter. “After I die, I know that Vix will never forget me. But she will find another love after I pass and she will be happy again. She knows this is what I wish for her.”
But the look in Vix’s eyes told Israel differently. He felt the pain that he saw in Vix’s eyes sharp in his own heart. Israel understood. If he and Alyx were ever granted a lifetime together and Alyx were to die, he wouldn’t be far behind her. He would follow her to Hell if he had to.
“Will you help me save Adere?” Israel spoke quietly.
“Why do you wish so badly to do this?” Vix apparently wasn’t going to consent to help him without knowing his reasons.
“If I can save Adere, if I can finish this unresolved thing with her, then maybe… maybe I will deserve to be with the one I love.”
Xiang’s face became animated. “Oh, love. Oh yes, it makes sense now. Love. Vix, we have to help him.”
Vix gazed at Israel. “Deserve? That is an interesting word you use.”
Israel shrugged. “I suppose I could have easily chosen another.”
Xiang’s mouth circled in an “o” and she began to nod in agreement at Vix. Israel began to think that there was something he was missing.
“After you vanquish this demon, then what?” Vix asked. “Will that be enough to prove you are worthy? Or will there be another dragon to slay?”
Israel opened his mouth to retort but froze. Would it really be enough?
Alyx will still be an angel, an inner voice said to him. You’ll still be just a demon-mortal half-breed.
“Everybody deserves love, Israel,” said Vix. “You do not need to do anything to deserve it.”
Israel stiffened. The anger that was simmering under his skin spilled out as the bitterness in his voice. “Easy for you to say. You’ve had a worthy and meaningful life as a warrior.”
His tone didn’t faze Vix or Xiang. In a calm voice Vix replied, “I am far from perfect. Believe it or not, I have a darker past and more blood on my hands than water in the Namsto Lake of China. My sins trail back like blackened breadcrumbs far longer than you or even your grandparents have been alive.
“It would be easy for me to feel like I had much to repent for. It would be easy to just say that I didn’t deserve love. It would be easy for me to just give up on it and Xiang. But Xiang accepts me and loves me regardless. Through her love, I strive to be a better person, but it is a daily task and one that is never complete, for there is always something. Even after all these years, there is always something. But isn’t that the point?”
Israel stared at this blond-haired warrior and the lithe Asian woman beside her. From them, he had a sense of speaking to eons of wisdom, to the collective knowledge of a faraway people. Looking at them, he could begin to sense that they were all a part of something bigger.
This glacier of unworthiness that he carried around was still there, deep in his soul, but a piece, a small piece of it, melted away in that moment. Just a piece, but a piece was enough to start with.
“So,” said Vix, finally. “Do you have a plan?”
 



Chapter 19
 
“Alyx.”
She jumped. “Jesus,” Alyx let out in a whisper. She closed Israel’s door and placed her hands on the smooth surface as if in a surrender, trying to calm her beating heart. He still hadn’t returned.
“It’s generally not a good idea to go around scaring people, Dianne,” Alyx hissed. She turned around to face the taller woman.
“I didn’t intend to scare you. Or perhaps there is a reason you are so jumpy at the moment?”
It was then that Alyx noticed the sly tint to Dianne’s eyes. She didn’t like it one bit.
Alyx sighed, trying to reign in her dislike for this seraphelle. “What the hell do you want, Dianne? Don’t you think you’ve caused enough trouble for one day?”
“Don’t you think you’ve lied enough for one day?”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Tell me, did you find out that your boyfriend was a demon before or after you slept with him?”
Alyx’s heart leapt into her throat, almost causing her to choke. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Dianne smiled. “I think you do. Tell me, was it fun slumming it? Do you think Jordan will still want you after he finds out about your shameful little secret? Do you think you will still be welcome here?”
Alyx had to restrain herself from punching Dianne in the face. Her hands ached to crack that snub nose of hers in two. “You’re wrong about everything.”
“Really? Because I saw something interesting when I shifted through your boyfriend’s memories of the Darkened earlier.”
No, she couldn’t possibly have seen... how could their night of passion be connected in any way to the Darkened?
Dianne continued, “Israel, it appears, has an ex-girlfriend who went Darkened. Adere. Did you know about her? It appears that she visited him in a DreamScape... did he tell you about that? Did Israel tell you that he all but admitted to Adere about being in love with you? Did he also tell you that in that DreamScape, when Adere asked him about you, Israel thought of you? Did he tell you that in that moment he remembered calling you his dark angel?”
Dark angel. Israel had whispered those words to her on that night. Alyx didn’t move, she didn’t dare breath. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t possibly be happening.
“I copied that whole memory of Israel’s and now hold it in my memory.” Dianne tapped the side of her head with two fingers of her left hand. “Think it may be something that Jordan would be interested in watching?”
Alyx was rattled to her bones, but she couldn’t let Dianne see just how shaken she was. There was no other way than to play her game. Alyx forced her voice low. “What do you want, Dianne?”
“Now we’re getting somewhere. What do I want? Hmmm, let me see.” Dianne tapped a finger at her lip. Then her face screwed up in contempt. “I want you and those two disgusting half-demon creatures out of here. Leave Aradale and never come back.”
“But the Black Stone...”
“All I care about is keeping Aradale safe, and it was perfectly safe until you,” Dianne shoved an accusing finger in Alyx’s face, “you and that ignorant demon-boy came and caused us all this trouble.” Dianne’s voice dropped low, and Alyx was startled to see what looked like tears in her eyes. “Zia died because of you and him. I want you both gone. Now. And take your demon-girl with you.”
“But what will I tell—”
“I don’t care. Make up some excuse or just leave in the middle of the night.” Dianne drew herself up and blinked rapidly, the moisture in her eyes making them glisten. “If you’re still here tomorrow, I’ll tell Jordan and anyone else who cares to listen everything.”
 
* * *
 
Alyx spluttered every curse word − mortal and Seraphim − in her head as she sped through the forest around Nordlingen. This was all Dianne’s fault. If Dianne had just left it alone, then things between Israel and her wouldn’t be like this. And how dare Dianne try to blackmail her.
The tips of her fingers felt like they were on fire. The anger burns you. She deserves to burn for what she did. The FireTwirler bloodink sang to her softly in a whisper as an image of Dianne in flames flittered across her mind. Fury radiated off her so intensely, Alyx felt that it may ignite the leaves that brushed past her. Let it burn her instead.
Alyx shook her head. This was dangerous business. She had to get her anger under control. Dianne wasn’t her enemy. Alyx began to let the wind brush off the anger that enflamed her.
A noise beside her snapped Alyx out of her thoughts. The movement was too small to be Seraphim. It was too quick for her to make out exactly what it was. Some kind of bird? The movement chirped at her. And again. The way this creature chittered made it sound like it was talking at her.
Alyx remembered the full Animale bloodink from the hidden tattoo on her side. This wasn’t an emergency, but surely using a little bit wouldn’t hurt?
The creature who was still keeping up with her twittered again, this time sounding impatient. Alyx drew upon the Animale. The magic drew through her body like a wave of whispers. Suddenly the squawking beside her turned into something she recognized...
...strange looking bird.
“What did you say?” Alyx asked.
You’re a strange looking bird. Wingless.
Alyx laughed. She supposed she would look like a strange wingless bird to a bird.
You might be bigger but I am swifter. Oh, a cocky bird.
“Oh really.”
Really.
“Prove it.”
Bring it.
The movement quickened and darted out ahead. Alyx grinned as the thrill of the race rushed through her veins, cool and fresh, as if washing away the embers of her anger. She focused on the forest ahead and her vision closed to a tunnel.
Soon she was neck and neck with the bird again.
“Still here,” Alyx said with a challenge in her voice.
The bird darted up through the canopy. Alyx followed, holding her arms in front of her to keep the dense blanket of leaves from slapping her face. Alyx flinched when a few stray branches flicked across her cheeks, but she stayed her course. Finally she broke through the top of the canopy.
Racing off along the open air above the tree line was a dark bird with long graceful wings calling behind him, Is that all you got?
Alyx laughed and followed. As she sped along the top of the trees, the wind was cool on her face and the sun was warm on her back. Slowly she caught up to the bird.
Alyx glanced down, something having caught her eye. She saw a large dark shadow falling across the treetops. Alyx glanced up just as the large eagle made its move and swooped down towards Alyx’s new racing friend.
“Look out,” she cried, launching herself forward and putting herself between the eagle and the bird. The eagle’s talons scratched against Alyx’s neck. The predator gave out an angry cry and pulled up towards the sky. The little bird squeaked when it saw the eagle swooping above, searching for another attempt at him. The bird ducked down into the canopy. As Alyx followed him through the canopy, she could hear the eagle cursing her for getting in the way of his kill.
Down in the safety of the forest, Alyx stopped near where the bird was twittering nervously in the leaves of a small tree.
“Are you okay?” Alyx asked.
Only thanks to you. It was almost all over for me. The bird hopped onto a branch and looked up at Alyx. Alyx could now see that this bird had a small white patch on his chin and a forked tail. I owe you my life. I am in your debt, Great Wingless One.
“Call me Alyx.”
Alyx? The bird tilted its little head. I’ve never heard of an Alyx before.
Alyx decided not to bother correcting the bird. After all, how would you describe what she was to an animal?
“It’s okay. You don’t owe me anything.”
The bird began to hop on the branch in an agitated way. No. You must let me repay my debt. You must.
“Alright, okay.”
There must be something I can do for you.
An idea came to Alyx’s mind. “Maybe there is something…”
 



Chapter 20
 
Sparrow’s hands were burning in the hot soapy water as he scrubbed the large purple pants. He could fit himself inside just one of these pant legs. He sighed. Only six more pairs to go.
A movement in the bushes some way off caught his eye. An animal, perhaps? He liked animals. Even the wild ones. They never wanted him for anything or yelled at him or hurt him. They were just there. Sometimes they would let him pat them. Sometimes he would feed them crumbs from his meager meals. When the RaceKeeper remembered to feed him.
Well, whatever it was, it had gone.
No, it was back. And it wasn’t an animal. It was a face. She had dark hair like midnight, green eyes like emeralds.
Sparrow recognized the lightwarrior named Alyx and his heart pattered a little. She had come back to visit, as she said she would. She actually came back.
Sparrow let the pants drop to the ground. Then he tipped the bucket over.
“Oops,” he said to himself. He picked up the bucket and started to float towards the trees.
“Hey, where’re you going?” a guard yelled out as Sparrow moved past the front of the tent.
“Ran out of water,” Sparrow said, without looking back. “I’ll be back.” He floated away from the tent. As he passed by her, he forced himself not to look in her direction. He moved through the forest hoping that she would follow him.
Finally, when he felt that he was far enough away from the tent, he stopped moving.
“Hi,” Alyx said as she appeared through the trees and approached him.
“You’re back,” he said.
“I said I’d come visit you, didn’t I?”
He shrugged.
“It looks like they’re feeding you better?”
“A little.”
“Are they being good to you?”
“No one’s hit me lately, if that’s what you’re asking.”
Alyx frowned. “I guess that’s a good thing. I can’t stay long. I just came to give you something.”
“What?”
“You’ll see.” She whistled, a sound that looped from low to high.
From out of the trees, a dark winged object flew down to perch lightly on her outstretched fingers. It was a bird.
Sparrow stared for a moment longer at the creature in her hand and then at Alyx. “A bird?”
“His name is Piki. He’s a swift.”
The bird named Piki chittered as if to confirm what Alyx had just told him. Sparrow just stared at it.
No one had ever given him a gift before. Sure, he had been given food, scraps of it, and clothing if someone else didn’t want it, but he had to work for them and he was always told he should feel damn lucky that anyone was even bothering to feed and clothe a little rag like him. But never a gift.
Sparrow felt tiny pricks at his eyes and a warmth in his chest. He was confused as to why this gift would have such an effect on him. He didn’t like this unknown feeling. It was better to stop this rubbish. He clenched his fists tighter and gritted his teeth. “I don’t get enough food – you ‘spects me to share it with him?”
“Piki is very adept at finding food for himself. You won’t have to feed him.”
He wasn’t expecting this answer. He frowned, still suspicious. “What’s he for?”
“Piki said he would stay with you and look out for you for me until the winter when he will go south. If you’re ever in any trouble or need to talk to me, let Piki know and he will find me and relay your message.”
Sparrow was so stunned he forgot for a moment that he was supposed to be angry. “Piki can talk?”
“He can’t talk how we talk, but he can understand a little of what we say and I can understand him with Animale magic.”
Sparrow watched the swift who had taken to tilting its little head at him. Then he remembered himself and straightened up. He hoped Alyx hadn’t seen the wonder that he knew had been shining from his eyes. It was dangerous to let others know that you wanted something.
He took a step back. “You mean to spy on me.”
He could see the hurt in Alyx’s eyes that his accusation caused. A part of him wanted to kick himself for being such an ungrateful sod. The other part protested. When did anyone do anything nice for you without wanting something in return?
“No,” Alyx said. “I just wanted to make sure that you have a way to get in touch with me if you need my help. Plus it’s always nice to have a friend. With Piki here, you’d never really be alone. That’s all, I promise.”
“Why are you doing this then? What do you want? You want me to spy on the RaceKeeper for you or something?”
“No. I don’t want anything from you. Look, you obviously don’t want Piki to bother you. I’ll tell him to keep his distance. You won’t even know he’s there. But he’ll be close by just in case you ever need him.”
“No thanks.” Sparrow folded his arms across his chest. “No one ever gives you things without wanting something in return.”
Alyx was still for a moment. Sparrow began to feel a smidgen of guilt. Then Alyx held Piki up close to her mouth and whispered something to him. Piki chittered and rubbed his head along Alyx’s nose before flying up into the trees nearby.
Alyx turned back to him. She mimicked his crossed arms and tilted posture although her face and her voice remained soft. “That’s fine. Piki isn’t a gift anymore. He’s a free bird and he does what he wants. And he wants to hang around here for a while.”
Sparrow didn’t say anything. He knew he was being a sod but he couldn’t bring himself to loosen his stance or relax his face. He stood there tight-lipped.
“I’ll come back soon to visit, okay?”
Sparrow didn’t answer, but he felt a kind of panic growing in his belly. He wanted to do something for her. Something so that she would know that part of him was grateful. Otherwise, she mightn’t come back. And he wanted her to come back.
Alyx started to turn.
“They’re looking for you,” Sparrow blurted out.
She looked back to him. “Who is?”
“A demon-guy and his demon-guards.” Sparrow felt his face screw up when he remembered their faces. “Ugly dudes. Creepy. I didn’t like them at all.” He shuddered. “I was looking for something out the back of the RaceKeeper’s tent. No one knew I was there. I heard some of what they were saying.”
“What did you hear?”
“The demon guy asked if you had come back to race again. If the RaceKeeper knew where you were.”
“What did the RaceKeeper say?”
“The RaceKeeper didn’t tell him. He said ‘that information is outside the original deal’. Made him go away and get more gold if he wanted more information.”
Sparrow could see Alyx frowning. “What was the original deal?”
“He was asking about some rock. Something called Black Stone and where the pieces of it were.”
“Did the RaceKeeper give the demon the information about Black Stone?”
“I didn’t hear that bit.”
“Did you catch the demon’s name?”
Sparrow scrunched up his nose trying to recall. “Samrah or something like that.” He looked up at her. She was frowning. That name must have meant something to her.
“Could it have been Samyara?” she asked.
“Yeah, that sounds like it. Samyara. Did I... did I help at all?”
Alyx smiled at him and his heart did a little clench. She had the nicest smile. He decided that he liked making her smile.
“You did. I’ve got to go do something. I’m going to leave you here with Piki.” Alyx started to float off.
“Where are you going?” called Sparrow.
“To see the RaceKeeper.”
 
* * *
 
The RaceKeeper was sitting in his cushioned spot when Alyx barged into his smoky tent. The RaceKeeper waved off his guards when he saw that it was her.
“I hear you’ve been a busy girl.” This was a statement – there seemed to be no trace of surprise in his voice. “I’ve missed you, my little bullet.”
Alyx rolled her eyes. “I highly doubt it.”
“To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“I need information.”
“On your parents again? My dear, I’ve told you everything I know.”
“No. I want to know everything you know about Black Stone.”
She heard him draw in a breath, then cough as if trying to hide his shock. “And what would the reason be for wanting to know this?”
Alyx shook her head. “I’m the one asking the questions. If I am paying for the information, then I don’t have to tell you that.”
The RaceKeeper grunted. “Alright then. How much gold have you got for me?”
Alyx cleared her throat. “I don’t have gold on me at the moment—”
“My dear, I don’t run a charity. No gold, no info.”
“I know. Which is why I’m going to race for you. I will trade you all my race winnings for the information.”
The RaceKeeper took a toke from his shisha pipe. “You certainly put forward a tempting offer. I know some of my spectators would love to see you race again. But...”
But?
“...but, you see, I already have two participants for tonight’s race, Phoenix and Pegasus, and I don’t think either of them will want to pull out.”
Alyx started to chew on her bottom lip. What now? She had been so sure that the RaceKeeper would accept her offer.
“But... you are always a crowd favorite. Perhaps…” the RaceKeeper said. “I could bend the rules slightly, just for tonight, just for you?” Alyx caught the twinkle in his eyes.
He was playing with her. He wanted her to race.
“Would you? I would be ever so grateful,” Alyx said, sarcasm dripping from her tone. She needed to play nice with the RaceKeeper, even though all her senses urged her to give him a good smack right in his oversized belly.
“Of course, my magic bullet. Now I suggest you rest up and prepare yourself for the race. It is starting soon.”
“Who am I racing against, Phoenix or Pegasus?”
The RaceKeeper’s lips smacked as he pulled the pipe from his mouth. “Why my dear, you’re racing against both of them.”
 



Chapter 21
 
Tonight’s night-race course ran along part of the Great Ocean Road cliffs, which ran for several hundred kilometers along the belly of a vast country the mortals called Australia. At this time of night, only the occasional set of headlights marked out the road that soared and dipped along the edge of this southern country.
Alyx eyed the waves that slammed the pitted cliffs. The moonlight on the spray looked like the sea was throwing diamonds into the air. The starting line was on a small slit of coarse sand. She could barely hear the crowd huddled around the starting line over the sound of the ocean. Some of the spectators had taken higher perches further along the tops of the cliffs. Other braver, or perhaps more reckless, had taken perches on ledges and nooks further down the rocks closer to the angry waves. And the waves did seem angry. They wouldn’t need WaterBearers to set water traps here. It was dangerous enough.
Alyx’s competitors, Phoenix and Pegasus, whispered together some meters away from her. Alyx had raced Phoenix before. She wasn’t as fast as Alyx, but she was mean as hell on a bad day with a peculiar taste for weaponry. Alyx knew she had to be careful if she didn’t want to end up on the business end of the grapple hook that Phoenix secured like a claw to her right arm with a heavy forearm bracelet.
Alyx studied Pegasus, the slim pale male seraph with hair so blond it was almost white. She had never raced him before. He must be a new competitor. This “not knowing” made Alyx more nervous than the possibility of ending up wriggling on Phoenix’s talon.
Alyx shook her limbs to disperse her nervous energy. The announcer lifted her hand up in the air. Alyx froze. For a second she thought she saw a familiar face in the crowd. Elijah? But it was gone before she could be sure. Alyx shook her head. It couldn’t have been Elijah. He was dead. She saw his body burn and fall to ashes. Alyx craned her neck to try to look over the heads in the crowd.
The starting gun went off and Alyx faltered for a split second, still distracted, giving Pegasus and Phoenix a slight lead off the starting line.
Head in the game, Alyx. Not the time to be chasing ghosts. Alyx took off into the air behind Phoenix and Pegasus.
As they neared the first bend in the cliffs, her two competitors were creating a kind of blockade with their bodies. They disappeared for a second behind the cliff face until Alyx herself rounded the bend. She could see Pegasus snatching the first marker hanging low off the cliff. Alyx followed suit, tucking the first marker securely into her belt. But where was Phoenix?
A growl from above answered that question. Alyx rolled aside, seeing the belly of Phoenix as she leapt off the top of the cliff spread-eagle like a pouncing animal. Alyx wasn’t fast enough. Phoenix collided with Alyx in the air, knocking the breath from her. Phoenix wrapped her legs around Alyx, keeping her from getting away and raising her claw to strike. Alyx snatched a dagger from her side and countered Phoenix’s attack.
Alyx couldn’t see where they were going as the two fought in close to each other, hurtling along the cliffs, the muted orange and browns of the rocks blurring past in Alyx’s periphery. Alyx swiveled in the air and pushed back. They bounced off when Phoenix caught part of her shoulder on the cliff.
“Bitch,” Phoenix hissed as blood oozed from her shoulder.
“You started it.”
They continued to struggle with each other through the air, their weapons frozen between them in a tense impasse.
Alyx chanced a glance forward. Up ahead was a section of cliff that had been separated from the mainland. A tower of rock rising up from the ocean. At the base of this rock, Alyx could see an arch appearing and disappearing as the waves rose up to kiss the roof of the arch. The second marker hung from under the top of the arch.
Alyx and Phoenix hurtled low towards it. They hit the water as it rose up to consume them. The knock of the waves jolted them slightly apart. Alyx managed to get a knee between them. She kicked out at Phoenix just before they went through the arch. A flurry of bubbles left Phoenix’s mouth as she broke away from Alyx. Then she hit against the rock above as Alyx went through the arch, grabbing the marker as she went. Phoenix didn’t follow her.
Alyx broke through the waves to the air on the other side. She wiped the water from her face just in time to see Pegasus dive into the water near the base of the cliffs up ahead. An arrow pointing down, drawn in purple chalk on the cliff, told her why. The third marker was underwater. Alyx dove into the water where Pegasus had disappeared.
Once she got under the first few meters of swirling, messy, frothy waves, the ocean became calmer, although a fast-moving current swept along the cliff face. Alyx could see Pegasus disappearing into a dark abyss, an underwater cave. Alyx frowned. No biggie. Just like the underwater maze in Michaelea, she reassured herself. Regardless, she unsheathed her sword. With her steel providing the extra courage she needed, Alyx swam in after Pegasus.
The cave would have been inky black after only a few meters if it not for the globes marking the walls, a ghostly light emanating from around each one.
Alyx could see that the tunnel came to an end up ahead. Pegasus was feeling around the crags of the wall. There didn’t seem to be any markers that Alyx could see. Pegasus spun around, slashing out with his long blade. It nicked at Alyx as he waved it in an obvious command for her to back off. A wisp of blood colored the water before Alyx’s body sealed up the cut.
Alyx kicked back, raising her hand up, trying to calm the situation. She glanced around looking desperately for the third marker. If she could get it out without having to fight again, she would.
A dark movement below caught her eye. A shark was emerging up out of a large hole below them that she hadn’t noticed until now. It had been so dark down there she had just assumed there was nothing but a deep crease in the rocks.
As the shark moved out of the darkness, Alyx gulped at how huge this thing was. About twice the length of her body with a thick, powerful tail that was propelling it and all of its jagged teeth towards her.
Relax Alyx, she told herself as her heartbeat started to increase. Sharks don’t attack unless provoked, right?
Tell the shark that.
Alyx thrust her blade at the shark before it could clamp its teeth around her. The shark flinched in the water and swam aside. Alyx caught a glimpse of silver around the shark’s fins. A ring? Was that an Animale bracelet?
Alyx was able to get a better look as the shark turned and prepared to come at her again from another angle. It was an Animale bracelet. This shark must have been ordered to attack them as part of the course. Goodie.
The shark made a second attack at her. She slapped her blade out, blunt-side out, managing to hit the shark on its nose before it turned away.
The shark, appearing to decide that Alyx was just too difficult to deal with, turned to Pegasus, who had pressed himself along the roof of the cavern and was frantically pulling himself along towards the cave’s exit. With a beat of its powerful tail, the shark was speeding towards the unsuspecting seraph. With his attention forward, Pegasus wouldn’t see the shark coming.
As the shark sailed over her, Alyx could see a purple X marking his pale belly. Seriously? The third marker was in there?
The shark was almost at Pegasus’s feet. Alyx drew upon the hidden WaterBearer bloodink at her ribs and shot a burst of Water back out from her palms, rocketing her towards the shark.
At that moment, Pegasus turned his head. His mouth and eyes rounded in horror when he saw the approaching shark. He curled up his legs in a fetal position as the shark’s mouth began to snap at him. He wasn’t even going to fight?
Alyx slammed into the shark, knocking it out of Pegasus’ way, clinging onto it with both legs wrapping around where its tail and belly met. The shark began to snap at her. But he couldn’t get his mouth on her.
Alyx pulled back her dagger, aiming for where she thought the heart would be. Using a little of the Animale bloodink, she spoke. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to do this but...”
She heard the shark moan as if in pain. His wiggling became less intense. Belly. Ache. Eat bad fish.
Poor shark. He was just a pawn in this stupid race.
Alyx had an idea. “I can help. Hold still.”
Want to hold still. Can’t. Must. Attack. Must...
The Animale bracelet. She had to get it off. Alyx grabbed for the shark’s fin as he continued to thrash.
“I’m sorry. This is might hurt a little.”
Grabbing the silver ring, she cut a small slit in his fin so she could slip the ring out. The instant the ring was clear of his fin, the shark stopped snapping at Alyx.
The shark moaned again and rolled over as if it were a dog looking for a belly rub. Alyx pressed along the stomach, but she couldn’t feel anything out of place. Then again, what did she know about shark anatomy?
Alyx swam up to the mouth of the shark. It moaned and seemed to plead with his beady black eyes. Alyx felt her heart melt. Poor misunderstood creature. And the RaceKeeper wanted them to rip into its body – for what? A race? Alyx felt a sliver of disgust and threw the ring out into the water. For a moment, Alyx watched it sink into the gloom below.
Turning back to the shark she spoke, “I want you to open your mouth. I’m going to stick my hand in and try to pull out the bad fish, okay?”
Yes. Please. Get bad fish out.
“But you have to promise not to bite my arm off.”
Promise.
The shark’s mouth yawned open in front of her like a cavern edged in teeth that were as long as Alyx’s fingers. Holy hell. She could fit her whole frickin’ torso in there. Alyx bit her lip. Jesus, was that flesh stuck between two of his teeth? Was she goddamned crazy? The shark made a noise like a whimper.
“Okay. I’m going in.”
Slowly Alyx slipped her left hand into the shark’s mouth. Her fingers reached the flesh at the back of the mouth.
“Okay, going down the throat now. This may be uncomfortable.”
She felt her whole hand encased in warm, soft flesh as she pushed her arm in as far as it would stretch. But she still couldn’t feel the markers. She would have to go in deeper.
Alyx said a silent prayer and tucked her head in past the row of teeth as she pushed her arm in further.
There. At the ends of her fingers, she felt the wisp of what felt like fabric.
“Almost there.”
She stretched as far as she could and... she had them. Alyx pinched the markers tightly and slowly extracted herself from within the shark. The shark let out a contented type of groan and rubbed its head against Alyx’s side in gratitude.
Alyx tucked one of the markers into her belt then looked around. Pegasus was nowhere to be seen in the gloom of the tunnel. She squinted in the dark. It didn’t mean that he wasn’t out there somewhere. She let the other marker go and it began to drift to the cave floor.
Seeing the shark may do wonders in deterring Pegasus from a sneak attack, at least while they were in the water.
“Will you swim out with me to the water’s surface?”
Anything. The shark nudged Alyx with its side. Hold on to me.
Alyx grabbed onto his fin, and the shark pushed powerfully through the water. They passed through the gloom of the cave into the deeper water. Alyx kept an eye out for Pegasus, but she couldn’t see him.
At the surface, the shark gave Alyx another soft nudge with his head, then turned and swam away.
Alyx pulled her body out of the water, out into the cool night air and began to fly along the cliffs again. One more marker to go.
Alyx kept one eye out for Pegasus as she flew along the cliffs, the other eye open for the last markers. The cliffs began to jut out from the land in a spit, light flashing from a tall white lighthouse at the end, circling its long white arm out to sea.
Wait. Alyx squinted. Something looked odd about the light that was being thrown out to the ocean. She waited for the light to flash around again. There. There was a rectangular gap in the light, a break, something hanging in the way.
The last markers. Alyx grinned and put on a burst of speed.
Alyx reached the lighthouse, a white pillar standing alone on this spit. She hung just under the level of the light’s rotation and made sure she didn’t look directly at the light when it came around. When it was clear, she looked up to the glass surrounding the top. There it was. A single purple flag. The last marker. She would have to time her fly up the final part of the lighthouse to avoid getting blinded.
Ready and go. Just as Alyx grabbed the last marker she realized something. A single purple marker. Pegasus must have taken the other marker. But he would need the third marker to finish. Her marker.
Alyx threw herself sideways into the air from the lighthouse just as a dark figure launched itself off the point. Alyx twisted so that her back was to the light coming around and unsheathed a dagger.
Pegasus missed her. He caught himself in the air and flew up to attack her again. In the distance, the light shining out to the sea showed two desperate shadows performing their bladed dance.
Still twisting in the air, Alyx turned her head to see where Pegasus had gone. She had to snap her head back to avoid the oncoming light. This gave Pegasus the chance he needed. Alyx felt a sharp pain in her ribs and a rough hand grabbing at her belt. She kicked back, managing to dislodge Pegasus from her side before he could touch her marker. She flew up out of the light and landed on top of the lighthouse.
Pegasus spun in the air. Finding her above him, he launched himself at her again. Alyx ducked at the last minute. Grabbing him by his shirt, she used his momentum to throw him over her and tip him headfirst down to the other side of the lighthouse just as the light swept around. He screamed. Alyx let go of him.
“My eyes!” Pegasus hovered in the air, hands to his face. “I’m blind! I’ll get you, you unsanctioned little...” he launched into a tirade of curse words.
Alyx took off from the lighthouse saying nothing back, ignoring the rush of anger that those words brought up in her. Alyx thought back to Symon, the seraph who raised her and trained her. Any fool can start a fight. It takes real courage to walk away from one.
“Here’s me walking away, Symon,” she said to the wind as she flew back along the cliffs.
Her best “revenge” would be to win. She would cross the finish line before Pegasus’s eyes had a chance to recover.
 
* * *
 
Alyx threw her pouch of winnings at the RaceKeeper’s feet. “Start talking.”
The RaceKeeper made no move towards the pouch. “There are four great stones left that the Darkened have not already acquired,” the RaceKeeper began. “Each of them has been removed from where they originally fell, collected by the mortals. Although I highly doubt they realize the significance of the Black Stone, these mortals seem to be drawn to it.”
“So where are these last four now?”
“The first stone fell in the year 600. This Black Stone was set into the foundations of the Kaaba by Muhammad himself. The Kaaba is a cube that sits at the center of the Al-Masjid al-Ḥarām or The Sacred Mosque in Mecca, Saudi Arabia. The mortals worship it with millions of pilgrims visiting it every year.”
An Islamic Mosque in Mecca.
The RaceKeeper continued, “There is a Black Stone meteor that fell over five hundred years ago in Peru, South America. It was worshiped by the Incas until the Spanish invaded and took it for themselves. It now stands in the Basilica Cathedral in Lima as the main crucifix at the altar.”
A cathedral in Lima.
“There was also a large piece of Black Stone that fell near Florence, Italy in the late 1400s. Have you heard of the mortal artist Michelangelo?”
“The artist who sculpted the marble statue of David?”
“The very one. He also did a lesser-known piece called the Three Archangels depicting Raphael, Michael and Gabriel. Not a very good likeness of any of them, may I add. That piece is made from Black Stone.”
“Where is it now?”
“In the Galleria dell’ Belle Arti in Florence, Italy.”
An art museum in Florence.
“And the last one?”
There was a pause; Alyx’s stomach began to fill with anxiety.
“The last one is the most secure. The most guarded of the four. I would not go after it if I were you.”
How could you get any more guarded than an art museum? “Where is it?”
The RaceKeeper sighed. “No. I didn’t think you’d listen to my warning. I have heard whispers that the largest piece of Black Stone to return to Earth sits somewhere in a monastery in the Hengduan Mountains of the Sichuan Province in China. That is all I know about that.”
A monastery in China. And that made four.
“Alyx,” the RaceKeeper called out as she turned to leave, “the monks are not to be trifled with.”
 



Chapter 22
 
The blond waif of a Darkened appeared at the door where Passar was waiting. Adere, her name was. She seemed to be a favorite of Samyara’s. She always seemed to be with him.
“The master will see you now,” she said.
Passar stepped through the door that she held open, taking care not to touch her flesh made green to his eyes by the scaly skin underneath.
Pretty girl. Too bad about the demon. Gotta cut out that demon. The voice in his head hissed at him. The voice that had been whispering since he allowed Adere to mark him with bloodink. Not that he had a choice.
The skin on Adere’s face began to split along the cheek and jaw as if an invisible knife was cutting her. Passar swallowed and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, her face was back to normal. Well, as normal as a girl looked with a demon face showing from underneath. It had just been another hallucination.
This bloodink that cursed his skin, wherever the demons had acquired it, was not distilled. The hallucinations were proof. He didn’t want to think about where or how they had acquired the blood. He had heard whispers of a black market for bloodink out here. His heart dropped. What had happened to the Seraphim whose blood he wore? No. He couldn’t think about it. He had made his decisions. He couldn’t go back.
Passar took two steps into the room. Adere brushed past him as she made her way back to where Samyara was reclined across a chaise. Passar flinched and Adere gave him a wink over her shoulder. She lowered herself onto a cushion by Samyara’s feet.
Passar could feel Samyara staring at him, studying him. It was irritating, like sand in his eyes. Samyara’s eyebrow flicked up in what appeared to be amusement.
“I like what you’ve done with your face,” Samyara sneered at him. Passar felt his neck flush. “Learn anything useful this time?”
Passar nodded. “Alyx just raced for The RaceKeeper under her old racing name, Bullet. She took on two competitors in a last minute race-change. It was highly unusual. She beat them, of course. Then she entered the RaceKeeper’s tent, stayed there for a while and left without her winnings.”
Samyara spun so that his legs flicked off the settee and landed on the floor. He leaned forward with his hands on his knees. “Really?”
“She must have arrived not long after you left. What a pity... if only you had stayed another ten minutes...” Passar couldn’t help this little bit of goading. He was tied to this demon, but he didn’t have to like it.
“What was she doing there, I wonder? Did you think to find out?” Samyara narrowed his eyes at Passar as if daring him to return without finding out.
Passar nodded. “I visited the RaceKeeper after Alyx left.”
“And? Did he tell you what she was after?”
“We both know that the RaceKeeper’s only loyalty is to currency. I paid him enough and he talked.” Passar couldn’t help a curl of disgust to sour his expression. The RaceKeeper would sell his own child if the money was right. “Alyx was asking about Black Stone. She seemed to know that you had been there asking about it, and she wanted to know exactly what the RaceKeeper had told you.”
“Interesting.” Samyara tilted sideways to lean against the arm of the chaise. “So we know about the last four stones... and they know that we know. But they don’t know that we know that they know.”
“What do we do now?” Adere said, her eyes widening and focusing up at Samyara like a small child would at a parent.
“Excellent question, my dear,” said Samyara. He lifted his eyes up to Passar. Passar looked away and stared vacantly at the walnut side table at Samyara’s arm. “What do we do now?”
Passar’s gaze jolted back onto Samyara’s face. “You’re asking me?”
“You know the Guardian best. What would she do with the information she has acquired?”
Passar shifted. He felt the blood rising to his head. Somehow exposing Alyx’s character to Samyara seemed like a real betrayal to him. As if, despite what he had done, he hadn’t quite crossed the line... yet.
Samyara stared at him, expectant. “Well?”
“Well...” No turning back, remember? “She would act on it. She wouldn’t wait for you to make the first move. She would probably try to preempt it. She would try to steal the stones before you could.”
“Then we must steal them first,” Adere cried.
“No,” Samyara said, and a smile began to creep its way across his face. It chilled Passar down to his bones. “I have a better idea.”
 
* * *
 
Passar opened the door to his room. His left arm burned a little from the bloodink. Thankfully there wasn’t much left. He moved across the room towards the bed. His whole body, nay, his entire soul felt tired. Drained.
Without meaning to, he caught a glimpse of himself in the oval full-length mirror framed by engraved cherry wood in the corner. Even though Passar knew what he would see, the sight of his face still startled him.
Passar moved slowly towards the mirror. There, staring back at him, were the soft lines, the plump top lip and the clear blue eyes of Elijah.
Elijah seemed to stare accusingly back at him. What have you done?
“I’m doing this for you,” Passar whispered to the mirror. “Everything is for you, my love.”
In the mirror Elijah’s lips moved in time with Passar’s words, but in the depths of his eyes, Passar could see the sadness and disappointment. A wave of rage escaped his carefully controlled lake of emotions. “How dare you be disappointed?”
Before he knew what he was doing, Passar’s arm shot out and smashed against the mirror, shattering the reflection of Elijah’s face into fragments. The fragments now showed multiple pairs of blue eyes, all staring back at him in shock at what he had done. But what was worse, those eyes carried enough disappointment to crush him.
 



Chapter 23
 
As soon as she returned to Aradale, Alyx sent word to Tobias to make sure that everyone would be in his office in half an hour. She had news about the Black Stone. In the meantime, she took to the shower to wash the salt and the smell of shisha off her skin.
Alyx had just enough time to check in on Mini. She was pleased to find Mini sitting comfortably on her single bed in her new room with Ky. Ky was chattering away at her, telling her wild stories punctuated with even wilder arm motions. Thankfully, the girl didn’t seem to realize she was a prisoner in her new room.
Alyx felt a small sliver of guilt that she had barely any time for Mini lately. At least Ky had taken to her and was keeping her company for most of the day. It seemed that Ky was keeping the girl from retreating within herself.
Alyx realized that she had barely seen any other younglings while she had been here at Aradale. Ky must have had a lonely life before Mini came along.
Feeling somewhat whole again, Alyx headed to Tobias’s office and found the door was already open. Alyx moved into the doorway and froze. There on one side of the room were Israel and Vix, standing very close to each other. Very close to each other. Vix laughed a light laugh, and her hand went to Israel’s arm. Alyx’s blood began to boil. She began to entertain visions of slicing Vix’s hand off.
But worse, Israel was doing nothing to stop her. Her mouth went dry when Israel laughed as well and leaned his face in closer to her. A stab of pain shot through her gut. They seemed even closer than before Israel had learned that Alyx had been keeping secrets from him.
Was this her fault? Did she drive Israel away with her secrets so that he was now turning to Vix? Was Israel doing this to pay her back for keeping secrets from him?
What about you with Jordan, huh? A voice inside her accused. She pushed this away.
“You gonna stand there all day or you gonna let the rest of us in?” Marin’s gruff voice from behind her reminded her that she was still frozen in the doorway, gawking. Israel and Vix both looked over.
Don’t let him see that you care. Alyx held her face like stone and strode into the room, picking a chair as far away from them as possible. She refused to look at either of them. She ignored Dianne’s glare as she entered after Marin.
Jordan was the last to arrive, sitting in the empty chair next to Alyx, greeting her with, “Hello, beauty.”
At least there was someone here who was happy to see her. In her periphery Alyx could see that Israel had stiffened in his chair. Good. A thought flashed across Alyx’s mind. Two can play at that game. Alyx gave Jordan the biggest smile that she could, even though her cheeks strained from the effort. She placed her hand over Jordan’s. Jordan smiled back at her and twisted his fingers through hers.
Guilt began to worm its way through her defiant cloud. Jordan really likes you. You shouldn’t be doing this.
Alyx could feel her smile beginning to falter. But she didn’t have the time to think about this right now as Tobias handed the meeting over to her.
Alyx cleared her throat and pulled her hand from Jordan’s. “The stones that have been stolen so far have been child’s play. There are four Black Stones left and they’re big. I discovered the location of them. Unfortunately, Samyara has as well.”
Alyx outlined everything that the RaceKeeper had told her about the four Black Stones.
“The RaceKeeper just told you all this?” Marin said. “Out of the goodness of his heart.” Apparently the RaceKeeper’s reputation was well known in Aradale, too.
“Well, no…” Alyx hesitated. She wasn’t sure how the Aradale Rogues felt about the night-races. But they would just have to put their prejudices aside. “I had to race for the information.”
There was a gasp and a few grumbles around the room.
“What the hell, Alyx?” she heard Jordan say under his breath. Israel was the only one around the table who didn’t look shocked.
Alyx frowned. “Can we stop focusing on how I got the information and start talking about what we’re going to do about it?”
“Obviously, we need to get to it before the Darkened,” Israel said.
“So… we steal the Black Stone pieces first?” asked Alyx.
“Hell yes,” cried Marin. “Finally, a real plan.” He looked like he was ready to leap out of his seat and start kicking down doors that very minute.
“But… stealing?” said Dianne.
Alyx frowned, remembering how she and Israel had argued about stealing when she had caught him stealing food in the el Souq markets of Saint Joseph.
Now… what choice did they have? They couldn’t let the Darkened steal the remainder of the Black Stone and make weapons out of them.
“Would you feel better if you didn’t think of it as ‘stealing’ but as ‘borrowing’?” Israel said, directing this to Dianne. “We would just be relocating the Black Stones until it was safe to return them.”
“But…”
“Israel’s right. We have to relocate them before the Darkened steal them,” Alyx said. She noticed that her agreement seemed to take Israel by surprise. But his features hardened when they locked eyes.
“Is this something we can agree on?” asked Tobias. “All in favor raise their hands.”
Everyone around the room raised their hands with varying speeds. Dianne acquiesced, raising hers last.
“So how do we do this?” asked Vix.
It was Jordan who spoke first. “First, we’ll need to undertake some sort of reconnaissance on these four places. We need to see what we’re dealing with. See what the layout of the places are, who is guarding them, what times of the day are quietest. That kind of thing.”
“We’ll split up,” said Tobias. “Does anyone have a preference for location?”
Vix spoke up, “I’m best to take the China location. I used to live in that area.”
Tobias nodded. “It’s just a reconnaissance mission, Vix. Don’t approach the monks there, especially not after what the RaceKeeper said. Not until we know what we’re dealing with.”
Was it Alyx’s imagination or did Vix turn a shade paler than usual?
Tobias continued, “That goes for everyone else as well. Got it? Okay then. Lukas you take Saudi Arabia. Marin, you take Lima. Jordan you go to Florence with Alyx. I’ll send a swallow on ahead to the closest FreeThinker communities in Florence, Lima and Saudi Arabia and see if they can provide a guide. We’ll meet back here as soon as we can.”
Tobias was met with nods around the table.
“What do I do?” said Israel. “I can’t just sit here doing nothing.”
“You can’t come with us. You can’t fly. You’d only be weighing us down,” said Jordan. His voice was matter-of-fact, but Alyx detected a challenge in his eyes. Alyx could see Israel’s eyebrows pull into hard angry lines. Israel opened his mouth, no doubt to respond in anger. But then he closed it and sank back into his chair with his arms crossed.
Tobias nodded. “Check in with me as soon as you get back. Good luck. Remember the Darkened may already be canvassing the locations as well. So be careful.”
The room rumbled with noise as everyone started to get up and leave. Alyx was anxious to get out of this room without having to deal with either Israel or Dianne. But Jordan grabbed her arm, holding her in place. He bent his head down to her, a look of annoyance on his face. “That was stupid of you to go off on your own, especially to a night-race. Why didn’t you get me?”
Alyx bristled and snatched her arm out of Jordan’s grasp. “I don’t have to get your permission to do anything.”
Israel snorted as he passed them both, having evidently heard their exchange. “Now you know how I feel.”
When Alyx raised her eyes to Israel, she found his gaze fierce and cold, eyes like two hazel stones. He didn’t slow down as he strode from the room, leaving Alyx’s heart in her throat and feeling that she had destroyed everything between them beyond repair.
Alyx pushed Israel from her mind and turned to Jordan again. “I took the opportunity when it arose, okay? Everything turned out fine. Better than fine. I got the locations of the Black Stone, didn’t I?”
Jordan rolled his eyes. “That’s not the point, Alyx. It was an unnecessary risk that could have turned out horribly for you.”
Alyx sighed. “Please. Do we have to argue about this? What’s done is done.”
Jordan’s face softened. “No, you’re right. I just worry about you, that’s all. Are you ready to go?”
Alyx nodded, but her mind was still on Israel. She forced back the sadness that threatened to overwhelm her. Can’t think of Israel now. Later. Deal with Israel later. One thing at a time. Just deal with one thing at a time.
As she stepped from Tobias’s office, she spotted Dianne a little way down the corridor, glaring at her, arms crossed, waiting for her. Great. Another thing to deal with.
Alyx turned to Jordan. “I’ve just got to speak to Dianne for a second. I’ll see you outside.” She ignored his questioning look.
Alyx steeled her resolve and strode over to Dianne. “I’m not leaving,” Alyx said firmly. “It won’t do anyone any good if we run away. I’m staying and I’m going to make things right. If you want to tell Jordan or whoever what you saw, that’s fine. I’m not ashamed.”
Dianne’s mouth dropped open. Alyx turned and flew off before Dianne could reply.
Now, to start making things right.
 
* * *
 
“Vix,” Israel grabbed the seraphelle’s arm. He almost had to jog to catch her after she had rocketed out of Tobias’s office.
Vix turned with mild surprise on her face. “What’s up, Israel?”
“That monastery in China. I saw your reaction when Alyx said the name. You know that place, don’t you?”
Vix glanced around her before nodding. She lowered her voice, “If I’m not mistaken, it’s the exact monastery that I lived in.”
Israel frowned. “You don’t sound very happy about that.”
Vix let out an audible sigh. “You don’t understand. These monks, they’re not just some quiet docile mortals living in the middle of nowhere.”
Israel lifted an eyebrow.
Vix continued, “I don’t think we’d be better off removing the Black Stone from them, even if we could. I think the Black Stone is safer left where it is.”
“So tell them what’s going on.”
“They’ll need some sort of proof that the threat is real.”
“So we give them proof of what is coming.”
Now it was Vix’s turn to lift an eyebrow. “We?”
“Yeh, I’m the proof. I’m coming with you.”
 



Chapter 24
 
The lights of Florence reflected off the Arno River as Alyx and Jordan flew overhead following Luce, a seraphelle from the local community just south of Florence and their local guide. The giant dome of the main church of Florence, the Basilica di Santa Maria del Fiore, and the castle-like clock tower of the Palazzo Vecchio were prominent, breaking through the roofline of this Italian mortal city and shining like beacons against an inky sky.
They landed on the roof of the Galleria dell’ Belle Arti, a gray building. Luce peered over the edge of the building and then turned to face them. To Alyx she looked like a teenager who hadn’t grown into her body yet. Adding to her youthful appearance were her wild auburn locks and a smattering of matching freckles across her nose. But her no-bull attitude, which seemed to be devoid of all humor, gave Alyx the impression that Luce was a lot older than her deceptive looks. Luce had probably seen enough to rub away all the remains of the lightness of life.
“Stay low so we’re not seen from the street,” said Luce. “I shall take you to the hall that houses the statue.” She had a slight accent, her vowels sounding rounded, adding a musical note to her speech. Italian, Alyx guessed based on the fact that this Rogue came from a local community. But it was only a guess. Alyx had never been to Italy in any of her patroles, and she had to try hard not let her sights wander out over this new city. When this was all over, she would come back and explore this city, Alyx promised herself.
Alyx crept along the roof of the Galleria dell’ Belle Arti following Luce’s lead. Despite the late hour, Alyx could see that there were still groups of mortals walking the streets of Florence below.
The jumble of buildings making up the Galleria formed a square around three courtyards of various sizes. This main hall jutted off the smallest courtyard. Soon they found themselves near the roof’s edge on the side of one of the internal courtyards.
“There are windows that run along the underside of the roof,” Luce said. “I’m a MirageWeaver so I can cover us while we have a look inside.”
Alyx and Jordan took either of Luce’s hands. Alyx felt the familiar pop when Luce pushed her mirage out past her. They stepped off the building and floated to window-height.
Inside was a center hall that took up all three stories of this building, with corridors and more halls branching off it. Along all of the pale walls at mortal eye level were framed paintings. A particularly large painting took up most of one wall’s length and stretched two mortals high. Dotting the black-and-white tiled floor were various statues, frozen in their states on their pedestals.
In the very center of the hall was the Three Archangels, a black statue of three winged figures joined together by sculpted fire and smoke. It was larger than Alyx expected. She shuddered at the thought of how many weapons the Darkened could make if they were able to get their hands on this statue. One thing was for sure: all of these windows were too small to get the statue out.
Alyx’s breath hitched when a door opened below. A security guard stepped out into the courtyard. Luce shot Alyx a dirty look as if to say, shut up fool. He can’t see us but he can hear us.
Alyx held her breath while the guard finished his cigarette and went back inside.
Once they were back on the roof, Jordan said, “We’ll have to come back during the day so we can get a good look inside.” Turning to Alyx he said, “Fancy a day at the gallery, my dear?”
Alyx nodded and pretended not to notice Jordan’s playful attitude. “That’s a good idea. We can pretend to be tourists.”
“You can both stay at our community tonight,” Luce said. “It is just outside of Florence. It’ll save you a trip back to Aradale.”
Jordan nodded. “Thank you. We are forever grateful.”
 
* * *
 
Half an hour south of Florence was the Castelli del Grevepesa, a winery on the gentle plateau of the rolling hills of the Tuscany countryside, marked by rows of vines. When Alyx broke through the mirage, the winery buildings came into view, a large main building with several smaller buildings surrounding it.
Madame Belle Duago, the chief of the community, greeted them at the front of the main building. She had a lovely expressive face, chestnut hair that was wound into a bun and her hands clasped demurely in front of her off-white apron.
“Thank you for letting us stay, Madame Duago. Your hospitality is very generous,” Jordan said as he lowered himself into a graceful bow and kissed the back of her hand.
Alyx could detect a hint of a blush on Madame’s face. Strangely, she realized, she didn’t mind Jordan’s flirting.
“It is no trouble. I will do anything in my power to assist you and Tobias. He has been most generous in sharing his Mirage-guardians with us to help keep our wards up.” Her voice had the same lulling accent as Luce’s. “And please, just call me Belle.”
“Belle,” Alyx repeated. “That is not your Seraphim birth name.”
Belle nodded, “You are correct. It is preferred here that the inhabitants of our community take on a local name. It helps us to blend in more. Luce, you can retire for the evening. Thank you for your help.”
Luce nodded her head and bid her goodnights before making her way down a corridor.
“Come,” said Belle, “I shall give you a quick tour of the grounds first.”
The main building held a large wood-fire stove, a large dining hall with rustic timber benches and table to fit the hundred or so inhabitants of the community. There was also a large living and recreation area with mismatched chairs surrounding tables piled with playing cards and hand-painted board games. Upstairs in the main building was a small library and a plain office area, similar to Tobias’s office. The rest of the main building was comprised of rooms.
Belle led them along a path from the main building to the second largest construction, which turned out to be the winery. The roof was low and made of thick wooden beams. Large wooden barrels crowded the room reaching higher than Alyx even as they lay on their sides.
“You actually make wine here?” Alyx asked as she moved through the small path between the barrels.
“Of course,” said Belle. “This is how we generate an income to survive. All who reside here are required to assist with the harvesting and wine making.” Alyx turned and realized that she and Belle were alone on this path – Jordan was nowhere to be seen.
“Now come,” Belle said as she began to lead Alyx back down the rows, “I shall show you to the room in which you are to stay. As soon as we find young Jordan. Ah, I hear him. Go and grab him, will you, my dear, and meet me out front while I just check on some things.”
Alyx continued to float towards where she could hear Jordan. She frowned, was that another voice? Low and with a hint of agitation. Alyx turned a corner and froze.
Jordan and another seraphelle were huddled together against the brick wall of the winery. She was latte skinned with long raven hair and eyes like a cat. Her body was trapped between Jordan’s arms as he pressed his palms against the wall beside her. Their faces were close. Jordan was looking at her but she was glaring at the ground, her arms folded in front of her generous breasts.
The seraphelle saw Alyx first. “Is this her?” she demanded of Jordan.
He gave her a single nod. She responded by hissing. She pushed away Jordan’s arm and floated out past Alyx, glaring daggers at Alyx as she floated past. Jordan followed but stopped before Alyx to let her float out first.
“And what was that about?” Alyx asked.
Jordan steered Alyx towards the front of the winery. “Rosa and I had... an understanding. I told her we couldn’t see each other anymore. She is upset.”
“An understanding?” Alyx’s voice hitched as her mind raked over what this understanding could have meant.
They had come to the front of the barn where Belle was waiting. Jordan nudged Alyx to hold her questions. In the distance Rosa could be seen storming back to the main buildings, each step pronounced by the roll of her curved hips. An understanding. Of course. With a womanly figure and exotic features like that, it wasn’t a wonder that Jordan had found Rosa attractive enough to come to... an understanding.
Alyx waited for the flush of jealousy to hit her… but it didn’t.
 
Belle showed Alyx and Jordan to a room in one of the accommodation buildings. It was a simple rustic room with a free-standing closet and a double bed, made homey by a thick-weaved rug that covered most of the rustic wooden flooring.
“I’m afraid I only have one spare room tonight,” she said as Alyx and Jordan moved inside the room. “I hope you don’t mind sharing.”
Jordan and she were to share?
Jordan spoke before Alyx could protest, “We don’t mind.”
“Wonderful. There is a bowl filled with hot water and some towels and soap for you to freshen up with,” Belle indicated the items placed on the chest of drawers. “The Galleria opens to tourists at 9 a.m. and you’ll want to be there first thing before the crowds arrive. Breakfast is served as early as 5 a.m. I’ll see you both in the morning.”
Alyx waited until Belle had closed the door behind her before she spun on her heels so that she could glare at him. “You didn’t even ask me what I thought about sharing.”
Jordan looked a little surprised. “So I made the decision for us. Don’t make a big deal out of it. Besides, you heard Belle. This is their only spare room. Would you have me sleep out in the corridor?” he added lightly.
“I’m sure if you sweet-talked her long enough, Rosa would take you back into her bed.”
Jordan pursed his lips, then a look came over his features as they softened. “Is that what this is about? Oh, beauty,” he stepped forward to grab at Alyx’s hands, “your jealousy is adorable but completely unnecessary. I am not interested in Rosa. I thought I made my feelings for you clear.”
Alyx made an exasperated noise and pulled away from Jordan. Was she jealous? Was that why she was so mad?
No. She knew how jealousy felt and this wasn’t it. She was angry that he didn’t ask her opinion, as if her opinion didn’t matter.
She was also terrified at what Jordan’s reaction would be when she told him about Israel. She had to do it, otherwise Dianne would tell him when they returned.
And a part of her was worried about the possibility of having to tell Israel about her kiss with Jordan; then she would also have to explain why Jordan and she had spent the night in the same bed.
Israel. God dammit, why was she still thinking about Israel? She had obviously messed things up so badly between them that she had destroyed what little hope there had been for them. She had to move on.
Things would be easier if she could just be with Jordan. Things were logical with Jordan. If only she could just... Alyx studied Jordan’s face − handsome, lovely. But looking at him didn’t set her heart alight. If only she could learn to feel about Jordan the way she felt for Israel.
Israel. Why did everything have to come back to Israel?
Jordan stepped towards Alyx, placing his arms around her shoulders. “Little beauty, I’m sorry if I upset you. I promise you, you have nothing to worry about with Rosa.”
“Israel and I were together,” Alyx blurted out.
A look of shock came over Jordan’s face before it disappeared underneath stoic features. His hands slipped from her shoulders and he nodded for her to continue.
“It was just one night but… it happened. I needed you to hear it from me.” Jordan said nothing. The silence gaped like a canyon, separating them further and further apart. Alyx couldn’t help but fill it. “I’m sorry that I kept this from you. I just… I wasn’t sure how you’d react. I didn’t mean for this…” Alyx waved her arms haplessly around the room.
“Are you still…?”
Alyx shook her head. No. She had hammered the final coffin nail in their relationship by keeping such a big secret from Israel. “It’s over.”
“But you still… care about him.”
It wasn’t a question. Alyx lowered her eyes. She didn’t have to say anything.
When she looked up again, Jordan was staring at her, his features still impassive.
“Say something,” she blurted out.
He studied her face for a moment before he stepped away. “I think that it is best that I find somewhere else to sleep for tonight.”
“I’m sorry,” Alyx said limply.
Jordan nodded. But he still left. Leaving Alyx alone in the room.
 



Chapter 25
 
Israel and Vix clung to the branches of a large pine tree somewhere on the Hengduan Mountains of China, just as the sun was beginning to show over the mountains. Through the leaves Israel could see the high stone walls of the monastery, tipped with bright red ornate spikes. Over the spikes he could see a small group of monks walking in procession, some swinging thuribles smoking with incense, others clasping beads in their fingers. Beyond that were the elegant sloped roofs of the monastery buildings edged in red and gold.
“So there’s something I didn’t tell you that I probably should have,” said Vix.
“Okay,” Israel said, his voice full of hesitancy.
“I didn’t exactly leave the Elder on the best of terms.”
Israel clenched his teeth. “Minor detail. I’m sure he has forgotten all about it… right?”
“Sure.” But Vix didn’t sound convinced. Neither of them spoke for a time. They just stayed there, staring at this monastery in the middle of nowhere. If they never came out, how would the others even know where to find this place? Even Vix had some trouble locating her old home in this remote area of China.
“If we get out of this,” Vix said, “we have to convince the others back in Aradale to leave this Black Stone alone without telling them that the Elder is here or revealing that I used to live here.”
“Why?”
“I promised the Elder that I would never reveal his location or existence to any other Seraphim.” She gave Israel a sly side glance. “You and Xiang are not Seraphim, so I didn’t break my promise. The Elder, these monks, they are here are in this remote area for a reason. If other Seraphim knew, they would descend upon this peaceful place like locusts.”
Israel nodded.
You ready?” Vix asked.
Israel swallowed his fears and put on his best bravado-face. “Baby, I was born ready.”
Israel and Vix flew down to the ground and walked towards the great front gate. After pulling on the little bell at the gate, a small piece of wood in the heavy wooden door slid aside and the face of a young monk appeared. He was perhaps in his mid-teens, his shaven head making his dark almond eyes seem all the larger. Vix greeted the boy in what Israel assumed to be the local dialect. He caught the word “Elder” in her speech, which made the boy’s eyes widen further. He bowed and shut the piece of wood.
Vix lowered herself to the ground and folded her legs under her.
“What now?” asked Israel.
“Now, we wait.”
It was perhaps an hour, maybe more, before they heard noise behind the door. The door finally opened, revealing the young boy who had originally greeted them and a procession of half a dozen monks with him. Vix and Israel were let inside and the gate was shut and locked behind them.
They weren’t inside the monastery, Israel realized, but some sort of outer area made up of gardens. A long path through the gardens stretched out in front of them, leading up towards what Israel could see was another wall with another great door.
The young boy chirped something out. Israel followed Vix’s lead as she followed this young monk through the monastery, the older monks flanking their sides and rear. Israel stared at the young boy practically skipping along in front of them. Any minute now, the boy would trip on the hems of his orange robe, which were just a smidge too long for him.
They didn’t make it to the second gate. Instead they were led into a flat empty section of this outer garden. A man, robed like his compatriots in orange, stood waiting for them.
“Elder,” Vix’s voice was uncertain and full of reverie. She seemed uncertain of what to do next.
The man smiled. He opened his arms and said, “Vixen. It has been too long.”
Vix cried out and rushed to embrace the man. Israel hung back so as not to disturb their reunion. Vix and the Elder continued talking until Vix moved to one side and held an arm out to Israel. Israel stepped forward and smiled.
Now Israel could clearly study the Elder. He was a pale, thin man. He could have been in his late thirties if not for his green eyes that twinkled with the exuberance of youth mixed with the sharpness of a man who had the wisdom of the ages. He seemed to barely move as he watched Israel. He didn’t waste anything – not a word or a step. Everything had purpose. This was the sense that Israel got from him.
The Elder called out a string of words in a language Israel didn’t understand, musical but harsh, like the singing of a blade. Vix’s face contorted. Israel didn’t have to know what was being said to realize that this was not good. Not good at all.
Israel heard the monks who stood behind him spring to life. Israel spun and braced himself as they raced forward towards him. There were half a dozen monks against Vix and him. He may, if he were lucky, take two of them down with him before they overpowered him. Perhaps Vix could get three.
As Israel blocked the first attack, he barely heard Vix screaming for them to stop, her words sounding hurt and desperate. At least they hadn’t drawn their weapons, which meant they didn’t want him dead. Yet.
Damn Vix for convincing him not to bring their blades with them. “They would see it as a threat,” she had said.
Israel moved around and under their attacks, returning each one with a punch or kick of his own. He realized that he was faster and stronger than the monks as his fist collided with a monk’s stomach, causing him to fly back like a rag doll.
If I can take out demons, mere mortals shouldn’t be as big a problem, right? Israel thought, trying to keep up his confidence as he faced the attack by the six monks.
Israel managed to knock out one of the monks and duck two more attacks before one fist, then another caught him in the side, knocking part of his breath out. A kick to the back of his left leg brought him down to his knees. A high kick caught the side of his head, pulling him down to the dirt.
Before he could push himself up, he heard swords being unsheathed. The appearance of sword points held him in place. Through sets of robed legs he could see that the Elder hadn’t even moved yet.
Israel was hoisted upright. He found his feet and stood, held in place from all sides again by his cage of swords.
Vix had two monks flanking her. Disbelief of the Elder’s betrayal kept her eyes wide. Israel spat blood and grit out of his mouth, coloring the ground.
At least, Israel thought dryly, if they kill me, I won’t have to clean up after myself.
The monks directed him forward until he was face to face with the pale man. The Elder stared at Israel before reaching out with a thin hand. He heard something rip. Israel looked down and realized the man had torn his shirt. The Elder was staring at his chest, his hand held out inches from his skin as if to touch him. There wasn’t a thread of emotion on this Elder’s face that would explain his behavior. What kind of weird game was this old guy playing?
Elders. He’d only met two, Michael and this guy, and both of them turned out to be assholes. Israel couldn’t decide whether he disliked the Darkened or the Elders more.
Israel called the Elder a few choice words, causing Vix to gasp. The Elder looked up into Israel’s face now. Oddly enough, the Elder seemed amused and not at all angry at being likened to various kinds of excrement.
The Elder barked out another string of words, and immediately all the points of the swords began forcing him one way. Israel glanced over at Vix. They were leading her, too. It seemed, if this were at all possible, that her eyes had grown more desperate.
“Vix,” he called out, “what the hell is going on?”
Israel had to yell at her again before she found her voice.
“A test.” He could barely hear her over the crush of feet across the dirt as the monks continued to poke him in a particular direction.
The Elder was walking alongside them. It may have been Israel’s imagination, but he seemed to make no sound when his feet hit the ground.
“A test?”
“To see whether you are who I say you are. Proof.”
Israel felt the knot in his stomach tighten. Tests were never good. “What kind of test?”
Vix just shook her head, looking so forlorn and dejected that he may have even felt sorry for her if his ass wasn’t on the line. “I can’t say.”
“Vix,” Israel insisted as loud as he could, “what kind of test?”
Vix just continued to shake her head. Crap. Whatever he was being thrown into, he would have to handle it himself. Vix had obviously lost her ability to cope.
So a test. Tests aren’t so bad, right? Hopefully it would be some kind of sit-down general knowledge test. Somehow he didn’t think so.
Okay, so the plan was… ace the test, then get them both out of there. Easy, right?
Israel gulped. He found himself at the edge of a wide rectangular hole in the ground about five meters long and several meters wide. About twenty meters away, on the other side of the hole, separated by a wooden platform, the Elder stood with Vix still being held by her two guards. Across the center of the hole’s length was a row of bamboo sticks that rose out of the bottom of the hole to ground level. Sticking out from the base of the hole were the sharpened ends of shorter bamboo sticks, hundreds of them. This was definitely not a sit-down general knowledge kind of test.
The Elder made a motion with his fingers, and Israel heard a rhythmic clicking noise. It was then that Israel noticed the man cranking some kind of wooden gear. Israel’s eyes widened.
“Oh crap,” he murmured to himself.
The wooden platform was receding towards where Vix and the Elder stood, revealing more of the same twisted hell-hole before him. It was then that Israel noticed dark stains on some of the sharpened bamboo. Was that... blood?
The gear stopped cranking. The hole was now about three times the original length.
The Elder yelled out something indistinguishable to Israel’s ears. The swords holding him in place began to push him over the edge. He hissed as the sharpened edges began to pierce his skin as he resisted moving forward. Stabbed from the back or fall into a pit and stabbed from the front. What a choice.
Israel felt the sensation of tottering. The edge of the hole started to crumble under his feet. A sharp jab at his back made him flinch, which was enough to displace his weight forward. He felt himself falling.
His instincts kicked into gear. He bent his knees into the fall and pushed himself off the side of the edge, his fingers splayed out in front of him as he arced in the air, aiming for the first tall bamboo stick. He landed on it with his hands and it wobbled. He had to keep moving.
Just like pakour, he told himself as he pushed off the first bamboo stick. Just think of this as an urban obstacle course.
Pakour. The movements of his muscles were so familiar and soothing. Israel’s body took over. He flipped and spun in the air, using the taller “safe” bamboo sticks as touch points before lifting off into the air again. He became almost weightless, his body exhilarating at its chance to be freed from his mind.
When Israel’s feet landed on the platform in front of the Elder, he was ready. Immediately Israel dropped to the ground and swung his leg to sweep the Elder’s feet from under him. The Elder had no sooner hit the ground than Israel was on him, a forearm to his throat.
“I’ve passed your damn test, so call off your damn guards and quit playing games. We’re here trying to warn you.”
Israel heard Vix gasp. For a moment nobody moved.
A smile broke out across the Elder’s face and a deep laugh came from his mouth. Israel frowned, confused. Was this guy serious? Israel had him by the throat and all he could do was laugh?
“Israel, Israel,” the Elder said. “Let me up. We are not enemies.”
Israel applied a little more pressure to his throat. “Funny, that. But I don’t believe you.”
“Look around you, Israel. See how my guards are at ease. No one is attacking you.”
Israel narrowed his eyes in suspicion. If this was some kind of trick to get him to take his eyes off the old man... Israel flicked his gaze up quickly before returning to the Elder’s amused face. The old man was right. All the guards that had threatened him so vehemently before were now standing at ease.
Vix came over and placed her hand of Israel’s shoulders. “It’s okay, Israel. Let him up.”
Israel couldn’t believe his ears. “You... you were in on this, too?”
“Israel, what’s going on?” Alyx’s face appeared as a ghost by Vix.
Of course. Alyx would have been pulled into his mind when the danger was becoming apparent.
“I’m okay, Alyx,” said Israel, ignoring the strange look Vix was giving him. “Apparently, it was just a test.” Israel let an edge of sarcasm lace his voice as he glared at Vix.
“What? Where are you? Who is testing you?”
“I’m in China.”
“China? Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”
Israel gritted his teeth. “Not exactly talking to you, remember?”
“I’m just trying to make sure you’re not killed, Israel.” Then she mumbled, “You don’t have to be such a bastard about it.”
Israel rolled his eyes. “I’m okay. Vix is here. Can you yell at me later? I’m in the middle of something.”
Alyx opened her mouth but she halted. “This conversation isn’t finished.”
Israel nodded. “No. It isn’t. When I get back, we need to talk.”
Alyx looked startled but she nodded and disappeared.
“Talking to someone?” Vix asked, an eyebrow raised in question.
Israel frowned. How to explain…
“He has been Guardian bonded,” the man said without a hint of surprise to his voice. “His Guardian would have been alerted to the danger he faced and was reaching out to him to determine what was happening... this Alyx, he must be an old and powerful Seraphim to have been chosen as your Guardian.”
“She is a warrior,” said Israel. “A young warrior. And she’s plenty good at kicking ass even without her own magic, thank you.”
The Elder’s eyes widened. “Bonded to a warrior? Without a gift?”
“No offense, but from what I’ve heard of your gifted Seraphim, they wouldn’t know how to swing a sword to save their own precious lives.”
The Elder frowned before an incredible look of sadness tore at his features. “Then it is true. The Elders have completely forgotten our purpose here.”
Israel wanted to ask so many questions. What was their true purpose? How long ago had this Elder been a part of their society? Why did he leave?
The Elder cleared his voice. “Israel, perhaps you can let me up now?”
“Oh, right.” Israel rolled off the Elder and up to his feet. “So why the show?” Israel asked as he held out a hand to help the Elder up. “And why the hell did you have to rip this shirt?”
“I wanted to feel where your heart was placed. But I didn’t have to. The scar across where your heart should have been is proof that it was not in a mortal position. The test was to see how you would react and also to check that you had been bonded.”
“Why didn’t you just ask me to take your stupid test?”
“I had to see what you would do under pressure, Israel. If your gifts were not known to you yet, which I believed they wouldn’t be, then you had to be placed under pressure for them to take over instinctively. Besides, you needed to feel real danger to activate your bond.”
“Gifts? What are you talking about?”
“Look at the course you just undertook,” the man swept his arm out towards the deadly hole. “Do you really think that you could have succeeded if you were fully human?”
Israel studied the hole. It did look impossibly long and the safe bamboo platforms were tiny and unstable and placed inhumanly far apart. Was it possible that this man was telling the truth? He had gifts?
Israel shook his head. “But it’s just parkour. I was trained. Anyone trained in gymnastics or parkour could have done it.”
The man smiled. “I have lived here a long time and I have not seen one mortal accomplish what you have just done.” He glanced at Vix. “The only other person who has successfully crossed that test is standing before us.”
Vix. Vix also succeeded. Israel felt his insides begin to rumble. No, it couldn’t be possible. How could it be that the skilled part of him was thanks to the cursed part of his blood? His demon blood. Israel felt his face contort. “No.” He shook his head. “I refuse to believe that I succeeded because I am… a half-breed.”
The man’s face softened as he studied Israel. “Your blood does not make who you are, Israel.”
Israel barely heard him. His mind was swirling with bitter thoughts. It was only when he felt a firm hand on this shoulder that his eyes came back into focus on the Elder standing in front of him.
“Come,” the Elder said. “I can see there is much to talk about.”
 
* * *
 
Vix, Israel and the Elder were sitting cross-legged on the matted floor in a simple room in the monastery. The only furniture in the room was a small table that sat low between them and an old-looking wooden chest by one wall that held the teacups and saucers that were now spread across the table.
“So you see, Elder,” said Vix after she had outlined why they were there, “we came here to warn you. We thought the Black Stone safer where it is rather than it would be if we took it.”
Israel took another sip of his tea. It smelled grassy and fresh and it tasted as such. The warmth sat in his belly like a hug from the inside.
He noticed the Elder studying Vix’s face.
“No one at Aradale knows of your existence here, if that is what you’re worried about,” said Vix. “Israel made the connection himself when he saw my reaction when the location of this Black Stone was revealed.”
The Elder nodded. “It is here. Carved into the door which encloses the innermost temple. It is very safe here.”
Vix nodded. “Then we shall find a way to assure the others that it is safe here and not to be moved without revealing the details of who you are.”
The Elder bowed his head to Vix. He then turned to study Israel. “How long can you stay here?”
“We are due back tomorrow evening,” said Vix.
The Elder nodded. “I need to spend the rest of your time here with Israel. Alone.”
Israel almost spilled his tea. “What?”
 
* * *
 
Alyx was so furious she couldn’t get back to sleep. She crept out of the main Castelli del Grevepesa building before anyone else was up and found a quiet spot in the surrounding Tuscany countryside to let off some steam in a punishing training session.
Israel had gone off with Vix. To China. Just the two of them.
“I’m okay. Vix is here.” Remembering his words caused another flood of anger to rush through her. Well, if Vix was there, then Vix could make it all better, couldn’t she. Vix wouldn’t mess up like she did, would she. Perfect Vix. Tears pricked her eyes. She was supposed to be the one with Israel, the one he confided in, the one he partnered with. Not Vix.
Alyx realized this possessive feeling towards Israel, this protective instinct that ruled her actions and behavior towards him, which made her act crazy, feel crazy... she was completely and totally in love with Israel. Nothing but love could make anyone act and feel this crazy. And, Angel help her, did she feel crazy.
 
* * *
 
Later that morning, Alyx and Jordan headed back to Florence in an old single-cab truck which Jordan drove. Alyx was so lost in her own thoughts that she hadn’t even noticed Jordan was silent until he spoke, “I want to move on from this, Alyx.”
Alyx turned to look at his profile, his eyes still on the road ahead of them. His unruly hair was swept back into a ponytail and Alyx noticed shadows under his eyes.
Jordan continued, “I’m disappointed. But… I understand. Getting over your first can be… the most difficult thing in the world. More difficult than facing an army of Darkened, even. When your heart is so filled with love and loss for another, there is no room for anyone else. There is no room for me. Maybe in time…” His lip tilted up in a small smile and he reached out to squeeze her knee. “What you need now more than anything is a friend. I’d like to be that friend.”
Alyx felt a rush of gratitude for this Rogue. She grabbed his hand on her knee and squeezed it. Jordan took his eyes off the road long enough to smile at her. His words echoed in her mind. Maybe in time…
 
Alyx and Jordan arrived at the Galleria a few minutes after it opened and found one of the few remaining parking spaces left nearby. They approached the front of the Galleria, where there was a set of stairs leading up to the entrance.
Inside, Alyx noted the security guards that stood watching the few tourists milling around. She and Jordan moved through the building feigning interest in the paintings and sculptures, especially the ones situated close to the exits so they could also study the ways of getting in and out of this building. They moved along the walls and rooms until they came to the section of building that housed the Three Archangels. It was presented up high on a pedestal away from the walls so that Jordan and Alyx could walk all the way around it. The statue, depicting three men appearing to stand upon flames that sprayed up around their feet, was made entirely of what looked like black marble. The figures were larger than life, with wings that soared above them in grand arcs.
 
* * *
 
Israel followed the Elder through the dense forest surrounding the monastery. For the last God-only-knows how many hours, they had been trudging up this mountain. The air here was fresh and cool against the layer of sweat that had built up over his body.
“If you won’t tell me where we’re going or why we’re going there,” Israel huffed, “do you mind at least telling me when we’re going to get there?” It was harder to breathe up this high as well. Although the Elder didn’t seem to be bothered.
“We will get there when we get there.”
Israel rolled his eyes. The Elder had been mostly silent, but the few times that he had spoken were only in answer to the questions that Israel had asked. And like this one, his answers didn’t make any sense. This Elder was as evasive as an eel in water.
“We’re lost, aren’t we?”
“We are always exactly where we should be.”
Israel rolled his eyes again at the Elder’s back. Stupid, crazy-talking old fool.
They kept walking in silence, Israel mumbling to himself and swatting at bugs. He didn’t notice the trees thinning until they stepped out on a ridge.
Israel halted and his mouth dropped open. “Holy wow.” The view was spectacular. The mountain dropped below them in a cascade of swaying emerald, the monastery far below was a patch of red and orange, looking like a cluster of blooms among the green. The snow-capped mountains peaked and dipped across the horizon like a sea of deep green and purple waves tipped with white froth.
“You are here,” the Elder said, lowering himself cross-legged to the ground. “It is the first time you have been here all morning.”
Israel frowned. What was that supposed to mean?
Before Israel could ask, the Elder pointed to a cluster of bamboo trees. “Climb to the top.”
Israel eyed the slender stalks of bamboo. “They won’t hold me.”
“That is why you must make yourself weightless.”
Israel sighed. “Are we still stuck on this? I don’t have any gifts or powers.”
“You just haven’t been taught how to focus them,” the Elder said, still staring out at the horizon. “And your anger blocks the full utilization of your gifts. Your anger makes them uncontrollable.”
Israel bristled. “I’m not—,” he cut off his sentence abruptly when he realized that his loud voice was echoing off the surrounding mountains. He tried again in a calmer tone, “I’m not angry.”
The Elder raised an eyebrow.
“Fine. Sometimes I get angry, but everyone gets angry.”
“Everybody feels angry, but then most people let it go. You... you swallow your anger and direct it towards yourself.” Israel opened his mouth to argue. “No more talking. Up you go.”
Israel sighed as he walked up to the bamboo. He felt that it would be better to prove this old fool wrong than to argue with him. Gingerly, Israel began to pull himself up the stalk. He only managed to climb a few meters before the stalk began to bend and crack. Israel dropped himself on the ground before the bamboo broke. He placed his hands on his hips and looked expectantly at the Elder.
“Again.”
Israel climbed up again and again, but none of the bamboo stalks would hold his weight.
“I can’t climb a stupid bamboo stalk. It’s too damn thin,” Israel yelled in frustration.
The Elder didn’t react for a few moments. Then he spoke, “Hold the stalk.”
“Didn’t you hear me? I said I can’t do it.”
“Hold the stalk,” he said again, his soft smile never wavering.
Israel made a rude noise under his breath but did what the Elder said. The bamboo stalk was cool and smooth under his fingers. “Okay I’m holding the stalk. Now what?”
“Close your eyes.”
Israel bit back the rising frustration and did so. “And?”
“Remember the test. Remember how you travelled across that space, when you do your parkour, as you call it. How does that feel?”
“What has that got to—?”
“Tell me how that feels,” the Elder interrupted in his infuriatingly calm voice.
“I feel... free.”
“Go on.”
Israel’s mind went back to the test, to the training sessions with Razorback and Mason and the boys, to racing along rooftops during a warm summer’s night in Saint Joseph...
It took some moments before he was able to find the right words. “My mind steps back and my body takes over. My body just knows what to do. It feels weightless and light and easy.” Israel remembered the night that Alyx first lifted them both up into the stars, how familiar that feeling was… “It feels like I am flying.”
“Climb.”
Israel’s hands moved along the bamboo, one hand over the other as he pulled up along the stalk. A bird twittered in the distance but part of Israel didn’t hear it. He was elsewhere, existing in that moment with Alyx as they were flying up into the night sky... the stars were beautiful but she, she was even more so... the wind up there softly tousling her hair across her cheeks. They had both just hung there, with only the air holding them aloft... free. Weightless.
A voice came from far below. “Open your eyes, Israel.”
He did and his jaw dropped open. The tops of the trees were at eye level and the sky was all that much closer. Below him the Elder remained seated, but he was looking up at him and chuckling.
Israel was suspended up amid the tops of the bamboo stalk, holding on with both hands, his body seeming to make no impact on the swaying stalks. In fact, he swayed with them as if he were a leaf on this stalk.
When Israel jumped or flipped in the air, there was a moment between the propulsion up and when gravity began to pull him back down... the moment only lasted for a second but it was there, the moment of weightlessness. Hanging up here in the air was like that moment being stretched out.
Then a small inner voice started to panic. This isn’t right. Gravity will always pull you down. Israel felt the weight pooling back into his legs. The bamboo stalk started to bend and he felt his stomach rising into his chest. “Help. I’m going to fall.”
“Stop thinking, Israel,” the Elder yelled.
So. Not. Helping.
Israel heard a crackle, then a loud snap as the stalk broke in half. He began to plummet. Israel’s arms flailed at the air around him, stripping off leaves. Everything in his vision began to blur. He was going to die.
His fingers caught something more solid. A tree branch. He jolted to a stop. Then he began to drop again as the branch bent under his weight. Israel heard the branch groaning, long and arthritic. It was about to snap.
Israel spotted a thicker branch below. He swung out towards it. Just as the branch he was holding broke. He landed on the thicker branch, then flipped off before this branch had a chance to buckle. His body took over as he swung and flipped from branch to branch down towards the ground. Israel felt a flood of relief surge over the adrenaline as his feet touched the earth. His chest heaved as he glared at the Elder, who hadn’t even moved. Israel could have been killed or at the least seriously hurt.
The Elder seemed nonplussed. “Try it again.”
 
* * *
 
That evening, after Israel and the Elder had returned to the monastery, Israel desperately wanted to rest. But he had no such luck. Now he stood in the center of a dark room lit only by rows of candles placed along the sides of the room. A single candle sat a meter in front of him on the wooden floor. The Elder stood behind this, looking directly at him.
“So it appears you have an affinity with the air.”
“Okay…” Israel shuffled his bare feet nervously.
“Using only your will, snuff out the candle in front of you.”
Israel raised one eyebrow. “How?”
“Can one ask the butterfly how it flaps its wings? Can one ask the wind how it blows? This gift is a part of you. It is in your flesh. It is in your blood. You know how to use it.”
“Demon blood,” Israel spat.
The Elder peered at him closely. Appearing to come to some conclusion, he nodded. “Your blood, despite your disgust at it, is still a part of you. It is all beautiful. Every part. You must learn to feel love for all parts.”
“Easy for you to say,” Israel grumbled. “You don’t have a monster inside you.”
“Should we call the lion a monster?”
Israel frowned. “No.”
“Even though it kills the antelope in the wild?”
“Well... no, the lion just does that to survive.” Israel realized where the Elder was taking this conversation. “It’s not the same thing. Demons are evil. My demon blood... it’s evil.”
“Why?”
“The demons, they take the lives of humans.”
“To survive on this planet, yes?”
“...yes. But they also take over the bodies of other humans. That isn’t for survival.”
“But they gain the mortal’s permission, no?”
“Yes, but—”
“The lion does not ask the antelope for his permission to eat him. The demon gains the mortal’s permission to take his body. Does that not make the lion more evil than the demon?”
Israel couldn’t think of anything to say to this.
There was a mischievous twinkle in the Elder’s eyes when he spoke again, “Perhaps then the lightwarriors should stop killing demons and start killing lions.”
Israel pressed his lips together. “So you’re saying that we should just let the demons take over this planet as they plan to? That we should just lay down our arms and let them?”
“Not at all. We must do what we need to survive. My point is this... should the lion hate itself?”
The candles flickered and it caused the glow of light to dance across the Elder’s face, heightening the smile that tilted up his lips.
Israel frowned as he considered this strange conversation. This Elder certainly had an odd way of looking at things. “I guess not.”
“Right then. Enough distraction,” the Elder said, snapping Israel out of his thoughts. “Snuff out the candle.”
Israel blew out a deep breath, which tousled his hair that had now grown long enough to fall across his forehead. “Should I point to it or something?”
“It is your gift. You tell me how you use it.”
Israel made a noise in his throat. He felt a little dumb stretching out his palm towards the candle, like a child would naively do after watching that movie Star Wars. Use the force Israel, use the force. This thought made him chuckle a little.
“Focus.”
Israel cleared his head and stared at the candle with a grim determination.
Blow out... Blow out... Blow out, please?
The candle just wavered softly as if it were chuckling at him. Suddenly a sharp sting across the back of his leg caused Israel to flinch. He had been so focused on the candle he hadn’t noticed the Elder had moved around him so that he could whack Israel with his cane.
“What the—?”
“The candle.”
“But I—”
Thwack. On the same spot as the first hit. The sting turned into a burn.
“Ow. Okay dammit.” Israel turned back to the candle, fighting his annoyance with the Elder, his leg still smarting from the two blows. He stared at the candle, trying to demand it to snuff out. The candle just sat there taunting him.
Thwack. The burning pain flowed out from his legs. It made his eyes water as it swirled inside his body like a small tornado. It reminded him of something the Elder had said, “Everybody feels angry but then we let it go. You... you swallow your anger and direct it towards yourself.”
That’s what this swirling pain felt like... like he had swallowed a tornado. His anger was a tornado. And he had to let it go.
Just let go.
With that thought, Israel felt a part of his insides crack, like a glass balloon that was taking on too much air. The crack erupted and the energy inside him scattered like a set of fireworks. The air in the room shook with tremendous movement and panic. It whipped at Israel’s clothes and hair so much that he had to squint.
Then the air settled. The room looked dimmer. Israel looked down at that candle, then around him. The flame before him was still alight. But about half of the candles around the room had been extinguished.
“I did it,” Israel said and he felt a little bubble of joy well up inside him.
“Did you?”
“I did. I accessed the power. I accessed my gift.”
“Of course. It is part of you. But now see,” the Elder spoke from behind him. Israel turned to face him. “See how anger causes you to use that energy inside you.” The Elder waved his cane around the room.
Israel felt the bubble of joy dissipate in exasperation. “So I didn’t snuff out that one stupid candle. But look at how much power I was able to create. Look at how many other candles I was able to extinguish.”
“Imagine that the candle in front of you was someone you had to fight against and the candles around the room were those you love. What say you now?”
Israel felt the blood drain from his face when he realized what the Elder was saying. He stared at his hands. He noticed the veins showing through the paler skin on his wrists. His veins, filled with demon blood. And now that demon power he had unleashed was uncontrollable. What if he unleashed it on someone he cared about? Like Mason and the boys. Or Alyx?
“How... how do I fix this?”
“There is a greater power than anger. And unlike anger which controls you, this power is given strength through your direction. You must learn to use that instead.”
“What is it? What is this power? Knowledge? Truth?”
“I cannot tell you. You must learn it for yourself.”
“What? But you can’t just leave me like this,” Israel could hear the strain in his own voice.
The Elder smiled. “I am not leaving you. I will help you to find your own answers but I can’t give them to you. An answer given is not an answer learned. Do you understand?”
Strangely enough, Israel did.
 



Chapter 26
 
Alyx fidgeted in her chair. Israel had avoided her since he had returned from China. To try and make herself feel better, she had told herself that she was avoiding him. But every second that went by without seeing him, without speaking to him, without knowing what had happened in China built up the dizzying pressure inside her so much so that she thought she may burst and go crazy. Or go crazy then burst. Well then, going crazy and bursting could just fight it out over who got to go first.
Now Israel was here in the same room as her. So close but so far away. He was sitting on the other side of Tobias’s office, next to Vix. Of course. Vix, who he went with to China. Vix, who he had partnered with instead of her. These thoughts sliced her insides.
Alyx forced herself to focus on the screen at the front of the room as Dianne showed Lukas’s memory of Saudi Arabia. Lukas commentated as they watched his memory of flying over Mecca.
The Great Mosque was a like a city in itself, the irregular structure covering over 88 arches of ground with nine minarets, tall spires with a pointed dome crown, lit up and reaching for the sky. In the center of the structure was an outdoor praying area.
“…large enough to fit over 800,000 mortals,” Lukas was saying.
In the middle of this praying area was the Kaaba, the cube-like building that sat in the center. The Black Stone was cemented into a silver frame that sat in the Eastern corner of the Kaaba. Over the course of a single year, millions of mortals made a religious pilgrimage to the Kaaba and to touch the stone. The surface of the Black Stone had now been worn smooth.
“The mosque closes at night, but there are guards who continue to walk around the area,” Lukas said when the memory came to an end. “And caretakers who come to regularly anoint the stone with oils.”
“Any ideas for this location?” asked Tobias.
“That place is massive,” said Jordan. “We couldn’t just come in through the doors and steal it. We would have to come in from the air using a mirage.”
Tobias nodded. “We could use one of my Miragecharms. But how do we remove the stone?”
Alyx chewed on her lip. “Could an Alchemist alter Black Stone?”
“Black Stone can’t be shifted into anything else, nor can anything be shifted into it. Not even an Alchemist can do it, as Black Stone is not an element of this world.”
“What about melting it?” Jordan asked.
“A powerful FireTwirler could possibly produce enough heat to melt it, but it would take some time.” Tobias’s voice lowered and his gaze seemed to become distant. “I know of someone who could help us. Omniya. I believe she still lives in Egypt.”
“Great,” Alyx said as she leaned forward. “Or we could just get Omniya to melt the silver frame. That would allow us to get the stone out faster, wouldn’t it?”
Tobias nodded. “And with less fuss.”
“We need to replace this stone,” said Israel. Everyone around the table stared at him. “You don’t understand. I was raised in a Muslim country. This is such an important piece to them. We can’t just take it.”
Alyx nodded. “Israel’s right.”
“But how do we refit a replica stone?” Marin said. “It would take forever to get the right sizing and to fit it properly.”
“Well,” Alyx started, “I have part of an Alchemist mark. What if I pour, I don’t know, something like sand into the hole that is left? I could Alchemist the sand into a type of black stone so that no one would know the difference.”
“It’s a great idea.” Tobias was nodding his head. “But you’ll need more than just an Alchemist mark to replace that stone.”
He was right. More magic would be better. “Do you know an Alchemist who can help?”
Tobias nodded. “Me.”
This caused a barrage of loud protests from around the room.
“...can’t go out onto the field.”
“...too dangerous.”
“What if something happens? Who will manage Aradale?”
Tobias held his hand up to stop their talking all at once. “This is not up for discussion. I am not going to just sit here behind my desk if there is something I can do to help.” The room was silent but the unease remained. Tobias said, “Let’s move on to the Black Stone in Lima.”
Dianne changed the image on the MemoryViewer so that it now showed Marin’s memory of the Basilica Cathedral in Lima. Like Jordan and Alyx, Marin had pretended to be a tourist, strolling through the Plaza Mayor of downtown Lima as he approached the cathedral. From the front, the pale stone cathedral had three entrances with two towers on either side of the outer entrances. Around the sides were fourteen side chapels. The grand main entrance was set in with holy statues and ornate stonework. Alyx felt her jaw drop as Marin walked inside.
The nave of the cathedral stretched so far that Alyx could barely see the altar. Marin walked down the aisle, passing large white pillars that held up the tall ceiling decorated with golden arcs. The painstaking and exquisite detailing of the carvings, the stonework and the brightly-colored stained glass windows brought tears to her eyes. Finally, at the front altar stood the large Black Stone crucifix.
Marin explained that the cathedral wasn’t alarmed, but there were priests and nuns who lived onsite that they would have to avoid. The doors remained open for midnight mass every night, then closed to the public at about 2 a.m., reopening again at dawn. This was a very limited window of opportunity. And the only way to get that crucifix out was through the large front entrance.
“Any ideas?” Tobias asked. After a few moments of mumbling and concentrated faces, Tobias said, “Okay, we’ll come back to this.”
Alyx stiffened when Dianne showed Vix’s memory of Israel and her soaring over the monastery. The monastery was walled off from the forest surrounding it, set above a large lake and perched upon the steep slopes. Within the complex stood various buildings separated by gardens, each building becoming more sacred as they moved towards the center. The monks were mostly silent, walking around the temples, meditating among the various gardens set within the monastery walls. But it appeared that these monks were up at all hours, the surveillance memory showing a constant vigil of mortals entering and remaining within the temple even during the depths of the night.
Vix explained that the Black Stone in the monastery in China had been carved into a great door which stood in the innermost temple of the monastery.
Marin grumbled, “We may have to take this one by force. It doesn’t seem like we can get to that door without one of the monks being there.”
“Wait,” said Vix. “There’s more.”
The image went black for a few seconds while Dianne changed memories. An image came on which brought a weight of apprehension to Alyx’s stomach. The image looked down over a roof into one of the large courtyards of the monastery. In the courtyards, rows and rows of monks, dressed in dusty orange pants and matching short robes tied off with red rope, were performing a series of katas with long thin swords, crying out in unison at the end of certain movements. They moved like a single entity, as if controlled by a single mind. Their swords glinted as they moved, scattering the air with splinters of light.
“What the hell are we looking at?” came from Jordan.
“These are the monks who live onsite,” said Vix. “They train three times a day. All of them are skilled in Kung Fu and all Eighteen Arms of Wushu, the eighteen main weapons of Chinese martial arts. Here you can see them training with the jian, a double-edged straight sword.”
Alyx watched the army of mortals in silence. After Vix’s memory was finished, the room was silent.
“We can’t take them on,” said Vix quietly. “They’re not our enemy. And they’re so skilled that if we were caught stealing their Black Stone door we would not come away without casualties. But this is good for us. It means that the Darkened will be hesitant to attack them. The monastery is extremely remote and very hard to find. I lived in this province for several decades and even I had trouble finding it. The safest place for this Black Stone is exactly where it is.”
Alyx slowly processed what Vix was saying. She could almost hear everyone else doing the same thing.
“It does sound logical,” Tobias ventured. “You are sure we are best to leave this location alone?”
“Wouldn’t it best to alert these monks to the potential danger though?” said Alyx.
“And say what?” scoffed Marin. “Excuse me. Yeah, hi. So there are a bunch of demon guys who want to steal your door because the material can bypass our healing powers thereby giving them an advantage in the war to take over Earth.”
Alyx bristled as she heard Dianne snort in an attempt to hide her laughter. Alyx was about to retort when Vix interrupted her. “Israel and I thought about this. While we were there we made a few weak attempts to breech their gates. The monks didn’t catch us of course, but now they are alerted to the fact that someone is trying to get in. They increased their watch while we were there.”
Tobias nodded. “Good thinking. I do think it is safest that we leave this Black Stone alone. Unless anyone disagrees, we shall move on with the last memory.”
No one disagreed.
As Jordan’s memory of Florence played, Alyx glared at Vix instead of watching the screen. “Israel and I thought about this.” How presumptuous of her to say “Israel and I”. There wasn’t an “Israel and I” when it came to Vix. Was there? And how dare she take Israel with her without consulting Alyx. Alyx was his Guardian. She was responsible for him.
Alyx glanced over at Israel and realized she had been caught glaring at Vix. Israel looked back at her with a frown on his face. Alyx dropped her eyes into her lap.
Deciding that her best course of action was to pretend like everything was fine, she looked back up to the screen and thrust her chin in the air, instructing herself not look over to Vix or Israel for the rest of the meeting.
On the screen, Alyx and Jordan were walking from painting to painting. But something didn’t look right.
She leaned over to Jordan. “I recognize that painting. But the image... it’s… backwards.”
Jordan nodded. “Well spotted.”
“But why is it the other way ‘round?”
“Dianne took a copy. They always come out mirror image.”
Alyx frowned and watched as the screen showed the two of them weaving through the Galleria. Finally the statue of the Three Archangels filled the screen.
“It’s huge,” Vix gasped.
The image on screen circled around the statue.
“That is a large piece,” agreed Tobias. “They must have a large entrance, perhaps for staff only, to get their collection in and out.”
Jordan nodded. “We found a large door further back in the Galleria. The differences in the external dimension and internal dimension of the building suggest that there is a large space between it and the large external door leading to the small lane. We think that there is an unloading dock back there. Both doors are watched with security cameras and most are probably alarmed.”
“So how do we get the statue out?” asked Vix.
“Get it out?” Marin said. “How the hell do we get in without setting off enough alarms to alert half the city?”
Israel spoke up, “We need to disable their alarms.”
“Thank you, Mr. Obvious,” Marin muttered.
Alyx watched Israel. She recognized that look on his face. He had an idea. For a moment she forgot that she wasn’t supposed to be paying him any attention. “What are you thinking?”
“It’ll be even faster if we get someone to help us hack into the security mainframe,” said Israel. He seemed to be choosing his words very carefully. “We need to disarm the security system for a few minutes so that we can get in and get the sculpture out.”
“Hack a security system? Where the hell are we going to find someone who can do that?” asked Marin.
Israel paused. “I may know someone.”
Most of the stares directed at Israel were of disbelief.
Vix’s eyes widened in obvious respect. “Not just a pretty face, huh, mortal?”
Alyx forgot her promise not to glare at Vix. Pretty face. Vix had some nerve flirting with Israel in front of everyone like that.
“I’ll need your help in getting to him, Alyx,” Israel said. “We should leave tonight.”
Alyx blinked, breaking out of her thoughts. “Me?” Did this mean that they were okay again? Had she been forgiven?
Israel shrugged. “You’re the only one here who can help.”
The only one here who could help. Of course. Silly girl. Israel would only ask for her help at the moment if he had no other choice.
“Sure,” Alyx said, trying to sound upbeat even though her heart began to pound, knowing full well that they would have to talk. “Whatever you need.”
 



Chapter 27
 
That night, Alyx and Israel stood in the back garden of Aradale. The moon had all but disappeared. The smallest sliver gave off a dim, icy light. It was enough, however, for Alyx to see the discontent on Israel’s face.
“If you just told me who it is, I could go and you wouldn’t have to,” said Alyx.
“I told you,” Israel said, sounding frustrated, “I made him a promise that I wouldn’t reveal his secret to anyone. It’s not my story to tell, it’s his.”
“But it’d be safer if you stayed here,” said Alyx. “I’m sure he − whoever he is − if he’s a friend of yours, would understand.”
Israel frowned at her. “You’re a hypocrite, you know that?”
Alyx started. “What?”
“You get angry when other people question your ability to deal with things yourself, yet you think it’s perfectly fine to keep treating me like I’m this useless child. I’m not a complete idiot, you know. I mean, okay, maybe I was a bit stupid when I was running around fighting the Darkened by myself, but I was angry and everyone does stupid things when they’re angry. And back then I didn’t think I had anything to left to lose, but now... things are different.” Israel stopped speaking and stared at Alyx.
Her frown softened and the angry retort fell away from her lips as the words he just said sank in. Suddenly, she could see the hurt in his face hiding under the angry lines, and she wondered how long it had been there without her noticing.
“I...” she said. Her mouth gaped as she tried to think of something else to say, something that would reassure him. Something that would begin to make things better. “I... don’t think you’re useless.”
Israel sighed. “We have things to talk about, Alyx. Unfinished things. But not now. Now we have bigger things to worry about. Bigger than you and me. Like finding this guy who could help us break into a gallery. So can we just do this?”
Alyx flinched when she heard his tone. “We have things to talk about. Unfinished things…” Alyx nodded, trying not to read too much into what Israel was implying. He wanted to finish things with her. “Okay. Let’s go.”
Israel stepped towards her. Then he looked uncertain. “How do you want to do this?” I mean, should I hold you from the front or...”
The realization of what he was asking caused her mouth to go dry. “Um, yes. Sure.”
He stepped up close to her. So close she could feel the warmth coming off his skin. The smell of him, sweet and musky, made her eyes close under the flood of memories from the last time they were this close. He slipped his hands gently, as if she were breakable, under her arms and around her waist. She had to bite her lip so as not to gasp. Her heart began to beat faster and her body tingled as if she were about to go into battle.
Oh wretched heart, oh weak heart, to still react this way at his touch. Even a touch with only practical intentions behind it. Damned heart for being a thing that wouldn’t be told what to do.
“Are you okay?” Israel’s voice ruffled across her hair.
“Fine.” Alyx straightened up. “Hang on.”
Soon they were hovering over the familiar skyline of Saint Joseph. Alyx felt her nerves winding and coiling like springs ready to pop. It was a bad idea coming back here.
Israel directed her towards a quiet but dirty area of the docks and they dropped down the side of a quiet warehouse, unnoticed by anyone. Their shoes made the slightest clatter as they stepped down to street level. Alyx felt her body grow cold when Israel pulled away from her.
Israel moved along the walls, through the skinny lane towards the street that travelled parallel to where the edge of the docks met the water. Alyx unsheathed a small dagger just in case and followed.
Israel came to where the lane met the street. He glanced both ways. Then moved quietly to the center of the road. What was he doing? Alyx moved quickly to follow him.
When she came up beside him, Israel was pulling at a manhole. Alyx raised an eyebrow at him. “Seriously?”
Israel snorted. “When have I ever joked about going down manholes?”
Israel pulled a small torch from his pocket and shined it into the dark hole. The light seemed to be swallowed by the blackness. “Ladies first,” he said.
“God, the smell doesn’t get any easier to deal with, does it?”
They dropped down into the dark. Alyx guessed that they were heading towards The Saint’s Revenge, an abandoned subway station which Israel’s old street gang, the Clan of the Saint’s, had converted into a hideout and home. This meant that the hacker must be one of them.
“Razorback?” Alyx asked some way down the tunnels. His name conjured memories of the tall, slim but muscular pirate with a mohawk colored haphazardly in green and blue pieces. The image didn’t gel.
“I’m not saying.”
“Terrapin?” Alyx tried to imagine the rough-looking, tattooed but speechless giant being a world-renowned hacker, but she couldn’t.
“Alyx, seriously.”
Alyx growled in frustration. Israel was still refusing to name this mysterious hacker whose assistance they were seeking. “It’s not like I’m not going to find out soon anyway.”
“So you can wait just a little bit longer then. We’re here.” Israel’s torch shined on a grated door ahead. Through the grates Alyx could hear the hum of noise and yelling. Israel pushed open the door, which squeaked on its hinges.
Terrapin spotted them first and he lumbered towards them like a happy bear. Soon Alyx and Israel were surrounded by the rest of the Saint’s clan with hugs for Alyx and backslapping and rough-housing for Israel. Alyx giggled as Razorback recounted an outlandish story for her, punctuated by nods and wild hand gestures by Terrapin.
“Didn’t think we’d be seeing you again so soon.” A booming and familiar voice caused a rush of joy in Alyx.
“Mason,” Alyx detangled herself from the group and launched herself at the stocky, bearded leader of the Saint’s Clan.
His rough hands closed around her. “How are yer, angel?” he whispered. “Keeping this one out of trouble?” He nodded to Israel, who was approaching them.
Alyx raised an eyebrow. “Really? You think I have any chance of controlling him?”
Mason grinned. “You have more hope than the rest of us.” Mason stepped forward to greet Israel.
“Can we talk, Mason? In private?” Alyx heard Israel say in a low voice to Mason.
Mason? Really? Alyx stepped closer to them.
“Don’t like the sounds of this, kid,” she heard Mason say. “And here I thought this was a social call ‘cause you missed us.” Mason turned and started walking to his room in one of the abandoned carriages. Israel and Alyx followed.
Mason closed the door and locked it behind them. His compartment, surprisingly enough, wasn’t any bigger or grander than the compartment that Alyx had been allocated when Israel and she were first down here.
“I would have thought that you’d have the biggest compartment, Mason,” Alyx said as she looked around.
“I wear the title of Captain only because the men here want me to. I direct them and manage them, but in no way do I command them. We’re all equals down here.”
Mason went over to a small cupboard and lowered the door. It would have been a cupboard that had once stored liquor, but as Mason didn’t drink, the space was now filled with enamel tins and a kettle. Israel started to speak but Mason shushed him. “Not ‘til we’ve settled in with some tea, Scrapper. I can tell this conversation is going to require tea.”
Mason served Israel and Alyx their tea in mismatched china cups. Alyx’s teacup had a tiny chip in the handle. Then Mason settled against the edge of the small desk with his own cup looking mighty out of place in his thick hands. “Now, what’s this about?”
“We need your help,” Israel started. “The Darkened are going around stealing this substance called Black Stone. This stuff is bad, Mason. Real bad. We can’t let them have any more of it. We’ve found a large chunk of it which has been turned into a sculpture. If we could, say, get control of the gallery’s security system, just for a few minutes, then we have a chance of getting our hands on this statue so we can relocate it to a safe place before the Darkened get hold of it. And you can bet that when they attempt to take the Black Stone, it won’t be as subtle as what we’re trying to do. Mortals will die.”
Mason looked startled, then his face began to contort with what looked like anger. “I see. You want me to...” his voice trailed off and he growled and rubbed his face with his hands. “What you’re asking me to do...”
“I’m sorry, Mason. We’re fresh out of luck on this one. Otherwise I wouldn’t have asked.”
Mason lifted his face from his hands, glaring at Israel, then he looked over to Alyx with a questioning expression on his face.
“I haven’t told her, Mase. I didn’t think it was my place.”
Alyx could see the struggle playing out on Mason’s face and knew that he needed to work this out in silence.
“How bad is this stuff?” Mason asked.
“Bad.” said Israel. “It stops the healing powers of Alyx and her kind. It makes them so much easier to kill. The Darkened are turning it into weapons. They’re looking to mount a full-on war. If Alyx’s people can’t protect us then... Earth is doomed.”
Mason sighed and pressed his lips together in a grim line. He turned to Alyx. “I may have left out some facts when I told you my sob story last time you were here, lovey.” He paused for a moment to gulp at his tea before continuing. “I used to work in IT security. I was the youngest Head of Security for the Deitepalom Bank. I did something stupid and got fired. I was bitter about the whole thing. I tried to hack the system that I built, to show them that they needed me. I got caught and did jail time. That’s when my wife left me and took everything. I vowed never to do it again. So you see, even after you’ve told me the reason behind why you want to do what you want to do... I... I want to help. I do,” Mason took a deep breath, “but I have a record. If I get caught, they’re locking the cell and throwing away the key. Do you understand?”
Alyx stood up, slipping her teacup onto a side table. She stepped up to Mason and placed her hands on his shoulders. “It’s okay, Mason. I understand. We’ll find another way.” Alyx turned to Israel. “We should go. The longer we stay in Saint Joseph the more dangerous it is for us.” Then, turning back to Mason, “Thanks for telling me. You didn’t have to. I’ll protect your secret with my life, don’t worry about that.”
But Israel didn’t follow her to the door. “They’ve already started killing them, Mase. Alyx’s people have already started dying,” said Israel quietly.
“This true, Alyx?” Mason asked as Alyx placed her hand on the door handle.
“It’s not your problem, Mason. Israel, let’s go.”
“No. Wait,” said Mason. “Perhaps we can come to some sort of compromise... some sort of mid-way where I can still help you but I don’t have to do the dirty work myself.”
Alyx let out a breath. “Only if you’re sure, Mason.”
Mason nodded. “For you, my dear. Only for you.”
“Thank you.” Alyx smiled. Mason had given her a sliver of hope in this crazy suicidal plan. “Anything you can do to help. Anything.”
Mason nodded. “Take me to your base of operations. I need to see what we’re working with.”
 



Chapter 28
 
After Mason agreed to help them, Alyx dropped Israel off at Aradale and told him to prepare Tobias and the others for Mason’s arrival. Alyx then returned for Mason, who agreed to meet her at a particular street corner of Saint Joseph in exactly two hours. This gave Mason enough time to organize an excuse for his leaving and make preparations to leave his command in proper hands.
Mason now stood with Alyx on the streets of Saint Joseph as she blindfolded him.
“Kinky,” he said, his folded arms showing her his mild displeasure. “Is this really necessary?”
“I’m sorry, Mason,” Alyx said, “but the sanctuary location is supposed to be kept secret. The others will be more accepting of my bringing you there if you don’t actually know where it is.”
“They don’t know I’m coming?”
“Well, I told Israel to make preparations for you, but no, they don’t know exactly that you’re coming...”
“Great. Walkin’ blindfolded into a community of supernaturals,” he mumbled.
Flying actually, Alyx thought. “Hang on then.” She guided his hands around her shoulders and rocketed them both up into the night sky.
 
* * *
 
Less than an hour later, Alyx landed them both in the courtyard garden in the middle of Aradale. Most of the building was dark.
“We’re here,” she said.
Mason took off his blindfold and looked around. He wobbled a bit on his first step. “Some flight that was,” he said. Then a grin broke out over his face and he ruffled Alyx’s hair with his large hand.
“Hey, quit it,” Alyx ducked out of his reach.
“Jesus, lass, risking jail time was bloody worth that flight alone. Christ! I don’t know how you can stand to walk, having the power of flight like that.”
Alyx laughed. “You liked it, huh?”
Mason’s enthusiasm threatened to spill out far into the night.
“Calm down, Mason,” said Alyx, grabbing at his arm. “You’ll wake the neighbors.”
“Aye, lassy.” Mason straightened up and forced a serious look to his face. “Take me to your leader.” He maintained his serious expression for another few seconds before bursting out into laughter again. “Take me to your... oh Christ...” more laughter, “...I’ve always wanted to say that.”
Alyx shook her head. “Come on.”
There were few Seraphim up at this early hour. The dawn was just cracking the horizon as Alyx and Mason entered the Aradale building through the back door, which Alyx unlocked with her allocated key. They passed through to Tobias’s office uninterrupted.
In Tobias’s office, the usual group was already there, gathered around the round desk, some of them nursing cups of steaming dandelion and honeydew tea. The room was warm and smelled sweet from the tea. It smelled just like the early morning post-patrole debriefing sessions in Michaelea, where Alyx and her warrior-flock nursed mugs of steaming drink, gathered like a family around Symon, their flock leader… Alyx felt a spear of loss so sharp that it brought a tear to her eye and a soft hiss to her lips. Memories of the smiling faces of her old warrior friends filtered through her mind, finishing up on one bright-eyed, expressive face with pink cheeks like a cherub.
Elysia.
Alyx pushed these images away. This pain would be the mortar to harden her resolve. I’ll get them. I’ll get all of them. For you, Elysia.
Israel sprung forward to greet Mason and begun introducing Mason to the others around the room. There was an extra chair, she noted, placed next to Israel, leaving two empty chairs between what had been Israel’s chair and where Jordan now sat, watching. Alyx took the seat next to Jordan so that Mason could sit between Israel and her.
Jordan leaned towards her and his lips brushed her ear, “Who is this... Mason? Can he be trusted?”
As Mason and Israel reached their chairs, Israel had a small frown pressing at his eyebrows as he watched Alyx.
Alyx spoke quietly so only Jordan could hear. “Mason and his men saved us from two lightwarriors. I trust him and his men implicitly.”
Alyx could see Jordan pulling back from her ear just enough to study Mason, who was lowering himself into what had been Israel’s chair. That left the seat next to her for Israel. Great.
“If you trust him, then I do too.” Jordan spoke loud enough that Alyx had no doubt Israel had heard him. She could feel Israel flinch as he lowered himself into the seat next to her. Alyx chanced a glance at Israel, but he was refusing to look at her, his eyes staring unblinkingly at Tobias.
Tobias began, “Thank you, Mason, for coming and agreeing to help us. Every second is precious in this situation, so forgive me if I skip the extended formalities.”
“That’s fine,” said Mason, his voice taking on a more proper tone than Alyx had ever heard from him. “What kind of information do you have on the sculpture and its location?”
“Jordan and Alyx did some reconnaissance work, which we will show you now. Feel free to stop it at any point or to ask any questions.” Tobias nodded towards Dianne and she directed a MemoryViewer in one hand towards the large screen against the far wall. An image of the front of the Galleria appeared from Jordan’s eyes.
“Just keep in mind that this memory is a copy, hence it is in a mirror image,” Jordan said.
“I’m not gonna ask how you managed that,” Mason mumbled as the memory played through and Jordan commentated.
When the memory stopped, Mason was silent for a moment. “I think I can help you with their security system... but the rest of it...” Mason held up his palms. “I can’t get involved.”
Tobias smiled, “That’s more than enough. We will take whatever help you can offer us.”
Mason nodded. “I can create a small device that, if installed into the security system properly, will allow you to bypass the system when it is activated remotely. It will deactivate any alarms as well as freezing any video streaming so that you don’t show up on any cameras.”
“How long will it take until we can get this device?” asked Alyx.
“Four, five days, maybe. Maybe less.”
“We don’t have that much time,” grumbled Marin. “More of us are going to die.”
“Can you have it done by tomorrow morning?” asked Alyx. “That’s a bit longer than a day.”
Mason sniffed. “You’re pushing it. It would help if I knew what kind of security system we are dealing with.”
“If I could get that information for you?” said Alyx.
“If you could, I could get it done in a day, two, tops...” he winked, “just for you, lovey.”
“How are we going to do that, Alyx?” asked Jordan.
“I have an idea. But... I’ll need your help.” Alyx looked at Jordan.
“Of course,” Jordan said.
“And I’ll need... your help, Dianne.” Alyx turned to the seraphelle with as much humility as she could on her face. If they could just put their differences aside and work together, they could make this work.
“Me?” Dianne said. She looked as happy at the prospect of having to help Alyx as the prospect of stepping into a pit of agitated brown snakes.
She looked ready to protest, but Marin spoke quietly, “For Zia, Dianne.”
Dianne’s face crumpled, and for a moment it looked like she would burst into tears. She shook herself, and a fierce determination replaced whatever softness was on her face. Alyx couldn’t help but feel a little respect for Dianne at that moment.
“Alright,” Dianne said. “I’ll help.” Alyx exhaled in relief. “But wait,” Dianne said turning to Mason. “Did you say it needs to be installed properly? What does that mean?”
“It means that you need to have it hooked up to the main security switch,” replied Mason. “This means you need to get access to their security room.”
“How the hell are we going to do that?” wailed Dianne.
Mason shrugged. “Hey. I’m just the IT guy. Getting into this place is not my forte.”
“We can work out getting in later,” said Alyx. “So let’s say we figured out a way in and we installed your device. Then what?”
“Then you come back when the galleria is closed, figure out a way to circumvent the guards—”
“I can take care of that,” said Jordan, cracking his knuckles. DreamWalker. Of course.
Mason shook his head. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. Anyway, you deactivate the security system, get in, get the statue and get out. Easy.”
There was a weighty hush that settled around the room. Easy. Mason made it sound easy, but there were so many details that still needed to be worked out to perfection. How would they get in? The doors? Then how would they pick that lock? Or perhaps it would be pin-locked. Then what about the mortals who would see them get out? Then what of the fall-out when the mortals have discovered that their precious Michelangelo sculpture had been stolen?
“The Darkened will know,” said Alyx, suddenly realizing a glaring problem. She saw the confused looks on everyone’s face and explained further. “It’ll be on the news the next day, a robbery that big.”
Some of them were still looking confused.
“We’ll tip them off,” said Israel nodding. He understood. “Which means... we need to hit all three locations in one night.” He leaned forward over the map of the world that had been laid out across the table. “We’ll time it with the night as it crosses the time zones.” As Israel moved his hand across the map, Alyx couldn’t help but notice the muscles of his forearm rippling. “Saudi Arabia, Florence, then Lima.” Israel said something else, but Alyx didn’t catch it. She was mesmerized by how his scar was moving as he spoke and the growling authority to his voice.
Israel glanced over at Alyx and she averted her eyes, hoping the flush to her cheeks wasn’t so obvious. He had caught her ogling him. Alyx noticed the hint of a smile on Israel’s lips before he turned to the map. “Saudi Arabia. If we go with Alyx’s plan we’ll need a FireTwirler, which, Tobias, you said you knew.”
He nodded. “I’ll send out a swallow today.”
“Great. And you’ll be the Alchemist.”
“Then a team of us will hit the Galleria,” said Alyx, launching to her feet and leaning across the table. Her gaze locked with Israel’s. She had almost forgotten how deep the chocolate of his gaze was. The sides of her periphery faded until his face seemed to be the only one in the room. Israel smiled out of one corner of his mouth and nodded slightly as if to say, go on. Alyx took a deep breath. “Luce from Florence is a med-grade MirageWeaver. She can hold up a mirage at the front door where we’ll have a van waiting. Israel can pick the lock. We get in and get out that way while the security system is deactivated. Jordan can take care of any guards with DreamWalker.”
Israel grimaced and shook his head. “No. The front door is usually the worst way to get into a place like this. Too open, too many chances to be seen, and usually the doors are separately alarmed. They’re too thick to blast through and difficult to just straight pick open.”
“Well, the only other way in is through the windows from above, and they’re too small to let the sculpture out.”
Israel and Alyx both paused for a moment, eyes locked on each other. The only sound Alyx could hear was Israel’s rhythmic breathing. She noticed that his breath matched her own. She suddenly realized how close their faces were. They had been leaning closer and closer together across the table. Alyx cleared her throat and pulled away a little.
“This may have the art lovers up in arms, but could we cut the sculpture up into pieces?” Israel suggested.
Alyx gasped. “Yes. Perfect. I have part of both AirWhisperer and FireTwirler bloodink marks left. I can use Fire to melt the side of the glass so that we can remove the whole piece. We’ll go in, cut the sculpture up with Tobias’s Fire-infused blade and transport the sculpture out the same window in pieces.”
“After which you’ll reset the glass back into the window frame and seal it back up with Fire again,” said Israel.
“Exactly,” cried Alyx, the excitement in her voice evident even to her own ears. “Genius.” Alyx bit her lip. “What about Lima?”
“As the surveillance footage shows, we don’t have to worry about security as much during our small window of opportunity between 2 a.m. and 6 a.m. Our issue will be the priests that are constantly walking around the cathedral. We don’t want to hurt them or give them cause to alert the authorities.”
Alyx worried her bottom lip. “But MirageWeaver won’t work. The priests will only have to walk through the mirage skin to see underneath. And that door is the only way to get the crucifix out. We don’t have time to chop that crucifix up into pieces like in Florence.”
Israel grinned. “Well, they say that sometimes the best solution is to hide in plain sight.”
His grin was contagious to Alyx. “You have an idea, don’t you?”
“Some friends of mine use this trick sometimes... park a moving van clearly marked outside a house, then pack the van with the required goods. Everybody thinks you’re meant to be there. Voila. Daylight robbery.”
“But a moving van won’t work for a cathedral... what about a repairman’s van? Then we could drive the crucifix statue all the way to the Cajatambo FreeThinker community near Lima.”
Israel beamed at her. “Perfect. We’ll make a sinner out of you yet.” Alyx felt a blush of pleasure warm her cheeks. Israel smiled. For a moment Alyx let herself believe that they might just be okay.
A clapping noise startled Alyx out of her thoughts.
“Bravo.” Mason was grinning at Israel and her as he clapped a few more times. “That was just brilliant. Like poetry.”
It was then that Alyx remembered that Israel and she weren’t alone. That this room was filled with Seraphim. And that they were all watching Israel and her with a range of emotions on their faces. Shock, pride, suspicion, curiosity.
“Well,” said Jordan, clearing his throat and shuffling in his seat. “It looks like you guys have got it all worked out then.”
“I’ll need supplies to create the device,” Mason said.
“Please leave your list with me, and I’ll try to accommodate you as best I can,” said Tobias. “Israel, as the only mortal here, can I seek your assistance in acquiring some of these items?”
“Sure thing.”
Alyx chanced a look at Israel. He was still watching her even as he spoke to Tobias. Israel’s smile had faded, but at least now he wasn’t scowling at her.
“Alyx, you said you were going to go about getting the security system details that Mason needed?” said Tobias.
“Yes, right.” Alyx tore her eyes away from Israel and focused on outlining her plan for Jordan and Dianne.
When she finished, Jordan sank back in his chair, nodding. “It could work.” Dianne looked nervous as hell. “Are you going to be okay, Di?”
Dianne visibly swallowed. “I guess.”
Alyx and Jordan shared a look. It was all up to Dianne. If she couldn’t keep it together…
Alyx smiled confidently at Dianne, trying to reassure her. “You’ll be great. Jordan and I will be right there with you. The museum opens at 9 a.m. Florence time, which means...” Alyx paused for a moment while she calculated the difference in time zones and also calculated the flight time to get to Florence, “we have a few hours until we have to leave. Can we meet back here in two hours? Why don’t we all get some rest in the meantime?”
Tobias adjourned the meeting.
“Alyx, lovey,” Mason said. “Could you escort me to a guest room where I can lay my head down for a bit? It’ll be good to catch up with yer as well.”
“Sure thing,” said Alyx.
“Oh, and Israel,” said Mason. “I’ll need yer to walk with me, too. So I can go through some stuff with yer.”
Alyx couldn’t help but narrow her eyes at Mason’s back as he turned to Israel. If she didn’t know any better, this old dog was fixing to make sure that she and Israel were left together.
 
* * *
 
After Alyx and Israel made sure that Mason had settled in, they stepped out into the corridor and Israel closed the door to Mason’s room.
“We need to talk,” he said.
The four worst words of any language. Except maybe for “I love her instead” or “he dies, you die”.
Alyx nodded dumbly to Israel. There was no avoiding this anymore.
His face was stern and cold as he grabbed her arm and started to walk. Her heart dropped into her stomach as she let herself be dragged by Israel outside into the Aradale grounds, away from eavesdroppers. Away from anyone who might hear her heart breaking.
She was silly to believe that he could just forget about her keeping secrets from him. Silly to think that they could just be okay again. She could barely breathe at the thought of what he may say to her. Her heart already felt like it had been split open. Couldn’t he just do it here and be done with it?
But Israel didn’t stop walking until they came to a small lake in the side gardens of the Aradale grounds. Alyx had never ventured here before. It was beautiful. The fresh breeze dragged languidly through the wispy willow, skittering across the pond and under the small bridge, carrying with it the soft scent of lilies. But Alyx couldn’t enjoy the beauty at the moment.
Israel let go of her arm and started to pace, his hand running through his dark hair. It was getting long and beginning to fall back into his face rather than stand up in an untamed mess. Alyx wished she could push the hair back from his face. If she tried to now, she feared that her hand would be slapped away by him.
“Israel,” Alyx started. She ignored how desperate her voice sounded, “I’m so sorry—”
“No,” he cut her off. “You don’t get to talk.” His voice wasn’t angry but it held a firmness in it that she hadn’t ever heard in him before.
Alyx swallowed. “Okay.”
Israel stopped pacing and stood to face her, his wide shoulders square to her, his hand in two loose fists at his side. He appeared to loom over her. Alyx blinked as she looked up at him. She had forgotten how tall he was.
He stepped closer so that he was less than a step away from her. Alyx had to make an effort to stand her ground. For several moments he said nothing. Alyx almost began trying to apologize again just to fill in the silence when he spoke in that low and firm voice again, “Ever since we met you have treated me like a child. Like I was something to coddle. Something weaker than you that needed your protection.”
Alyx began to protest but was silenced by Israel raising his hand.
“Don’t try to deny it. You make decisions without me. You knock me out and go off on your own. Now, I find out that you have been keeping secrets from me. Secrets about me. How would you feel if I did these things to you?”
Alyx felt a blush began to flood her face. But he still wouldn’t let her talk. “Truthfully, I’m grateful that you did these things, Alyx. You know why? Because from the beginning I looked at you as if you were... infallible. Perfect. I put you so high up on that pedestal that you were unreachable to me. I put you there.
“When it became clear that you returned my feelings, I couldn’t believe my luck, because yes, I thought it was just luck that you decided to choose me. I thought that we were on borrowed time. I thought you were so far out of my world that I believed Adere and her crap that I wasn’t good enough for you and allowed myself to get tricked by her, putting both of us in danger.
“I thought you were too good for me so when you pulled away I didn’t fight to get you back. How could I even begin to fight for something that was never truly mine?”
Israel laughed but the sound held no humor in it. “So when it came out that you lied to me, that you kept these secrets from me...” His eyes narrowed. “Are you keeping anything else from me?”
Alyx dropped her head. She considered denying it...
“You are, aren’t you?” Israel’s voice didn’t seem angry. He seemed… disappointed. Oh God, that was so much worse. “Tell me. Everything.”
Alyx closed her eyes for a moment and prayed for courage. She spoke hesitantly, “Jordan and I… we kissed.”
Alyx heard Israel’s healing knuckles crack as his hands gripped into fists at his side. She watched his eyes darken.
“It was just once,” she said quickly. “But it won’t happen again. I promise you. He knows… about you.”
“What does he know?”
Alyx lowered her gaze. “He knows that I still… have feelings for you.”
“Anything else I should know?”
“Mayrekk...” Alyx had to swallow to unstick her tongue from the roof of her mouth. “He said that if... if we had a child, then the child would have the mix of the three bloods, mortal, Seraphim and demon.”
Israel’s eyes widened. “This is the keye everyone wants to get their hands on, isn’t it? The keye to open the gates of Hell that your prophecy is talking about, isn’t it?”
Alyx nodded.
“Our child… Jesus. Are you pregnant?”
“I... I don’t know.”
Israel made an exasperated sounding noise. “And you didn’t think to find out?”
“I was going to ask Ana, but then she got mad at me for training her son without her permission, and I didn’t think she would keep my secret if I asked for her help and then I would have to explain...” Her voice faltered when she realized how stupid her explanations sounded out aloud. It had all seemed so reasonable at the time.
“We are going to see Ana. Right now.” He grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her around. Alyx allowed him to march her into the house.
Israel marched up to the infirmary door and rapped at it with his knuckles. The wait for the door to open seemed to take forever.
Israel had been silent this whole time and Alyx was too caught up in her own head to attempt conversation. Alyx stumbled over in her mind how she was going to explain all of this to Ana and how she was going to convince Ana to keep it a secret.
“We need to talk to you. Now. Please,” Israel said when Ana opened her door.
Ana opened her mouth to say something but thought better of it. Perhaps it was the grim look on Israel’s face.
“Come in.”
Ana led them through the infirmary waiting area to one of the rooms beyond. It looked to be a consultation room with a desk and two facing chairs separating part of the end of the room. Along the other wall was a low bed covered in an off-white sheet. Cupboards and shelves lined the wall, separating the desk and the bed.
Ana sat at the chair behind the desk and motioned for Alyx and Israel to take a seat in the two chairs facing her. “What is so important that it couldn’t wait?”
“We need to know that you won’t tell anyone,” said Alyx, biting her lip.
“Alyx,” Israel admonished her.
Ana raised her hand up. “That’s okay, Israel. I can handle this.” Turning to Alyx, she said, “I can’t promise that I can keep what you will tell me a secret. If it concerns the safety of this community or others, I shall be obliged to tell Tobias or at least organize a meeting with Tobias so that you can tell him, if you prefer.”
“What about doctor-patient privilege stuff?” Alyx said, crossing her arms.
Ana shook her head. “You’ve been reading too many mortal books. That is a mortal policy. Not mine. I won’t unnecessarily tell anyone about your secret, but if I think it best, I will tell Tobias.”
“Alyx,” Israel spoke low. “We don’t have any choice. If we leave it, it could get worse.”
“What could get worse?” Now there was genuine concern crossing Ana’s face. “Please let me help you.”
Alyx huffed in resignation. “Israel is part-demon, I’m sure you know. Well, maybe two or three weeks ago we... please understand, that it just felt like the right thing at the time... we weren’t careful...”
“What? What is it?” Ana asked, leaning forward with her elbows on the desk.
Alyx tried to speak, tried to say the words, but she couldn’t find her voice. She looked up when Israel took her hand in his. She hadn’t realized she had been twisting her fingers over and over in her lap. His thumb ran softly across the back of her hand.
“We made love, Alyx and I,” Israel said. “Just that one night, but now we’re worried that...”
Ana nodded. “I see. Certainly a terrifying prospect but not the end of the world, although it can feel like it.” Ana’s voice became a little far off. “Oh God.” Her eyes widened when the realization sunk in. “If you were to have… then it…”
Israel nodded. “It’s a worrying prospect. But please, can you confirm whether or not she’s pregnant, first?”
“Of course. That is the easy bit.” Ana started to move out from behind her desk. She stopped in front of the bed and motioned for Alyx to come to her. “Lie down here, please.”
Israel guided Alyx out of her chair and without warning, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her towards Ana as if she were a child. Alyx nestled against his strong chest for the few precious seconds before he laid her on the bed and let go of her. She had to stop herself from grabbing at his neck as he pulled away. So cold, her body felt so cold without him.
“What are you going to do to me?” Alyx asked.
Ana’s face melted into a soft smile that Alyx thought was meant to reassure her. “I’m a WaterBearer. An ideal gift for a healer. Do you know why?”
Alyx shook her head.
“Our physical bodies are made up of about 70% water which means that—”
“You can sense the inside of my body.” And whether there is a baby growing in me.
Ana didn’t seem to be upset that Alyx had just interrupted her. In fact she seemed pleased. “Very well done. You’re absolutely correct. It won’t hurt, I promise.”
Alyx lay back down. She felt herself relax a little more when Israel found her hand and twisted his fingers around hers.
Ana lifted the bottom of Alyx’s shirt and placed her hands on Alyx’s stomach. Alyx felt a cool sensation flood out from where Ana’s hands warmed her belly. It swirled around her like mist caught in a draft. After a few moments, Ana pulled her hands away. Her face was unreadable.
“Well?” said Israel.
She shook her head. “Nothing. I see no child there.”
For some reason this stunned Alyx more.
Alyx and Israel left the infirmary in silence, after accepting a lecture from Ana on unprotected sex and repeated warnings of the fact that they had been lucky “this time”.
Further down the corridor, Israel pulled her through one of the open doors that led to the garden, enclosed between the Aradale wings. He led her through the simple path fringed with pruned rose bushes. He stopped when they were standing in the very center, under the arch covered with roses, alone. Alyx moved to put her arms around him.
“Alyx,” his voice was rough as he grabbed her forearms and pulled her hands away from him. “Don’t think for a minute that we are okay again. I am glad that we don’t have this child, this keye, hanging over our heads, but... it also means that we can’t slip up like that again. And I’m still so damn angry at you for lying to me. God, it still hurts so much to be around you right now.”
Alyx felt her face fall. Her whole body crumpled like a flower wilted from weeks without rain. His face was so stern, so cold. She wondered if she would ever see him smile at her again. Her heart cried in pain at the thought that she might have lost his smiles forever.
“Despite everything, I...” Israel’s mask faltered for a moment and Alyx saw a little softness return to his eyes. “Damn you,” he all but whispered. “Despite everything you’ve done, I still love you, Alyx.”
These words stung her heart as if it were unthawing. It was the sweetest pain. Alyx tried to speak but she could only gasp instead. He loved her. Despite all that she had done he still loved her...
He placed his hands firmly around her face, fusing their gazes together. “You belong to me,” he continued, his eyes burning with intensity. “And I belong to you. But until you pull your head out of your ass and stop looking at me like this helpless child, like this boy who needs saving, we can’t be equals. And I refuse to be with someone who doesn’t view me and treat me like an equal. Because you know what? I’m tired of holding you up on this pedestal. You’re not perfect. Far from it, actually, as you continue to demonstrate.”
Alyx felt her mouth begin to drop open. His scolding had caused her face to flush with shame. She wanted to feel angry at him, to feel bitter, to yell at him. And yet, staring at this man, this man, who was so assuredly putting her in her place, her body flooded with so much heat she could barely hold herself standing. She didn’t think she had ever wanted him as badly as she did now. Stupid body. Stupid heart. Betraying her again.
“You’re not perfect,” he continued, “and neither am I. But we’re perfect... for each other. I mean, Jesus, Alyx, you saw us in there... we’re better together. Isn’t that what we’re all seeking? The one who makes us better than when we are alone?”
Alyx found she could neither move nor speak. Not even when he closed the gap between them. His arms grabbed her around her waist and across her back in a vice. He was rougher with her than he had ever been. He pulled at her and her body slammed against his, causing her to gasp. A gasp which he stifled when his lips closed roughly over hers.
If he hadn’t been holding her, she would have slipped to the ground, her legs trembling as his tongue found hers. He kissed her as if he was claiming her, firm, possessive but with an unmistakable underlying tenderness. His hands splayed across her back marking her as his. Alyx moaned, pronouncing herself as his.
She lifted her hands to his face. But he broke their kiss off cold, and stepped back, releasing her from his arms. Her lips and hands grasped at air.
“I’m serious, Alyx. Until you learn to treat me like a man and not a boy, I’m not interested in even figuring out how to be with you. I think we need our space for the moment.”
“But...” Alyx spluttered. She dropped her useless hands, feeling like her world was spinning out of control. “But what the hell was that, then?”
Israel stepped close to her again, but this time he did so without touching her. Alyx felt her breath hitch and her body alight with fire while at the same time she was frozen with anticipation. Fire and ice all at once. Damn him. What was he doing to her?
With the fingers of his left hand, he pushed the long lock of her hair behind her ears and behind her shoulder, exposing her ear and her neck. Alyx shivered. Israel noticed. Alyx thought he seemed pleased at her reaction. He leaned down to touch his lips to her ear.
“That, my angel, was an incentive. A preview of what we could have.”
Then he pulled his lips away and in several long strides he was gone. His sweet breath lingering on her face and the fire in her body threatening to consume her was all that remained of this encounter.
 



Chapter 29
 
“That’s Peter there,” said Alyx.
She recognized him from his picture on the organizational chart they had found on the Galleria’s website. Peter Schwartz, Head of Security, was a stocky man with clear eyes and a moustache the same light shade as his hair and threaded with gray. He walked purposefully around the Galleria, eyes darting around him.
Jordan nodded imperceptibly and began to walk directly into Peter’s path, leaving Alyx pretending to be engrossed in the sculpture before them. Alyx watched from the corner of her eye as Jordan pretended to knock into him.
“Sorry, so sorry,” she heard Jordan say as he placed his hand on Peter’s arm. Within seconds Peter’s eyes were rolling into the back of his head and Jordan was striding away towards the exit without looking back.
Peter staggered before he slid to the ground. There was a yell from a nearby female. Several mortals had turned to stare at the fallen man. A few started to move towards him. Alyx ran towards Peter’s side and knelt by him.
“Doctor!” Alyx called over the noise in the hall, “Is there a doctor here anywhere?”
“I’m a doctor,” Alyx recognized Dianne’s voice. She looked up to see Dianne, looking odd in her jeans and casual T-shirt, pushing past the growing crowd to get to the fallen guard. Dianne knelt beside Alyx and busied herself by pretending to take a pulse, pull up his eyelids and check his wrist for a medical band.
Alyx heard another rough voice demanding that he be let through. She looked up to see a security guard pushing his way to them. Alyx swallowed hard when she noticed the gun holstered to his belt and the mean look in his eyes. When he crouched next to Peter’s body, she could see that his name tag read Edelman.
“What the hell happened here?” Edelman demanded, looking at Dianne, then at Alyx. Alyx noticed Dianne’s fingers start to shake but she kept her hands on Peter’s forehead.
Keep it together, Dianne. Just keep it together.
“This man fell,” Alyx said, realizing that she needed to be the one to do the talking. Dianne was too occupied. A slight crease between Dianne’s eyebrows was the only sign that she was concentrating. But a bead of sweat had started to draw from her forehead. Alyx knew she needed to stall. Dianne needed more time to look through Peter’s memories. “This lady is a doctor,” Alyx said. “She’s just checking to make sure that he’s okay.”
“It was that guy,” a voice in the crowd said. Alyx couldn’t see who was speaking. “That guy did something to him.”
Crap.
“What? Who said that?” Edelman growled at the crowd. “What guy?”
A youngish teen was pushed forward by his parents. “I saw a guy bump into him and walk off. Then this guy fell. I think that other guy did something to him to make him unconscious.”
Double crap.
Edelman turned back to glare at Alyx. She shrugged and tried to look innocent. “I didn’t see a guy.”
Edelman’s eyes narrowed at Alyx, then at Dianne.
“Get your hands off him,” Edelman demanded.
Dianne’s face pulled into a look like a deer caught in headlights. Then she pulled her quivering fingers off Peter. Alyx looked at Dianne. Had she gotten what they needed? The firm line of Dianne’s lips told Alyx that she hadn’t.
Edelman shifted Peter’s body slightly. He was checking Peter’s side for something. A glint of metal. Keys. Security pass. Edelman was checking that Peter still had his keys and pass. He suspected that this was a ploy to steal Peter’s security items.
“Look, I don’t know anything about some guy. This man just fell,” Alyx said firmly. “She’s a doctor. Let her help him.”
Edelman, appearing to have satisfied himself that the security of the Galleria was still intact, looked up at Dianne, who had started brushing nervously at her T-shirt. “You’re a doctor?”
Dianne froze. For a moment she didn’t move or speak. Come on, Dianne, Alyx urged in her head. She could see Edelman start to frown.
“Ye—” Dianne cleared her throat. “Yes. He’s breathing, but he’s unconscious. Do you know if he has any issues with blood pressure, low blood glucose or anything like that?”
 “No,” Edelman’s shook his head. “Pete’s so fit, even for an older guy.”
Dianne appeared to have composed herself. She reached out her hands again for Peter but stopped inches from his skin.
“May I?” she directed the question at Edelman. After getting his nod of approval Dianne fussed at Peter’s wrists again. “His heart rate is returning to normal. I think the best we can do for him is to get him somewhere to lie down until he wakes.” Dianne looked up at Edelman. “Do you have a back room or staff room where we can take him while he recovers?”
Edelman nodded. He pulled at the radio on his belt and spoke briefly to someone on the other line. Within seconds a second security guard appeared through the thinning crowd. “Nothing to see here. Move it along.”
Alyx was jostled and she rose to her feet. If she stayed too close it would look suspicious.
“I should come with you just in case,” Alyx heard Dianne say as the two security guards hoisted the sleeping Peter up.
Alyx smiled internally. Smart woman. She had pulled herself together in the end. Alyx walked calmly towards the exit without looking back and headed to the cafe several blocks from the Galleria, their meeting point.
Jordan was seated at a corner booth of the Caffe di Mezzo. A few late-breakfasters were finishing up their pastries. The air smelled like roasting coffee beans and it made Alyx’s mouth water slightly. Jordan frowned a little when Alyx slid into the booth alone.
“There was a minor complication, but she handled it well. She’ll be here soon,” Alyx said.
Sure enough, within minutes Dianne walked into the cafe and slid into the space next to Jordan.
“I got it,” Dianne said quietly. “He was waking up just as I found it. But I think I got a copy out before he saw me. I removed Peter’s memory of you,” she said to Jordan, “and I planted the false memory of John Smoote as well.”
Jordan patted her arm. “You did good, Di.”
Alyx gave Dianne a half-smile. Yeah, she did good.
 
* * *
 
Back at Aradale, Mason remained in Tobias’s office for most of the day, where he hunched over the large table spread with materials he had sent Israel out to acquire. Plans of the security system and Mason’s notes were scratched over the pieces of paper that were strewn everywhere.
Tobias, Israel and Alyx had all been thrown out of his office after Mason scowled that he couldn’t work with the lot of them breathing down his neck.
Tobias was sitting patiently on a chair. Israel was leaning against the wall, hands tucked casually into his jeans. Alyx didn’t know how they could just relax like that. She was floating up and down the stretch of corridor, huffing as she went. They didn’t have time. They needed to get the security system installed during tonight’s shift if they wanted to carry out the plan the following night. The Darkened could strike at any time. They could be striking at this minute.
Finally Mason stuck his head out and held a black object in his hand, just smaller than the size of his palm. Alyx let out a breath of relief.
Mason placed the object into Israel’s hand. “Now you just have to get it installed.”
Alyx had argued against Israel being sent in, but she lost when they realized that Israel was the only one of them who had enough experience with security systems to guarantee that it was properly installed.
After Mason was convinced that Israel was competent with the device, he let them go. Alyx and Israel flew quickly to Florence to meet Jordan, who had already gone ahead to perform his part.
Alyx and Israel turned up at a Florence residence near the Santa Maria Novella train station. It was the home of Derrick Kline, a single man who lived alone and was a cleaner for the Galleria dell’ Belle Arti. He was supposed to start his nightshift in less than an hour. When Alyx knocked on the door of the third level walk-up apartment, Jordan opened the door.
“How’s our host?” asked Alyx, walking in past Jordan. Israel followed her in.
“Sleeping off his sudden ‘fever’,” said Jordan. “He should be out cold ‘til the morning.”
The living room was small, a threadbare couch and a boxy TV taking up most of the room. Over the couch was a set of clothes which Israel went over to pick up.
“This for me?” Israel asked, fingering what appeared to be a blue jumpsuit that had seen better days.
“Yup,” said Jordan. “Just make sure you put that ID badge on your waist. The second one is Derrick’s access pass.”
Jordan nodded at two small rectangles of plastic hanging from a clip sitting on the bench that separated the living room from the small untidy kitchen. Alyx stared at the ID badge, trying not to notice Israel changing into the jumpsuit right next to her.
The badge showed Israel’s face and the name John Smoote complete with holographic image of a building, but when she touched the ID badge, it faded into a plain white plastic. It was a mirage.
“Courtesy of Moloko,” Jordan said as Alyx handed the badge over to Israel, who had just finished up buttoning himself in. Moloko was the Aradale MirageWeaver. Alyx had only met her briefly.
Israel studied the badge. “Cool,” he said, before clipping it onto one of the belt loops at his waist. “Let’s do this.”
Half an hour later, Alyx watched from a dark corner of the street across from Galleria dell’ Belle Arti where she waited with Jordan. Her stomach did flip flops and an inner voice protested as she watched Israel disappear into the staff entrance at the rear of the building.
 
* * *
 
Israel felt a rush go through him as he closed the staff entrance door behind him. Finally, he was getting to do something. He knew from experience that he shouldn’t dawdle in this dimly lit back passageway. He headed left − no, right − towards where he knew the janitor’s closet was from Peter’s memories of the Galleria’s layout which Dianne had copied into Israel’s mind. Israel had to keep reminding himself that these memories were mirror-imaged.
After retrieving the cleaner’s cart from the janitor’s closet, Israel made his way through the back passageway towards the public exhibition halls.
It was quiet as he moved through the darkened halls. His shoes echoed off the black and white marbled floor and the high ceilings. He stopped at the other end of the hall and pushed his mind out towards Alyx. Her face appeared like a ghost in front of him.
“I’m in,” he whispered. “Give me five minutes until you work the distraction.”
“Okay,” Alyx said, her face pinched with worry. “Be careful.” And she faded out.
“Hold it right there,” a voice boomed out towards him. Israel spun around. A squat but mean looking security guard was glaring at him, looking at him up and down, fingers drifting close to his belt where a revolver was holstered. “I don’t recognize you.”
Israel smiled and slouched casually where he stood. Easy does it. Look like you belong here. His heart rate started to climb a little, not from fear but from the adrenaline. He had to get rid of this guard.
“Name’s John. Filling in for Derrick while he’s sick. Mr. Schwartz didn’t tell you?”
The guard seemed to relax a little at the name of the Security Head. His hand dropped from his belt. Keep playing it cool, Israel. You almost have him convinced.
“No, he didn’t say anything ‘bout that.”
Israel shrugged. “Bosses. They’re busy. They forget stuff.” Israel gave the guard a conspiratorial look. Getting the employees into an “us versus them” mode always worked in gaining their trust.
“Yeah, I guess.” The guard’s eyes narrowed and Israel thought that he must have overdone it. Israel’s smile faltered for just a moment.
“Anyway, I best be getting to it,” Israel turned to start pushing the cart away. “Toilets aren’t going to restock themselves.”
“If it’s all the same,” the guard said, “I’ll check your ID before I let you go.”
Israel grimaced. He had less than four minutes to get rid of this guard and get into position. He turned with a casual smile. “Sure.” Israel unclipped the ID card at his waist and held it out with the tips of his fingers. The guard stepped closer, studying the card. Then he reached out to grab the ID from Israel.
Crap. If he touched the card, the mirage would be broken and the game would be up. The guard’s stubby fingers were almost touching the card. Think quick.
Aaachoo! Israel broke out into a loud fake sneeze which made his stomach clench and his hand recoil the card. “Oh. Sorry,” he said, sniffing loudly and wiping his nose with the back of the hand that held the card. “Damn cold still hanging around. Must be catching if Derrick’s got it, too.” Israel held out the card again and smiled inwardly as the guard drew back slightly from it.
The guard stared at the card for a few more seconds then waved at him dismissively. “Yeah, alright, move it along.”
Israel turned back to the cart and let out a quiet breath of relief. And not a second too soon. The distraction should only be minutes away now. He had to get into position.
Israel had only just pushed the cart into the women’s bathroom closest to the security room when he heard the sounds of the security door opening and footsteps running past, echoing off the high ceiling of the hall. The distraction must be underway. Israel activated the Miragecharm he had on the end of a chain around his neck, rendering him invisible.
Israel peeked out from the bathroom. He could see the security camera positioned right above the security room. Thankfully, the camera angled out towards the rest of the hall so that they couldn’t see whether the doors of the security room and the bathroom were open. They could only see someone coming in or going out.
He waited. Twenty seconds later, the security door opened and the second guard ran out across the hall. Israel slipped out from the bathroom and moved swiftly to the closing door, catching it just before it clicked shut. Israel waited until the guards footsteps had faded before he slipped inside and closed the door behind him.
Israel felt a sweep of familiarity as he glanced around the fully enclosed room, a dozen or so screens covering the far wall behind a large panel and several chairs. The familiarity was from Peter’s memory, not his.
In two of the screens he could see the two guards investigating two separate sections of the Galleria, their guns drawn. Israel didn’t have long until they realized the “fires” that they thought they could see in two separate windows of the Galleria weren’t really fires.
Israel slid under the panel, pulled a screwdriver from a small pouch at his belt and got to work.
It had been a while since he had done anything like this. His hands were shaking a little too much. He was taking too long. His fingers slipped as he positioned the last wire and the red light on the device turned on.
“Israel.” From under the panel, Israel couldn’t see Alyx’s ghostly face, but he could hear her. “He’s coming back. Are you out of there?”
“Alyx,” Israel said through gritted teeth. “I can’t talk right now.”
He heard Alyx curse then it was silent.
Israel finally got Mason’s device secured. He scooted out from the panel and glanced at the televisions. Dammit. The guard was already crossing the hall towards the security room. Damn, damn, damn. Israel glanced around the room. There was nowhere to hide. His only hope was to stand near the door and slip out as the guard stepped in. He couldn’t touch the guard, otherwise the guard would feel him, the mirage would be broken and their plans would be ruined.
Israel stood near the door, his eye on the screen watching as the guard reached for the handle. Israel held his breath as the door opened. It was the stockier guard, the one who had checked his ID. The guard stepped in. Israel moved forward, ready to spring. But the guard turned at the last minute and closed the door with his arm, blocking Israel’s way out. Crap.
Israel barely breathed as the guard walked over to the panel and sat down in the furthest chair. He played with some buttons and leaned over to grab a small pastry from a box sitting on the side of the panel. Soon the screen showed the second guard moving towards the security room. Last chance. Israel prepared himself as the second guard opened the door.
“Found firecrackers outside the Galleria. Damned kids. You?” the second guard said as he strode across the small room to take his seat, narrowly missing Israel pressed against the wall. The door was closing. This was his chance.
He launched for the door, holding his breath to make himself slimmer, focusing on making himself weightless so that he wouldn’t make a sound as he landed. The door caught his shoulder for a split second as he pulled himself through. Israel didn’t wait around to see whether either guard noticed the door hitching before it shut. He moved into the bathroom and waited until his breathing slowed before turning the mirage off. He pushed his consciousness out to Alyx to let her know he was okay. Then he began to restock the toilets.
At the end of his shift, “John Smoote” returned his janitor’s cart to the closet and let himself out into the early morning Florentine air.
 



Chapter 30
 
“Okay, so the device is in position,” Tobias said. “Well done, Israel,” he added, nodding to Israel, who was standing next to Alyx at the back of Tobias’s office.
It was crowded in Tobias’s office this afternoon, so Alyx, Israel, Jordan, Lukas and Marin were standing to let their guests sit. The FireTwirler named Omniya sat close to Tobias. She was slim and her skin was a silky caramel. Her large dark eyes were alert as she scanned the room. Next to her sat two male FreeThinkers from the Cajatambo community located near Lima in Peru. Both of them had thick coal hair, long and tied off their strong-lined faces.
Vix spoke up, “I still don’t understand why I am not coming with you.” Her face was close to sulking.
“Vix, this is a dangerous mission we’re undertaking,” Tobias said. “I feel that it’s necessary to risk the safety of as few Seraphim as we need to.”
Vix scuffed her toe on the carpet. “It’s ‘cause I’m not gifted, isn’t it?”
Tobias smiled patiently at her. “Vix, this doesn’t reflect on your ability as a warrior, you know that. You did your part in securing the Black Stone in China.”
Vix mumbled something under her breath, but she seemed to acquiesce.
“Any other issues?” Tobias took a deep breath and glanced around the room at everyone. “We leave in a few hours. Let’s go through the plan once more.”
 
After the plans were finalized, Tobias dismissed everyone with the suggestion that they all rest before it was time to leave. As everyone shuffled around to file out of the room, Alyx noticed Vix and Israel leaving together, heads tilted together as if in deep conversation. She felt a twinge of annoyance. Then tried to push it away. She huffed impatiently as she got stuck behind the two Cajatambo FreeThinkers leaving the room. By the time she stepped out into the corridor, Alyx could just make out Vix and Israel turning the corner.
She knew she shouldn’t, but she followed them.
They walked out into the back gardens and towards the edge of the property. What could they be talking about that would cause them to come out here?
From behind a set of bushes, Alyx could see that Vix and Israel had stopped walking. They were talking but in such low tones that Alyx couldn’t hear them. Alyx glanced around the area. How could she get closer without them noticing? If only she had that Miragecharm.
“You can come out, Alyx,” Israel called.
Alyx froze. She was so busted. Alyx slowly stepped around the foliage she was hiding behind. Israel indicated with a wave of his hand for her to join them. Neither of them looked angry, which gave Alyx a little comfort.
“How did you know I was there?” she asked as she stepped up to join them.
“You forget we’re bonded. It goes both ways, you know.” Israel’s eyes seared into hers, his voice low, “I could… feel you.” Israel raised his fingers to his chest. “I can feel it right here when you’re near me.”
“Oh.” She couldn’t think of anything more intelligent to say. His admission caused tingles across her own chest and her mind went numb.
“It’s probably a good thing that you’re here,” Israel continued. “We have something to tell you.”
Alyx stared between Vix and Israel. The look on Vix’s face worried Alyx. “What is it?”
“Vix and I are going to go back to the Darkened den that we discovered while you guys are out stealing the Black Stone. We’re going to see whether there is any trace of Adere or any other thing that may help us.”
“No,” said Alyx as her insides twisted. What a stupid, stupid, suicidal idea. Not to mention stupid. “Absolutely not. No way.”
“Alyx, I’m not asking your permission. As far as I’m aware, I’m not being kept prisoner here.” His voice became softer and he stepped closer to her. “I’m telling you because I don’t want to keep anything from you. Not anymore.” He tucked a piece of her hair behind her ear. “I’m serious about wanting us to be together, Alyx. But before that can happen, there are still things we both have to resolve with ourselves, with each other, and there are other, more pressing issues to deal with. You know, with the end of the world and all.” His mouth tilted up in a half smile. “But if we have any chance of making us work in the future, we have to start now. And it has to start from a place of complete honesty.”
Alyx gritted her teeth and tightened her fists. She couldn’t believe he was doing something so ridiculous. “But it’s dangerous.”
“And what you’re doing isn’t?”
“But that’s different.”
“How?”
Alyx spluttered, flustered that she couldn’t seem to explain herself.
Israel grabbed her hands. “Alyx, you don’t think it kills me when you go out there and risk your life? It’s not any different for me, you know. But the difference between us is that I trust that you can take care of yourself. So, please... I’m asking you to trust in me.” He bent his head down. For a moment she thought he was going to kiss her. Instead, he leaned his forehead against hers and placed his hands gently around her neck, holding her to him as they made an arch with their heads. An arch that supported each other. “Do you trust me, Alyx?”
For a moment, Alyx lost herself in the closeness of him and his familiar smell of sweet musk. He trusted her. She needed to trust him.
“I don’t like what you’re doing,” she said finally. “But I understand why you’re doing it. If it can’t be me who is there with you, I’m glad it’s Vix you’re taking along with you.” Her voice stumbled over Vix’s name.
As Israel pulled away, Alyx could see an amused look on his face. He glanced at Vix and a similar look came over Vix’s face. Then they both turned to look at Alyx.
“What?” demanded Alyx, feeling like there was an unspoken joke they were sharing that she had been left out of.
Israel said, “Tempted as I might be to keep your jealousy alive—”
“I’m not jealous,” Alyx bristled, crossing her arms.
“You have no reason whatsoever to be jealous of Vix and me. We are just two people with an understanding. With similar crosses to bear. Good friends.”
“In fact,” Vix said, “Israel would have more to fear of me hitting on you.” She winked at Alyx.
The realization ebbed across Alyx like thick honey. “Oh. Oh.”
Israel laughed and crushed her to him with one arm. Alyx relished in the strength of his body as she pressed herself into the side of his ribs. Was it possible that he had gotten stronger?
“You,” he said to Vix, “keep your grubby hands off her. I’m not above kicking your ass, you know, even if you are a woman.” Israel frowned. “Although, sometimes that’s debatable.”
Vix jabbed him in the ribs on his other side. “Yes, well, you’d have to get in line behind Xiang. She’d kick my ass first.”
Alyx felt her facial muscles relax. As Israel and Vix continued to banter, she could see that the affection between them was clearly more like the affection between siblings. How did she miss it before?
Despite the lighthearted mood, Alyx couldn’t help the worrying feeling she was getting about this.
 



Chapter 31
 
There were so many things that could go wrong.
Tobias clung to the roof of the Kaaba as if it were a small boat, exposed in the middle of this huge open-aired praying area of the Al-Masjid al-Ḥarām mosque. As the pale mosque walls and floor gleamed around him like white sand, he couldn’t help but think, where are the sharks? Tobias couldn’t stop the chattering of his nerves; in his head, under his skin, in the way his heart thumped – thud, thud – like a drumbeat against his ribs.
For years the FreeThinker community had managed to stay off the radar of the Darkened and kept out of the way of the Seraphim still under the Elders’ rule. For years he had managed to keep the community of FreeThinkers safe.
Things had changed in recent weeks. Starting with Zia’s death. His heart clenched when he remembered young Zia; a lively thing, she was. Tobias had hoped that she would have been the one to smooth out Marin’s rough edges but... it was not to be.
Even the presence of Omniya pressed up next to him on the Kaaba wasn’t enough to make him calmer. No, her presence actually made it worse. But she tended to heighten his awareness when she was around. Even after all these years of not seeing her, apparently she hadn’t lost her effect on him.
“The coast looks clear,” Omniya said. “Let’s go.”
Tobias nodded. Making sure they kept within the boundaries of the mirage, Tobias and Omniya slipped off the Kaaba to face the Black Stone, tilted up in its frame against the Kaaba wall. There were several cracks in the stone which gave it the appearance of having been broken and reassembled again.
“Let’s hurry,” Tobias said.
Omniya nodded and placed her fingers on the silver frame. Immediately an intense heat began to radiate from her palm. As Omniya worked, Tobias glanced around the area looking for any sign of the caretakers or guards. When he turned back, sweat beads were breaking out on Omniya’s face. Glancing down, he could see that the sides of the frame had started to liquefy.
He was about to speak when something caught his eye. His heart almost stopped. A robed figure was walking towards them from a building in the distance. A caretaker? Or a guard? Either way… big fat dammit.
Tobias turned to Omniya. “I hate to hurry you, but in less than five minutes we will have company and our mirage will be broken. How much longer do you need?”
Omniya cursed. “Silver has a melting point of almost 1000 degrees Celsius. I need more time.”
Tobias glanced back to the advancing figure and he cursed inwardly. Why didn’t he think to calculate the time it would take to melt the silver frame enough to loosen the Black Stone? Silver had one of the highest melting points of all the metals. Of course, he knew that. He was an Alchemist for God’s sake and used to working with all sorts of metals.
A thought occurred to him. “I have an idea. Step aside.”
Omniya raised an eyebrow at him.
“Trust me, Niya,” he said softly.
Her eyes widened at his use of her nickname. He hadn’t called her Niya in a long time.
She nodded and pulled her fingers off the frame. Tobias held his fingers to the frame, Alchemist flooding through his fingers so that his consciousness extended to the whole frame. It was hot but it didn’t burn him, since it was part of him now. He began to shift it. The metallic color faded into a molten gray.
“Pull the stone out,” he said, his fingers still on the frame.
“How?”
“Tin. Its melting point is one of the lowest of the metals. It should be hot enough that the whole frame is melted now.”
Omniya placed her fingers around the edge of the Black Stone and pulled. The stone shifted and with some working back and forth, it came out of the frame.
“You were always so clever, Tobias,” she said, almost a whisper. Their eyes met and faded memories flickered across his mind. This was not the time to reminisce.
“We need to hurry,” he said, his eyes flicking to the caretaker approaching. He was close enough now that Tobias could make out the features on his face. His heart thudded like the drum of hooves on hard ground. He tried to convince himself that it was because they were running out of time, but he knew that wasn’t completely true. Tobias stole a glance at Niya, then forced himself to focus. They both had made their decisions long ago.
Tobias held open the thick sack strung to his waist and Niya slipped in the stone. He turned back to the frame. Opening a second sack, Omniya poured sand into the frame as Tobias aimed his palms to it. As the sand hit the frame, it transformed into black agate.
“Hurry, Tobias,” Niya urged.
A glance over his shoulder told him that the caretaker would be on them in less than ten, nine, eight…
“On three, lift up,” he said. “One.”
She grabbed his arm. The last of the sand turned black.
“Two.”
Tobias touched the frame, turning the edges of the tin frame to silver.
“Three.”
They rocketed up into the air. Below, Tobias could see the caretaker pause at the sudden movement of air with no visible cause.
When they were far enough away, he heard Omniya let out a loud breath. “That was cutting it too fine.”
Tobias couldn’t help but agree.
 



Chapter 32
 
Israel watched the house from across the road. The red light over the porch had been switched off. No jazz slipped through the cracks of the house as it had when he was here before. The trees still stood bare and cold, like up-righted bones along the front yard.
It had been only a few weeks ago that he had watched this house from this very roof, but it had been Alyx who was crouched next to him instead of Vix. That seemed like a lifetime ago.
“There doesn’t seem to be anyone inside,” he said to Vix.
“Doesn’t mean that there isn’t anyone in there. Let’s proceed, but slowly.”
Checking that there was no one walking along the street, Israel took Vix’s hand before stepping off the roof of the building. They floated down to the roof of the old demon den.
“You’ve got that weightless thing down pat,” she whispered as they settled softly on the roof.
Israel grinned. “Thanks.” He stepped around a broken roof tile as they moved to the edge of the roofline. Israel glanced over at Vix and she nodded. Israel jumped lightly to a window ledge below while Vix hovered close to the outside wall. They moved along, testing one window at a time, hoping to find an unlocked window while keeping an eye out for signs of movement inside. After testing all the windows, neither of them had found anyone or anything inside and all the windows were locked.
“What now?” asked Vix.
Israel grinned. “We do what any civilized person would do… we use the door.”
Vix rolled her eyes. “We’re not civilized.”
“Speak for yourself.”
Vix followed Israel to the back door which, of course, was locked. “Do civilized people break down doors?”
“Watch and learn, newbie.” Israel knelt by the lock.
Minutes later, Israel had picked the door lock. He held the door open for Vix and turned to let her through. He chuckled softly. “Don’t forget to pick your jaw up off the floor.”
Vix ribbed him as she stepped past him. Israel followed her inside.
It was perfectly quiet as they moved through the working kitchen, then the more formal gallery kitchen. There was a slightly sour smell that tainted the stale air. Israel wondered if it was coming from the fridge. Despite his superior night sight, the shadows spilled everywhere.
“I’ll take upstairs,” he whispered. “You check downstairs. We’re looking for anything that they might have left behind or any sign of where they may have gone.”
Vix nodded and Israel made his way to where he believed the stairs were near the front door. Although he had been inside this house before, he had been unconscious. Israel lightened his body so that his feet wouldn’t make any noise on the stairs.
Upstairs seemed darker. Israel noticed that one of the doors had been kicked off its hinges. This must have been the room where he had been kept before Alyx rescued him. He would check this one first. He moved towards the broken door.
 



Chapter 33
 
Samyara burst through the doors into one of the windowless rooms in his mansion, Adere following behind him. He frowned at the skinny Darkened who sat behind the far wall filled where computer equipment and monitors were set up, wires coiling around like tubes around a sick patient. “This had better be good.”
The skinny Darkened jolted and turned hurriedly in his swivel chair from the desk, where several large computer monitors created a glary landscape. There appeared to be footage playing across the screens, although of what, he couldn’t see clearly from here.
“Yes, sir.” The Darkened waved his arm out to them. “They triggered the Viewers we left behind not five minutes ago, sir.”
Samyara stepped forward just close enough so that he could make out what was on the screen. The first one showed a formal entryway stopping at the base of a set of stairs. Samyara could see a seraphelle with cropped hair and fierce eyes creeping onto the edge of the screen. He didn’t recognize her but from the way she was holding her weapon and the way she was moving so cautiously yet assuredly, he knew she was a warrior. A Rogue warrior.
The second monitor showed the top of the stairs and a small landing leading to several doors. Samyara squinted closer. One of the doors was broken open, showing a glimpse of the inside of a bedroom. A movement caught his eye. Israel was inside that bedroom.
“Adere, my dear, it appears you are right. Israel has returned to the old house looking for you,” Samyara said, holding his hand out to Adere. She clasped at his hand and kissed the back of it. It was a wonder she wasn’t purring. “Strangely he has not brought the Guardian with him. Why is that, do you think?”
“Perhaps she doesn’t know?” the skinny Darkened guessed.
Samyara smiled as that delicious thought warmed his insides. “Disorder in the ranks... what a delightful thought.”
“Or maybe she is with the others,” Adere said.
“That is a more likely scenario. Divided, they are weaker.” Samyara felt the kick of a thrill course through his body as he watched the screen for a few more seconds. He could almost feel the keye in his grasp. Then he turned to study the Darkened sitting before him. He was newly turned which was why Samyara hadn’t sent him out with the others. But he would have to do. “Adere, darling, it’s about time that you and your lover were reacquainted again. Take him alive. Kill the other one.”
 



Chapter 34
 
Alyx placed her fingers on the edge of the glass window overlooking the main hall of the Galleria. She could see the Three Archangels through the glass, perched in the exhibition hall below. It was so close.
“Are you ready?” she heard Jordan whisper from the ledge to the right of her. Beside him was a seraph named Fernando, another Seraphim from Bella’s Florence community.
“As I’ll ever be,” Alyx replied. Alyx could feel Jordan’s breath on her neck as he drew up behind her. Threading his hands under her arms, he placed two suction pads on the middle of the glass. As Alyx placed her fingertips on the outside edge of the glass, she felt Jordan’s lips on her left ear.
“Jordan what are you doing?” she hissed low enough that she hoped that Fernando couldn’t hear.
He chuckled. “Taking advantage of this situation.” He brushed her ear again.
Alyx turned her head to move her ear away from his playful lips. “Cut it out. I need to concentrate.”
She focused on her fingers and tried not to notice Jordan tensing behind her. She felt a stab of guilt about how hot and cold she must appear to him. But she pushed it away. Not now. She couldn’t think about that now.
Alyx pulled her attention to the FireTwirler bloodink at her ribs. It warmed her body and flooded to her fingers. Carefully she began to melt the glass along the rim of the window frame until the main piece of glass stood apart from the window, held up only by the pads that Jordan was holding.
“Ready,” Alyx said.
Jordan moved backwards and up towards the roof. Alyx, caught between his body and the glass, moved with him. On the roof of the Galleria, Jordan laid the glass pane securely down and let go of the suction pads. Finally Alyx was freed. She caught a cold look from Jordan, which she couldn’t ignore.
“I’m sorry,” she spoke, her voice as soft as she could manage. “Let’s please get this done.” Another splinter of guilt lodged in her chest.
After a moment Jordan nodded. “After you.”
Fernando was waiting for them at the open pane. Alyx pulled the remote for Mason’s device from her pocket. She looked at the two of them, both of them watching her. She hit the button to activate the device. “We have five minutes from now. Let’s go.”
As Alyx flew in through the open window, she tensed, expecting the alarms to begin ringing in her ears. But there was only the sound of the wind blowing against the open window in an eerie whistle. Jordan and Fernando followed her in.
Jordan flew straight for the security guard’s room while Alyx and Fernando made for the statue. Fernando hung upside down in the air and secured the Black Stone head of Raphael securely with straps that were fastened to him in a harness. He nodded at Alyx. Alyx pulled the Fire sword from her belt and began to cut the first piece off the sculpture.
Jordan arrived just as Fernando was flying towards the open window with his piece of Black Stone, heading for the truck that was parked in a dark side street, where Luce was waiting to help load the piece.
“Mason’s device is actually working,” he said. “I can’t see you on the screens. But...” Alyx looked up from cutting the second piece. Her stomach clenched when she saw Jordan’s face.
“What?”
“I put one guard to sleep but the other one wasn’t there,” Jordan said.
Alyx cursed inwardly. “Maybe there’s only one on tonight?”
Jordan shook his head. “Always two. It’s their security protocol, remember?”
“There’s nothing we can do but keep going and hope that he doesn’t come back in the next few minutes. Secure this piece.” Alyx tried not to let her nervousness show. The second guard was an unknown factor. They didn’t plan for this.
Jordan nodded, but the frown didn’t leave his face. Alyx helped him secure the second piece of Black Stone to his harness, then she finished off the second cut. Fernando had already returned before they had finished.
“We aren’t working fast enough,” Fernando said when Alyx finally turned to cut the third piece, which he had secured to himself.
“I know. I’m working as fast as I can. There’s a second guard unaccounted for, so look—”
A yell from behind her caused her to snap her head around.
“Hold it right there.” The second guard, tall and spry looking, was holding a gun aimed at them. He pulled his handheld radio to his mouth and spoke into it, “Bernie, situation in exhibition hall B.”
Alyx froze. What should they do?
Then the guard appeared to look closer at them. “What the hell?” he said, noticing that Alyx and Fernando were suspended in the air. “Bernie, where the hell are you?”
“Take him down,” Fernando said in Alyx’s ear. “We’re running out of time.”
Alyx heard the guard cry out. “What have you done with Bernie?”
The first two bullets cracked the air like a whip. Alyx flinched as one of the bullets ricocheted off the marble. A yelp came from Fernando.
He’d been hit. His shoulder oozed red blood.
“Get him, damn you.” Fernando placed his feet on the sculpture and began to kick. The Black Stone piece shifted slightly. “I’ll get this out.”
The gun began to fire again at Fernando. He gritted his teeth but kept kicking at the piece. Alyx launched herself off the sculpture towards the guard. He pointed his gun at her and pulled the trigger. Alyx winced as a bullet lodged in her shoulder. He fired again, this time grazing her arm.
The guard’s face contorted into a mask of horror as Alyx tackled him to the ground. His gun was knocked from his hand and slid across the marble floor.
The guard recovered quicker than she expected and aimed a punch at her jaw. She blocked it with her elbow. Then blocked another punch.
“Settle down,” she said, trying to restrain him as he was bucking under her. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
The guard continued to struggle.
“Move off him,” she heard Jordan cry out from somewhere behind her. A quick glance over her shoulder showed her Jordan flying from the open window towards them with his palms out. DreamWalker. Alyx tried to rise up off the guard, but he clung onto her, wrapping his legs around hers in an attempt to use her as a shield.
“Alyx, move,” Jordan said louder.
“I can’t.”
“We don’t have time for this.”
In the distance, Alyx could hear the wail of sirens. Underneath her, the guard froze. His eyes widened as he stared at her wound which she could already feel closing over the bullet. “What the freaking hell are you?”
That distraction was all she needed. Alyx rolled to her left, pulling the guard up and over her until he was on top and his back was now exposed to Jordan. “Jordan, now!”
Alyx felt the guard flinch as the DreamWalker pulse hit him. She watched his eyes become dull, then shut. He slumped, his full weight collapsing on her. Alyx shoved the sleeping guard off her.
“You okay?” asked Jordan.
“Fine. We don’t have much time.”
They both flew back to the sculpture. Fernando had gone with the third piece. Alyx eyed the statue and the space of the open window. They had maybe five pieces left to break up and transport. Four if they pushed it.
“I estimate we have one minute until those cops are on us, probably less.”
“We’re not going to make it.” Alyx ran through what she knew of the building. Her mind raced over the exits and all the windows and the dome...
“New plan,” she said. “We’re going to have to destroy that glass dome. Then pull this statue out in one piece. That’s all we’re going to have time for.”
“Can the three of us carry it?”
“Nope,” said Fernando’s voice. He had flown in through the open window, Luce behind him. “But the four of us can.”
While Luce helped Jordan and Fernando strap up the sculpture, Alyx flew out of the open window and up to the top of the glass dome. The sirens were louder out here, and Alyx could see the flash of red and blue lights several blocks away. They had one shot, at best. She said a silent apology and began to smash the glass dome with her sword. The dome broke, raining colored glass to the floor below.
Alyx flew down through the hole to the sculpture where Luce, Jordan and Fernando were waiting. She grabbed the last strap.
“Let’s go,” she cried.
They pulled up into the air at once. The straps pressed into the skin of her hands as they carried the full weight of the Black Stone piece towards the open dome. Just as they lifted up out into the open sky, the police cars pulled up to the building, skidding in their haste.
Dammit. “Luce, can you get a mirage up?”
“Already on it.”
Alyx felt the familiar whoosh of energy envelop her skin. But it was an unstable mirage, the edges billowing in and out like a large soap bubble in the wind. The mirage kept pulling back from parts of her body. Alyx bit her lip. If a police officer looked up at the wrong moment...
They kept flying up over the building and towards the edge of the roof. The police officers, who had now gotten out of their cars and were crouched behind them, pointed their guns at the entrance. One police officer had a megaphone and was calling out for them to surrender.
They were flying right over the police now.
Luce moaned.
“You okay, Luce?” asked Jordan as quietly as possible.
“Straps slipping,” she said through gritted teeth.
Alyx looked back at her. She could see the strain on Luce’s face. Her knuckles were white as she gripped her straps. Her straps slipped a few inches and the sudden movement caused everyone to jolt in the air.
No, this wasn’t happening.
A flash of something falling caught Alyx’s eye. Her breath hitched as she realized what it was. Small pieces of glass must have fallen from the dome onto the sculpture as they pulled the Black Stone out. The jolt had dislodged the glass from its place on the sculpture and it was now falling like tiny missiles towards the heads of the police below. Please don’t hit anyone. Please.
She watched them fall, landing close to an officer. The officer shifted and looked down. Luce moaned again and the mirage wavered for a second. The officer looked up, frowning.
Alyx felt her heart thumping as he appeared to look straight at her. Almost there, hang on Luce.
The alarms inside the building began to blare as the security system reactivated and the cop turned his attention forward. Alyx breathed in relief.
They were past the police barricade. They just needed to get over this next building and down into the alley behind to get to the truck.
Alyx felt the blackness begin to edge her periphery. She was being pulled into Israel. Her heart began to thud. Israel was in trouble. Dammit. She knew that returning to the demon den was a bad idea. But she couldn’t afford to be distracted at this second. Alyx focused on the straps that were cutting into her hands and forced herself to remain present.
The truck, a dark shape in a narrow alley, was a welcome sight. The four of them lowered the sculpture onto the ground with a crack. Luce collapsed. Fernando flew to her side. Alyx took a moment to let herself slip into Israel’s mind.
Israel took a step back, but in this small room in this old demon house, there was no more room. His back hit the wall. His hand gripped the handle of his sword as he faced the two hooded figures at the doorway.
Then a familiar voice, soft yet with the promise of viciousness to come, floated to him, “Hello, lover.”
Alyx blinked and was back in her own body. She flew to Jordan’s side. “Israel’s in trouble. I have to go.”
“Trouble? At Aradale?”
“No. Look, I don’t have time to explain. Will you guys be okay?”
She glanced at Luce and Fernando. Luce was exhausted from her magical exertion, but she would recover. Fernando’s shoulder showed a bloody mess around where the guard’s bullet entered, but it appeared to have stopped bleeding.
“We’ll be okay. You go.”
Alyx made to take off, but Jordan stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Be careful.” He brushed a strand of hair from her cheek.
She swallowed, a lump caught in her throat. “You too.”
 



Chapter 35
 
The demon house was quiet and dark when Alyx arrived. It was too quiet. Was she too late?
When she got closer, a cold creeping fear seeped through her down to her bones. Each second floor window yawned like black mouths with jagged glass teeth. They had all been smashed out.
Alyx aimed feet first for the second story window. She slipped into the house and landed low, crouched on the carpet of the bedroom. The cold fear now choked her as her nose filled with a sour tang of blood. The missing glass lay around the room’s edge in an odd ring, as if a small tornado had whipped around the room. At the doorway was a body, dark hood wet with spilled life, the neck opened and shards of glass protruding from all over the body.
Alyx flew towards the fallen body. She almost cried with relief when, pulling back the hood that draped partway across the face, she could see it wasn’t Israel. One of his attackers, no doubt. But who the hell defeated him? And where was Israel? And Vix?
Alyx thought she heard the creaking of wood. Was there someone still here or was this house playing tricks with her as it settled into itself? Alyx stilled herself and listened again. Nothing. Only her own heartbeat in her ears.
Alyx moved through the door into the landing. The doors to all the other rooms on this floor were open. Each room offered the same sight. Broken windows but no glass. It was then that Alyx realized that all the broken glass in the room she just came from couldn’t have come from one window. There was too much glass. All the glass for the second story windows had been drawn into that one room. What the hell had happened?
She moved towards the top of the stairs. Another figure lay prone and turned away from her at the foot of the stairs. This time the familiar shape of his lean body caused a small cry to fall from her lips. All the things she had wanted to say but had left unsaid – I’m sorry, you are everything, I love you – taunted her. Why had she been so scared? Even when he had told her that he loved her, she didn’t say it back. It had remained in her heart, trapped. Now those words would remain trapped within her forever like a butterfly encased in amber.
Alyx flew to Israel’s body. Perhaps it wasn’t him. A part of her still refused to believe that it was him. Her hand shook as she reached to roll him towards her. She had to see his face. She had to be sure.
She touched his shoulder. He was still warm... was he still alive? A hand flicked out gripping hers and pulled her forward, tipping her off balance. A blade was cold at her throat. His head snapped around to hers with a furious snarl on his lips.
Then it softened. “Alyx?”
“Alyx?” another voice came from behind her. Somewhere in the part of Alyx’s mind that wasn’t completely lost in Israel’s face before her, she recognized the voice as coming from Vix.
“You’re alive,” Alyx said, her eyes not leaving Israel’s face. The grip at her wrist loosened but didn’t let go.
Alyx was vaguely aware of Vix saying something behind her, something about checking the perimeter, then she was gone.
“I’m okay, angel.” His breath brushed across her face like a caress as he sat up against the front door and pulled her into his lap. Their eyes never left each other. He pulled her hand to his face so that her palm rested on his cheek.
“You’re alive,” she repeated dumbly. She moved her fingers down to his jaw and then down his neck. His pulse felt warm and comforting under her fingers.
He chuckled and pulled her closer so that his lips now brushed against her cheek.
“It certainly does look like it. But you should keep touching me, just to make sure.”
Alyx’s fingers continued down his neck and down his chest. “I thought I was too late. I thought you were gone.”
He moaned as her fingers found the skin of his stomach under his shirt. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”
“But why were you just lying here...” Alyx’s face fell when she realized. “You were using yourself as bait?”
Israel laughed nervously. “Yes. Stupid, I know.”
Alyx opened her mouth to agree but then a thought struck her. She would have done the same thing.
“No,” she said. “Not stupid. Dangerous, but very brave.”
He seemed surprised at this. He had obviously expected her to get angry at his actions. She smiled at him to show him that she wasn’t mad. Alyx moved her hand up his warm stomach until she found the scar over his chest, then she moved her hand to his right side and found his heart. He placed a hand onto top of hers, his shirt dividing them.
“See,” he said. “It still beats. It’s in the wrong place but it still beats.”
“No,” she said. “Nothing about you is in the wrong place.”
He smiled. Then tilted his head forward until their foreheads rested on each other, their breaths mingling, their hearts and their hands between each other. Alyx could feel his pulse thudding against her hand, matching her own runaway heart rushing through her ears. She felt herself draw forward, her lips begging to touch his. He looked down at her lips and moved forward as well.
Then he cleared his throat and lifted his head so that their little world was broken. “We should help Vix secure the perimeter, then head back to Aradale.”
“Oh.” Israel’s words repeated in her head, until we figure our own stuff out, we can’t be together. “Of course.”
She suddenly felt awkward sitting across his lap, her hand up his shirt. Alyx got off him and the stark reality of her surroundings came back into focus. She suddenly remembered why she had gone there. “What happened? What happened to Adere? I saw her in your mind. Did you...?”
Israel shook his head. “She ran off when I killed the other Darkened. Vix was cornered so I helped her instead of going after Adere.”
“So you killed the Darkened upstairs. But what happened to the windows? I didn’t think Vix had gifts.”
Israel looked sheepish. “She doesn’t. I did that.”
“What?”
“Don’t get mad,” said Israel. “I was going to tell you.”
Alyx shook her head, still confused. “How?”
“I can manipulate air. Similar to your AirWhisperer, I guess. A side effect of the demon side of me.”
“Show me,” Alyx demanded, still not believing.
Israel hung his head. “I’m not very good at controlling it. I can’t really do it at will. Not yet. So far it comes out when I’m angry or scared. I need to work on that, I know.”
“Wait, what? How did you even realize?”
Israel frowned. “Some of it I can’t tell you, not because I don’t want to but because I made a promise to someone. I wanted to surprise you when I learn to control it fully. That’s why I didn’t tell you, that’s all. No other reason, I promise.”
Alyx remembered the plate that day in the kitchen and how it had seemed to jump on its own and smash. She remembered the day that she had found Israel, furious, attacking that tree with his sword, how the wind whipped around him in a fury to match his own... the signs of an unchecked gift. How had she missed them?
He grinned. “There is something I can show you. Go outside onto the grass by the side of the house.”
Alyx started to protest but he silenced her with a kiss which left her lips tingling. “Just do it,” he whispered against her mouth.
Alyx moved as if on autopilot. She soon found herself standing on the lawn.
Israel appeared in one of the upstairs windows. She found her senses when he began to climb onto the sill, kicking out the remnant pieces of glass before placing his feet.
“Israel, what the hell are you doing?” Alyx hissed.
Israel smiled. “Trust me. Do you trust me?”
Alyx wanted to scream at him. But instead she nodded, her mouth dry.
He jumped. Instinctively Alyx lunged forward to catch him. She froze when she saw that he wasn’t falling. He was floating down towards the ground. Floating, like a dandelion on the breeze. He landed softly right in front of her, grinning.
“Okay, you can stop showing off now,” Alyx heard Vix’s voice from nearby. “The place is secure. But you need to see this.”
Alyx found she couldn’t move. Israel leaned in towards her. She shuddered when his lips brushed her ear. “You’re gawking,” he whispered. “You’re very cute when you gawk.”
Cheeky. That snapped her out of it. Alyx strode quickly to Vix, making a point to glare at Israel as she passed him.
In Vix’s hands was a small cage the size of a closed fist. A small creature, some kind of butterfly, was lying dead on the base of the cage. The body was covered in black scales. The wings were also black and were frozen in place. On the wings was a set of dark blue eyes with clear eyelids half-covering them. It was almost like a larger version of the Communicator that Balthazar had given her that she now wore hidden under her shirt.
“What the hell is it?” asked Alyx as Israel came up beside her.
“‘Hell’ is right. This is a type of hell creature called a cicalope. These creatures have a second pair of eyes on their wings which they use to transmit what they see back to their nest. I suspect that Samyara was using these to keep an eye on this place in case you guys came back. I’ve found two and disabled them both.” Vix suddenly glanced up. “I take it the Florence heist was successful?”
Alyx grimaced. “There were some complications, but we got the sculpture out and everyone’s okay. We should return. Jordan and the others should be back soon.”
As Alyx, Israel and Vix soared into the sky to return back to Aradale, Alyx decided that as soon as they returned, she needed to tell Jordan that things between them would never work out. Maybe in time… No, not even in time…
 



Chapter 36
 
Lukas wiped the sweat from his forehead using the back of his hand, then clambered into the front of the truck with Marin. The two Cajatambo FreeThinkers had already taken to the sky and would meet them back at the community.
Marin grinned as he released the clutch and began to drive the truck away from the Lima cathedral. He let out a laugh. “That was easy.”
“Too easy,” Lukas said. It had been. Everything about the heist worked perfectly. This unnerved him.
Marin laughed and slapped him good-heartedly with his left hand. “You worry too much.”
“Keep your hands on the wheel. We still have to get to the Cajatambo community. And remember, we have a massive crucifix in the back, so go easy on the corners.”
Marin rolled his eyes. “Alright already. I got this. Relax.”
But Lukas couldn’t. He stared out the window and watched the landscape change as they drove out of the city of Lima. The dusty buildings were lost to the trees and the bushes of the ragged mountains of Peru. Lukas just couldn’t shake this feeling that something wasn’t right. Eventually, Marin gave up trying to engage him in conversation and they rode in silence.
Lukas had nodded off. A sudden bang and a jolt made him hit his forehead on the window. He heard Marin curse.
“What was that?” said Lukas, rubbing the rising lump on his head.
“One of our tires, maybe? Dammit.”
Marin maneuvered the truck to the side of the road and Lukas stared out the window. They were on a winding road travelling up the side of a mountain thick with trees.
“Where are we?” he asked.
“About half an hour from Cajatambo. Peruvian countryside.”
Marin got out of the truck. Lukas followed. He squinted into the trees above as he stepped down out of the truck. Something felt off. He heard Marin swear. Lukas walked around to stand near Marin, who was kneeling by a tire. “What’s wrong?”
“The tire’s busted. It needs to be replaced.”
“Do we have a spare?”
Marin grinned up at Lukas. “Of course. I’m not stupid. It’s in the back along with a jack. Checked it myself before we left. But you’ll have to help me with it.”
Lukas couldn’t help but glance up again as Marin walked to the back of the truck. Lukas froze as a chill covered his arms. That’s what was off. It was too quiet. Usually he had to focus his mind to ignore the constant language of the animals around them but here there was no chittering of animals, no birds chatting away in the sky as they flew by. Nothing. Like they had been scared away.
Lukas felt his heart start to thud. “Marin,” he yelled as he ran towards the back of the truck, drawing his sword. “We have to go.”
Amid clanking of metal, Lukas could hear Marin sigh with thinly veiled impatience. “I know we do but we have to change the tire—” Marin’s eyes froze at Lukas’s unshielded weapon. Marin’s face then tilted up. “Look out!” he cried, pushing Lukas aside. Marin unsheathed his sword in one movement and met the blade of the first Darkened.
Lukas turned and his heart dropped into his stomach as half a dozen more launched themselves from the trees.
 



Chapter 37
 
“They should be here. They should all be back by now.” Dianne was pacing up and down Tobias’s office where Alyx now sat with Vix and Israel. “What has happened to them?”
“Dianne,” Alyx said, “It’s not the time to worry yet. They could just be late. They could have stayed longer at the communities.”
“But all of them?” Dianne turned her eyes to pierce Alyx’s. “You shouldn’t have left them alone.”
“That’s unfair, Dianne,” said Vix quietly.
“I have tried alerting Jordan through the ‘Scape,” said Alyx. “I’ll let you know if he contacts me, but until then we can’t do anything except try not to worry.”
Everyone jumped when the door banged open. It was Ky, huffing as if he just flew halfway across the world. “Come quick. Mama says. Come. Marin. He’s hurt.”
The four of them sped to the infirmary, Ky hanging off Israel’s back. They burst in all talking at once. Marin was lying on his back on one of the beds, moaning, Ana beside him. Alyx’s mouth dropped open in horror. She heard Dianne cry out and Vix swore.
Marin was shirtless and his whole torso was glistening, his body coated in red blood. Torn pieces of material were tied along his arms and legs. The wounds that Alyx could see through the slashes in his pants were still bleeding. Black Stone. The Darkened did this.
Ana spun towards them. Her face was grim. “He is in a lot of pain. I need to tend to him first. Ky, out.”
Ky, still clinging to Israel’s back, started to protest but Israel interrupted him. “Come on, Ky. I’ll wait outside with you.” With a grateful look from Ana, they left the room.
Alyx, Vix and Dianne stood, watching wordlessly, silenced just as much from Ana as from the shock of seeing Marin like this. What happened? And what happened to the others? Alyx could barely push down the panicked impatience as Ana moved carefully around Marin, wiping again at the crook of his arm.
Marin moaned as Ana injected him with something. She murmured to him as if he were a child. “This is for the pain, Marin.” Ana brushed the hair off Marin’s forehead, then finally turned to the three of them. “There was a trap. The tire of their truck carrying the crucifix busted out in the middle of nowhere. Then the Darkened... there were too many. When Marin woke, the truck and Lukas were gone. He managed to find his way to the Cajatambo community. Two Seraphim from Cajatambo brought him here. They didn’t know how to treat Black Stone wounds.”
Dianne gasped into her hands. Vix cursed under her breath and looked like she wanted to kick something. Alyx felt strangely numb.
“Why did they leave him?” Alyx wondered aloud.
Ana glanced back at Marin, who now appeared to be sleeping. Ana motioned for them to move to the corner of the room.
“Perhaps,” Ana said, “they thought he was dead. He has lost a lot of blood. A lot. He was smart enough to rip tourniquets out of his shirt and curtail some of the bleeding, which probably saved his life. I don’t know how he even made it to Cajatambo.”
“Will he make it?” Vix asked.
“If anyone can, Marin will,” Ana said. “He’s a tough one.”
Alyx thought Ana was putting on an extremely brave face, but under the steel features Alyx could see the worry lines pressing at her brows. Of everyone here, Ana was the one with most to fear with Lukas having been taken.
“I haven’t told Ky about his father yet, so please don’t say anything to him. I don’t want him to worry.”
Alyx stepped forward and placed a hand on Ana’s shoulder. “We’ll get him back, I promise.”
Ana nodded and turned away, but not before Alyx saw the tears in her eyes. “Now if you’ll excuse me. My patient needs me.”
 
* * *
 
The mood was somber when Alyx, Vix, Israel and Dianne returned to Tobias’s office for privacy. Alyx had filled Israel in along the way, talking in hushed tones and pausing when they passed the other residents of Aradale.
“What are we going to do?” said Dianne.
“We can’t let the residents of Aradale know,” said Vix. “They’ll panic. Things could get out of hand.”
“Vix is right. We can’t let this get out yet. The official position is that they are still out visiting the other communities,” said Alyx. “In the meantime, who is next in command?”
Vix nodded. “That’s me. I’ll send a swallow to the other two communities to see whether the Saudi Arabia team and the Florence team made it back to their communities. But I think we can work on the assumption that they didn’t and that they were also ambushed by the Darkened.”
“What do we do now?” asked Israel.
“We have to get them back,” Alyx said.
The four of them looked at each other. The things left unsaid lay heavy between them. But how? They didn’t even know where the Darkened were keeping them. And what if it was too late? What if... they were already dead?
 



Chapter 38
 
“Alyx.” A feeble sounding voice called out, but Alyx couldn’t see who was calling her. A cold wind blew against her skin causing goose bumps to rise across her body. Alyx started to grab at her sword.
“Alyx.” It sounded closer.
Her heart skipped a beat when she recognized the voice. “Jordan? Where are you?”
The question was, where was she? Alyx looked around her as she fingered the rough handle of her blade. She could barely see through the fog that clouded her vision, swirling around her in fisted curls.
Then she saw him through the mist. He stooped, one arm wrapped around his side. And he limped as he moved towards her through the fog.
“Thank God you’re alive.” She launched herself at him and wrapped her arms around him.
He winced. “Careful.”
“Oh, Jordan,” Alyx said, pulling back to study his bruised face. “What have they done to you?”
“I’m okay. A bit worse for wear, but we’re okay. Tobias, Lukas, Luce, but,” Jordan’s face dropped, “Marin and...”
Alyx shook her head. “No, Marin’s okay. Barely. He made it to Cajatambo and they brought him back to Aradale.”
Jordan let out a breath, relief obvious on his face. “Thank God.” His face was serious again. “And Omniya and Fernando?”
“What? I don’t know. We haven’t heard back from the swallows to the local communities of Saudi and Florence.”
Jordan slumped. “Samyara said he left one of us at every site as a warning to you about how serious he is.”
Alyx felt her skin grow cold. One from each site. “Where are you?”
“I don’t know. We were blindfolded. Somewhere dark. A cellar of some sort. It smells damp and sour, like overripe grapes. But... I don’t have much time. I’ve been sent here with a message. Samyara wants to trade. All of our lives... for Israel.”
“Never.” It slipped out of Alyx’s mouth before she could stop it. She could see a new pain in Jordan’s eyes. She had instinctively chosen Israel over him, over all of them. Alyx wished she could crawl into the earth and let it swallow her.
“I know you can’t give him up. He is connected to the prophecy. The mere fact that Samyara wants him so badly tells you that you can’t let Samyara have him. With his half-demon blood and mortal blood... they would be so close to having their keye. You can’t give him up.”
“No.” Alyx shook her head. “There has to be another way. We’ll rescue you.”
“There’s no time, even if I could tell you where we were. Samyara wants an answer in one hour.”
“But then...” she couldn’t say the words... but then you’ll die.
“These are tough choices we have to make, Alyx. We must consider the greater good. I have already spoken to Tobias and Lukas and Luce. We all agree.”
“No. I won’t let you. There must be another way.”
Jordan touched her face, his eyes bore into hers. “Alyx, do what you have to do. I promise, I won’t blame you or hate you for it.” He leaned down and touched his lips to hers, barely a flutter. It felt like a goodbye kiss.
Then he faded into mist.
 



Chapter 39
 
The swallows had returned carrying bittersweet news. Omniya had been found near the Saudi community and Fernando had made his way back to Florence. Both were in bad shape, but at least they were alive.
In Tobias’s office, there was a silence when Alyx finished telling Dianne, Israel, Ana and Vix what Jordan had said to her. Alyx could see the depth of pain etched on each of their faces. She couldn’t bear to look at any of them, especially Ana. Ana collapsed to the table with a wail that hit Alyx right in the stomach.
“No,” cried Dianne standing up so violently that her chair clattered to the floor. “You’re lying. They would never give up their lives for him.” Dianne glared at Israel when she said him. “You would give up these good Seraphim’s lives for the sake of your lover?”
“No,” cried Alyx. “I’m telling the truth.”
“No. We won’t let them die,” said Dianne. “We’ll exchange this half-blood for their lives.”
“We can’t give up Israel,” said Alyx quietly.
“Why the hell not?” Dianne snapped. “You would value his life over the lives of four Seraphim?”
“He’s a link to the Blood Prophecies.”
“I don’t give a rat’s ass.” Dianne turned to Vix. “Vix? What do you say? Will you throw away Tobias’s life? Will you cut off Jordan’s life? Jordan who has kept this community safe for so long? Will you look at Ana, Ana who has given up so much of her time and care for this community, and tell her that you are condemning her husband to death? That you are taking away the father of her boy?”
Vix leaned her face forward and placed her forehead in her hands. The strain of this decision was clear on her face.
“You should give me up,” Israel spoke up. “I can’t be responsible for the lives of so many.”
“No!” Alyx cried.
“I’m sorry,” Vix said. She lifted her fingers from her face. “If Israel is offering... I can’t let Tobias and the others die.”
Alyx sank into her chair. “There has to be another way,” she said quietly. “There has to be a way to save them all.”
 



Chapter 40
 
Samyara sat motionless in his chair as two bulky Darkened stood on either side of him. The chair, generously padded with a high back, was out of place down here in the dark and dank wine cellar of this mansion, but Samyara had insisted on bringing it down here while he waited for the DreamWalker to wake with the answer to his proposition. No need for him to wait in discomfort, was there?
Samyara watched the Seraphim’s breathing become shallower. Then his eyes blinked as he awoke from his unnatural sleep.
“Well?” Samyara said, scowling with impatience.
The seraph looked disorientated as he pushed himself off the cold stone floor into a sitting position, his shackles clanking as he moved. He turned his head so that he was now looking at Samyara. His other Seraphim friends also had their eyes trained on him.
“She said yes. She agreed to meet tonight for the exchange. The Remembrance Park, Saint Joseph. 3 a.m.”
“The devil’s hour. How fitting.”
“She agreed to have two there for the exchange and only two.”
“Excellent.” Samyara was already rubbing his fingers together.
“There is one extra condition.”
Samyara growled low in his throat. This was his negotiation, not hers. Annoying girl. “What?”
“They want Adere as well.”
“Adere? What does she want with Adere?” To gain his secrets? To torture information out of her? The location of his current base?
“It’s actually not her condition. It’s his.”
“His?”
“Israel refuses to cooperate unless you hand Adere over. He still wants to save her soul.”
“He wants to save her soul.” A little smile began to creep across his face. “Oh how touchingly disgusting. See,” Samyara turned to the Darkened next to him, “this is why we are far more evolved than these wretched humans. This is what happens when you care about other people. They become your weakness. Save her soul. Ha.”
Samyara stood up and brushed down his pale blue linen suit jacket. “Tell her that he can have his little Adere.” Fat good it will do him.
 
* * *
 
Back in his den, Samyara called for Passar.
“You wanted to see me?” Passar asked when he entered the room.
“Leave us.” Samyara commanded to the Darkened at his side. For a moment they didn’t move. They had never left him alone with the traitor. Samyara snapped his fingers in impatience. “Well, go on then.”
Hesitantly they left the room saying that they would just be outside.
“Have a seat,” said Samyara to Passar. “I’m not going to bite. Not today, anyway.”
Samyara watched, mildly amused at the traitor’s nervousness as he perched himself on the edge of his seat. It was always good for your underlings to retain a healthy dose of fear around you.
“I have a task for you,” Samyara began, “Tonight I am making an exchange. In exchange for Israel I will give them back the prisoners that we captured and Adere. Incredibly generous on my part, don’t you think? When we make the swap, I need you to be in hiding over on their side. Once we have Israel and they have Adere, I need you to kill her.”
“What?” Passar said. “But why?”
“They want to turn her back. If they succeed, the human Adere will give them all the information on us. We can’t risk her giving away our secrets. And once I have him, I don’t need her anymore.”
“Why don’t you get one of the Darkened to do it?”
“It isn’t your place to ask me ‘why’.”
“This isn’t part of the deal.”
“If you successfully kill Adere, I shall deem you to have met your contract conditions.”
Passar’s mouth parted and Samyara could see the glint in the traitor’s eyes. He knew this seraph could almost taste his own freedom. Fool.
Samyara smiled. “So you’ll do it then?”
 



Chapter 41
 
Passar shifted in his spot high up in the branches of a tree in Remembrance Park. Through the leaves he could see that the four prisoners were already kneeling in a row. Each prisoner had a small rough sack covering their heads. Their hands were tied behind their backs and strung together. Behind them stood Adere and another four Darkened; he only knew the largest Darkened’s name as Bostif. A way behind them was Samyara.
In the distance the clock chimed three times. Moments later three figures appeared in the sky over the trees and made their way down to the park. Their feet crunched on the ground as they touched down in front of the prisoners. Passar recognized Israel. He was being held by Alyx and another seraphelle that he didn’t recognize. She had brown hair past her shoulders and watery eyes. Passar frowned. This mystery seraphelle didn’t carry herself as a warrior, her eyes darted too much and she looked nervous. Why would Alyx bring her?
“I was beginning to fear that you had changed your mind,” Samyara called, his voice seeming to echo across the divide.
Israel leaned towards the second seraphelle and whispered something.
“I thought we said to come with only two,” the unknown woman called out. Her voice betrayed her nerves, though the woman tried very hard not to let them show. Strange that it wasn’t Alyx who was speaking.
“Darling, come on,” Samyara held out his hands to the side with an air of light-hearted causality. “Seven of you and three of us? Hardly equal numbers.”
Israel whispered again to the mystery seraphelle before she spoke again. “Fine. But we need to see the faces of the prisoners before we trade.”
Samyara nodded at Adere. Adere began to remove the sacks on the heads of the four kneeling prisoners. Bostif and the other Darkened remained standing where they were.
So Alyx really was going through with it. Passar hadn’t believed that she would have accepted the trade. If it was him and he had to trade Elijah for all the world, he couldn’t do it. He could be happy in Hell as long as he had Elijah. A pang of sadness shot through him as he thought about Elijah. He just had to kill Adere. Then his side of the bargain was complete. She was a Darkened anyway. Never mind that Israel believed that he had found a way to save her soul.
Passar pushed away at the gnawing guilt that seemed to be his constant companion these days. His only companion. A companion that got harder and harder to ignore as the days went by.
“You’ve seen their faces,” Samyara called out when the last sack had been removed. “Now here’s what will happen. Adere will walk them over to your side as Israel walks to ours. Nice and easy. Let’s keep this exchange civil, shall we?”
Adere walked over to stand behind the prisoner closest to her, a younger seraphelle who Passar had heard being called Luce on the far left of the line of prisoners. Adere yanked Luce to standing, the movement pulling at the ropes of the seraph called Jordan who was tied beside her. Adere placed the sharp edge of a Black Stone blade against Luce’s exposed neck.
“Now,” Adere hissed, “everybody moves nice and slow or this youngling gets it.” The line of prisoners stood up awkwardly. “Don’t even think about trying anything. I don’t mind making a mess.”
They began to walk forward slowly. Israel stepped forward as well. Passar eyed Alyx, who hadn’t moved, although she watched Israel’s progress across the invisible line between the sides. If not for the other seraphelle who refused to let go of Alyx’s arm, she may have rushed forward to pull him back.
As Adere and Israel passed each other Adere blew him a kiss. “Hello, lover.”
Israel returned her look with a glare. But he kept walking, his focus back on Samyara. As Israel walked deeper into the enemy’s side, the Darkened moved to surround him, blades focused at his torso, until they circled him.
“Hold it right there,” Bostif said. “Throw down your sword.”
Israel pulled his sheath from his belt and held it out to the side, the pommel resting lightly between two fingers. Then he dropped the weapon onto the ground.
“And the hidden blades, too.” Israel grimaced and pulled a small dagger from the back of his pants. “And the other one.” Another appeared from the inside of his boot. Each fell to the ground with a thud. One of the Darkened kicked the weapons away.
Samyara nodded at one of the Darkened guarding Israel. In several long strides the Darkened was behind Adere, his sword at her back.
“Adere,” called out Samyara. “Be a dear and throw down your weapon and hand yourself over.”
The Darkened behind her poked the tip of his sword at her back to emphasize this command. Adere flinched and glanced over her shoulder at Samyara, disbelief written all over her face. “What?”
“You heard me, darling. Now give up your weapon and hand yourself over. You were part of the deal.”
Adere continued to gape. Passar felt a little sorry for her.
“But...” The strength seemed to leave Adere’s arms and her sword faltered at Luce’s neck. That was all Luce needed. She thrust her head back, head-butting Adere in the nose. Adere cried out, her arms flaying.
“Duck, Luce!” Jordan called out and he kicked out over Luce’s bent body towards Adere’s hand. Her blade flew from her fingers to the grass.
The sword remained at Adere’s back. Adere held her nose, which was now pouring blood, the growl from the inner-demon rolling with anger.
Samyara tsked. “If you had only disarmed yourself, you could have avoided that.” Samyara nodded at Israel. “Tie him up and let’s go.”
One of the Darkened sheathed his sword, pulled a length of rope from his hip and advanced on Israel.
Passar looked back at Adere. At that moment, the Darkened was standing in the way of a clear throw. No matter. He would soon get a clear shot. He readied his knife.
 
* * *
 
Alyx tensed as part of her fought to stay in control. Not five minutes ago she had almost lost control of herself and lashed out at Adere.
“Hello, lover,” Adere had said. That tone. That proprietary tone. It made Alyx’s skin roll with fire. It was difficult to control herself when she also had to control all of these other desires and ignore this extra voice in her head. Her ribs itched like crazy under her shirt. It had been dangerous playing with undiluted blood. But what choice had they had?
Moloko’s panic flooded through her. Hide, you need to hide. Alyx quashed the desire to fly into the sky.
Alyx forced herself to stand her ground even as the Black Stone blades held her in place with their steely fingers, and over her shoulder a Darkened was walking towards her with rope. Alyx eyed the blade tips once more. And readied herself.
The rope went over her head as the Darkened pressed up behind her. She heard his startled voice when he saw through the mirage, “What the—?”
“Now,” cried Alyx as she let go of her mirage. Israel’s form slipped off her. She kicked out at the blade on her left, then using that momentum, she rolled her torso around, pulling the Darkened behind her into the path of the other two blades. She heard Samyara growl in anger as Vix and their small group of Seraphim, made up of other warriors from the Florence, Saudi and Lima communities, appeared out of the trees and from the sky. The Darkened seemed to forget about Alyx and turned towards the oncoming seraphim with their Black Swords. The ring of metal echoed through the park.
Alyx flipped up and twisted over the Darkened behind her, managing to twist him up in her ropes. She glanced back towards Israel and Moloko. Israel had pulled forward from Moloko’s grasp, breaking his mirage so that he no longer wore her image. He was tussling with Adere.
Vix and another Seraphim were working at the ropes binding the four prisoners, yelling at Moloko to help her. Moloko moved forward towards Tobias, who was on the other end of the line.
Alyx turned forward and spotted Samyara now backing up from where he stood, facing off against a Florence seraph. Alyx flew up over the heads of the fighting mass. She flipped in the air as she went overhead, keeping her eyes trained on Samyara. She saw Samyara’s sword lash out, piercing the seraph. He fell with a cry. Alyx landed behind Samyara, blocking his way out and holding her sword at him. “Hold it right there.” Samyara spun, growling.
Alyx smiled as the last of the Darkened fell and several other Seraphim swords joined hers around Samyara. His face contorted in anger.
“You’re trapped and outnumbered, Samyara. It’s over.”
Samyara snarled as he took in the swords around him. Then it slipped from Samyara’s face. He began to laugh slowly, which cresendoed into a loud bellow that shook his body, sending chills down Alyx’s spine.
 



Chapter 42
 
Marin cried out again.
“I’m sorry Marin,” said Ana. “I know it hurts, but you’re just going to have to hang on a little longer. I’m almost done.”
She wished she had some anesthesia for his pain. Aradale didn’t carry that kind of thing. They had never needed to. She had already used the last of the animal tranquilizer earlier in sedating him.
Marin was lying front down on a skinny bed in the small infirmary unit of Aradale. Ana continued to clean the wounds on his upper back. She stopped when her fingers slid over something uneven. She wiped the area again, clearing away more of the blood.
It was a lump. Something was under his skin.
“Hold still, Marin. Something’s gotten under your skin. I’m going to have to make a small cut to get it out, okay?”
Marin let out a cry but he nodded his consent.
Ana picked up a small scalpel. She pressed it into Marin’s skin, making a small incision, then held it open with the fingers of her other hand. There was something shiny in there. A bullet? Did they shoot him?
She dropped her scalpel on her instrument tray and took a pair of large tweezers. She pushed the tweezers into the incision and moved it around until it gripped the metal thing. Carefully she pulled out the object and dropped it into a metal pan next to her. Ana held the cut closed until Marin’s body sealed up the incision. She wiped the wound clean.
Frowning, Ana picked up the bloody object from the pan with a pair of tweezers and held it under running water to remove the blood.
It was not a bullet.
Ana felt the blood drain from her face. God help us. “Marin, we have to get everyone out of here. Now.”
Marin ceased his moaning and twisted his head to look at her. “What is it?”
Ana lifted up the tweezers to him. It was a small cage. Inside was a grotesque scaly Hell creative, its body glowing. A demon Communicator.
 



Chapter 43
 
“Did you really think I would let you capture me so easily?” Samyara said.
Alyx shifted her feet, the nagging feeling in her stomach growing more insistent. It had been too easy. And where was his army? Why had he only brought less than half a dozen Darkened with him?
Alyx’s eyes widened when Samyara began to split, peeling apart until there were two Samyaras standing there.
“Which one’s the real one?” the two Samyaras said in a mocking tone. “Is it this one?” The two Samyaras split apart again, “Or this one?” leaving four identical demons, then eight...
“It’s trickery magic,” yelled Alyx, remembering her run-in with the Darkened outside of the Purgatory bar. “Only one of them is real.” She lunged forward and began to slash at the closest Samyara. Her sword disappeared straight through his midsection as if it were air.
The Seraphim around Samyara also began to lash out. But all their swords also cut straight through the Samyaras. All the Samyaras. How was that possible? Where was the real Samyara?
The images started to fade one by one. But by then it was clear. Not a single one of them was real.
“You may have stopped me this time but, it’s only a matter of time before I get my hands on the keye... or make one.” The last of the Samyaras began to fade.
Alyx’s heart thudded. Make one? Alyx’s mind flashed back to what Michael was doing with Mini in the Hollows. No. She would not let anyone else go through something like that again.
“I’ll stop you, Samyara,” Alyx yelled around her. “Whatever it takes.”
His laughter faded in an echo.
“Everybody spread out,” she cried. “He has to be close by to throw his image here. We can still get him.”
As the others spread out, Alyx flew over towards the other side of the clearing, where Israel had Adere in an arm lock from behind and was holding a knife loosely at her throat.
Adere was struggling in Israel’s arms. “No! Samyara. Come back.”
Alyx landed in front of the struggling Darkened. “Where is he hiding?”
The demon hissed and Alyx could see her red tongue flicker out like a snake’s. “I’m not telling you anything.”
“Face it, Adere. He’s left you with us,” Israel said, struggling to hold her back. “He betrayed you. Give him up.”
“Never,” Adere snapped. “Samyara would never just leave me here with you. I am too valuable to him.”
Alyx frowned. Adere was right. Samyara would never just leave Adere with them. Alive.
“You might not tell us, but the real Adere will.” Israel swung her around, grabbed her by the back of her neck and planted his lips on hers. A stab of pain so fierce shot through Alyx’s heart that it hurt to breathe. Although she wanted so desperately to look away, she couldn’t take her eyes off their kiss. His act of love. A wave of insecurity held her motionless. Did he really not love Adere?
Israel pulled away and for a moment Adere looked stunned. Then she growled in Israel’s face. “Fool. You think you can beat us?”
It didn’t work. Her face still showed the demon underneath. Why didn’t it work? Adere laughed again.
Out of the corner of her eye, Alyx saw movement and a glint behind a nearby tree. “Israel, look out!”
A knife swirled out from behind the tree towards Adere’s back. Israel grabbed Adere and spun her around. The knife plunged into flesh with that familiar sucking sound.
“No,” Alyx cried.
Adere screamed and tried to pull away from Israel. He was staring, mouth wide open. Then he collapsed to his knees, pulling Adere down with him.
 



Chapter 44
 
Ana could hear the sounds of screaming echo through the halls as she dragged Ky with one hand and tried to support Marin’s weight with her other arm around his waist.
The Darkened had breached the ward and were descending upon Aradale. Ana thought she could smell smoke.
“What about Mini?” asked Ky as he tugged at Ana’s hand.
Ana squashed down the rising guilt. They didn’t have time to worry about everybody.
“Ky, please. We have to go now. Someone else will look after Mini.” Ana pushed her way into Tobias’s office. She chewed her lip as she surveyed the room. There was the entrance to the bomb shelter here and a passageway that led out to the back of the Aradale grounds. She just had to remember where.
Marin moaned.
“Please hang on, Marin. I know it hurts, but we have to get out of here.”
“But I’ve got to get Mini.” Ky tugged again and Ana felt her fingers, moist with nervous sweat, starting to slip.
“Ky, no. We can’t do anything for her.” Ana tightened her grip on his hand. She knew that the bookcase swung open but where was the secret lever? Which book was it?
“Marin, I have to set you down for a moment.” Ana lowered Marin into a chair beside the desk.
“But Mini…”
Her fingers slipped against Ky’s insistent pulling.
“Ky, no!” Ana screamed, but he didn’t listen. He flew from the room calling out for Mini. The door swung manically behind him, sucking in wisps of smoke.
 



Chapter 45
 
“Israel, no,” Alyx cried, and rushed forward to him. There was a knife sticking out of the top right-hand side of his back. He had spun himself into the path of the knife.
She turned towards the direction from where the knife had been thrown. The trees rustled as a figure shot up towards the sky. Alyx’s heart hardened when she recognized his retreating figure. Passar.
Next time, one of us isn’t flying away, she promised.
Adere screamed again and pushed herself away from Israel, shuffling backwards away from him. Alyx fell to her knees before Israel. It was not a deep wound and it shouldn’t be fatal. But they needed to get him back to Aradale and to Ana, who could tend to the wound. Alyx breathed a little easier.
She yelled out for help as she held Israel to her. His head rested on her head. “You’re going to be okay,” she murmured to him. Alyx was comforted by the fact that he had enough strength to hold on to her waist.
Adere whimpered. And it was then that Alyx realized that her whimper was a single girlish voice. Alyx turned her head towards the girl. Her pale face, her terrified blue eyes, were human. It worked. The demon was exorcised when Israel took the knife for her. An act of love.
“What’s wrong?” Jordan landed from the sky near her with Lukas close behind him. “Is he..?”
Alyx shook her head. “It’s not a fatal wound, but we have to get him back to Aradale now. It was Passar, he was aiming for Adere. Israel took the knife for her and it looks like the demon was exorcised from her. I’ve left the knife in there to stop too much blood loss.”
Jordan nodded. “It looks like Samyara is gone.” He turned to Lukas, who had landed near him. “Lukas, round up the others and we’ll send everyone home.” Lukas nodded and took to the sky again.
Jordan turned to Israel, “Can you stand?”
“Yeah, I think so,” Israel said as Alyx helped him up.
The others started returning. There were some injuries from the Black Stone blades but nothing serious. They had truly surprised and outnumbered Samyara.
Alyx began thanking the Seraphim from the other communities for their help before they took off into the lightening sky.
“We should get back, too,” Lukas said.
“Israel,” Alyx said, stepping in front of him, “are you sure you’re okay? You’ve gone pale.”
The color had drained from his lips even in the minute they had been standing there. He opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out. His eyes rolled back into his head.
“Jordan,” Alyx cried as Israel collapsed forward into her arms. Jordan rushed to her side and helped her ease Israel down to the ground, onto his stomach.
Jordan wiped a finger along the wound where the knife went in. He smelled the blood and dabbed it on the tip of his tongue. “He’s been poisoned. This knife was dipped in demon poison. They wanted to make sure that Adere wouldn’t stay alive long even if the knife didn’t kill her.”
“Poison?” The air against Alyx’s skin suddenly felt chilly. “Will he..?”
Jordan pressed his lips together. “Let’s get him to Aradale.”
Alyx brushed strands of hair from Israel’s forehead. His skin was already starting to break out in a sweat. Please, stay alive.
 



Chapter 46
 
Ky coughed from the smoke as he sped towards Mini’s room. He knew exactly where it was. He had been sneaking in there every day to keep her company. Sometimes twice a day. Sometimes at night when he was supposed to be in bed. He brought her treats and games. And she seemed to like him, too.
He didn’t think it was fair to keep Mini in this room all day, and his mama didn’t have a good explanation as to why when he had asked her.
The smoke in this section of Aradale was thicker. He could see Mini’s little face up against the glass portion of the door, banging on the glass with her little hands. She was crying. Ky didn’t like it when Mini cried. He frowned, wishing he had brought a cookie with him or something. That usually made Mini smile. And it felt warm inside him, like a hug, when he saw her smile.
“It’s okay, Mini. I’m getting you out of there,” Ky said as he reached the door. He turned the lock on the outside and pulled it open. Mini launched herself into his arms. He felt taller and bigger all of a sudden with her tucked against him, and he felt stronger as her trembling made her curls shake under his chin.
“Come on,” he said softly. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Not so fast.” The voice startled him. A hand reached around the door and grabbed him by the scruff of his collar.
It was a man who now blocked their path. No, not a man. He had a second face, a demon face. Mini screamed and buried her face in Ky’s chest. Ky just stared at him, struggling to hold the bravery in his frame. He had only heard of such monsters in the tales his mother would sometimes tell him before he fell asleep. But this monster was not a story. It was real and it was here.
The monster grinned as he peered at Mini. “And what do we have here?”
 



Chapter 47
 
Jordan had sedated Israel and Adere with DreamWalker sleep for the flight back to Aradale. As they travelled across the sky, Israel hung from the arms of Alyx, Jordan, Vix and Tobias. Lukas and Moloko were carrying Adere between them.
They were almost to Nordlingen when Alyx smelled the first hints of smoke. As they got closer, the air became thicker with the choke of fire. In the horizon, the flames licked the night sky, spewing forth ash and fiery rain. Sirens pierced the night like a wailing mother desperate for her child.
“Ana, Ky,” the first cry of despair came from Lukas when they realized it was Aradale that was on fire. Alyx’s stomach turned over.
“We have to hurry,” Tobias cried out. They sped towards the burning building.
They landed in the back gardens of Aradale, which seemed to have been spared the blaze as yet. A wall of flames rose up from the Aradale building. Alyx hoped that the residents had all gotten out.
Lukas let go of Adere and flew towards the building, yelling for his wife and child. Moloko dropped to the grass, not being able to carry Adere’s weight herself. Alyx, Jordan, Tobias and Vix lay Israel on the ground on his stomach, head to one side. They ran towards the building, Alyx staying with Israel. His breathing was ragged and shallow. Alyx pushed aside some damp curls now sticking to his forehead. What if he died before they got him help?
A moan to her left caused her to jump to her feet. There was a figure, lying some meters away, next to an open hatch in the ground. It was Marin.
Alyx ran over to him. “Marin.” Alyx peered at the seraph’s face as his eyes fluttered. “What happened? Where’s Ana?”
Marin squinted as if to help him focus on her face. He breathed heavily between each phrase spoken, “The Darkened... they came. Ky ran off... for Mini. Ana went back... for him.”
He had barely finished his sentence before Alyx took to the air. “I’ll be back, Marin. I’m going to find Ana.”
Alyx had to shield her face with her arm as she neared the building, the flames battering her with a searing heat. She called out for Ana, Lukas and Jordan, but she could barely hear herself over the roar of the fire.
She flew to the side of the building and saw that the mortal firefighters were already there, their trucks blazing sickly looking red and blue lights across the night. Several firefighters were directing a gush of water from a hose towards the fire. Alyx dropped to the ground and began to run.
To one side, Alyx could see Lukas clutching at Ana, who was shaking and crying. A soot-faced Xiang was clinging to Vix. Dianne, Tobias, Moloko and Jordan were huddled together. Other Seraphim gathered around in clumps as they watched their home being consumed by flames.
Alyx ran over to them, a question in her eyes.
Jordan turned his haunted eyes towards her. “Ky is missing. He went after Mini. There are firefighters in there now searching for them.”
Alyx nodded. “I found Marin at the back. We need to—”
A piercing shriek interrupted her. It came from Ana. She was trying to push Lukas off her, crying incoherently. Alyx looked towards where she was pointing. A fireman was jogging from the building, a small limp body flopping across his arms.
“God help us,” Jordan whispered beside her.
Ana rushed towards the man holding her child, Lukas stumbling after her. Jordan and Alyx both moved towards him as well.
“We found him locked in one of the rooms,” the firefighter said as he knelt to the ground, laying Ky’s lifeless body across the dry grass. “I’m so sorry. We didn’t get to him in time.” The firefighter gave them a mournful look before standing back up. “I have to get back in there.” He jogged back towards the building.
The flames were dying down under the constant streams of water, but the horror was just awakening. Ana grabbed at her son. She sobbed and shook him and demanded that he wake up right this minute. Alyx half expected Ky to sit up, clap his hands and laugh at how he had fooled them all with his acting. But Ky didn’t sit up. He didn’t laugh. He would never laugh again.
Lukas stood over his wife, staring at the ground, his eyes reflecting only flames. He looked… devoid. Empty.
Alyx stared at him, wanting to reassure him but… she didn’t know how. She was torn between giving him space and touching him; she felt useless, completely useless. How do you reassure someone who has just lost part of their reason for living?
Lukas’s head snapped up. “Dianne,” he said, pushing past Alyx to get to the seraphelle. Dianne looked up from her conversation with Tobias, looking stunned and a little scared at Lukas’s forceful cry for her attention. “Dianne,” Lukas cried, grabbing the seraphelle by her shoulders. She screwed up her face as if his hands were hurting her. “You have to take his last memory.”
It was the right of the next of kin to have their loved one’s last memory if they wished. Dianne’s eyes widened and she mouthed a silent “no”. Alyx didn’t blame her.
“Lukas... you’re… hurting me.”
“Dianne, please,” said Lukas, but it didn’t look like he loosened his grip. “You have to tell me what happened. I have to know…”
Dianne and Lukas stared at each other for a moment. In the silence, something was communicated between them. Dianne nodded.
It took two of them to pull Ana away from Ky. Lukas gripped his sobbing wife as Dianne placed her shaking hands on Ky’s forehead. After a moment, Dianne pulled her hands off him, gripping her fingers together and to her chest.
“Ky went to Mini’s room.” As Dianne spoke her voice warbled. “He unlocked her door, but the Darkened arrived. They took Mini and locked Ky in her room. He died trying to save her.” Dianne’s face crumpled as tears began to roll down. “I’m so sorry, Lukas. I’m so, so sorry.”
Alyx wiped away tears as she watched Lukas fall upon his wife and child, encasing them both in his arms, rocking them back and forth. Their pain was a palpable thing, real and thick, and it cloaked the air in a somber, dark oppression, thicker than smoke. As Aradale crumpled, it left a red and blackened wound upon the earth.
 



Chapter 48
 
Mason woke up to a pounding on his compartment door. The clock on the bedside table read 6:02 a.m. in glaring red numbers. Still too bloody early in his opinion. His door pounded again.
“I’m coming. I’m coming.” Mason swiped his face with a rough hand. “This better be good,” he mumbled. He swayed a little after he stood, then stumbled towards the door. At the door was a worried-looking Owl, a youngster of about sixteen with large watery eyes who refused to sleep at night. “What?” Mason demanded.
“Angel is here.” He used Alyx’s Clan name.
“Alyx?” Mason frowned, looking around Owl. There was no one there. In fact, no one else was awake yet, Mason thought with a bit of resentment. “Well, where is she?”
“I told her to wait at the north entrance.”
“What? Why the hell would you do that? You know she’s always welcome here. Let her in.”
“No, sir. It’s not her... it’s all the others that she is with.”
“What?” This woke Mason up. Others?
Mason grabbed an overcoat and strode towards the northern entrance of the underground station, Owl skittering along behind him.
When he reached the entrance he saw Alyx’s face, sooty, bloodstained and looking like she had aged a decade with worry lines. With her were more figures, almost two dozen of them, all with eyes like hers, feline and un-human. Christ almighty. What in the blazes was going on?
“Alyx?”
“Mason, please. We need your help. Can we stay?”
Mason could feel a frown pulling on his features.
“You said if I ever needed anything...”
“Yes,” Mason growled. “You. If you ever need anything. Who are all these people? Or,” he raised an eyebrow at Alyx and lowered his voice, “can I even call them people?”
Before Alyx could answer, Mason spotted Israel lying on a makeshift stretcher. Near him on another stretcher was a large-set man crusted with dried blood, who Mason recognized from his short time at their hidden community.
“Jesus. What happened? Did the robbery go bad? Wait, wait.” Mason lifted his hands up. “I don’t want to know. No, actually I do need to know. Are the cops onto yer?”
Alyx shook her head. “No. This isn’t because of the cops, Mason.”
The demons, then. A hundred filthy curses went through his head. This was getting worse and worse. “Is Israel going be okay?”
Alyx started to say something, but she stopped and pressed her mouth closed. Mason knew by the quiver of her lip that it wasn’t good news.
“Please,” she begged. “We don’t know where else the demons have infiltrated. We have nowhere left to go.”
She was fighting to keep the moisture welling in her eyes from spilling over. It hit Mason right in the heart. He would do anything for her to keep her from crying. “Of course. You can stay.” He waved an arm out to Owl. “They can come in.”
“Thank you, Mason,” Alyx said, and she half-collapsed into his arms. “Just for as long as it takes for us to figure something out.”
Mason pressed his lips to a thin line as he hugged her back. “Of course.”
“If we can just get Israel and Marin a compartment, that would be great. Everyone else can sleep out on the station floor. We don’t want to impose too much.”
Mason told Owl to wake a few others. Then he spent the next few minutes barking orders to his sleepy men. Breakfast was to be started. Bedding was to be procured. Within seconds the station was alive.
 
Later, Mason opened the door to the compartment where they had placed Israel. Alyx was still sitting by Israel’s side, pressing a cold compress to his forehead. Israel looked pale and he seemed to be sleeping at the moment. He was shirtless with a gauze bandage wrapped around his chest.
“Come out for breakfast, Alyx,” Mason said.
She shook her head.
Mason stepped to her side and eased an arm around her, pulling her to her feet. “You need to eat. You’re no good to him if you don’t keep your strength up.”
She let him lead her from the compartment and to a small bench. The dining area had mostly cleared, as it was now late morning. At Mason’s nod, one of his men came over with a small bowl of cold porridge and a spoon. Mason tried a joke. “Don’t tell me yer needs me to feed yer too?”
Alyx didn’t smile. She took the bowl from him and began to spoon the contents into her mouth. By the vacant look on her face, Mason knew she wasn’t tasting any of it.
“What happened?” he asked after a few minutes of silence.
“We thought we were being so clever,” she said as she played with the porridge in her bowl with her spoon. Mason waited for her to continue. “We succeeded in stealing the Black Stone. We thought we had just beaten the Darkened to it. But they were waiting for us at each location. They watched us steal the Black Stone and followed us. Then they attacked, stealing the Black Stone and capturing our people. Only three of them made it back. The Darkened offered a trade. All of their prisoners’ lives... for Israel’s.”
Alyx paused to place a spoonful of porridge in her mouth, chewed, then swallowed.
“I came up with this idea. This wonderful plan to rescue them, to save Israel and to capture Samyara at the same time,” her voice was bitter. “Warriors from our community and others hid nearby. I thought I was being so smart. Turns out Samyara had a plan of his own. He preempted me. It turns out he had hidden a locator on Marin and left him behind so he could to return to our community. The Darkened attacked Aradale while we were making the exchange. Samyara got away. He would have had Israel as well if I hadn’t disguised myself as him using magic.”
Mason rubbed a hand on her back in an attempt to soothe her. “At least that’s something. You did what you could.”
Alyx snorted. “I lost the Black Stone and helped Samyara destroy our community. Ky, Ana’s son,” Alyx looked over at the gaunt looking woman staring vacantly into space and her eyes suddenly filled with moisture, “he was killed. And now Israel is dying. Because of me.”
“You’ll find a cure. Of course you will.” Mason tried to infuse as much confidence into his voice as he could. Alyx didn’t need any reminders from him about how bad her situation looked.
“I should go back to him. I don’t want him to be alone if he wakes.” Alyx stood and walked away, leaving her half empty bowl on the bench.
Mason stayed on the bench for a few minutes, watching these supernatural creatures setting themselves up in his station. He frowned. His men weren’t stupid and he needed to tell them something as to why these people were here. So far the street pirates had managed to stay out of the supernatural war that raged through their streets at night. What would happen now that they were harboring the supernatural? How long would it take for one of the supernaturals to slip up and reveal one of their magics? How long would it take before one of the men figured it out?
Mason had heard whispers of how supernatural blood was coveted as a drug in some lesser-civilized circles. But these lesser-civilized circles paid well. Sometimes greed overruled morality. And fear – fear of someone or something different – made it easy for some men to justify their behaviors.
Then there were the demons. Alyx had said that the demons had followed them from the Black Stone locations, hidden a locator on one of them. What if the demons had followed Alyx down here? His station, his men, they would be at risk from attack as well. He needed to triple his watch, warn his men of a possible attack. Mason scowled and rubbed his forehead with his hand. He couldn’t help but silently begrudge Alyx.
She had brought her war to his doorstep.
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But Mayrekk remains imprisoned in Michaelea, being punished for his hand in Alyx’s escape, and Michael himself guards the key to Mayrekk’s freedom. The Threads of Dark is sealed within a secret chamber deep under the Archives of Urielos, a Seraphim city clinging to cliffs somewhere along the coast of Italy. Even if Alyx does manage to find a way into Urielos, the chamber is guarded by ancient riddles and deadly traps…
 
Can Alyx rescue Mayrekk and retrieve the Threads of Dark before Israel slips away?
 
Out now
 
Did you enjoy the book? Please support me as an indie author by posting a review (click to go to Amazon or Amazon.uk). It really helps other readers to decide whether my books are for them. Even one or two quick sentences is perfect! And you can help by recommending me to a friend. Word of mouth is still the best way for new readers to find me.
 
Want more now?
Go to www.hannapeach.com and select the “Secrets” tab to find “Samyara’s Hidden Chapters”, extra scenes from Angelstone just for you. Pssst! The password is: Javar
 
Follow my blog for more secret scenes and upcoming book release dates. I love hearing from readers! Contact me through my website or Facebook page (www.facebook.com/AngelfireBooks). Much love and many thanks, Hanna.
 
Books by Hanna Peach
Urban Fantasy
Angelfire (Dark Angel #1)
Angelstone (Dark Angel #2)
Angelsong (Dark Angel #3)
Angelblood (Dark Angel #4) due out early 2014
 
Romantic Suspense
Bound by Lies (Bound #1) due out Dec/Jan
 



Bound by Lies (Bound #1)
By Hanna Peach
 
Our love is on his terms. He contacts me only through notes − unpredictable and untraceable. When we meet, he can touch me, but I’m not allowed to touch him. When we make love, it’s only after I have been bound and blindfolded. It’s the only time I truly feel alive. Which is why I play along with it. For now.
 
Caden Thaine is the most sinfully beautiful man I have ever seen. But more than that, his touch sets me on fire. And dear God, do I ache for him. I don’t know where he lives or even what he does. But this doesn’t scare me. My only fear is that one day his messages will stop.
 
I know he’s hiding something. But that’s okay. I am hiding things too. Like my real name and... who I really am. But what we have is enough. Sort of. And everything works.
 
Until one day, I follow him.
 
Now, our dark pasts will collide and I will discover just how much we are both bound by lies.
 
Adult romantic suspense. +18 years.
 
Out Dec/Jan 2014
Don’t forget to add this book to your Goodreads shelf!
 



To Mum – for waiting until I was ready to have a better relationship with you and for being there when I was. I love you.
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