
        
            
                
            
        

    
Dedication

For Mom, who let me read pretty much anything I wanted despite the concerns of the occasional well-meaning teacher or librarian as to age-appropriateness.

Also, for always believing I could do it.


Chapter One

A tale of two cities. How did the story go?

Ah, yes.

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times. 

Which, all things considered, summed matters up about as well as anything else these days. 

Aika Lareto walked the crowded midnight streets, passing windows of flashing, shrill advertisements that tried to latch onto her as they tried to identify her by a nonexistent birth chip, faltered and hooked onto the next passersby. A hologram stepped out onto the pavement to waylay her. She walked through it. It glitched, fizzled out, and disappeared. As she turned alongside the river, her gaze slid upward to the biosphere encasing the city since the Seven-Year War rendered the outside environs uninhabitable. 

Only the most mega of the conglomerates could afford time and space on the sphere, in the very sky itself, exposing citizens to the latest in shiny new products. The new online hologame from the Microsoft-Starbucks merger of 2015, for instance, was hailed as a door-busting hit a mere year before release. The biosphere’s architects had no doubt laughed themselves breathless over that one, had Dreamtech’s board of directors any sense of humor to speak of.

 So what really lay beyond the biosphere? Her final action had been here in the city, and here she stayed, awaiting orders. Like the rest of its denizens, she only knew what the governing board released to them, properly sugared and spiced. Global warming accelerated by the effects of the war? Flattened suburbs that had been evacuated during the fifth year, crowding the city to bursting? No one knew. Not many wanted to know.  Those that did tended to be the dregs of society—the fringe dwellers and underground lurkers, assorted conspiracy theorists and general crazies.

Aika skirted a Technicolor block party pulsating beneath a violent fuchsia tarp anchored to street lamps with jellyfish tendrils, then slipped into a side street packed end to end with small clubs, all night takeaways and street vendors offering food and stimulants to keep the crowds going—and spending. The throngs migrated in one direction, taking as much notice of her as a river parting around a rock. It was a knack, this not being noticed. Almost as effective as going between. She needn’t have bothered, except for the practice.

She passed an alley on her left. The muted chink of a broken bottle skittered across its dark, damp well of concrete and brick. She didn’t think twice; she pulled folds of shadow around her like a midnight blanket and stepped into the time and space between this world and the Other.

It was like being deep underwater, close and oppressive, but she was inured to its womb-like dark. Time slowed. Space expanded. She braced herself. Pushed as she exhaled from the abdomen, and squeezed herself back through to the end of the block on the opposite side of the partygoer currents. She stepped beneath the awning of a trendy sushi bar, the wide front windows pulled open so the overflow could perch on its sill. Paper lanterns exuded improbable colors—summer-sun yellow, peacock blue, hot-pant pink.

Two figures in overcoats hurtled out of the alley, arguing strenuously. One sported the sort of Nordic bulk associated with Thor, his companion dark and wiry. Violent arm gestures ensued.

Smiling, she cut through a few more side streets and made her way to the nearest tube station, in the opposite direction of the stragglers. Oversized advertisements continued their mocking dance overhead against the near invisible curve of the biosphere, lighting the iron cross above Saint Somebody-or-Other’s across the river. It had changed management once or twice. These days it was a nightclub so elite she was surprised they had any patrons to speak of. She supposed everyone needed a niche in such a competitive market. 

Her world lay elsewhere. In the Burnout Zone, among the dregs. A thriving black market had sprung up among the piles of tumbled walls afforded by the disused Underground tunnels and fallen bridge. Blankets were spread on the ground, the more resourceful with overhead tarps and makeshift tabletops offering a variety of salvage, trinkets and handmade goods. The closer she got to her destination, she passed more amulets in the shapes of crosses and stars crafted from twisted wires and knotted string, anything they could find.

One of her regulars waved her over to his blanket, a prime location along the main thoroughfare. “What’s on today, Carl?” She looked over the hodgepodge of questionable salvage. Only the very brave, naïve or strange bought from Carl, but she gave the sprawl a professional once over anyway.

He leaned forward on his rickety crate, ragged dog end trapped between his fingers like a fly in a Venus flytrap. It was difficult to tell the yellowed, smoldering rollup from his tartar-stained fingers as he wafted black smoke over his reclaimed treasures. “In the market for an upscale…whatever this is?” He prodded a misshapen object with his boot.

She stared at the…item, momentarily fascinated. “Unfortunately not.”

“No, I didn’t think so.” He shook his head. “Business could be better, what with the new cleanup initiatives. Folk don’t throw out anything worth having no more. How’s the old man?”

“I’m sure he’d love a chat,” she assured him. Regardless of his merchandise, Carl’s information was always good, not to mention identifiable. “It’s beef tonight.”

“I prefer squirrel.”

She tried not to shudder. Thank the angels meat rationing had been lifted last year. “We’ll see what we can do next batch. Shall I tell Himself you’re coming?”

Carl nodded, and she waved as she continued on.

The proprietor of her destination looked up as she approached, sliding her bike pack off her shoulder. He was still young despite thinning blonde hair, and had a sweet little-boy smile. “Did you find it?” He left off hammering his new countertop into place beneath a stone arch. It had once been someone’s sturdy oak door—now it was payment in full for services rendered.

“It wasn’t easy.” She unzipped the worn black leather and lifted her precious cargo from inside. “When do you think it will be ready?”

He laid down his hammer and took the break line in both hands. He should have been a surgeon with those hands, or a great artist. Instead his calling and hands had led him here. She wouldn’t entrust her father’s ’74 Bonneville to anyone else.

“Give me a few days.” He grinned at the look on her face. “You want it done right, don’t you?”

“You’re killing me, padre.”

He shrugged. “Consider it your Lent sacrifice.”

“I’m not Catholic.”

“Tell that to Saint Patrick.”

She gifted him a long, slow killing look. “No one likes a wise-ass priest, Bobby. It’s even less attractive in an angel.”

“Then it’s a good job it’s an acceptable trait in a mechanic. Especially in an emergency.” He waved the break line at her. Then he set the part aside, chewing his bottom lip as humor fled. “Who would cut your brakes? And why?”

“I wish I knew.” If they were reduced to such amateurish tactics, the Zone should be safe enough for the time being—for a given value of safe, considering what Carl had been dragging back of late. “We’re sure to find out when they take another swipe at me.”

The door to the south gate was marked with a forlorn Personnel Only sign  hanging by one hinge and opened into a series of tunnels that snaked north through fallen stone arches and abandoned vaults. Despite the occasional rat scurry in the dark, it was a peaceful place, with intermittent shafts of light filtering through street-level grates. No one lived in this particular labyrinth, no plywood shanty villages or musty stone bunkers. This was due to the fact it didn’t exist in the normal scheme of things. A gate had to be opened, and she was one of two people in residence who could do the opening.  

In the center of the switchback tangle of paths a bright cherry flame lit the dark, beckoning like the beating heart of a sleeping dragon. As she reached the stone and brick pit the fire flared in recognition. She reached for the ladle hanging alongside the great iron cauldron and dipped it inside. Steel scraped against iron with little resistance, and she nodded. No matter how low provisions got, they never completely ran out. That was part of the purpose of this place.

The Tree and Flame’s cellar door stood open nearby. Bound in a hollow of space and time, only those truly in need, without harm in their hearts, could find their way to its sanctuary. She ascended the stairs into the kitchen and passed through to the common room.

Aika acknowledged a few regulars as she hung her coat on the peg behind the door. “Stew’s nearly out.”

The old man perched on a stool behind the bar counted a row of stitches in his knitting. “You know how to peel potatoes.”

“So do you.” She reached for her apron where it hung from the pommel of a sword mounted on the wall. There was nothing impressive about the thirty-inch blade—no fancy tooling, a plain hilt, comfortable grip wrapped in black leather thong and anchored by an oblong knob for crushing the occasional passing skull. It served one function, and pretty wasn’t it.

Lightning-blue eyes glanced at her from behind half-moon bifocals. “Mind your superiors, girl. And your elders, while you’re at it.”

She raised an eyebrow. “How old are you, anyway?”

“If I told you it’d put hair on your chest.”

It was all the answer he would ever give her. “Carl wants a word. Sounds like he’s got something dancing under his hat.”

He nodded. “I suppose it’s about the squirrel again.”

“I brought it up, but it wasn’t.” A series of rhythmic knocks tattooed the back wall. They paused their bickering to listen.

“That’s him now.” He slid off his stool with easy grace and folded the unfinished sock in his place. Carl never came in, one of his idiosyncrasies. “Pull me the usual, and I’ll see what he wants. Mind the foam.”

Aika pulled two stouts, poured two whiskies and handed him the tray.

Just another night in the Burnout Zone, nothing unusual at all.

 

Declan Pryce had not gotten a full day’s sleep since a bomb exploded his parents out of existence in the Seven-Year War. So it came as no surprise when nightmares plagued his sleep once again, entangling him in scratchy army blankets and discarded him, spent, onto the shabby rug. He stared into the lowering dark of early evening, sweat plastering hair into his eyes.

When his breathing slowed sufficiently for feeling to return to his limbs, he disentangled himself from the twisted bedding and heaved himself onto the edge of the narrow bed. His shaking hand knocked a water bottle from the bedside table as he reached for it, issuing a muted thud on the area rug. He retrieved it with a murmured curse, experiencing instant relief when the lukewarm liquid settled his stomach.

Knowing sleep would not return, he slouched across his small illegal loft to the bank of computers humming like a beehive in the mellow quiet. A folding table against the wall offered a makeshift kitchenette in the form of an expensive coffee maker and cheap microwave.

“Hello, darlings.” He slid into his worn chair that shrieked like a banshee if he leaned too far back and flipped on the coffee maker. Despite the audible protests of the seat’s bearings, it fit him like a comfortable pair of jeans. 

His three monitors awakened at the sound of his voice, the machines activating their program sequences. He decided to run through CCTV clips captured by his patch into its outmoded system first. A few he saved for later examination—most he discarded. His coffee maker dispensed fresh, strong brew into a plain black ceramic cup as a new string of grainy images began its run. Halfway through he stopped the video stream and restarted it, not certain of what he’d seen. It took three repeated viewings, at slower speeds and narrowly focused pixilation, to confirm with his eyes what his brain did not believe. He replayed it again, coffee cooling with fragrant accusation.

A figure in dark clothes strode down a street in what was not quite the vice district, flickering in the vivid dancing lights of enticements. His or her gait was one of purpose, belied by a hint of absentmindedness only the truly unconcerned could manage. She, he could see now—walked against the crowd, skirting revelers and the human race as a whole. He leaned closer.

She passed an alley and was obviously spooked by what she sensed there, because she inexplicably disappeared.

Quickly, without conscious volition, he re-engaged the link to this particular feed and searched nearby cameras for video from different angles. He was annoyed to find facial-recognition programs could not gather sufficient info to identify the walker.

Finally he found her again, beneath the overhang on a far corner. For a fleeting instant she looked nearly full on into the camera, a sardonic smile twitching the corners of her mouth. He took a snapshot and followed her progress, camera to camera, until she disappeared into the Burnout Zone, where no satellite feed would ever reach again. He exhaled, printed the shot and stuffed his coffee into the microwave. While he waited for it to reheat, he cleared a space on his corkboard and hung the photo among the wild detritus of false hopes and starts. When the microwave dinged he retrieved his coffee and sat back to consider the odd light in her eyes while his mind raced with possibilities.

Had he actually found one? One of the angels or demons who had begun walking the earth during the war? Or was she one of the others, still human, yet more? Demi-human, he called them, for lack of a better term. Part human, part…something else, biding their time until the Horsemen rode. Signs of the approaching apocalypse had been lining up for years, but hardly anyone was paying attention.

He was inclined to believe the latter. There was something ancient in her eyes, a weary but determined set to her closed-off face. He wore the same expression whenever he looked in a mirror.

The Burnout Zone. No one ever went there that didn’t have to. The old bridge was little more than a heap of rubble, its tunnels shelter for a black market of shady business dealings and their dealers, a fringe society of the hopeless and not-entirely-there. He’d gone there once or twice, but it was not an experience he cared to repeat. He frequented his own brand of underground establishments with their unique collection of conspiracy theorists, where the food was better and hygiene more of a priority. Nor had the contents of his pockets ever wandered off in pursuit of their own adventures.

One of his other monitors flashed a black-and-red warning at him, buzzing a computer version of a genteel cough to attract his attention. He spun his chair and tapped a few keys to access the new information.

This one wasn’t from one of his regular channels, rather a back channel he’d rarely seen triggered. It was, in fact, a new bounty activated by someone handled as The Agent.

One guess who the target was.

Once again his coffee was left to cool, abandoned, as his chair spun gently in place.

 

Declan was perfectly accustomed to being ignored. It tended to be a point of pride in his business. The organizations from which he skimmed information didn’t even know they should be looking for him, this anonymous cortex phantom who plucked innocuous facts and tidbits from their stores the way the tooth fairy plucked teeth from beneath pillows without the owner ever waking up.

Now, however, it proved to be something of a problem.

“Excuse me? Sir? Do you know where I can find this woman?” A rack of metal necklaces with homespun pendants swayed as yet another dreg skirted his outstretched arm. “I mean, ma’am. Miss? Sorry.”

“They think you’re private security.”

Declan turned eagerly at this fresh evidence of his own existence. He was beginning to wonder.  “I’m not. Do you know who she is?” He proffered his hand comp hopefully, the grainy image flickering in the orange light of an overhead oil lantern.

The man behind the counter didn’t bother to look up from the chrome headlamp shell he was industriously wiping clean as he shook his thinning blonde head. If anything, he increased his efforts. “Sorry.”

Anger seeped into Declan’s voice, after a long struggle with his patience. “You didn’t even look.”

“Don’t have to. Doesn’t matter.”

“Why the hell not?” And immediately regretted language and tone when he saw the white collar paired with the black shirt. 

The priest set the part down with extraordinary long-fingered hands and infinite care. “Look around you. What do you see?”

Declan shrugged. “I don’t know. Dregs, I suppose.”

The smile on the other man’s face was bittersweet. “These people you call dregs have been run to ground, given up on by nearly everyone. The Burnout Zone is the only haven they have left.”

“Point being?”

“Point being, no one here gives up anyone else. It may be the only rule we’ve got, but it’s ours.”

“Stop messing about with the Obi Wan Kenobi act, will you?” Declan ground out in deliberate tones meant for the slow of thinking. “It’s important I find her before someone else does.”

The priest nodded and went back to his polishing. “I shouldn’t worry about it. She’ll see them coming.”

Two could play it that way. “If you’re so keen on shielding her, shouldn’t someone tell her there’s a bounty on her head?”

He stopped polishing, opting to stare instead. “What? No, impossible.”

Declan wordlessly offered his hand comp once more. This time, to his immense relief, the priest took it.

After a good long look, he handed it back, looking at Declan with new eyes. “You truly mean her no harm?”

“Quite the opposite.”

“Well, I suppose if you’re lying, she’ll be the first to know.” He pointed with his chin since his hands were occupied. “The Tree and Flame. Follow the dinner crowd, you can’t miss it.”

Declan gave the man’s collar a pointed look. “Aren’t you supposed to discourage people going into pubs?”

A wise chuckle. “Far be it from me to deny anyone in this day and age a decent hot meal.”

“Thank you.”

The Tree and Flame wasn’t what he expected. Its long tables and benches were crowded with patrons, though where these people had obtained the money he couldn’t guess. They had no access to the electronic currency that replaced the now defunct paper and coin during the war, had no or non-working birth chips embedded beneath their skin. The dregs of society, hence the name.

An old man sat on a stool behind the bar knitting while a bartender hauled a stew pot of potatoes from the kitchen and dumped them with a muted rumble into a bin. It took him a moment, as she scraped the peel from a poor defenseless tuber as though it had done her personal injury, to recognize her. 

Dark hair—auburn, he could see now in the fiery light of the hearth—in stark contrast to blushing ivory skin, braided neatly and bound in a knot at the back of her head. Not conventionally pretty, by any stretch of the imagination, but she did possess an interesting contrast of characteristics that pigeonholed her into the young, freshly attractive category. High cheekbones in an otherwise round face, lush curves and long torso on a figure uncompromisingly short. There was something about the way she stood beneath the sheathed sword mounted on the wall behind her that made him want to take inventory of all vital organs, so he would know if any turned up missing later.

In that moment her gaze found his in the dim room, the hearth fire threw shadows across the low ceiling of carved, thick-twining tree roots, and the entire place went dark.


Chapter Two

Aika vaulted over the bar as her patrons moved and talked excitedly around her. She could just make out the pale line of his jaw, the shadow delineated by the cut of his black pea coat. He was much taller than most, dwarfing her by a full foot, and long-limbed with it. She slipped behind him and stuck the business end of her makeshift weapon in the small of his back.

“Who the hell are you?” 

His spine arched away from her, settled reluctantly as she dug further. “There’s a bounty on your head,” he breathed, hardly daring to.

Long Irish vowels snaked around him like smoke. “And you’re here to collect, is that it?”

“Only to warn. You’re in danger, and so is everyone in this bar, everyone in the market. They’ve found you.”

“Really. We’ll see about that.” She shoved him forward. “Walk. All the way to the bar.”

He walked, got tripped up on someone’s bench, and continued walking. All the way to the bar.

“Palms topside. Go on.”

Shocking blue eyes gleamed in the fire-lit dark. At first Declan thought he might be looking into a mirror, but soon realized they belonged to the old man.

“Check the Flame,” he growled. “I’ll watch your friend.”

There was soft movement behind him as she moved away, barely discernible. Then she was gone, a slightly lighter silhouette melting in the black, and he could breathe again. He hadn’t realized the human kidney could twist so far out of reach of imminent stabbing.

“Did you know about this?” the old man demanded.

Declan shook his head. “Bounty came through a few hours ago. Took me this long to find her.”

A grizzled hand reached forward and grasped the pendant dangling around his neck. “I see.”

She returned after a long, uncomfortable quiet as they waited for her verdict. She shook her head, just as the lights came on again. “That was close,” she said to the old man. Then she turned a fierce, sapphire-emerald glare upon Declan. “How did you find me?”

“CCTV feed.”

The old man raised an eyebrow at her. “You’re slipping, my girl.”

She shrugged off the criticism, spilt beer no use crying over. “Did Carl mention anything?”

“Only that a new government initiative was voted in today—to clean up the Burnout Zone, if you please. Apparently the presence of the dregs mar its tourist-drawing landscape.”

“Sounds as though we need another chat with Carl.”

“I’ll see to it.” He nodded toward Declan as he left. “He carries the mark.”

Declan flexed his fingers against the polished wood of the bar. “Can I move now?”

She looked at him in the distrustful manner of a fastidious housewife who’d spotted dust on a host’s mantle but didn’t like to point it out. “If you like.”

He sat with relief, though he was careful not to make any sudden movements. To his surprise she poured two whiskies and shoved one his direction, taking the other for herself. “Thanks.”

“Tell me about this bounty.”

“It’s sponsored by someone called The Agent.” Her face closed off even further, if that were possible. “What’d you do to piss him off?”

“Them. Dreamtech.” She crossed her arms and pointed her chin in the direction of the crowded bar. “Not just me. All of us. You heard the old man. I’m just the one who looks out for them.”

“I don’t play by their rules, either, but you don’t see me collecting bounties from mega conglomerates.”

She cocked a challenging brow. “Maybe you should try harder.”

He cocked one back. “Maybe you should be more careful.”

Holding his steady gaze, she released her weapon onto the counter. He stared at the potato peeler in disbelief before turning his incredulity on her.

Her mouth quirked at one corner. “Don’t look so disappointed. I still could have killed you.” 

Then she further twisted him about by pouring a beer and setting it before him by way of emphasis. He stared at the pale rose liquid foaming in its glass with gentle invitation. “I figured you for a red.”

After a moment he pulled the glass into the protective curve of his arms. Of course she was right.

 

When the old man returned from his search with a shake of his head, Aika reached for the great bell on its shelf and rang it overhead. “I’m sure you’ve guessed we’re having a bit of a situation tonight,” she called over the groans and grumblings. “We’ll put a keg in the pit for you and a kettle on the fire, but we need to sort this out.”

The bar slowly emptied as she cleared dishes and put the big iron kettle on to boil in the kitchen. By the time it was ready, they were the only three left. Aika didn’t look at him, this stranger in their midst, though she felt him shooting glances at her with eyes that saw far too much. He was the embodiment of all her weaknesses. Tall, lithe, ink black hair and eyes of devil’s blue—with all the temptation implied. For a startling moment she felt a pang for her Jamie-boy, who’d had the same smile, hesitant at first but then lighting up the room with the power of a small galaxy.

She escaped back into the kitchen and shifted a dolly under a keg, hauled the piping kettle atop the pile along with the tap, and shoved the lot into the cellar and out the door. She settled the keg in a corner and moved the kettle to the grate over the fire pit. There she braced her hands on the rim and stared down into the fire as though it offered answers to questions she lacked the courage to ask.

The Agent. It was what she called him in the secret part of her mind. How long had it been? 

She’d truly believed they were going to do it right. Really protect them from the effects of the war just passed, prepare them for the war yet to come.  Dreamtech, military subcontractor, harbinger of dreams.

Of nightmares. Only no one knew it yet.

They were also the architects of the biosphere, in part due to her work with their head of security.  And now they were looking for her. It could only mean they were up to something again, and they didn’t want her in the way. Or, they wanted her back.

She looked in the cauldron again. It was full. Her mouth skewed to one side in an ironic smile as she turned away. She tapped the keg with more force than was strictly necessary and returned to the pub as the dregs came out of the shadows to continue their interrupted meal.

The old man and the newcomer had gathered at the end of a table with drinks and a tangible aura of challenge to negotiate between them. She took her place next to the old man and waited.

Declan didn’t back down under her razor-edge regard. “If I found you, it’s only a matter of time before they do too.”

“He’s right.” In place of his perpetual knitting, the old man had opted for the potatoes. Probably to stop her using the peeler in cold blood. “It’s fight-or-flight time, my girl.”

Aika found herself gazing at the sword on the wall behind the bar, innocuous in its sheath. Tonight it seemed to fill the room. She shook herself free of its hold. “There’s nowhere to go.”

“Try one of the gates.”

She shook her head. “Nearest one’s miles away, and my ride’s out of commission.” Convenient, that. She could move through the between, but not return home unless it was through a stone circle and her family could retrieve her. A consequence of the choice she made during the war.

Declan didn’t know what made him say it. The words escaped before he could capture them. “Stay with me.” He shrugged off the heat of their joint stares. “They’re apparently not interested in me. My place should be safe enough for the time being.”

“For the time being,” she echoed.

“Don’t knock it,” the old man chided in tones she knew only too well.

She raised her eyebrows at him. “You’re joking.”

“It may be your only option at this point. You need time to regroup and think.”

“You don’t actually trust him? He could have gotten that cross anywhere.”

Declan didn’t appreciate being spoken of as though he were a recalcitrant houseplant. “It was my mother’s.”

“See? His mother’s. Can’t argue with that.”

Aika rolled her eyes and poured herself another shot of whiskey, knocking it back. “I’ll go somewhere on my own. I don’t need protection.”

The old man scowled. “No, but they do. Don’t get yourself killed over pride.”

“It’s not pride. It’s practicality. What if my presence gets him killed instead?”

“He has resources with which to defend himself. He made it this far. But you’ll bring the dragon down on our heads if you stay, and we’re not ready for it.”

She narrowed lantern-lit ocean eyes at him. “You watching over us again, old man?”

He went back to his peeling, smug. “It was my job long before it was yours.”

That’s what it came down to, really. She didn’t trust Declan, but she trusted the old man. His wisdom was born of an infinity of experience and a natural inclination to see the scattered patterns of the now merging into the kaleidoscope images of the future. If he said this was no time to fight, she believed him. But damn, she hated retreat, strategic or otherwise.

 

Half an hour later Aika and Declan trooped along the tumbled-down labyrinth tunnels, Declan on her heels lest he end up lost. The waves of distrust flowing in her wake told him she wouldn’t lose much sleep over his disappearance.

“Where exactly are we? Still in the old Underground?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then where?”

She stopped, causing him to slip on a wet patch of stone if he didn’t want to fall over her. “Why did you come here tonight?”

“To warn you,” he repeated. He thought they’d established this already.

She turned, her eyes gleaming strangely in the dim light of her torch. “But why look for me in the first place?”

He’d hoped to have more time before this discussion reared its ugly head. “I wasn’t looking for you, exactly. Just…someone.”

“Someone like me.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He searched for words, but found them fleeing in all directions beyond his desperate grasp. “I thought they…you…might be able to help.”

“Help?”

“Isn’t that the sort of thing you do?” His voice was a velvet purr in the dark.

Aika couldn’t believe his audacity. Her beam of light swung back in the direction of the pub. “For them,” she said. 

“This is for them too. Please.”

She looked way up into blue eyes that hoarded even the smallest, weakest light for their own, but couldn’t read them. This was unusual enough to intrigue her despite her inclination to leave him where he stood.

She reached for the slim silver chain around his neck, pulling the small cross from beneath his black shirt. The diamond-shaped coil in the center shone like mother of pearl. “Your mother?”

“She was a healer.”

She turned away and resumed her forced march from the haven she and the old man had made after the war. “I hope your couch is comfortable.”

They passed through a relatively intact barrel vault in silence, where the atmosphere opened and air began to flow. A thin veneer of moonlight washed clean the cement steps leading up into the outside world. 

Her boots made rhythmic slaps as she hurried up into the Burnout Zone. Together they navigated a path through the jumbled streets only she could intuit. This is where the worst of it had been, through multiple assaults that destroyed everything in its path. It made him uncomfortable to be here, quite apart from the abandoned, oversized child’s game of blocks around them. It felt like failure, devastating and complete.

She stopped when the streets weren’t so uneven, where more than a few of the buildings remained upright. The cross at St. Paul’s stood stark against the indigo sky in the distance, with the pearly, nearly invisible sheen of the biosphere overhead. “This’ll do.”

“For what? I’m across the river.”

“Blackfriars?”

“Waterloo.”

She closed her eyes, picturing it. “Right.” 

He nearly jumped out of his skin when she took his hand. Her skin burned with an inherent heat that seemed to grow with every heartbeat. “What are you—

“Hold on to that cross of yours. And me.”

“I don’t—

Too late. 

They entered the crushing pressure of between, Declan’s ears ringing as he moved with primordial slowness, clenching tight to her hand.

Release was sudden and electrifying. He collapsed onto the pavement down the road from his loft, hands digging into the asphalt with pain that equaled relief. Wind passed through the trees across the road, which he knew to be impossible. The biosphere shielded the city from the atmosphere; it didn’t lend itself to environmental conceits. 

He looked up into her still face, glowing in the intermittent light of a buzzing streetlight. Her eyes were unreadable, keeping her secrets.

“Let’s not do that again,” he said, pushing himself to his feet, unfolding his long spine until it creaked.

She gave him the first genuine smile in his brief if eventful experience of her. “Spoilsport.”

 

Declan’s loft wasn’t what Aika expected. She wasn’t sure what, exactly, she’d expected, but this wasn’t it. A scrubby gray corduroy sofa that wouldn’t have been out of place in the pricier section of the black market dominated the back brick wall. A side wall was lined end to end with mismatched industrial shelving loaded down with stacks of notebooks, stripped computers, neatly organized boxes and bins of parts. The floor was studded with a threadbare rug here and there between mottled concrete pillars. She set her duffel and pack on the floor.

“Sorry it’s only the couch.”

 “No matter.” She moved to the tall, dingy windows. Dreamtech’s peak protruded in the distance, way over in what was once Hyde Park, now the new industrial block. The source of the biosphere. Its electric glow reminded her of the all-seeing eye on the back of the old American dollar bill. 

 “Hungry?”

She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

He took his seat at his computer bank, moving aside a cold cup of coffee. Now that he had her, it was plain he wasn’t quite sure what to do with her.

Aika sensed his discomfort. “Suppose you let me in on this brilliant plan of yours. You do have a plan?”

“Thing is, I’ve had a lot of plans over the years, but they’ve all come up against one fatal hitch.”

“And that is?”

“Dreamtech’s security. Get past that, we have a chance of bringing it down. Bring down Dreamtech’s security, bring down Dreamtech.”

Aika turned to the windows once more, focusing on that distant, candlewick point. “They recruited me once. Years ago.”

Dec stared at her, stunned. “What?”

“I really thought they might do what they promised, you know? Be the good guys. Protect people. They’d made their money ten times over as military subcontractors, had the power and resources needed to remake the necessary government when the old one hashed it.”

“You worked for them?”

“More fool I.” She leaned her temple against the cool, dusty window. “You asked me what I’d done to piss them off. I tested the security system designed by their brilliant wunderkind, the one meant for their new headquarters.”

“And?”

“The Second Blitz came.”

“Then the biosphere, in time for the refugee surge.”

“I disappeared.” She leaned against the brick façade and tilted her head back, eyes closed. Weary to the marrow.

“What did they take from you? Besides your illusions.”

She looked at him. Wondered if she should tell him. 

“It was my parents,” he offered when she remained silent. “They took my parents.”

The corner of her mouth twitched, there and gone again. “My parents are alive and well a long way from here.”

“Who’s the old man, your grandfather?”

“Something like that.”

“They’ve beefed up security since your tenure. And they’re watching you now. The only way, the best way, is to take it down from inside.”

“A whistle-blower?” She pushed her spine from the wall. “I burned those bridges a long time ago.”

“There has to be a way.”

“Say we find some poor bastard willing to sacrifice everything. Then what?”

Declan lifted the chain from around his neck and held it out to her. She took it gently in her hands. The cross flirted with an opalescent shine. “I’ve been working on this program—virus, really. But it needs upper-level security clearance to spread.”

“And what is this wee cough of yours supposed to do?”

“It takes down the biosphere. Spread far enough, it takes down the others as well.”

She stared at him.

He warmed to his subject. “Think about it. We know what Dreamtech’s info mongers say is out there. We know the popular rumors, the conspiracy theories. But where’s the proof of any of it? Nothing that can be independently corroborated.”

“So we just take it down?”

“Why not? What have we got to lose?”

“How about everything? If there’s even a kernel of truth in any of it, we’re all dead.”

He scooted over. “Come see this.”

She watched as he accessed his files, one right after the other in rapid succession, images and reports and who knew what else. “These are studies I managed to siphon from the lower levels. Soil samples, oxygen tests—a whole gamut over the last ten years.”

It took a moment for her to realize what he was saying. “Are you saying there’s a way beyond the biosphere?”

“That’s not all.” He pulled up more reports. “Sometimes it’s in the little things that slip through. In 2012 the world population was marked at something like seven billion. It was predicted to grow by twenty percent by now.”

“Did it?” She knew the answer, but wanted to hear him say it.

“We have forty-two major cities left in the world. The population is marked conservatively at five hundred million worldwide. London is number forty-two at about six and half.”

“Not including the dregs.”

“Ah, but they don’t count, do they?” He leaned back, all long limbs and sly smile. Jamie’s smile.

“We’ll make them count.” She forced her reeling mind to focus. “Tell me more about the population.”

He spun through more reports, flicking them up on separate monitors. “Instead of growing by twenty-two percent, we’re down thirty-seven from non war–related deaths. Birth rates alone have dropped significantly.”

“How significantly?”

He watched her avid face in the light of his monitors, phosphorescent light leeching what little color blushed her skin to give her a lovely, if eerie, spectral glow. “Significantly enough that if they continue to drop at the current rate in twenty years’ time there’ll only be a few thousand births a year.”

Aika heard the words he didn’t say. In fifty years, would there be any births at all? “Keep working,” she said softly, turning away. “I need to think.”

He had to be content with that, for the time being. 

 

Aika awakened with her head and heart pounding. After an unsteady moment she grasped it was actually the door. She looked around for Declan but he had apparently dematerialized. She made it to the door on the second try and tugged it open. She blinked stupidly at the person on the other side.

“Carl?” It was a strange time to realize she was standing in her socks. What the hell happened to her boots?

“There’s trouble,” Carl said. “In the market.”

She didn’t think. She just went.

After she found her boots.

 

Aika expected a Catherine Wheel of chaos when she stumbled out of between and sprinted to the black market. Instead she found business as usual, a few customers giving her odd looks. She stepped along the main stretch on the balls of her feet as though it were landmined, searching for the trouble Carl described. He had refused to travel by her methods, so she decided to confer with Bobby. Despite appearances she felt the wrong note, the string trembling right before the inevitable snap. Her gut instinct sensed the shadow stalking her, felt the eyes marking her path.

She should have gone to the gate, even if it meant walking.

Aika breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of Bobby at the entrance to his vault workshop, realigning an axel chain and up to his elbows in grease, tools scattered across his counter with distracted abandon. He hadn’t even put his hammer away from the day before. 

“Bobby—

The mechanic priest unfolded his lean frame, wiping his hands. His cornflower eyes shifted from her to a point over her right shoulder.

A figure half in silhouette flickered past the corner of her eye. Without thinking, she snatched the nearest object from the counter and pivoted to face the threat.

Topaz eyes in a satin chocolate face slid like water from her careful expression to the gleaming object balanced in her hand. “Perhaps I was remiss in not keeping in touch,” he said in the deliberate, precise tones of one who has worked at it, “but I hardly think my negligence justifies assault by…” A bemused smile twitched his full mouth. “Whatever that is.”

Aika glanced down. A slender metal cylinder protruded from her fist, cool metal against the sweat damp heat of her fingers. “Socket wrench,” she answered with a mental groan. “Want to see how it works?”

“Perhaps another time.” He clasped his hands behind his back, still smiling. The Viking and his small dark companion from the alley the previous night appeared at either side behind him. “None of my…sockets…require wrenching at the moment.”

Two lithe, loping shadows lumbered around her in a crescent-moon formation. Shimmering tawny eyes, long jaws, long everything. Postures awkward in the way of animals not accustomed to standing upright on two legs. Startled, frightened cries went up around her.

Carrion demons. Half hellhound, half reanimated corpse of one of the lower forms of filth who stripped battlefields and their victims of valuables. Slavering, slathering trackers who didn’t sleep or eat or stop until they found their prey. Impossible to shake until their master ordered otherwise. Aika’s grip tightened. Nothing short of decapitation or pure light would banish a carrion demon, but she could make it more difficult to follow orders. “Sure? It’ll only take a moment, and you can impress your friends at the next office party.”

The Agent opened his mouth to make some pithy response.

Carrion demons were fast. Aika was faster. “Bobby!”

Moving the entire lot of them into the between was beyond her capabilities. Even if it weren’t, she needed a destination with a safe buffer between them and innocents. Mechanic priest Bobby may be, right now she needed his more seraphic skills. When the socket wrench struck one demon between the eyes like bit of localized lightning, searing white light flooded their tiny patch of hell. The demon toppled back into the light, its aura of black mist shredding like burnt feathers. A sonic boom wavered the boundary around them, causing all but the Agent to stagger.

She grabbed the next tool a bare moment before it was too late. The remaining, snarling demon launched for her like a striking panther. She put her shoulder down and the demon in a headlock, weapon hand swinging the heavy wooden length up and around. It stuck.

The Agent put a palm up to stop his companions. They looked one another in the eye. With the deliberation of a samurai sliding their sword from its sheath she pulled the claw end of the hammer from the demon’s face with an eye-popping squelch.

A refined chuckle. “You always were resourceful.” 

Aika dropped the howling demon at her feet and stepped over it, kicking it back into the light with another aural explosion that shook the ground. Angelic light had that effect on demon kind. “Apparently not enough. What are you doing here?”

He offered his hand, manicured and pristine. “Offering you a job.”

Aika raised an eyebrow. “We’ve had this conversation before.”

He lowered his hand again, tucking it with the other behind his back. “Before I hadn’t the appropriate motivation.”

“By which you mean leverage.” Her eyes took note of the men behind him, the smoking demon corpses. “All this for little ol’ me?” She clucked her tongue. “Seems a little overkill. I don’t know whether to be flattered or insulted.”

“Flattered, by all means. We’re not taking any chances.”

“You’re taking a chance with my temper. You have no right to this place, and these people don’t matter to you.”

“Ah, but they mean everything to you, don’t they?” His expression was pitying. “It must be lonely, with only these…dregs…mewling about your heels like a pack of stray cats.”

“I’m hardly alone.”

“How is the old man these days?”

“Keeping well, as always. Shall we pay him a visit?” She smiled. “But of course you can’t, can you? You have harm in your heart.”

“Not for them, I assure you. At least, not at the moment.”

“Don’t tell me you’re still rankling about that, all this time? You don’t half carry a grudge, do you?”

“The past is past. However, I do have my orders.” The milky light shielding them from the black market turned his glittering eyes colorless, as though he looked at the world through diamonds. “It’s best you come quietly. We wouldn’t want a panic when the shield fades, do we?”

“And if I say no?”

“Let’s not waste time playing games. We know all too well what the other is capable of, and you can’t manage your little parlor trick within the Zone or your friend’s shield.”

“I have more than one trick up my sleeve.” Of course, he had probably come up with ways to use her second best even she hadn’t considered. He could think his way through a child’s crazy straw without once bumping his elbows.

Which left her last resort. 

“I have no doubt. But while you’re marshaling your resources it’s only a push of a button for me to summon more carrions. While I have no intention of harming anyone at this juncture, intentions can change. I know where they are now, and they don’t stand a chance without you.” His eyes sparked. “This is the one time you shouldn’t endeavor to play the hero.”

She filled every syllable with as much contempt as she could manage. “I’ve never played the hero. I’ve only ever done my job.”

His gaze flickered once more to the bloody hammer in her hand. “No real weapon, I notice. It’s not like you to be without your dance partner.”

“I’ve retired the act. Haven’t needed it in years.”

“Shame. You were always at your most lovely with a naked blade in your hand.”

“Funny. I never felt lovelier than when I was tearing your security system to shreds. Did you ever manage to get it right?”

“Why don’t we find out?”

“Why don’t you go to hell?”

A sigh of genuine regret. “And we were getting on so well too. Almost like old times.” The corner of his full mouth twitched up, reveling in a secret shared. “Don’t concern yourself with your new friend. I’m not the jealous sort.”

Aika spared one fleeting thought for Declan before she was knocked unconscious from behind, the hammer slipping from her hand.


Chapter Three

Declan shouldered his way past the front door, his hands full with bags of takeaway curry. A certain echoing nothing told him the loft was empty. “Aika?” he called, despite the evidence of his own eyes. 

The couch where she’d fallen asleep was unoccupied, her boots gone from the floor where he’d placed them side by side. 

He dropped the food and bolted as if all the demons of hell snapped at his heels.

The black market appeared to be just coming down from some sort of crisis, its patrons and vendors calmed but still anxious. He recognized a familiar blond head bobbing above the discord with the aplomb only a priest could manage in the circumstances.

“Where is she?” he demanded by way of greeting.

Bobby turned. His bleak expression told him everything he needed to know. 

“They found her.” Declan wanted to bite off his own tongue in an effort to catch back the words. He followed this winner for statement-of-the-obvious award with the second runner-up. “Why didn’t you do anything?”

Bobby’s eyebrows lifted. “And risk all these people? She wouldn’t thank me in a hurry.”

“Have you any idea where they’ve gone?”

An infuriating shake of the head. “None.”

If he weren’t a priest, Declan would have knocked him flat. “You’re bloody useless, you know that?”

Declan navigated his way through the troubled crowds to the pub and through its door, the lights dim, its tables crammed with bodies and voices and all the stink this state of affairs implied. He elbowed his way to the bar and the old man.

“They’ve got her.”

He glanced up from his knitting through lowered bifocals. “Well?”

Declan wasted a precious moment in gaping. “We’ve got to do something.”

The old man recounted interrupted stitches, continued working with his large hands. “What do you suggest?”

“What do you think I came to you for?”

This elicited a put-upon sigh as he knotted his current section of emerald yarn and picked loose the end from a spool of fuzzy white. “Look around you, lad. I can’t leave them.” He pointed at the younger man with one of his steel needles, its point gleaming good-natured malevolence. “Did you really think you were still in the world here?”

Declan gritted his teeth. “I’m only human. What can I possibly do?”

“You underestimate yourself, my boy.” A fatherly chuckle. “You are one of the few to find her, in all this time. Is it really out of the realm of possibility that you might be able to find her again?”

He stared at the old man, breath coming hard and harsh. “What are you?”

“Neither angel nor demon.”

“I guessed that much, thank you.” A flash of electric blue eyes reminded him to keep a respectful tongue in his head. “I need to know.”

The old man regarded him as though wondering if he could knit Declan’s mouth shut. “Our family comes from a time—and a place—” he waved his free needle about to indicate the pub around them, “—before such neat classifications. A time when a man’s deeds revered him to his people, and our dear Brighid was a woman of uncommon compassion and wisdom, but a woman nonetheless, rather than a saint.” A nod toward the pendant dangling from Declan’s neck. “I’d gather your mum knew something of it.”

This confused him more than anything else. “What has my mother got to do with anything?”

“She was a healer? I imagine she was an extraordinary woman in her own right, with an extraordinary gift?”

Declan swallowed. “She could make pain seem to disappear with a touch and a smile.”

The old man nodded sagely. “And you inherited her mark.”

“Are you saying my mother was…” He tried to form the words from thin air with his hands.

“Human, but gifted. Touched by a saint, you could say.”

“Wait. You knew her?”

He held his knitting to the light. “I’m an old man, with entirely too much time on my hands. It’s my job to know what my family is up to, otherwise there’d be no respect.” He lowered the afghan, eyes striking Declan’s numb brain back into action. “I should try Westminster, if I were you.”

Declan ran all the way home, swearing every step of the way. He only hoped his surveillance systems had succeeded once more where it had been pure chance they had done the first time.

After this was over, he vowed to mind his own bloody business, and steer clear of women with crotchety, nosy old relatives and secret smiles.

 

Aika came to slowly, neck and shoulders strained with the inordinate heaviness of her head. The cool, dry musty odor of unclean tile filled her sinuses until she longed to sneeze, while chill metal numbed her hands from wrist to fingertip. Icy metal froze through the plain cotton of her underwear. She stretched bare toes experimentally against the filthy floor. Water dripped delicately in the deep dark. Otherwise all was silence. 

“And so we begin again.” The Agent strolled from the shadows, hands still clasped behind his back as though they lived there. He stood a pace or two before her, admiring the sight of her stripped and shackled to the metal chair, illuminated by a weak shaft of watery moonlight.

She lifted her head with infinite care as it pounded from one side to the other. “Where are my clothes?” Her voice barely made it past her dusty throat, her swollen tongue. How long had she been out?

He extended elegant fingers to the burning stickiness at the side of her head. “I told them they must take care with head injuries. I must apologize, it seems you have a minor concussion.”

Grand, just what she needed. “My clothes?”

“They’re right here for when you’re ready to leave.” He patted the neatly folded pile on a folding table she could just make out as her eyes adjusted.

She swallowed. Always obliging, he lifted a glass of surprisingly fresh water to her parchment lips. “All that’s left then is for you to unlock these manacles, and I can be on my way.”

He pulled a second chair forward with a head-splitting shriek and sat across from her as though taking his rightful seat at the opera. “I rather thought you’d have no trouble freeing yourself.” He crossed one leg over the other and brushed imaginary lint from his pant leg, waiting.

When she remained silent, he continued in conversational tones. “This does take me back. I’d have a chess set brought, but I’m afraid I don’t have time for a game.”

Aika endeavored to shrug in her awkward hunch. “I never had much patience for it anyway.” She looked around with polite interest in an attempt to gather a better sense of her surroundings. “Are your masters here, too, or are they monitoring the situation from a safe distance?”

He gave her an enigmatic smile that would have been at home on the face of a sphinx. “No need to be shy. Other than my assistants and a few cameras we are quite alone.” He cocked his head to one side. “Do go on, please.” Pause. “Just one little ascension?”

“I hate to disappoint you, but truth be told I never fully mastered the technique to begin with. Never had to.”

“Perhaps a lesser demonstration, then? You need only free yourself and you can go, with my compliments.”

The lie sat between them like a housecat washing its paws. He knew it. She knew it. “Mind if I borrow a hair pin? I appear to be fresh out.”

He waved his hand comp at her. “Not so easy as that, I’m afraid. The manacles will only open with my security code. No?” He sighed. “You used to be a great deal more fun. Very well. Perhaps a more aggressive method of motivation is in order. Gentlemen, if you would be so kind.”

The mismatched pair from the other night emerged from the dark. The dark one pushed a metal cart before him like a waiter with a dessert cart—only instead of expensive delicacies it carried a far more sinister form of entertainment.

The Agent turned his back on her and started to walk away.

Aika smiled, a little sad. “It won’t work, you know.” He paused, back and shoulders military rigid. “Ascension comes from willing sacrifice. But you’ve never understood that, have you?”

He remained still, considering her words, then disappeared without comment.

She exhaled. “You heard him, lads. Let’s get on with it.”

It was worse than she expected, but nothing she hadn’t endured before.

 

The simulation chamber smelled like recycled air, stale but not wholly unpleasant. Turbines whirred overhead, muffling the dusty silence in cotton wool. Aika burrowed her toes into the façade of sleek blue steel and obsidian glass a bare inch from her nose and reached for the next handhold. A general aura of déjà vu made her shake her head in puzzlement, as though to shake the original memory loose.

She looked across the fabricated expanse to her companion. She swore she could see his eyes glitter from here. “Why shouldn’t they fight?” she said into her mouthpiece. “It’s their homes, their lives—their world.”

He heaved himself over the ledge for a breather before the next section. The programming was his own, and particularly vicious. Even he didn’t know which pitfalls would trigger at any given moment. “Yes, and look what they’ve done with it.”

A breeze that bore little resemblance to fresh air blew a tendril of hair into her face. She tugged it away with casual, if infinite, care. “You’re exaggerating.”

“You’re naïve.” He walked catlike along the ledge and reached down to lend a hand. “It’s best we handle it. Besides, the meek inherit the Earth, do they not?”

“Have you seen a battlefield after the dust settles?” Aika considered the next expanse, stretching her back.

A resounding thud shook dust from overhead. The bombardment had started again.

“What do you think?” he asked, as though a garbage lorry had pulled into a nearby alley, or construction were taking place round the corner. An annoyance to be tolerated, nothing more. “The cable, perhaps?” He fingered the high-tensile, retractable cable at his waist.

“Not if we work diagonally to the left.” Aika resumed her climb in the manner of one for whom the abyss yawning below held larger fears than a mere tumble to a messy death.

“If you could choose?”

She moved rhythmically now, getting into her stride, muscles stretching with satisfying liquidity and the occasional twinge of overexertion. “I don’t get a choice.”

“But if you did?”

She sucked in a breath as the window beneath her fingertips disappeared, though the smooth glass still cast a deceptive reflection. She swore and sidestepped to the next row on the left. “Humanity. And freedom.”

He snorted, or perhaps it was a grunt of effort. “Freedom to starve? To die of disease, to live in poverty?”

“Freedom to live, to love. To make your own destiny.” She stared at her dim reflection in the black glass. “Everyone should have a choice.”

“Have you ever loved?” he asked softly.

The question was not like him. “Once.” She kept moving, as though to get it over with as soon as possible. He took the hint.

The steel rim slipped through her grip. It was there, she could touch it—she simply failed to keep hold of it. Nor could she progress. It was either fall or go on hanging in space until gravity chose for her. She craned her neck to her companion, cocking an eyebrow.

“A choice,” he murmured. “To die in fear, or live without pain and suffering. Even love, if it is forever.”

“You call that living?”

Aika let go.

She tumbled in freefall like a spider spinning a web, filled with a strange and terrifying euphoria. They had been two thirds of the way to the peak, but now she plummeted, arms outstretched, the passage of her fall whistling between her fingers.

One after another, windows exploded outward in violent domino effect. Shattered glass pricked her skin like diamonds and ice. She tucked her head and rolled, breathing calm, heartbeat slowed until she could feel the tension between here and there. A gentle nudge between one heartbeat and the next, drawn out in a timeless moment. She inhaled sharply, drew shadow around her like a favorite blanket, and pushed.

Like a swimmer propelling to the surface of a rippling lake, Aika erupted on the other side of the cascading glass. Her hand flung out above her head, cable spiraling out into space. For a horrified instant she thought the claws wouldn’t catch, but then they did and she swung high, higher, highest. At the apex of the cable’s length she released the claw, the line retracting as she landed on delicate feet a good hundred yards above her falling point. He regarded her with unreadable scrutiny.

“Avoid death in immortality while the world passes you by?” she breathed, adrenaline pulsing through her like fine wine. “Or risk death in order to live?”

 

Aika’s entire body throbbed, causing rivulets of blood to course along the valleys of curves and muscles of her bent form. Welts and cuts covered her body, burning like the fire of the Flame as her wounds struggled to heal.

They really shouldn’t have stopped. And they definitely shouldn’t have left her alone.

The Agent was right. She had little trouble freeing herself. Muscles strained to the breaking point as she lifted her head. Her lungs constricted against searing heat, enflaming every molecule of her existence. Her torturers had certainly cut it fine.

It took time to slow her heartbeat. If they were still watching on camera they were going to be sorely disappointed. Her breathing deepened, flowed like water into her gut to circulate in reserve. One hand after another she pushed herself upright with excruciating care. She wrapped herself in comforting dark, hovering on the breathless brink of between, and pushed herself past her manacles, falling to her hands and knees on the cool grimy floor with a small cry. She hadn’t been sure it would work, but she needed to conserve her energy for the real thing.

It took an age to crawl to the table and grip the edge, to pull herself to her feet. Getting dressed took longer, the wounds on her shaking fingers reopening with the effort of buckling her boots. The button on her trousers kept slipping through their blood-slick hold. Finally, she got them fastened. The cotton of her shirt stuck to the worst of her hurts, the pools of drying blood on her back and torso.

The darkness around her began to fray with her tenuous control, and she made a monumental effort to pull it together again, only have it begin to shred once more. She hadn’t much time. He would get impatient to see what she was about, half in shadow as she was.

In a Herculean last burst of energy she ran for the windows covered in yellowed, peeling newspaper, offering only a fall of dim gray light by which to see. She dove headlong for its thin promise of freedom, glass blossoming in all directions as she crashed through. She sailed through the air, using her momentum to push her way fully into between…

She nearly made it. Then pain erupted and she lost control, tumbling into the frigid, fetid river below.

 

Declan thundered down the stairs of his building, boots making enough noise to warn of the impending arrival of the Four Horsemen. It had taken time he didn’t really have, but he’d located a possible sighting near the old Whitehall building.

He skidded to a halt in the lobby and tore open the security door, but was unable to proceed further. A broken, bloody heap lay crumpled on the concrete before him, shallow breaths the only evidence of life slipping away by the moment.

How in hell had she made it all the way here from wherever she’d been broken? He stooped and slipped his arms beneath Aika, her limbs hanging like limp noodles, head weighed back by the bloody morass of her hair. He hurried back up the stairs and crashed through his door, slamming it shut behind him as she began to shake. Shallow wounds that looked as though they may have begun to heal reopened and bled anew.

He laid her at the bottom of his shower cubicle and ripped her boots off, cranked up the water as hot as it would go. He slid out of his own boots and crawled into the shower with her fully clothed. He pulled her into a cradle made of his long legs and arms and held her under the steaming water, pushing matted hair from her face until she stopped shaking.

She began to cough in rough, racking spasms. He turned her onto her side, murmuring soothing sounds as she spewed rank river water from her lungs, hands braced on the stained tile. Blood ran in watercolor streams down her arms and swirled into the rusted drain.

He held onto her until the last tremors faded and she was able to move on her own. “Can you stand?”

She propped herself up on the second try. “I’m fine.” Her voice rasped as though she’d swallowed gravel. She leaned on him as he leveraged them both more or less upright. He was so tall he nearly lifted her from her feet. Despite her claims to the contrary, she started to shudder again from the effort.

His fingers tucked under the hem of her ruined shirt and peeled it from the congealing wounds covering her back and torso in painful inches. Her fingers clawed into his wet shirt.

“I’m sorry, but we’ve got to get these off you.”

She nodded, gasped as the bruise-colored cotton finally came loose with a final effort and he was able to pull it over her head.

Her trousers proved worse than her shirt. He pulled the sodden leather down past hips and thighs leeched of color to blue-veined corpse white. She braced her hands on his shoulders so she could step out of them one leg at a time.

Declan caught his breath when he saw her. No doubt under all the cuts, abrasions, bruises and blood she was lovely. As she hunched shivering in the boiling water in what had once been white undergarments that stuck to her skin, it was impossible to tell beyond a general form. “What did they do to you?” he demanded, voice rough.

She shook her head with a game smile. “You really don’t want to know.”

She was right. He didn’t. “Come on. Off with the rest so we can get you cleaned up.”

Aika leaned against his chest, heart hammering in her ears, mercifully drowning out all but the sound of the shower. He released her bra and slid it from her shoulders with all the sexuality of a military medic preparing a patient for emergency care. But his hands soothed in silent apology, strong and warm on her lacerated skin, his quiet strength seeping into her marrow. Without him, she might not have been able to cope.

His thumbs slipped past the elastic of her underwear and pulled the cotton down over her thighs, where the garment fell of its own accord. She could sense his diligence in not looking at her more than he had to, either out of consideration for her modesty or because the extent of the damage reached proportions not inappropriate for a bad horror movie.

“You need stitches.” 

The latter, then. She shook her head and inhaled a shaky breath. “It’ll heal. Always does.”

He wisely kept his doubt between his teeth as he sponged her gently clean, the combination of the porous surface and hot water stinging. Then he washed her hair, pausing at the matted blood at the side of her head.

“You’ve a head wound.” He parted her hair to determine its severity.

“A mild concussion.” She pressed against his solid warmth as he massaged her scalp, wrung the sudsy water from her hair away from her skin. Clean, musky masculine smells permeated the steamy air, bringing with them some measure of comfort. He continued to hold her long after she was clean, until the water turned cold.

He helped her from the shower, wrapped her in a cocoon of a towel. When she was ready he took her into the sleeping area and replaced the towel with a blanket before putting her to bed, tucking the bedding around her bound form. He watched over her until her breathing deepened in sleep, then peeled off his wet clothes and slipped into dry pajama bottoms. He slid into bed with her and wondered what more he could do.

 

Some time in the night he surfaced to half-wakefulness, the soft form in his arms stirring with a quiet sigh. He turned into the warmth of her of crackling hair, pressed his lips against her temple. Hair tickled his nose; he pushed it out of the way, thumb smoothing across her cheek, fingers tugging serpentine tendrils from her face. She tucked her head against his shoulder with a soft murmur, exposing the curve of her throat.

Moonlight bleached her skin to opal, internal heat lending it a healthy flush once more. Long eyelashes were no more than a shadowed fringe against her cheek, red-gold strands shining amidst the auburn flood of her hair. In his grogginess he felt as though he’d somehow caught one of the elusive faerie in his arms. She smelled faintly of wild flowers.

His tentative kiss awakened Aika from dreams of bright summer sun and soft green grass and impossibly blue waters reflecting the sky. Heat pricked at her cuts and bruises, salving them as they healed. She found reality filled with the warm circle of his arms, his seeking mouth. She relaxed, opening herself to his gentle exploration, part of her still dreaming.

He tugged the blanket from her body, lesser wounds healed with the pink of new skin, others closing with ragged garnet lines. Conscious of her hurts, he remained infinitely careful in touching her, hesitated before filling his hands with her yielding curves. Her breast weighed heavy in his palm, nipple hardening with gratifying speed at his touch. She buried her lips against his throat, wove her fingers through his ink black hair. She slipped a foot between his calves, like a cat seeking deeper warmth. Her free hand slid down his lithe chest.

Declan stopped her reaching for him. “Wait.”

Her dark eyes searched his moon-polished blue. “What’s wrong?”

His hand covered hers over his lower abdomen. “A few hours ago you were bleeding to death in my shower.”

Her mouth curved in a smile. “I heal fast.”

“You’re still hurt.”

She put her fingers against his mouth. “I’m fine.” And kissed him in a way that proved it, and drove every protest from his head.

 He lined himself against her, pressed her into the worn sheets, the stiff mattress. She reached for the covers and pulled them waist high against the night chill of the room, fingers dancing across his long spine. He slid his hand over her lush thigh, hooked her knee over his hip, buried his other hand in the hair on her pillow as he kissed her. She tugged aside the gathered waist of his pajamas and tucked her face into the curve of his neck. With one arm clenched across his shoulders, she pressed him against her.

Declan caught his breath. The internal heat that flushed her skin welcomed him like a hearth fire. She sighed across the hairs at the back of his neck, tightening around him until he was fully seated within her. He gave her a moment, kissing the mole on her shoulder, the hollow of her throat, her lips. Her other leg joined the other around his waist, settling her spine into the bed in a comfortable curve.

Keeping her locked tight around him, he moved his hips so his entire length slid from her inch by precious inch until she nearly lost him before slipping back in, keeping a slow steady rhythm of long strokes meant to prolong her enjoyment. Aika’s nails kneaded his back deliciously, her deep breathing a purr of pleasure as she lightly nipped his shoulder. 

Far too soon he felt liquid tremors run through her back muscles like electricity attracting lightning from the sky. He increased his pace as his own muscles and breath tightened. Aika felt the impending buildup begin at her toes and move with startling speed through her body to her lungs, her heart. She reached for the summit, clenching the pillow behind her.

Declan slipped a hand beneath her and lifted her against him so he could drive down against her core, steady and obliging. With a suddenness that took her breath she had no more control over her body than a puppet without a master. Her back arched into a crescent moon and though she came in wave after crashing wave, her only sound of relief was a deep sigh, a satisfied exhalation of his name.

It was this last that was his undoing. His hands clenched on her fleshy curves and he buried his face in her fragrant, fiery hair as his own release came upon him with a vengeance.

 


Chapter Four

In the dream Aika was surrounded by mist, white wooly currents in all directions for a seeming infinity. As she walked she pushed it aside like a swimmer through water. It filled her eyes, muffled her breathing as she inhaled its cool, moist tendrils. There was no ground under foot, no sky above, only the mist. She blinked, tried to focus on anything other than its billowing folds.

As though in answer to her silent plea a brief wind thinned the misty blanket to fine cobweb, and she could make out a mammoth hulking gray slab protruding like the tip of an iceberg in frozen waters. It was cracked and chipped, like a potato with the eyes gouged from its flesh. She laid a hand to its pitted surface, grateful for its weighty presence. Whorls carved its façade, never ending chains of swirls and Brighid’s crosses with its square woven spiral in the center and elongated point in each corner.

She stepped around its giant’s girth and found more like its tilted brother, twelve in all with a toppled thirteenth propped in the center by a massive stone cairn. She knew these stones. This is where she used to meet her Jamie-boy, where she first learned what she was, first learned to go between. 

This was the way home.

The mist cleared and in each gate stood someone she knew—Jamie, her father, the Agent, Declan, friends and former lovers there and gone again. Not the old man, or Bobby, but mortal men. Not like her, with the power of the Otherworld in her blood, a power she’d never fully mastered in an effort to keep a stronger hold on her humanity.

The moon blinded her as the mist had done, stars piercing her eyes like diamonds in sunlight. She shielded her eyes and turned away from the light. The figures in the gates were blurred by it as she stepped back into the welcoming arms of shadow. Light and time were no longer hers to do with as she pleased. 

“It is time.”

She turned away from the piercing steel in Declan’s impossible blue eyes. The woman was tall, tall as any man, with the regal bearing of one who has earned her place in men’s hearts and minds by dint of her struggle to become more than she was born. Her hair curled long and jumbled to her knees, neither blonde nor brunette nor red. Her eyes were equally indeterminate, shimmering from one shade to the next. And she knew this was no dream.

Aika took a deep breath, uncertain until now if the mist had left her a voice to speak of. “It’s coming.”

The woman folded her hands before her. “Not yet, but soon. The angels and demons that dwell in men’s hearts have begun to awaken since the new millennium, reached a boiling point in the Year of the New Sun and the wars that followed. Humanity has reached a crossroads where something must give or it will be destroyed. It is time for them to awaken, lest they die in their sleep.” She came forward and took Aika’s hands in hers. “It is time to choose.”

That rankled. “I’ve always fought for them. For us. Why should that change now?”

“Do you not see, child? Soon the true embodiment of good and evil will make the world its battlefield. Humanity, with the gift of free will, will choose sides and fight one another as they have always done. They are doomed for destruction if even one of us remains less than we are.”

Aika pulled away and pressed her hands into the altar stone, head hanging. She shut her eyes against the shaking and the truth. And realized neither was an option any longer. The moment she’d put off all these years, first because of Jamie’s love and then because to move forward would mean leaving it behind, had come at last.

Wind swirled around the stones, deafening her with its roar. It reached fever pitch as she remained anchored to the shadow between worlds, its touch coursing through her veins like ice water in an empty stomach. She took a shaking breath and said the words she’d avoided all this time. “I know what must be done.”

 

She came to with a start, chest tight with the breath that could not expel itself from her body, her muscles knotted and bones rigid. A warm hand covered her bare shoulder, startling her. 

Declan looked down at her curiously, eyes bright in the tomb dark of the flat as they captured the faintest bit of late afternoon light that leaked between the slats of his dusty blinds. “What?”

 She shook her head. “What do you mean?”

“You said you knew what must be done.”

“I do.” She threw the covers aside, swinging her legs over the side of the cot. Her head swam and she had to clutch the edge of the bed before she fell.

Confusion transmuted into concern on his sharp features. “When was the last time you ate?”

She honestly didn’t remember. “What night did we meet?”

“If you can call threatening my life with a potato peeler meeting.” He helped her stand and wrapped his black terrycloth robe around her nakedness.

“Are you claiming you weren’t asking for it?” she countered in a game imitation of normalcy while her mind whirled with lack of food and overabundance of thought. She stared at the food laid out on the wobbly card table that served as dining set. “What’s all this?”

“The old man can count better than you, apparently.” He pulled his desk chair forward and offered her a dented folding chair with a flourish.

 Her mouth watered at the sight of succulent lamb chops and crisp garden peas, potatoes baked in their jackets with dollops of melted butter running down their sides. She sat and began to shovel food onto a chipped plate under Declan’s amused gaze. “The old man was here?” She took a chop in both hands and ripped into its fleshy juices.

Declan shook his head as he served himself with slightly less gusto. “Bobby.”

She swallowed. “No Carl then.”

“I rather think his credit with your lot has reached an all-time low.”

Carl’s actions saddened her, not because he had betrayed her, but because he had been desperate enough to betray them all. She held Dreamtech and conglomerates like it responsible, not Carl. She wondered where he was hiding out now he had no haven left, not even the Burnout Zone. “He’s an angel, you know.”

Declan stared at her. “Carl?”

“Bobby.”

He carried on staring. “A priest mechanic…who’s also an angel.”

She mashed a potato under her fork with relish. “It’s the funny thing about humanity, you know. They have all these ideas of what angels are, thanks to religion, but no one’s actually paying attention. Too busy looking to the sky for answers to see what’s happening right here on Earth.” She grinned at his discomfiture. “Jesus would have made a brilliant Buddhist, you know.”

It didn’t bear thinking about. The connotations were more than a little disturbing. “So…the wings and everything, huh?”

She chuckled, in good spirits now she had food in her stomach and her decision had been made. “See what I mean? Angels don’t have wings. Nor do demons. They come from right here on Earth, evolved from humanity.”

Declan had forgotten to eat altogether, buttered potato dripping from his fork. As she watched, a single pea rolled off the melting mound onto the floor in a last desperate bid for freedom. “Now you’re having a go.”

She speared another chop. It was amazing what good food could accomplish. “Human beings have the gift of free will for a reason. Anyone is capable of great good or great evil. Most remain more or less balanced, some running hotter or colder as actions beget consequences. But there are those whose thermostats run to one extreme or the other.”

Declan thought she knew what she meant. “Serial killers.”

“Or the fireman who dies saving a child from a burning building. Even the everyday citizen who, after leading an unremarkable life, shoves another person out of the way of a bus or bullet.”

“Angels and demons—all unknowing.” He released a gusty sigh, not aware he had been holding his breath.

“And becoming more aware every moment. But why?”

“Why?”

Aika emptied her fork and waved it around as though to snatch her runaway thoughts from the air. “Why now? What’s so special about this time in history?”

Declan ticked the points off on long fingers. “Upswing in natural disasters. Increase in violence. Technology on a meteoric rise as the turn of the century approached, then passed.” He tried to put it all together. “Humanity is evolving?”

She scraped her plate clean with an air of finality. “Yes, but into what?”

“You tell me.”

“Take natural disasters. Or not-so-natural ones, even. Such events have a way of stripping the façade from the carefully wrought human preoccupation of getting on with daily business and showing the truth, pushing people to their natural extremes. Hundreds, sometimes thousands, die.”

He sucked in a breath. “Angels and demons.”

“Well done. But the really frightening bit comes when you understand it’s not so much about religion as it is about numbers.”

Incomprehension rearranged his face into sharp angles for a moment. Then it dawned on him, and he was frightened. “Armies. We’re still at war, aren’t we?”

“And the apocalypse is only a breath away.”

He scrubbed his face with both hands as though to wash the knowledge from his brain. “What does this have to do with you going after the Agent?”

It was Aika’s turn to stare. “What?”

“You said you knew what to do. That means you’re ready to confront him.”

She cursed his perception. “I need to storm the Bastille. Can you get that virus of yours to work?”

His eyebrows crept toward his hairline. “It does work. It’ll just stay in a holding pattern in the Dreamtech security system until a high-level clearance code releases it into the mainframe.”

She pushed away from the table and stood. “But you have a way to get it that far?”

“Any number.”

Her smile was feral. “Leave obtaining the security code to me. You release your hounds.”

“Which one?”

“All of them.”

 

Aika ignored the stares as she passed through the black market, the whispers that rumbled behind her like an incoming wave on a beach. They’d never seen her that way before, the familiar figure behind the bar, serving food and drink and a compassionate ear. They were comfortable with the quiet side of her, the side like them, even if they suspected she stood truly apart. As long as there was regular food and shelter, and one day echoed the sameness of the last, they were able to pretend that other part of her didn’t exist.

But now they’d seen the warrior side of her, the dangerous side that revealed her as something other than human. And even though she’d done it to protect them, it still had the power to terrify. She couldn’t blame them.

Bobby saw her coming. He must have seen it in her face, or suspected it since the Agent and his demons had come for her in the market. He left his counter and pulled her into a tight embrace, something he hadn’t done since the first time she’d sought shelter from him, as broken and bloodied as any amount of torture the Agent’s demons could mete out. 

Bobby pulled away and took a good look at her. “You don’t appear any the worse for wear.”

She shook her head. “Brighid came to me.”

He cocked his head. “Well, she is the patron saint of healers.”

“And warriors.” She clenched his hands tightly in hers. “I’m afraid,” she whispered, soft as a secret.

He tilted her head up. “Find the kernel of peace within the fear, the knowledge that it will soon be over and let its light fill you.”

“If only I knew it was going to work—”

“It would take the power from the act of sacrifice, and well you know it.” He took her hand and drew her into his workshop. “Come with me.”

The double-vaulted chamber was surprisingly airy, brick and stone and mortar giving it an aura of timeless shelter. Only one shrouded form sat tilted in the echoing space where once the stabled vehicles had lined up in orderly columns. This, if nothing else, brought home the fact time was not so much as running short as out altogether.

Bobby swept the tarp from her father’s restored Triumph. She’d inherited it when he left the mortal world for that of her mother’s people in the Other. They’d come a long way together. He started the motorbike up with a vibrant roar.

She shielded her eyes from the headlamp, stepped away from its unnaturally bright column of light.

Bobby smiled. “So you can take the light into dark places.”

 

Aika’s room was in the back of the Tree and Flame, a narrow, windowless attic home to a bed lodged in a cranny between the wood paneled wall and steep angle of the low ceiling. A footlocker hunched against the far wall, a neglected dog that wanted nothing to do with her. She sat on the bed with her hands clasped between her knees, her back hunched as she stared unseeing at the floorboards. It was peaceful here, the way she liked it.

Eventually she undressed and washed herself in the basin and ewer, taking care of the shiny pink crosshatchings of newly healed wounds. Then she unlocked the footlocker and removed the necessary items from its unfriendly depths and placed them neatly on the bed.

With the slow movements of a soul marking time in purgatory, she dressed in clean undergarments, pulled worn motorcycle leathers across her still-tender skin, belted them with steady fingers. A plain black cotton shirt chosen indiscriminately from a pile of other plain cotton shirts came next, a pair of favorite worn socks stretched to the knee. For the first time in years she noticed the scar on her right knee, a childhood injury from some misadventure or other. Her thumb brushed it as she tried to remember where she’d acquired it.

Boots so accustomed to her feet they wore like slippers, laced to the knee and buckled in succession, one-two-three. The last buckle of the left boot gave her some trouble, as it always did, but eventually smoothed into place. She tugged her trousers to the ankle, straightened her belt so the buckle lay in the center, pulled on gloves, wiggling her fingers until the leather warmed to her touch.

Finally there was nothing left but to go downstairs to the taproom.

It was empty, and strangely quiet. It wasn’t the emptiness of a taproom about to fill, or of one closed for the night. It was the emptiness of a town run for the hills in face of an impending army.

Bobby was there, hand on the gleaming bar. The old man stood on the other side. They watched as she took her time navigating the columns of tables and benches, skirted around a low round table with two or three chairs pushed neatly in. The warm glow of the hearth shone over the dark wood, its friendly snap and crack bringing some modicum of comfort as though Brighid were among them. Perhaps she was.

She paused before them. “If this doesn’t work…” She faltered, started again. “He knows what you are, Bobby.”

He looked as though he expected it. “All of it?”

“Not all of it is mine to tell.” She fought to settle her hands, pressed them flat against the counter. “He’ll be here soon. Bobby, I want you to have Da’s bike. Bring the sword back for the next person who—whoever’s next. I don’t care what happens to the rest of it.”

“We’ll hold the Vigil,” The old man assured her. “The lad will be your book, for all that he’ll be wielding a computer. Knowledge is knowledge.”

“I’ll keep the candle burning,” Bobby lifted the bar gate as the old man took the bell from its high shelf.

Aika passed behind the bar and looked up at the sword mounted on the wall. She wondered if she really had the courage to lift it again. Then she told herself to stop being silly and removed it from its place. The wall looked strangely bare without it.

Book, candle, bell. Check.

Steed, armor, steel. Check.

Right. Time to face the dragon.


Chapter Five

Aika parked on a side street, beneath the branches of a tree that should have been billowing in the cool night air. It was a testament to Dreamtech’s power that no one had felt the wind and sun on their faces for years, and yet no one seemed to notice. She left the keys in the ignition. Bobby would know where to find it.

She considered leaving Declan a note but decided not to leave it. He would either understand or he wouldn’t. 

She entered the park and walked along a curving gravel path lined with beech trees, hands clasping the baldric strapped across her chest. Her gaze never left the malevolent pyramid of blue steel and obsidian glass. Moonlight shone through the soap-bubble globe of the biosphere, while dark clouds moved in on its opalescent light behind the cacophony of advertisements. A storm was brewing.

Aika reached Dreamtech without incident. She spared a moment to gaze up the steep slope with a small smile. He wouldn’t be able to resist.

“Are you all right?” Velvet lion tones snapped and popped through the earpiece Declan insisted she take. So he still didn’t know he was sitting Vigil for her. Good.

“I’m at the belly of the beast. Hush and let me focus.”

“You’ll let me know when it’s time?”

“You’ll know.”

She adjusted her baldric strap into a more comfortable position on her shoulder and began her ascent. She knew the Agent watched her closely, his facile mind trying to work it out. For once he was doomed to failure. This was a move of the heart, the soul—not the mind.

She caught sight of herself in one of the windows. Perhaps it was the way the faded light reflected in the glass, but she looked tired. Well, she would have more sleep than she could handle soon enough if this didn’t work. She resumed climbing.

The blood pumped through her veins as though to make every breath count. Aika half expected to trigger a trap with every foot of height she gained, but none came. Perhaps he knew they wouldn’t do any good. Perhaps he wanted her to reach the top.

She ascended with almost ritual repetition, right hand followed by left, pull, left foot then right foot. Repeat. Don’t think about what would happen when she reached her destination.

Was there some magical combination of words that might persuade him to do what was needed? Probably not.

When she reached the top maintenance balcony she spared a moment to appreciate the view. The storm had really come to a head now, like a crowd at the prospect of a promising bit of street theatre. She wished she could feel the rain one more time. 

“I hope you’re ready,” she breathed.

“We’re ready.” His breath came through as static, popping in her ear. “How far are you going to take this?”

He was beginning to suspect all was not as it seemed. “As far as it has to.” She switched off her earpiece.

“Your friend is trying to pass a virus into my security system.” Aika turned. The Agent stood before her, serene as he watched Declan’s advances on his hand comp. “They are failing magnificently.”

“That would be a matter of opinion.” To her intense relief she sounded calmer than she felt.

“It is a matter of fact.” He smiled, pressing a button, scrolling with utter unconcern. “I must admit it is a lovely one, elegant and efficient given it is a woven hodgepodge of offensive maneuvers that don’t really belong together. How resourceful.”

   Aika took hold of her fear in both hands. She should have been numb with cold—instead she raged with fever. “Storm’s coming.” She could sense it even through the biosphere.

“I daresay it is.” He looked up from his hand comp for the first time. “What’s it to be then? Verbal swordplay, or something rather more physical?”

The storm’s progress was extraordinary, rapidly gathering steam in the manner of an approaching shark right before the bite. “Something like that.”

He noticed the pommel peeking over her shoulder like a curious bystander. “Ah, I see.” He cocked his head to one side in intellectual curiosity. “Tell me, can you actually die?”

Her heart pounded against her entire body, as though trying to break free. “Oh, yes.”

“How reassuring.” He pressed another button. “Well, the carrions will be here any moment. Are they sitting Vigil for you?”

“False assumptions again.” The sky had turned completely black. Stall him, keep him talking. Don’t let him catch on to the truth.   

He smiled at the old argument. “Of course. Your flock.”

Light flickered, dimmed. “Not mine, but yes. It’s always been about them.”

“Bravo. Spoken like a true shepherd.” His eyes shimmered at her. The air grew heavy. “There is still time to change your mind.”

The wind came then, cool benediction across her hot skin. The Agent looked around, startled. She flicked on her earpiece once more. “Are you still there?”

“Yes.” The reception cut in and out.

“I’m sorry, Dec. I’m so sorry.” She removed the earpiece and extended her fist over the side, releasing the last connection to those she loved to tumble end over end out of sight with a forlorn sense of finality. She drew her sword with a rasp that echoed strangely in the abrupt quiet.

The Agent focused on her at the sound. He stepped forward. “You’re out of time, old friend.”

Her smile was bittersweet. “I know.”

The storm blotted out the last of the moonlight, the bright flashing advertisements on the biosphere flickering and snapping out of existence, one by one in rapid succession. The glittering lights below winked out in a rolling blackout. There was just enough light left to see one another’s forms in the shadows. 

“Everyone should have a choice,” she whispered past the bone-freezing terror. 

Thunder reverberated across the biosphere, drowning out any response, even the sound of her own heart pumping in panic. A sharp, ear-splitting crack shook the ground and every window in the building. 

Aika spun and drove her blade through the capstone as lightning struck. The Agent shielded his eyes with his arms as its light washed the world to nothing.

 

A jagged crack like an opening to hell ripped down the pyramid’s façade, hot iron red and pure electric white. Steel melted. Glass shattered one floor after another, flung out across the verdant grass below. He grasped the railing as the building’s death throws nearly tossed him over the side. The metal seared the flesh from his hands, and he fell to the metal grating.

When he could see again past a debilitating swarm of floating, flowering bruises, he inched his way across the platform to the capstone. A graceless heap curled like a sleeping child at its point, what remained of his greatest adversary and, he realized, the closest thing he had to a friend. He stooped and pressed fingers against her pulse.

The Agent pulled his hand comp from the belted steel wreckage of the platform. He hadn’t realized he’d dropped it. It was a miracle it still worked. He scrolled through to a file embedded deep within the layers of his system. A flashing red thumbprint flashed on the screen. He pressed his right thumb against it. A moment later the screen went black, followed by the fading biosphere. 

Then he lifted Aika into his arms, the sword pommel stuck fast to her clenched palms. It lay lengthwise down her body like a broken effigy. The internal service elevator would still work, if nothing else.

Drops began to fall, feather soft and strange. He turned his face to it as the ground continued to sway with aftershocks.

 

He found them waiting at the park entrance on the gravel path stained dark with rain. The old man, the angel and the lover. 

Doors and windows slammed open along the streets and people piled from of their homes and restaurants and clubs to see what was going on, calling out excitedly to one another. Somewhere someone turned up the volume on distant music, and London’s people began to dance in the startling wet.

Declan came forward and took Aika into his arms, stoic expression faltering momentarily before turning to marble once more.

The Agent flexed his hands over nothing. “There’ll be war over this.”

“War’s coming regardless.” The old man cocked an eyebrow, reminiscent of Aika. “They’ll be after you.”

“They’ll have a time finding me.” A smile flickered across his face. “They’ll have to bring their own carrion, and they do not travel well.”

“They do tend to get hungry when they’re hunting.” 

The trio turned away. He understood, finally, he was in the presence of something larger than himself. He didn’t want it to end.

He didn’t want to be alone.

“My name is Charles.”

The old man’s eyes gleamed like shards of moonlight over his shoulder. “It’s good to meet you, Charles. It’s lamb tonight, if you get hungry.”

 

 Aika woke to an azure sky too vibrant to be real. Something hard pressed into her spine, and the air smelled of sun-warmed grass and stone. The back of her head felt strange laid flat, and she realized her hair was down. She never wore her hair down.

She sat up to find Brighid standing over her. Not only was her hair down, but she was also wearing a dress. Shimmering white silk traced her curves from collarbone to ankle. Tumbled auburn tresses pooled in her lap, among multi-colored petals cascading like rainbow snow.

“Is that it?” She coughed, as though breathing were unnatural. “Did it work?”

“Nearly.” Brighid brushed more petals from her hair with maternal tenderness. “They sit the Vigil now.”

That startled her. “Still? I thought—”

In that moment Aika was caught up in a whirlwind of muffled sound and candlelit images. She fell back against the stone. 

“You thought it was finished, and there were no more choices to make.”

“I’m so tired.” And she was, her bones heavy, muscles stiff, eyelids drooping. She straightened her spine with a forced stretch, but it curved again almost immediately.

“I know.” Brighid came closer as she swung her feet over the side with all the energy of winter molasses. “But things are different now.”

 Warm wind blew through their hair. Aika pulled strands from her face. “So then I’m…” Pure white energy whirled in her gut by way of an answer, starting as a diamond bright kernel and growing, hungry, feeding on itself like a whirlpool.

“What you were meant to be.” A smile crossed her face. “It was a long time coming.”

Aika tried unsuccessfully to bind her hair back in its own thickness. “I suppose I was living in the past.”
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Another tilt-o-whirl of sight and sound, this time with a blur of faces. One drawn face with brilliant blue eyes stood out among the flurry. 

“They’re calling you back.” Brighid waited with the eternal patience of the already eternal. “Will you go?”

Aika caught her breath. The possibility startled her, but not as much as sudden hope. Until then her only hope had been that someone would be able to take her place in the Burnout Zone. “Dec.” She searched Brighid’s eyes, afraid to see regret or denial in them. She was no trickster, like the raven, the Morrigan. “I’m not needed on the front lines?”

Brighid folded her hands before her. “The Vigil is enough to summon you back, if that is your choice. There is more than one front in a war, you know.”

“I have a choice.” Revelation made her voice little more than a whisper.

Brighid closed her eyes. “He prays to me now, in honor of his mother. It is his love that makes my intercession possible.” She cocked her head, listening. “There is a new voice, one I have not heard before. A soul saved by the redemption you wrought.”

Aika felt her blood warm, her body turn feather light. Her time to choose grew short. “It did work.”

An elegant, queenly shrug. “Either constitutes a strong enough pull to bring you home—one’s love, one’s turning to the light. Taken together, the situation—and what you might do about it—garners enough interest to bring me here.” The quiet smile broadened into a full-fledged grin. “Eternity can be so boring without a good gossip, and this is the stuff of legend.”

“Send me back.”

“Are you certain? Despite your ascension you will still be mortal. And with no time to help you become accustomed to your new state.”

Dec’s face arrived in the forefront of her mind. “I don’t care. For once I’m choosing for myself.”

Brighid’s shimmering eyes flashed approval. “I couldn’t have chosen better myself.”

 

Declan was not one for praying. After his mother died a stupid, pointless death in the Second Blitz he’d given up on faith in anything other than his own intellect and the hope it would bring him someone like Aika to help. 

Now he prayed with all his heart, his mother’s Brighid’s cross pressed with painful fortitude between his hands as the downpour beat down overhead. The Tree and Flame public rooms were empty, polished to a warm glow by the fading heat of the hearth and the candles lit at intervals along one of the long tables where Aika lay with her sword between her hands. The metal of the blade and his silver chain gleamed like false hope in the light, the room cool and fresh in the driving rain. Bobby’s soft booted circles around the table offered subtle counterpoint to the rain and the faint, busy clicking of steel knitting needles from the hearth.

Aika’s death wouldn’t be a stupid one, he knew, nor a useless one. He wanted her back all the same. And so he prayed, and counted every one of her shallow, all too intermittent breaths.

The Agent—Charles—sat across from him with his hand comp between his bandaged hands, staring as though to ignite it with the force of his concentration alone. Hating, numb, still.

Yet he was the first to break the silence. “Will she—?”

Coward, Declan thought with an internal sneer. Then hated himself for not being first.

“Tough to tell, case like this.” A pause in the metallic clicking as a row of stitches was closed off. “Our girl was—is—strong willed. Stubborn, like her mother. She’ll be back if she can. Depends where she’s needed most.”

Anger rose in Declan like a dragon’s fire right before some poor idiot in his own broiler tried to poke it with a bit of kabob stick. “You’re what she is. Surely you can make a difference? Intercede, or something.”

The old man shook his shaggy gray head. “I’m not risking anything by losing her here today. All it means for me is a change of venue.” He rescued a dropped stitch. “I don’t have a vote, so speak.”

Declan turned his thwarted fury on Charles. “You’re a bastard, you know that? All she wanted was to keep these people safe from people like you, and you couldn’t let her carry on, could you?”

Charles blinked with the slowness of a lizard in the desert sun. “I was…misinformed. And she was considered a liability.”

Declan bolted to his feet, wiping the plate of cold food at his elbow to the ground. “Misinformed?”

“Down, the both of you.” The old man had no need to shout. Ancient authority rang in every syllable like the bell at his side. He addressed Charles first. “Redemption is earned, not given. She gave you a chance, that’s all. It’s up to you what you do with it.” Then it was Dec’s turn. “It’s plain you love her, lad, but this is no decent way to sit a Vigil.”

After a moment Declan sat again, though he refused to apologize. “Is it all right if I…” He swallowed. “May I touch her?”

“By all means, if it shuts you up.”

Declan inched his hand across the dark wood that made her skin glow whiter than ever, afraid to find her small hand cold and stiff as a true corpse. Instead it raged with fever and elicited a faint hum like lightning about to touch down. The small hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. After a moment Charles took her other hand. Declan surprised himself by not snarling at him.

“Please,” he whispered to her motionless form, breath catching on an inhalation as his lungs constricted. His throat burned. “Please.”

Only the rain offered comfort. Its steady rhythm lulled him to sleep.

 

Declan walked a boggy moor in the muted light of a false dawn, feather-soft drizzle drifting over his hunched form. He climbed a steep hill, and as he reached the top the sky cleared, bright sunlight washing over him. Now the sky was a perfect royal, satin blue, grass a silky, eye-popping green. 

In the distance a circle of standing stones jutted from the ground at slightly drunken angles. A figure stepped through the foremost gate, dressed in a white silk gown that fluttered in the summer breeze around her bare feet, her autumn hair all unbound. She held a white candle lit with a golden flame between her hands, gown pulling tight across her curves in the wind.

The candle transformed into a bouquet of bright-colored roses, each offering a rainbow hue including impossible blue. She smiled as she approached, flinging the roses into the wind. The petals rained around them, multiplying into an infinite number. It was blessing, benediction, promise. Hope.

She held her hands to him in welcome. Her touch was warm and soft, like sun-heated silk. Her skin glowed like fire opal, barely a flush darker than her gown, and she smelled of wild flowers and wind. She smelled like magic, ancient and tantalizing.

Unable to resist her smile, he released her hands to take her face in his hands, wove his fingers in her fire-spangled hair, stooped to kiss her with careful softness. Her hands pressed against his chest and she stood on tiptoe to open her mouth to him. His hands slid down her back, arms curling around her waist until she was lifted from her feet.

All things considered, the raucous clanging of a bell rather ruined the effect.

 

Aika’s fingertips touched Brighid’s and the ground shifted beneath her feet like a child’s merry-go-ground. The world swirled around her, head rushing to keep up in such a way she knew her stomach was in serious trouble. Closing her eyes provided no relief.

      She was thrust into the bone-crushing dark of between, unable to breathe or move. Then she was stretched thin, atom by atom, until she was certain she no longer existed. She could smell light, taste fire, hear red and orange and blue in a symphony of color. Then she snapped together again and rocketed to the other side on a tailwind of heat and pain.

      Her eyes sprung open to a blur of light and sound, a chair skittering across a wooden floor as its occupant flew to their feet with a yell, the heat of candlelight flaring to the ceiling on all sides, the dragon’s roar of a hearth. The spinning tilt-a-world came to an abrupt stop before her head and stomach were completely ready and she was thrown forward.

      Fortunately someone else was prepared for such an eventuality. She gripped the edges of a musty metal bucket and let her body carry on without her for a few violent moments. She didn’t open her eyes again for fear she might see her spleen at the bottom, or a few toenails. 

      She looked up through tear-blurred eyes into the face of her rescuer. “Bobby?” She coughed on his name.

      A cool, capable hand seared on her forehead like fresh steak in an iron skillet. “You’re burning up.”

      “Aika?”

      She fell back against the table and tried to sit up as she turned her head—a mistake as it throbbed warning and dizziness overtook her again. The rest of her body joined in the threat. It was worth it to see Declan staring down at her with an uncertain smile desperate to fit on his ragged face. “Did it really work?”

      “It did.” Back to her right side, where Charles crept out of the dark. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “It’s already been said.” Her body shook with every breath as she tried to force normal operations under way again. “Quite frankly, I don’t have the energy to beat the unholy crap out of you at the moment.”

      The old man reached over and prized the sword from her unprotesting hand. She hadn’t realized she she’d still been gripping it. “We need to get you down to the Flame before you light the place up like a beacon.”

      Declan and Bobby each took a hand and pulled her to the floor where her knees sagged. Both were tall enough to drag her up off the floor when they pulled her limp arms around their shoulders. Together they propelled her through the kitchen and down into the cellar, the toes of her boots drawing thin, wavering lines across the dirt floor. They helped her down the stairs where she pulled away and stumbled to the brick-lined fire pit of the Flame.

      She scraped her palms on the brick and mortar rim, and the Flame flared in response. The heat within her built to volcano pitch, her guts beginning to twist and strain against its inevitable rising.

      “Feed the energy into the Flame,” The old man urged. He came around the other side of the pit, eyes flashing in the dark. “Deep breath now, exhale slowly, let it flow.”

She bled the raw, raging power in her belly into the Flame with preternatural slowness, head hanging between her extended arms as sweat dripped and sizzled on the bricks beneath her. The fire glowed bright cherry red like the inside of the old man’s pipe with fresh tobacco packed in. A few of the weaker bricks began to crack under the pressure.

      The old man didn’t take his gaze off her. “Now’s the time to do it, girl. You can compel the Flame to your bidding if you’re quick, now it’s glutted on your energy.”

      She stared at him, breathing hard. “I can’t. I don’t have anything left.”

      “You can if it means protecting them everlasting. Especially from what’s coming.”

      She filled her eyes with the raging fire, white-hot molten veins popping and snapping in its depths. Had she done that?

      Get them out of here. She’d hadn’t the resources before, but now—

      Now Brighid’s Eternal Flame answered her call. She imagined the labyrinth of underground passages and bridge tunnels filling with that searing light, pure as moon glow, turn after turn, spiral after spiral like a Declan’s cross, washing the Burnout Zone clean of taint. She thought of it flooding over people like the muted syrup glow of dawn light, filling the landscape with the hope of a fresh new day.

      Finally it was full to bursting, testing the boundaries of her influence, lapping against the sides like a bathtub about to overflow. Instead of pulling the drain she lifted the entire tub and, step by careful step so as not to spill a drop, pivoted into between.

      Dead, echoing silence enhanced the crushing weight in her care, the sloshing light reaching into the infinite dark. She wrapped a cushion of shadow around her burden, chill tang of nothing freezing the sheen of sweat pricking to the surface of her skin like a rash, and turned the rest of the way. Her ears popped as the pressure released her to the other side. She stumbled on the edge, and set her burden down before it could slip from her rigidly held control.

      A quick arm around her waist pulled her back before she fell in the fire as the world spun topsy-turvy once more. Declan pulled her into a sheltering embrace, pressing her against his chest as though having pulled her from a towering precipice. She shook from head to toe like a tree of autumn leaves.

      “I’ve got you,” he breathed in his velvet growl.

     

      Outside a strange thing happened. The Burnout Zone was still there, with its derelict buildings and tumbled bridge, but not a single soul could be found within its boundaries. It was a ghost town, and no one outside its limits could recall anyone having been there at all.

 

      Declan slid stew and bread across the table to her while the old man remounted her sword on the back wall and Bobby collected the candles and Charles took the cauldron to the Flame where the dregs awaited dinner. He was talking about piping water in to a nearby cavern where people could bathe, and converting vaults into common rooms and sleeping areas. With the other biospheres down it would be a major operation to ensure refugees could find a way to them—an underground Underground, so to speak. Nothing demon would be able to make it through, so Dreamtech would have to send human agents. And when they did, said agents would be returned in bits. Dreamtech would get the point. Eventually.

      “What happens now?” Declan wanted to know.

      “I don’t know.” Aika spooned pepper- and whiskey-seared lamb into her mouth. It was glorious. “What would you like to happen?”

      Declan crossed his long arms on the table and shrugged. “I’d like to go somewhere. With you, I mean.”

      Aika paused to rip a hunk of fresh bread into chunks. “Like a holiday?” She’d never had one. The idea was something of a revelation.

      “Something like that.” 

      “Where?”

      “Somewhere the sun soaks into your skin, with air you can breathe.” He watched her reaction carefully. “Anywhere you like.”

      Aika didn’t answer immediately. Hunger came first, and it had been an exhausting few days. What had been so impossible before now required new focus to come to terms with. One shining new possibility presented itself for her consideration. She used bread to daub the remnants of her dinner from the wide ceramic bowl and popped the morsel in her mouth.

      “Well,” she said, wiping her hands with a white cloth napkin. “How do you feel about meeting my family?”


Epilogue

Sometime later, somewhere in Ireland—

Cotton-candy clouds drifted in a sky of blue-watered silk, velvety rolling hills of perfect green rippling in a mild wind. Air that filled the lungs with exhilaration, and sun that soaked into the skin.

A patch of white marred the otherwise unending green sea. Closer inspection might reveal the patch to be a white silk dress, apparently abandoned.

Soft laughter carried on the breeze, followed by a muted splash.

Two figures, waist deep in a glass-clear lake reflecting the sky, embraced and entangled in long dark hair. In the distance, the stark bone white of a small cottage with a turf roof huddled on a low hill.

And not another person for miles around.
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A one night stand turns into a partnership for survival…

 

Neon Chaos

© 2011 Karen Erickson

 

Party girl Samantha Sanders is celebrating her thirtieth birthday in style—a road trip to Las Vegas for a long weekend with her girlfriends. Staying in the swankiest hotel on the strip, she’s naked and in bed with the sexiest guy she’s ever laid eyes on when the clock strikes twelve. Who knew the world would really end December 21, 2012? Those Mayans, they weren’t lyin’…

Russ Weaver is above all else a soldier. Looking for a little fun before spending Christmas with his crazy family, a weekend on leave in Vegas unexpectedly turns into his newest mission——protecting the sweet, scared woman he happens to be in bed with when the world as they know it is over.

Wandering throughout the virtually abandoned streets of Vegas, they find the city has turned into a war zone. Their only hope to get out alive is to stick together—and fight those who wish to cease their endeavors. Permanently.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Neon Chaos: 

“Where the hell could they be?” he roared, throwing the flashlight with all his might. It crashed against the wall before it dropped to the floor, denting the drywall, and she watched in horror as her personal hero crumpled to the ground and beat his fist upon it.

Samantha ran to him, kneeling by his side and slipping her arm around his trembling shoulders. He was upset, he had every right to be and it scared the ever-living crap out of her.

He’d been the strong one from the beginning. If he lost it now how would they ever make it? On her skills and gumption alone?

Yeah, right.

“They must be dead.” His voice was shredded, and he sniffed. “My parents must be dead. I don’t know where else they could be.”

She wrapped her arms around him and brought him to her, his head resting against her chest. Smoothing a hand over his thick, dark hair, she offered soothing words, her eyes closing when she felt him shudder.

It broke her heart to see him like this. His arms banded around her waist, and he held her tight, his face buried against her neck. She swore she felt the hot dampness of tears, but she would never ask him. Had a feeling he was a bit of a macho man who would never admit to such a thing.

“What should we do, Russ?” She hated asking, but they needed some sort of plan.

He lifted his head, his gaze meeting hers. The discarded flashlight was still on, throwing a shaft of light across his face, and she saw all the despair there, all the weariness.

“I don’t know,” he croaked, sounding good and truly lost. “What do you think?”

She pushed his hair back with her fingers. “You’re tired. Maybe we should try and rest for a bit.”

“They’ll find us.”

“We’ll stay only for a little while. You need to sleep.”

His eyes slid closed for the briefest moment, and he grabbed hold of her hand, bringing it to his mouth so he could press a gentle kiss to the back of it. A full body shiver moved through her at the contact and when his eyes opened, she leaned in, kissing him soundly on the lips.

He looked like he really needed it.

“I fucking hate this,” he whispered. “I don’t know what to do.”

“I don’t know either, but we can’t go on like this. We’re both running ragged. That’s why we should rest. Even for just an hour.”

He sighed. “You’re right. Let’s stock up and hide in the detached garage in the back. Sleep for a while and then get the hell out of here.”

“Stock up? I have food.” She shook her purse, which she’d brought in with her.

“I’m not just talking food, sweetheart, though we should grab more, good idea. I’m talking about useful stuff.” He kissed her again, as if he needed the bit of physical contact to keep going. “I’m talking weapons. My father has a stockpile of them.”

 

The sadness had slowly left him, replaced by a simmering, potent rage that bubbled just beneath the surface. His parents were fucking gone—hell the entire family had probably disappeared, and he could do nothing about it.

Nothing.

He’d cried, not like a blubbering baby but tears had slipped out and he’d struggled not to ball. Samantha had offered comfort, holding him close, not saying a bunch of stupid words to try and make him feel better because nothing would’ve made him feel better at that particular moment. Not even now.

Nope, she hadn’t said anything at all, just offered him a shoulder to sniffle on. He appreciated her more than she could imagine.

After gaining control over his emotions he forced himself to get over the sadness. He was pissed. He wanted to kick some ass.

He wanted revenge.

First though, he needed to remain calm and rational and gather supplies.

Samantha filled a few grocery bags with food from the pantry while he went to his father’s den. The gun case was locked. Samantha had the flashlight so he kicked his booted foot through the glass door, smashing it to bits. The broken glass fell to the floor in a tinkling pile.

His mother would’ve had a fit if she could see him.

Reaching through the broken glass pane, he unlocked the door and it swung open. He grabbed two shotguns and two handguns, a set each for himself and for Samantha. They needed to be prepared for whatever might come at them. He had a sneaking suspicion it would be pretty damn bad.

Russ hoped like hell she wasn’t scared of guns.


The World after the End of the World will never be the same again…

 

Reaper

© 2011 Mina Carter

 

Sanctuary. Clichéd name, but the sentiment was still the same. Ten years after the end of the world, ex-soldier Mason and a small group of humans defend their fortified town against creatures of myth and legend made real. But with dwindling game to hunt and a lycan pack in the area looking for an easy meal, just surviving is getting harder every day.

Andy has a few screws loose, and she knows it. She’s been on the road since the bombs fell and changed humanity forever. Driven by inhuman instincts she tracks the newly and soon-to-be dead and dispatches their souls to the afterlife. Sometimes they go quietly, most put up a fight. She doesn’t care either way. Her ambition in life is to find her next hit of coffee and one day, maybe, sleep in a real bed again.

Then Andy’s instincts bring her to Sanctuary and its enigmatic leader, Mason, and even the world after the end of the world will never be the same again…

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Reaper: 

Ten years, three months and four days. That was how long it had been since the worst day of Andy’s life. Of course, since that date coincided with the Apocalypse—Doomsday, Armageddon or whatever you wanted to call it—it had been a pretty shitty day the world over.

Things hadn’t got much better. She settled her backpack more securely on her shoulders and studied the road ahead. She’d walked these roads since that day, always on the move, never stopping for more than a night or two. She’d tried to in the beginning, but she was just too different to hide amongst humanity for long.

She trudged along the road, the tightening in her calf muscles telling her she was heading up an incline. She wouldn’t have known otherwise, after a while everything looked the same. Dust and fuck-all else leading into foothills and mountains in the distance. Apart from yesterday…yesterday she’d passed a tree. It had provided hours of entertainment.

Reaching the top of the incline something new caught her eye. Pausing to rest her booted foot on the bumper of an abandoned car, she shielded her eyes and squinted. Despite her dark glasses the bright sun foiled her vision, making the dark smudge on the horizon dance and waver.

She growled under her breath. Why the hell couldn’t she have gotten useful abilities like some other paranormals? The ability to change form and run like a Lycan, or the night vision of a Vampire…either would have been useful. At least, far more useful than what she did have, dangled on the end of a chain at the disposal of fate, chasing silver threads only she could see. It sucked, big time.

Of course, most people would tell her to look on the upside—she couldn’t die. Would’ve helped if she’d known that before she’d tried to commit suicide. Three times. That had been the year after the war. She’d been way unstable back then. Mind you, when you were forced to kill your family, friends—hell, everyone you knew, then it was bound to knock a few cogs loose upstairs. Since then she’d come to terms with what she was, somewhat, and just did her job.

The smudge on the horizon resolved itself into a plume of smoke. Five silver lines, the sort only she could see, flickered and lit up in the corner of her vision. They headed off straight towards the smoke.

She sighed. Another job. No rest for the wicked.

The small black mark on the horizon grew larger and larger as she walked. Eventually it became a small town. Andy studied it as she trudged closer. Most humans lived in places like these. Towns fortified against any sort of attack—be that attacks from other humans looking for supplies, or attacks from any of the paranormal types.

This one had particularly good defenses. The person who’d put them together had really known what they were doing. She passed an outer redoubt of steel and iron barricades, nodding at the stony-faced guard stationed at the lookout post.

The silver lines she was following didn’t lead into the town. Instead they branched off to the right. Like a good little puppy she followed them. The skin between her shoulder blades itched as she walked. Within seconds more armed figures appeared on the main wall, silent and watching. She was impressed. These people were on the ball.

Turning the corner she found what she was looking for. A funeral pyre smoldered away, billowing black smoke high into the air. The wind changed direction for a second. Wrinkling her nose she tried to breathe through her mouth. Humans smelt bad enough when cremated, but Ghouls were even worse.

She didn’t need to count the bodies on the pyre. Five silver lines fed straight into what she was looking for. Five souls, the ones belonging to the remains on the pyre, stood waiting for her. Standing in a nice little line, ready and waiting for her to reap them.

Used to the drill Andy took a deep breath, and let her spirit slip into the Shade. The layer between life and the afterlife, it was where the souls waited for a Reaper to come along and send them into the afterlife.

The world changed hue, painted in shades of black and grey. There was no color here, no life to speak of, and the truly alive couldn’t enter this place. She looked over her shoulder at the figures on the wall watching her. To them she would appear to be looking at the pyre. She could step bodily into the Shade if she had to, but figured that would freak them out too much if she just disappeared.

As it was, they wouldn’t see her reach around and under her pack, drawing the twin sickles sheathed there with practiced movements. A good thing, because she didn’t fancy being hit with enough lead to drop a rhino. She’d only had this jacket a couple of weeks, and the last thing it needed was ventilation.
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One woman with a job to do.  One gorgeous hacker with a plan.  One apocalypse.  Any questions?

 

Aika Lareto is a descendent of St. Brighid in her incarnation of all things fire and warfare in a time when heroes were revered as gods.  In 2025, this means Aika is hunted by all things demon and government.  All she wants is to get on with her work as guardian of the dregs scraping out a fringe existence in London’s blitzed underground—the lost, forgotten and the just plain ignored.

Declan Pryce is the hacker who finds her first.  Quite a feat, considering current ruling government conglomerate Dreamtech has issued a bounty on Aika’s head for her ability to bypass their security systems.

When she escapes Dreamtech’s net, the vote is unanimous—

Aika is a liability in need of immediate resolution—dead or alive is entirely her choice.

No choice, really.  She’ll take death over disloyalty every time.  Declan has a plan that doesn’t include falling for an impossible woman in an impossible situation. She has plans of her own that don’t leave room for a love life.

If they’re incredibly lucky, it just might work.

 

Warning: Contains a hot hacker with a penchant for redheads, battles with demons, a little light torture, explosions and a heroine willing to do whatever it takes to do her job.
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