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 Chapter One 
 
 
 
“ANIMALS,” CATHERINE SAMUEL muttered as she strode around her large wood panelled office. “What kind of beast renders a closed casket necessary?” 
“Catherine—” 
She sat at her desk and turned toward Ellie, her assistant. 
“I saw them, Ellie. I saw what it did to them...My parents, my brother.” The cold fire of anger ringed her steel grey eyes. “The authorities pretended they were serious about their investigations, but they weren’t. They’d already decided what killed my family before they even started to look. Animals, they said, a boar, a bear, or maybe a big cat. There are all sorts out there, escaped from goodness knows where. But here? To kill my family? What a waste of time that investigation turned out to be.” 
“Catherine—” 
“We wheeled what was left of them down into the mortuary and put their remains into the finest child-sized coffins we had.” She paused at the memory and tears still threatened. “There were hundreds of people at the funeral you know, and all of them sad at my loss. Worse, I realized I didn’t know them at all. All those years spent apart from my family. I did my thing. They did theirs. They were my family, and they were like strangers.” 
“Don’t do this to yourself.” 
Catherine didn’t remember picking up the photograph. One minute it was on her desk and the next it was in her hands. She gripped the ornate frame until her knuckles glowed white. Happy smiling faces stared back and her heart ached with the loss. Her parents, tall and proud at the rear, and at the front, her brother stood grinning by her side. The photo reflected a happy time, when life looked normal. She traced her finger over her mother's smiling face, as though she could reach out from the ether and touch her. Pain constricted her chest until she couldn’t breathe. Hot knives forced her ribs apart and air flowed into her lungs once more. 
“Why didn’t they tell me about their problems? Why didn’t they tell me the Samuel’s family business held secrets normal people wouldn’t understand?” She placed the picture on her desk. 
Ellie reached over and covered Catherine’s hand with her own. “I don’t know Catherine, but it will get better. I promise.” 
Catherine tried to smile as she pulled her hand back and picked up another photo, this one of her daughter. “What is it, ten months since the funeral? I miss them all so much, they should be here, doing what they do, and I should be at home with my daughter. It doesn’t feel right, being parted from Daisy.” She smiled. “But this is not the place for her to be.” 
“I know.” Ellie sounded sympathetic. 
Catherine hated having her emotions so close to the surface in Ellie’s presence. “It is best she stays with her father and his family, until our world is safe again.” 
Ellie nodded. 
Catherine blew out a breath. “At least I have this place. Running Memorial House is enough to take my mind off Daisy.” She pointed to a pile of papers at the edge of her desk. “That was an inch high this morning, now it’s closer to ten. At the rate the stack is growing it will be a mountain and burst through the roof before I know it.” She liked to be busy, but didn’t want her whole life consumed by work. “A few more days and I'll be legally registered as a Funeral Director in my own right with all of the licenses and certificates required to keep all of the bureaucrats happy.” 
“Your parents would be proud of you.” 
“Thank you for saying so, but you’ve not been here long enough to know that.” 
“I’ve been here long enough, Catherine. I worked with your parents and your brother for a year and a half before they died. I think I have a fairly good idea how they felt about you.” 
“Yes, I’d forgotten how long you’ve been employed by my family. You seem so young to have seen so much.” 
“I’m only a few years younger than you, and I’ve seen all kinds of things.” 
Catherine nodded. “I always thought they were disappointed.” 
“They were never disappointed in you. How could they be?” 
“They sent me away. To learn new things, they said, but I was convinced they just wanted me gone, out of the way. A little girl around the business wasn’t a good thing, almost as if I had no place here.” 
“They were trying to give you a chance to make your own decisions.” 
“I should have stayed, Ellie, I should never have left.” 
“They were thinking of you.” 
Catherine placed the picture of Daisy back on her desk, where she could see her daughter’s face. “I think I’m just tired and feeling sorry for myself.” 
“Losing your family isn’t easy. Perhaps you should take some time off to rest, Catherine. You’re working too hard, and you still need to grieve.” 
“I’m not sure about too hard, but the obligations of the family business are demanding, and the responsibilities of this business, of Memorial House, are somewhat particular and even more unforgiving than most. Until we solve the problem of the Slow Risers I can’t see myself taking time off at all. My grief comes second for now.” 
“You’ll work it out, and I’m always here to help.” 
“I know. Thank you, Ellie. You’re so kind and helpful. Perhaps you should take your own advice and take a break. The work will still be here in the morning.” 
“Sure. A few more minutes and I’ll be off.” Ellie got to her feet. “Ralf is still in the basement finishing off Mr. Singh. The right clothing arrived today, so with luck the family should be able to view tomorrow afternoon.” 
“Good. They’ve had a while to wait.” 
“And there are no new bodies to embalm, so I think Ralf wants to come in late tomorrow.” 
“Sure.” Catherine kicked off her heels, stretched her cramped toes under the desk. She moaned with pleasure at the release. 
“I think Ralf’s wife is complaining again.” Ellie continued, “He probably has to take her shopping or something.” 
“He’s worked hard and he deserves to come in late once in a while, besides they’ve only been married a few years, they need some time together.” 
“I guess.” 
Catherine slipped her feet into her oldest, dirtiest, but most comfortable pair of trainers. 
Ellie scrunched her nose up and pointed to the shoes. “You know they smell worse than a week old corpse?” 
“Yes, but they are really, really comfy, and I don’t care.” 
“It’s your feet,” Ellie said as she left the room. “But don’t come whining to me because you’ve picked up some dreadful foot rotting disease and you can’t get rid of the stench.” 
Catherine chuckled for what seemed the first time in a long while. She contemplated the papers on her desk, ignored them, then turned and gaped out the window at the world outside. One of the good things about working on the top floor of Memorial House was the view, especially when she wanted to be distracted from work and life. 
Moonlight lit the treetops. The subtle silvery glow shimmered in the evening breeze, and Catherine found the view too hypnotic to look away. Down the road, a few paces short of the gates that marked the long driveway to the cemetery, street lamps cast small puddles of dirty amber light, to chase away the dark. 
It was quiet. No cars, no people, no distractions and after a busy day she allowed herself to enjoy a few moments of peace and tranquillity. She could forget she was the last in the long line of Samuel Funeral directors. Imagine she was free of the responsibility her position entailed and she could be a normal and ordinary woman, with a normal and ordinary life. A life that didn’t include losing all of her family or being ripped away from her daughter. She just wanted to be an everyday kind of funeral director who didn’t encounter things such as— 
Multiple klaxons rent the air. A pure stark white light strobed through her office, accompanied by a vocal warning, “Basement. This is not a drill. Basement. This is not a drill. Basement.” 
Catherine sprang from her chair. “Crap! Not again.” 
She grabbed her black bag, identical to one of those leather bags carried by doctors, and raced for the stairs. No matter what Ellie thought about her trainers, at least she could run in them, unlike Ellie, who tottered from her own office in heels that were not designed for running. “Dammit Ellie. Slow down.” Catherine yelled over her shoulder, “Get those damned shoes off before you break your neck.” She resumed her run, taking the stairs two, sometimes three at a time. She could not afford to waste a moment, no one could when the alarms went off and Ralf was on his own in the basement. 
At the bottom of the stairs the lights continued to pulse. She paused at the doors to the mortuary, took a deep breath, flung the double doors open, and assessed the scene. 
Ralf, tall and muscular with skin the colour of melted chocolate, struggled to keep a writhing snarling creature flat on the table. Teeth snapped at his hands and Ralf’s muscles bulged with the effort needed to avoid having his fingers bitten off. “We have a Riser,” he yelled over the sounds of the klaxons, “a Slow Riser.” 
“Good God Ralf, not another one! What the hell are you doing down here? Breeding them?” 
Beneath Ralf’s hands, the creature paused. As Catherine drew closer, it ceased squirming and, with some deliberation, rotated its head in her direction. Solid grey orbs, devoid of both pupil and iris, stared at her. She noted the bright veins of blood and infectious yellow streaks through what remained of the eyes. Unfazed, she noted the change in skin colour and the features slipping away as the rot set in. If left much longer the creature’s skin tone would be marred, testing even Ralf’s considerable embalming skills to the fullest. 
“Sorry honey.” Ralf grimaced, beads of sweat glistening along his hairline. 
“Can you flip him?” She asked. 
“Does he look like he was gonna let me flip him?” 
“We can do it together then.” Catherine set her bag on the floor near the table. She leaned over the struggling body and grabbed the opposite leg. It wasn’t easy when the corpse wore no clothing and would not stay still. “On my mark.” 
Ralf adjusted his position, gripped the shoulders, and concentrated on avoiding the creature's hissing and sputtering mouth. 
“Mark,” she called out. They flipped the body with the ease and speed of those used to the task. Catherine jumped up onto the table and sat on Mr. Singh’s legs. Ralf leaned on the corpse’s head and kept the snarling face pushed against the stainless steel table. 
“I suppose this is another good reason not to do any paper work tonight,” Catherine said. 
Ellie raced through the doors, looked around the room, and disarmed the sirens. After the noise, the quietness was disorienting. “What shall I do?” 
“Bolt him Ellie, and be quick, this one is a real struggler,” Catherine said. 
“I think it’s because he can smell your feet.” Ellie delved into Catherine’s bag and grabbed the hilt of a gas operated bolt gun. She pointed the nozzle to the base of the creature’s neck, and shot a two-inch chunk of steel into its brain. Immediately, the body went limp. 
“Good job.” Catherine jumped off the table and headed toward the sink. “Make sure the brain is detached from the spinal cord, we don’t need any more signs of life. Do we?” 
“I know,” Ralf said. 
Catherine dried her hands on a paper towel and then threw the soggy paper into the bin. “We don’t want any more surprises. Not tonight, and not when Mr. Singh’s family comes for a viewing.” 
“Of course.” Ralf straightened his spittle-covered lab coat. 
“How long has he been here?” She sounded calm, but the edge to her voice conveyed she wasn’t at all happy. The fact that she asked how long he had been there was a giveaway, Catherine knew her business too well not to know the answer. 
“He’s been here three days, and no sign of life until tonight. You know this, Catherine, the length of time here doesn’t seem to make a difference,” Ralf said. 
“That makes four Slow Risers this month,” Ellie said. “Something odd is going on here.” 
“No shit, Sherlock,” Ralf responded. 
“Enough you two,” Catherine said, but they were right. This creature had all the makings of a zombie, but it wasn’t. A zombie needed to be buried first, and called from its grave by a Necromancer. This spontaneous rising without ritual was different. 
“I checked him. I always check.” Ralf scratched at the stubble on his chin. “I did. I swear I did.” 
“I believe you,” Catherine said. 
“And there are a lot of things going on that are not right or normal,” Ellie added, “We should be doing something about it rather than just tidying up afterward.” 
Catherine nodded. “I know, but the last thing we want to do is add hunting for trouble to our duties. We don’t have the time, or the know-how.” 
“We need help, Catherine. Your father always had someone around for things like this,” Ralf said. 
“Yes. I know,” she said, “I remember them.” They were a sombre bunch of hunters, who performed their duties seriously. She had called them her knights, and in her dreams, they wore shining golden armour. Mathew, she called him Mattie, was her favourite. Wherever she went, Mattie went too, like a personal bodyguard. Older now, and wiser, she knew what those knights of her childhood were—Rangers—and they took care of the darker side of the family business. 
Ralf interrupted her thoughts. “We need to do something about these Slow Risers, Catherine, and we need to do it sooner rather than later.” 
“You mean I need to do something.” 
“Yes,” Ralf agreed. 
“I know everyone expected my brother to be the one here now, taking charge, doing all of the things a Samuel would do. He would know what to do, but he can’t do it because he’s dead. They’re all dead and I’m the one here now,” Catherine said. “And yes, you’re right, I haven’t sorted the undead problem out because I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do. I’m trying my best and that’s all I can do.” She blew out a breath. 
Ellie put her arm around Catherine’s shoulders and squeezed. “It’s been a long day. I think we’ve all had enough for now. Time to get some rest and in the morning we’ll look at these problems with fresh eyes and maybe see the solution.” 
“I doubt it, and certainly not by morning,” Catherine responded, but her thoughts turned to the library where she would study their Slow Risers once more. 
 
 



 Chapter Two 
 
 
 
TO THE REAR of Memorial House, hidden behind a thick barrier of trees and mature bushes, a separate house, the Samuel home, was safe from curious prying eyes. Unlike the huge gothic inspired edifice to death at the front of the plot, Catherine’s home was more modest and unassuming. The small two-storey house had two single storey extensions that flew like small wings to the east and west. The larger of the extensions, built by her grandfather, housed the library. This was Catherine’s pride and joy, the place she went to feel connected to her family and the place she went to think and hide from the rest of the world. 
The library was a substantial room, filled floor to ceiling with bookshelves crammed full of modern and antique books. Pamphlets from around the world filled the spaces where books didn’t fit and the journals of her family had been crammed into random locations. This place was a treasure trove of information, but it was so disorganised it was impossible to find anything except by trial and error. She’d found several references to all kinds of undead, but no matter how hard she searched for information on Slow Risers, she found nothing. It was most frustrating. 
She should have paid more attention as a child, but she hadn’t been interested in the dead, and then her parents had sent her away. For years she’d resented them for that. They didn’t want her around and somehow that meant she wasn’t enough. Now she needed their help, but they weren’t there. 
Catherine sat on the aging Chesterfield sofa, comforted by its familiarity. Reassurance covered the sofa like a blanket, and the smell of the old leather, worn by time and use, was as she remembered as a child. Unchanging, to her it was as much a part of the Samuel family as anything else, and the infusion of aged leather and Samuel gave her the strength and the will to go on. 
When she felt ready, she opened the files she had compiled on all of the instances of Slow Risers. She had read each page so many times the paper in each file was crinkled and used. Except for the file on Mr. Singh, his pages were still crisp and fresh. She read them all again and searched each set of documents for similarities, correlations, things that drew them together. No matter how hard she looked none of them had anything in common. Not age, not ethnicity, nor social circle. They didn’t live in the same parts of town, or go to the same stores. They had nothing in common, except they were all dead and they had come to Memorial House to be buried. 
“Crap!” She jumped up and paced around furniture and books, an idea forming in her mind. There was one common denominator after all. “It’s us.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “We’re the damned problem and Ralf’s right, we need help.” She thought about it for a moment. They needed specialist help, the sort of help her father had known all about. She needed Mattie, and just thinking about him made her feel better. The tension in her shoulders lessened, and she stood tall, the weight of the world no longer pushing her down. 
Catherine stood in front of an antique desk, the dark wood gleamed with age and polish. From inside one of the drawers she drew out a small brown envelope filled with pieces of paper, notes, and newspaper clippings her father had deemed useful. She’d promised herself that she would clear things out, but now she was glad she hadn’t. She emptied the little snippets of paper onto the desk, and there, clipped together, were a couple of old adverts with a post-it note marked, ‘specialists’ in bold capital letters. Her fingers slid over the grooves and indentations of the pen strokes as though she read by touch rather than sight. Her father’s handwriting could never be called delicate, and now, her fingers touching his word, memories rose to mind. 
 
“What are you doing dad?” Catherine had asked him. 
“I’m asking for help,” he’d told her, “sometimes we need specialist help and this is how we ask for that help.” 
“What’s an old family, dad?” 
He’d smiled and ruffled her hair. “Our family goes back a long way, Catherine, all the way back.” 
“To the stone age?” 
He laughed. “Something like that.” 
 
Catherine smiled with the memory as she opened the laptop sitting on top of the desk. She knew what she needed to do, and logged onto her Morticians Monthly account to place an ad. 
“Wanted: Specialist Assistant to work with an Old Family business. Help us seek solutions to problems as they Rise.” 
The ad was short, to the point, and hopefully, not too cryptic. Just to be sure, she sent a copy of the advert to everyone she knew in the trade. With any luck, someone would know someone, who knew something. 
She yawned and switched off her computer. She was so tired she would have been happy to sleep on the sofa with the smell of leather in her nose. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d slept on the sofa, but she decided that she’d be better served by getting a good night’s sleep in her own bed. She trudged up the stairs to her room hoping the nightmares would stay at bay. 
 
 



 Chapter Three 
 
 
 
CATHERINE’S BEDROOM WAS so hot and stuffy perspiration beaded along her forehead as soon as she stepped inside. She opened the window and a slight breeze moved the air around a little. Not a lot, but it was better than nothing. She left the curtains open, she wanted nothing to interfere with the breeze. 
Her over-tired mind raced with thoughts of rising undead and the family business. Moonlight streamed into her room at an angle that made even the most innocuous object appear to be something mean and demonic. Her hairbrush became a pin-headed monster and danced over her vanity every time a breeze flapped the edge of the curtains. Her thoughts wandered and chased away sleep. She counted sheep, but somehow they stopped jumping fences and popped into a gigantic oven instead. She fell asleep, with the smell of roasted lamb and minted potatoes filling her nose, which helped her forget the devil-spawned hairbrush. 
 
 
SHE AWOKE WITH a start. The moon no longer shone through the window and the little light that filtered into her room offered negligible illumination. She lay still and gazed into the darkness. 
Something felt wrong. 
Fear held her. She concentrated so hard on the blackness her eyes ached. 
She saw nothing. 
She listened, but all she heard was the pounding of her heart and the loud rasping of her own breath. 
In. Out. She told herself in an effort to control her thrashing heart. The world remained quiet. Even so, the sense of something wrong grew and she tasted the tang of something she could not identify. 
Ice washed through her body, and sent her stomach into freefall. She shivered in spite of the heat of the room. Her heart rate spiked. Wrong. All wrong. Cold became the burning heat of terror. Hot oppressive air thickened until it coated her mouth. It was like breathing through swamp water. 
Out of the corner of her eye she read the glowing numerals on her clock, 3:59 a.m. but it wasn’t the hour that made her eyes widen in shock and fear, it was the realisation of her inability to move that caused panic to bubble in her gut. She couldn’t turn her head even a fraction. Her entire body was unresponsive, even her fingers and toes were no longer at her command. Dread gripped her chest in frigid fingers. She breathed, too shallow and too rapid to fill her lungs and her eyes swam with tears. She told herself not to panic, as if saying the words in her mind would be enough to calm her thudding heart. 
Possibilities flooded her mind, few of them helpful, but Catherine wasn’t one to succumb to the fear of night terrors or sleep paralysis. All she needed was to wake up and when her body caught up everything would be normal again. “It’s just a dream,” she said to reassure herself. “I’ll wake up in a moment and it will be all right.” 
“Hmm. Now that’s a rather hopeful idea don’t you think?” Out of the dark, a stony voice rasped. 
Catherine shivered. Shadows within shadows moved and shifted, slithered across her bed and changed into something man-like. Not just man-like, he became a large naked man with broad shoulders and over-developed muscles. His charcoal coloured skin glowed in the darkness, as though his presence sucked in every tiny particle of light making him shine. His eyes, bright glowing pits of fire, bathed the room in a bloody glow. He grinned. Pointed fangs jutted from his mouth and gleamed in the moonlight. 
Fear hammered in her heart but the threat had a shape now, and seemed more real. Sometimes things did go bump in the night and this was one of them. Neither dream, nor sleep paralysis, but a real night horror. Drawing the dark shadows to himself, he grew in size and stature and pinned her to the bed. 
Shadows no longer held her from neck to toe, and blood rushed to Catherine’s hands and feet. Nerve endings fired all at once and the rubbery sensation of pins and needles, like an anaesthetic wearing off, filled her limbs. First, she stretched her toes, next her fingers and then she contracted and relaxed other muscles to test her control. 
“Oh I like the twitching effect,” the creature rasped. “I like that a lot.” 
“Stuff you.” She twisted from side to side, exploring her range at first and then with all her might, but her movements achieved nothing. He laughed and gripped her tight enough to stop her struggles. She pulled her elbows up and thrashed about as if possessed, but he was bigger, stronger, and no matter what she did, nothing worked. 
She gathered her breath to scream, but as she did he leaned in close. His thick lips curved to a sneer and foul breath bathed her face in the stench of sewerage and rot. Her scream spluttered to a cough, and it took all of her willpower not to gag. His fiery eyes regarded her as she resisted and he pressed his slug-like lips against hers in a kiss. 
The stench of things long dead filled her nose. She thought of worms and slimy things forcing themselves into her mouth and down her throat. 
“You can’t beat me,” he breathed against her mouth. “Give in now. It will be so much easier.” Fangs pressed into her skin so hard they may have drawn blood, but she refused to succumb to fear. Instead she thought about her options. She wanted to scream. Maybe someone would hear her. Ellie was in the bedroom next door, she would be sure to hear something. But Catherine couldn’t put her in danger. 
He leered, and another wave of hopelessness washed through her leaving her wrung out. Tears streamed from the corners of her eyes and by force of will she managed to stop herself from sinking into her own darkness. 
He leaned back and folded his arms across his massive chest. His weight almost crushed her hips. Red eyes, filled with malicious humour, regarded her with grim purpose. “You could give in.” 
“No.” 
“Good.” His mouth twisted into a sadistic sneer as he grabbed the edge of the bedsheets and pulled them to one side. Catherine froze as he grabbed her nightclothes and black iron-like claws shredded the flimsy material into wispy strips. 
Catherine tried not to think about the fact there was nothing left between her and his nakedness. She felt the hard roughness of his skin against her. Something hardened inside her. “I’m a Samuel and I will fight this.” She struggled every way she could. When she punched at him it was like punching a concrete block, but that didn’t stop her from hitting, scratching, and pushing him until her energy was drained. 
He laughed, grabbed both of her wrists in one massive fist and pinned them above her head. With his free hand, he grabbed her breast and squeezed hard. 
Catherine grimaced. 
“Let yourself go, little Miss Prissy Proper,” he mumbled into the side of her face. “It will be good for you.” 
“Never.” 
“But if you let me into your heart it will be so much easier.” 
“No.” 
“You will enjoy me.” 
“No. Never. Go to hell.” 
“Good. Now I can break you the old fashioned way.” His breath caressed the side of her face and he licked her cheek with his long cheese grater of a tongue. “And I will enjoy that most of all.” He laughed as he forced her legs apart. 
She struggled anew. His glowing gaze bored into her skull. 
“Look all you want.” Catherine growled and snapped her head up hard. Her forehead connected with his nose with a satisfying crunch and her head swam with the impact. 
“Ouch, do it again.” 
He rolled his hips against her and his hardness pressed into her belly. She didn’t need to think too long about the nature of that hardness, nor what he might plan to do with it. 
“Are you ready for me? I think you are. Everyone is always ready for me.” 
Catherine closed her eyes and floundered in darkness. She could not take much more. 
In the dark reaches of her subconscious, a tiny pinprick of light flickered to life and bathed her mind in the warmth of silver. Soothing at first and then it erupted. Burning, molten silver seared through every cell of her body until she thought she’d die from the pain. 
Catherine screamed for all she was worth. Even after Ellie entered her room, she carried on screaming and sobbing. 
“Shhh, it’s all right.” Ellie sat on the edge of the bed and gathered Catherine against her. “It’s just a dream, a bad dream, nothing more.” She slipped into bed with Catherine and held her. “Everything will be all right.” 
Curled up in the safety of Ellie’s arms, Catherine whimpered. “It was so real.” 
“That’s what makes them so scary,” Ellie said. “But it will seem better in the morning.” 
Catherine wasn’t convinced. “I don’t want to go to sleep.” 
“You need to get some rest. I’ll stay right here and you’ll be safe. I promise.” 
“Okay,” Catherine said. 
“Sleep,” Ellie whispered. 
 
 
CATHERINE OPENED HER eyes and groaned at the bright sunshine streaming through her window. The world was altogether too brilliant and cheerful when all she could think about was how much her body hurt. Every joint ached, and every muscle felt pulled almost to the point of snapping. When she turned to her side she found Ellie snoring at her side. The guilt she felt was as painful as her bruises. She slipped out of bed and, like a thief in rags, crept to the bathroom. 
Tears of anger, guilt, and shame, mixed with soap and water, and the face she saw in the mirror bore little resemblance to the face she expected. Her skin was pale and red-rimmed eyes, dark from lack of sleep, stared back at her. This was the face of a victim. 
In the shower, the hot jets pummelled her abused body, but it wasn’t enough to wash away the filth from her skin, or the rawness from her heart. She ran the shower until the water burned and she scrubbed every inch of herself with a nailbrush. She’d been marked with the stain of something more than a mere nightmare. 
She wondered how many nightmares she could survive. 
 
 



 Chapter Four 
 
 
 
EVERY MORNING, SINCE Catherine placed the advert, she walked by the pile of post that Ralf left for her on the hallway table and sorted the whole lot into stacks. The one for potential employees was growing into a substantial heap, but at the sound of Ellie clumping down the stairs she ignored the mail and headed straight for the kitchen. She needed coffee more than she needed to read the mail. 
She inhaled the warming smells of her kitchen as she entered and found Ralf seated at the table. “Coffee smells wonderful, Ralf, thank you.” 
“You’re welcome.” He placed a plate of warm butter croissants in the middle of the kitchen table. “Try these, they are lovely.” 
Catherine took a deep breath, coffee, warmed pastry, it all smelled so normal, like a regular home. She helped herself to coffee, but refused the pastry. She wasn’t hungry. 
“Have you seen the pile of replies to the job advert?” Ralf asked, as though he read her mind. “There are quite a few already.” 
“Yes.” Catherine blew on the hot coffee before taking a sip. “But I thought we should save them until next week.” 
“You haven’t reviewed any of them yet?” Ralf asked. 
“Not sure if I know what to search for,” Catherine said. 
Ralf rolled up his sleeves. “Then now is as good a time as any to get started isn’t it? What do you say?” 
“I guess so. All right then.” Catherine retrieved the stack of potentials and placed them on the table. “Let’s see what we end up with. Look for travelling, to show they might’ve been to deal with undead problems, and qualifications.” 
Of all the replies, three people stood out. The others seemed unqualified, or inexperienced, and not suitable for Memorial House. 
Catherine started, “John Thomkins. He shows lots of experience. He seems qualified and he has worked many different places.” 
“Yes,” Ralf and Ellie both said. 
“I think David Rowlands looks good,” Ellie suggested. “He also has plenty of qualifications, and lots of experience at various establishments.” 
“If we are choosing one each, then I propose Cassandra Evans.” Ralf held a sheaf of papers in his hand. 
“A woman, Ralf?” Catherine asked. 
“Yes, a woman.” 
“I don’t think so Ralf. Dad’s men were, well, men. Women are not Hunters or whatever they call themselves.” 
“She shows exceptional qualifications,” Ralf countered. 
Catherine shook her head. She remembered Mattie with his broad shoulders and a ready grin. She wanted another Mattie, a knight protector who stood tall and bulky, not some high-heeled mortician in a skirt. 
Ralf rolled his eyes. “Excellent qualifications, lots of experience and apart from impeccable references, have you seen where she’s been?” 
“What do you mean?” Ellie asked. 
“Mortuary assistants can’t afford such extensive travel. She doesn’t even work in this country most of the time. If anyone looks promising, she does.” 
Catherine said, “All right, if you insist. Let’s look at these three, I don’t want to go through all of the applications again. But this doesn’t mean I think you’re right. Not at all. I’ll notify the three applicants and set up interviews for two weeks from now.” Catherine gathered the papers into a stack and headed to her office. 
 
 
TWO WEEKS LATER, Catherine, Ellie and Ralf sat on one side of a table with an empty chair set up for the interviewee on the other. The unused viewing room made a great space for running the interviews. The first applicant to be interviewed was John Thomkins, Catherine’s favourite. He interviewed well and seemed a good man, but it was clear he had no idea at all about undead of any kind. 
“Thank you for coming, John, it was lovely to meet you,” Catherine said. “We have a few to interview today, we’ll be in touch.” She ushered him out the door. 
The second interviewee followed soon after Thomkins departed. David Rowlands. Catherine crossed him off the list almost as soon as he walked into the room. He sported bad teeth, greasy hair, and a grin that gave her the creeps. He stared at Catherine’s chest almost all the way through the interview. Not the sort of man she wanted around the business. In fact, should they have a Slow Riser on the table, Catherine was unclear who she’d bolt first, the Riser or David Rowlands. 
“Thank you, David,” Catherine said as politely as she could. “We have others to consider. We’ll let you know as soon as we have made a decision. Ralf will see you out.” 
“Two down, one to go,” Ralf said as he re-entered the room. “Last up, Cassandra Evans.” 
The last candidate was not Catherine’s preferred choice. She watched as the woman strode through the door as though she belonged. At a little under six feet, with tanned skin and dark blonde hair that cascaded over her shoulders in curly waves, she was impressive. She wore tall leather boots over leggings that fitted like a second skin. A loose long sleeve shirt, cinched at the waist with a thick leather belt, covered her from neck to mid-thigh. Catherine imagined the woman with a scabbard hanging from her side and a scimitar, rather than the briefcase she carried. The image lasted a moment and her pirate was gone. 
“Oh, my, my, my,” Ralf muttered. “I think I’ve fallen in love again.” 
“Ralf!” Catherine glared at him, but she couldn’t fault his reaction. “Hello, my name is Catherine Samuel and these are my employees, Ralf and Ellie. Please have a seat.” Catherine motioned toward the empty chair. 
Catherine watched as Cassandra surveyed the room and her bright hazel eyes seemed to miss nothing. She approached with deliberate strides. Catherine focussed on Cassandra with such intensity she forgot to breathe for a moment. 
 
 
CASSANDRA WAS USED to being scrutinized and although it wasn’t something she courted, she was unfazed by the attention. “Good morning.” She focussed on the three representatives of Samuel and Sons. She blinked once, and their presence filled her with the colour of their souls and the secrets they kept hidden in their hearts. That was her gift, to see their colour, and when it worked, which wasn’t often, it was a useful skill. Not as useful as being empathic or telepathic, but it had its moments and where latent ability failed, old fashioned research worked just as well. From the moment she knew of her call to the interview, she researched Catherine Samuel and her employees. 
Mottled earth tones, and a few streaks of blue, represented Ralf’s maturity. A few swirls of black, she decided, could well be no more than a by-product of the memorial business. The wisps of purple, the colour of secrets and hidden knowledge, were more of a concern, but when she considered Ralf, he radiated such a degree of blandness she dismissed him, and moved on to Ellie. 
The red head was more difficult to read and Cassandra had to concentrate to see she was there. Pale skin, a sprinkling of freckles and unfashionable glasses gave the impression of an uptight librarian. The pinched mouth and perpetual frown didn’t help, but facial features were irrelevant. It was her colours that interested Cassandra, and Ellie overflowed with shades of purple, not mere secrets, but mysteries and rituals, all mixed with passionate red, impatient yellow and swirled with green envy. Freckles was the perfect nickname for Ellie. Cassandra decided that Freckles was a chaos of human emotions, of no major consequence and thus dismissed her from thought. 
The important one was the woman who sat between Ralf and Freckles. She didn’t need to concentrate too hard to see Catherine was a cause for concern. Pale skin and dark hair, she looked as though she carried the weight of the world upon her shoulders. Her colours, too muted, pale and vulnerable, gave no clue as to Catherine’s hidden personality. Yet Cassandra could see the fragility of the woman, and in this place, she knew Catherine was in trouble. 
Catherine lifted her head, stared straight into her eyes and Cassandra's entire world slipped so far to one side she found it difficult to stand upright. Blood rushed to her brain, wiped it clear of all rational thought, and Catherine’s emotions rushed in and filled the void with Catherine’s pain, loss, and sadness. The feelings ripped at Casandra’s insides until she reeled with the force of them. It was no longer about Catherine’s colour. It was all about her pain. Searing, gut-tearing pain and then her thoughts turned to how much she wanted to sweep Catherine into her arms, and hold her so close her problems couldn’t touch her any more. 
“Miss Evans, are you all right?” Cassandra heard Ralf’s voice, but it seemed too far away and inconsequential to give it any heed. She swallowed hard and knew she was losing herself. Like standing on the edge of a cliff and leaning too far forward. The ground rolled beneath her feet, and when she dug her fingernails into her thighs even the sharp press of nails into her skin wasn’t enough to help her regain her focus. 
“Are you all right?” A different voice spoke, this one filled with bells and silver flutes that tinkled inside her head. It was Catherine’s voice and Cassandra wanted to burst with the pleasure of hearing her speak. She knew she was in trouble. Catherine Samuel had the power to make her unravel. She stared at her hands, and inside the cuff of her shirtsleeve, she could see the edge of her latest injury. She picked at the edge of the stitches and dug her fingernails hard against the repairing skin. Pain shot along her arm and for a moment her mind cleared enough she could pull herself together. 
One look was all it had taken. One brief meeting of their eyes and Catherine had rendered her senseless. She gritted her teeth, no one had ever had such an effect on her before and she was damned if she was going to let it happen. Simple job, she told herself. All she needed to do was check to see if Catherine was corrupt, teach her what to do and leave. Simple. Right! 
She took the last few steps closer. “Cassandra Evans.” She held out her hand. “I think I’m exactly the person you need.” She was grateful Catherine dropped her eyes, she wasn’t sure what she’d have done otherwise. At the same time, she knew the effect hadn’t been one-way. In a perverse way, she liked that. 
“Pleased to meet you.” Ralf stood up to greet her. “Please sit.” 
Everything returned to normal, as though nothing extraordinary had happened at all. 
As interviews went, Cassandra rated it as unexceptional. There were no direct requests about hunting undead, but asking a direct question always took courage. She wanted someone, Catherine in particular, to ask her about hunting and how good she was at finding and killing demons and undead. 
“Tell me, why I should hire you,” Catherine said. 
Cassandra no longer heard the bells and flutes of Catherine’s voice. Now her voice sounded a little weary. 
“You need to know we’re not seeking an embalmer.” Catherine continued, “We have some special problems and need someone with specialised skills. If you don’t know what I’m talking about you’ll think I’m crazy and no harm done. But, if you’re what we want we can get straight to business and cut out the nonsense.” 
Cassandra considered her response. She was glad her mind worked again. Something had changed and Catherine no longer appeared to have any hold over her. “I can deal with all sorts of problems, but if there is something walking when it shouldn’t be, I’m more than capable of dealing with it.” Her eyes settled on Catherine. “I’m a specialist and that is for you and I to discuss.” 
“It’s all right,” Catherine said. She motioned to Ellie and Ralf on either side of her. “We are all family here. You can say anything you like to any one of us.” 
Cassandra shook her head. “Some families are old, very old and the secrets they share are family secrets.” 
Ralf stood up. “Let’s go get coffee Ellie. I think we’ll need some.” 
“No. We should stay, for Catherine,” Ellie protested, her eyes filled with dislike. 
“No,” Ralf insisted. “We need coffee.” 
“All right.” Ellie followed Ralf out the door. 
“So what must you say for my ears only?” Catherine asked. 
“Our families are ancient, yours and mine. Many duties and obligations follow being a part of such a family.” 
“I’m more than aware of my obligations,” Catherine said. 
“But are you aware of all of your duties, Catherine Samuel?” 
“Which means what, exactly? Our business is the dead. We accept them and bury them.” She smiled. “And sometimes, getting them into the ground is harder than some could imagine.” 
Cassandra nodded. “It doesn’t stop there, Catherine, once they are in the ground you must make sure they stay there.” She frowned because Catherine showed no reaction to her statement. “This is difficult, and I know you’re unprepared for this job.” 
“True, pretty much everything about this business has turned out to be unexpected,” Catherine said. 
Cassandra stood up and inclined her head. “I welcome you Gatekeeper, and would respectfully ask to be your Warden.” She waited. “Do you accept?” 
Catherine stared at her. “I don't know what that means, Cassandra. How can I accept something I don’t understand?” 
“You don’t need to understand, Catherine, you need to accept what you are, and what you are is the Gatekeeper.” She softened her tone, “Taking care of the gate is your burden now, as it was the burden of your parents before you, just as your children and their children will be responsible for the gate after you’re gone. This is your duty and it will continue until time has no more meaning.” 
“I’m so glad you came all this way to make everything so clear,” Catherine said. “But that doesn’t tell me anything. I don’t know where I might find the gate or where it leads.” 
“Where it leads is really the most important thing and the short answer is it goes from here to hell.” 
“Perhaps it would have been better if I didn’t ask.” 
“But you did.” 
Catherine nodded. “So if I’m this Gatekeeper you mentioned, what are you all about?” 
“Many things. I’m your warden, a defender, a knight perhaps, or a hunter when you need one. My job is to sort out your problems as they need sorting.” She shrugged. Cassandra knew she wasn’t being as clear as she might. She was all those things, but what Catherine needed was something Cassandra could not be, her Shield. A Shield was something altogether different. Not for the first time, Cassandra wondered why she had been chosen for this particular assignment. “No matter, I’m the best Warden you will get.” 
“Really?” 
“Yes.” 
“I’ve seen hunters before, but they were always men, you’re nothing like I anticipated.” 
“You thought I’d be like them?” 
“Yes, but that doesn’t matter, now I can’t shake the feeling I know you.” 
“I don’t think so, and no matter what you expected, I’m here to help.” 
Catherine said, “Okay.” 
“Hold my hand.” Cassandra reached out. “Now look into my eyes.” 
“Why?” 
“Because...” she started, under normal circumstances she’d not have to explain herself. “It might help.” Cassie took Catherine’s hands in hers. Unfamiliar hands, soft, long-fingered. “Look at me,” Cassandra commanded. 
Catherine didn’t respond at first, but light grey eyes stared into her eyes and Cassie liked that. 
“I hope you’re ready,” Cassie murmured and then she turned her eyes from light amber to flashing golden light. When Catherine tried to take a step back, Cassie gripped her hand. She let her Gold light, the essence of her soul, stretch out to touch Catherine to see what response she would get. Gold faded to amber, and for just a moment the normal world seemed dull in comparison. Except for Catherine, who whose gaze remained locked onto her. Then Catherine smiled, and grey eyes grew bright, almost silver. Loose hand holding became fingers entwined and perception of the rest of the world faded in gentle waves of silver. Cassandra had anticipated something, her kind, her family, could not expose themselves to the likes of a Samuel without some kind of effect. Even so, she was still surprised a dormant and innocent Samuel could reach out with the aplomb of someone used to using Silver power. 
Most important of all, when Cassandra sought corruption she found none. The contact, the touch of Gold and Silver opened Catherine to her, and she saw a cloud of darkness coalesced around Catherine’s shoulders. Dark and malignant, a seething mass of black oil-like corruption. Every now and then a dark filament reached for Catherine’s skin, but each time it touched, it recoiled. Catherine, Cassandra now knew, was under attack, but fought it off. She was pleased with that. 
“What do you know of your family legacy, Catherine?” Cassandra asked. 
“Nothing. They didn’t speak to me about anything.” 
That Catherine knew so little was a great disappointment and although she’d been expecting a degree of naiveté, it was still a shock. 
“We have work to do,” Cassandra announced and in spite of her disappointments, she grinned so hard her mouth hurt. She couldn’t help herself. “Stop. I have to stop,” she whispered, and forced her Gold into the background. It was the only way to sever the contact between them. Even so, Cassie discovered Catherine’s touch still reached out to her. It was like they were two poles of a magnet drawn together. Cassie dug her fingernails into the palms of her hand to centre herself. She had no wish to get close, and if she wished to keep their attachment cordial and distant, she needed to focus. 
“Did that help?” Catherine asked. 
“Did what help?” 
“Holding my hand, and whatever it was you did with your shiny eyes.” 
Cassandra smiled. “There is a part of you, deep inside, that’s asleep, and it would be so much easier if you’d have awakened.” She shrugged. “At least I know you’re not corrupted, so it’s a good start.” 
“Well I’m so happy I haven’t disappointed.” 
“I was sent to help and I’ll do anything and everything in my power to ensure you and The Gate are kept safe.” 
“Sent? You didn’t mention you were sent. Who sent you?” 
“Of course I was sent. You asked for me in your advert.” She paused. “This is family business and when your family calls, my family answers.” 
“Were there Wardens here when my parents were killed?” 
“Yes.” 
“Were you here?” 
“No. That wasn’t my call,” Cassie said. 
“My parents weren’t your call, but I am?” It sounded like an accusation. Cassandra nodded, again. “You know I really do think I know you. Like we have a connection, but it doesn’t make sense to me.” Cassandra didn’t have time to answer as the door opened with a loud bang. 
“Coffee?” Ellie asked. take it you’ve had your discussions?”
“Yes, thank you,” Catherine said. 
“Well, that’s about it,” Ellie declared, she glared at Cassandra. “Did something change whilst Ralf and I were making coffee?” 
“No,” Catherine said. 
“So. Cassandra. Do you think you’re all that?” Ellie asked. 
Cassandra’s attention focussed on Ellie. “Yes, and then some, especially when it comes to undead and such things.” She smiled. “I can deal with anything, including the problems you haven’t met yet.” She lifted her black leather bag, a large pilot case, onto the table and opened it up. “I have my own tools.” She pointed out the basic kit in her bag. “A mallet and wooden stake, a bottle of Christian holy water, the tears of a Buddhist monk, in fact I have the tears of pretty much every type of spiritual person you can think of. Herbs, amulets, and charms for every eventuality. The heavy stuff is in the car.” 
“Heavy stuff?” Ellie asked. 
“Guns, knives, swords, a cross bow, flares, flare guns. That sort of thing. I’ve quite a collection with me and even more in storage should the need arise.” 
“When can you start?” Catherine asked.
 “I can start whenever you want, how about right now?” She smiled and stared at Catherine. “I’m all yours.” 
Catherine blushed. 
“Welcome to the family,” Ralf said. 
“Will you be staying in town?” Ellie asked. 
“Well...” 
“Oh no, Ellie,” Catherine jumped in, “Cassandra will stay with us. We have a spare room. She can have that and then she’ll be near the action, so to speak.” Catherine turned her attention to Cassandra. “Will that work for you, Cassandra?” 
“Cassie. Call me Cassie.”
“Cassie,” Catherine repeated. 
“All right. I’m moving in.” She smiled at Catherine, but out the corner of her eye she saw Ellie and her visage was anything but happy. Cassie had dealt with far worse. In fact, the more she thought about it, she decided her job would be much easier if everyone hated her, including Catherine. She would need to work on that part with some determination. 
 
 



 Chapter Five 
 
 
 
FURTIVE FOOTSTEPS IN the hallway brought Cassie from sleep to wakefulness in a heartbeat. Adrenaline flooded her body. Driven as much by instinct as training, she reached for the hilt of the long knife she kept underneath the mattress and prepared herself for action. Even though she could not see through wood or brick, she knew the steps belonged to Catherine. She was not surprised. They had touched, Silver to Gold, soul to soul, at the interview, and now they were forever connected. She relaxed, a little. She didn’t think to question why Catherine was out of her bed so late. She heard the muffled sounds of Catherine moving about her room and getting into her bed. She waited a while, in case Catherine got up again, but all remained quiet. Only then did Cassie close her eyes. Catherine was safe. Cassie could sleep. 
A few hours later she rose for breakfast, certain the other members of the household were still in their beds. Cassie figured it was a good time to snoop around the house, but she got as far as the kitchen, where she found Ralf sitting at the table reading the paper and drinking a steaming mug of coffee. 
“Morning,” he greeted her. “Help yourself to coffee, it’s just been made.” 
“You’re early.” Cassie poured herself a generous mug of the aromatic brew. 
“Birds woke me up. Sleep well?” 
“Yes, thank you.” She took a sip of the coffee and couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “Good coffee Ralf.” 
“Thanks.” 
“Is anyone else up yet?” 
Ralf glanced at his watch. “Too early. They’ll get up late, race in, and moan about being late. If you’re lucky they’ll grunt at you before they dash off to Memorial House.” 
“Oh! Are they a couple?” 
Ralf snorted. “Only in Ellie’s wildest dreams.” He peeked at her over his paper. “But you didn’t hear anything from me.” 
“Tell me about Catherine.” 
“I can’t.” He grinned. “That would be gossiping and if I gossiped about the boss she would fire me. I like it here too much to risk my job.” 
Cassie wasn’t in the mood for games. She changed direction. 
“Does she not understand who she is?” 
“Not for me to say.” 
“You know, Ralf. I know you know. You’ve been here far too long not to know how things work.” 
“I’m constantly surprised at the number of things I know so little about.” He sounded cautious. 
She stared at him. “Did she ask for a Warden? Or did you?” 
“Does it matter? She didn’t expect any of this. Now not only does she grieve for her family, she has to take care of this business. The important thing is you are here now, and you can help her.” He stared at her for a moment. “You and I both know the Samuel’s business is a difficult one. There are not many funeral homes that have to worry about the dead getting up out of their coffins.” 
“She should have been raised a Samuel and then she would know how to deal with this.” 
“She was raised by her aunt, who is a Samuel, too.” 
“That’s not what I meant. You know when I say ‘a Samuel’ that it has a special meaning.” 
“Do I?” He folded his paper in half. “I might have an idea that it’s more than just a name. Right?” 
“Yes.” 
“But Catherine doesn’t know that yet,” Ralf said. 
Cassie peered out of the kitchen window, but she didn’t pay attention to the world outside. “Perhaps you’re correct, but she needs to learn to be a Samuel and learn fast.” 
“Isn’t that your job? Teaching her what she needs? Good luck with that. Later, I suspect she’ll woo you with all of her Samuel charms, including stubbornness and sheer bloody-mindedness. I can tell you no matter how frail she appears she has a backbone of pure steel. She will do what she wants when she wants.” 
Steel or Silver? Cassie thought to herself. “And only if I can get past Ellie?” 
He laughed and it was the first emotion she had seen from him. “That too.” 
“Well, we’ll see,” she answered, as Ellie and Catherine entered the kitchen. 
“Morning,” the two women spoke together, but they could not have sounded more different. Ellie looked and sounded all bright and cheerful, whereas Catherine looked dreadful. Her pale skin looked translucent, even her hair seemed tired and limp. That worried Cassie, worried her a lot. She needed to get things fixed fast. Catherine’s steely backbone might be reaching a breaking point and Cassie knew she didn’t have the luxury of time. 
“Did you sleep well?” Catherine asked Cassie. 
“I was extremely comfortable. Thank you for asking.” 
“Good.” Catherine said. “I do hope you will put an end to all this Slow Riser business.” 
“I will do whatever needs to be done,” she assured Catherine. “But we need to talk, maybe I could take you out for lunch or a drink to discuss things?” 
Cassie noted Ralf’s quirked eyebrow. 
Ellie glared at Cassie with hate-filled eyes. 
Catherine froze, uncertainty written all over her face. 
“We’re busy,” Ellie said. “There is a lot happening over at Memorial House today, and we’re too busy for taking breaks and disappearing on whim.” 
“Just a thought.” Cassie kept her irritation hidden. She centred her eyes on Catherine. “I need specifics to do my job. What’s rising, when, that sort of thing. Let me know when you’ve time to discuss things and we’ll go from there.” She picked up her mug of coffee and left, but not before she noticed the look on Ellie’s face. All she wanted was to slap the smirk right off it. 
 
 
CATHERINE SAT IN her office and reflected on the events of the morning. In her mind’s eye, she could still see Cassie as she marched out of the kitchen, her back stiff with anger. “Cassie is right. We should discuss the issues that need to be dealt with.” 
She hustled to the kitchen and made a pot of coffee. Catherine was aware that it wasn’t as good as the coffee when Ralf made it, but it was a decent enough brew. She found a small thermos flask in the cupboard under the sink, and grabbed two mugs from the cupboard. She fretted whether she needed to add sugar or milk, then, because she didn’t want to carry a jug of milk and a bowl of sugar, decided against either additive. Black and unsweetened would have to do. 
Catherine found Cassie sitting on the post and rail fence that marked the point where the Samuel land ended and the outlying fields of the cemetery began. “There you are,” she called. “I brought a flask of coffee, and cups. Can we talk?” 
Cassie straddled the fence, her long legs dangling on both sides and her feet touching the lower rail. “So you decided to have a drink with me after all. What will Ellie say?” 
“I’ve no idea. She’s not my mother.” 
“No, she’s not, but I sense she’d maybe like to be something else.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Catherine clambered onto the fence. 
Cassie shrugged. “So, here you are.” 
“I wanted to apologise for this morning. I wasn’t helpful.” Catherine poured two cups of coffee from the flask. “I was tired, but that’s no excuse. I should have been ready to make time for you.” 
“All right.” 
“And I suppose we’re so used to it being just us three here at Memorial House that it’ll take a while for us to adjust.” 
“What do you mean, the three of you?” 
“Me, Ellie, and Ralf. I couldn’t manage without them.” 
“Oh, okay. I’ve irritated enough people in my time not to be worried when I ruffle a few feathers.” She shrugged. “It would be much easier if we could talk through the problems you have now, and decide what it is you want from me.” 
“We do have problems that’s for sure.” 
Cassie stared out over the fields. “I was sorry to hear about your family. They will be missed.” 
“Thank you. Did you know them?” 
“I met them once...No, twice I think.” 
“You did?” 
“You were right earlier, we have met before, but you were little, maybe five or six years old.” Cassie grinned. “You dragged your teddy bear, Mr. Tumble, everywhere. Through mud and muck and no one was allowed near him.” 
“Mr. Tumble! You know my Mr. Tumble?” 
“Oh yes,” Cassie said. “And I remember you held Mr. Tumble by one leg and whacked me over the head a few times. ‘Mr. Tumble is very angry,’ you said, because I didn’t want to go to your tea party.” 
Catherine laughed and for just a moment or two, the world seemed brighter, less fraught. It seemed like she hadn’t laughed in a long while, and she needed to laugh more often. “You talk as though you’re much older and I know you’re not. I read your resume.” 
“A year or two makes all the difference when you are very young.” 
“Now that you’ve reminded me, I do have a vague memory of you. You were serious. I think. Very serious.” 
“And you were very bossy.” 
Catherine chuckled. “Yes, I was.” Other memories of her childhood rose to the surface, there were so few of them, she treasured every one. “So what killed them Cassie? My family. What really happened? You are a hunter. Do you know anything about what happened?” 
“I know the basics. The simple answer is some bad people did some very bad things.” 
“People? People!” Anger, borne of grief, bubbled up from below the surface and she wanted to explode. “It couldn’t have been just people.” 
“Not ordinary people, Catherine. People who made deals with dark beasts who they summon at will. In return those beasts gave them more power to summon even greater foulness.” Cassie stared downward. “What those people called forth wasn’t easy to kill, demons never are.” 
“Demons?” 
“Yes, they are vile beasts. When a demon stalks the earth people die, and when they targeted your family there was little that anyone could do to stop it.” 
“A demon!” 
“Yes. I’m sorry Catherine, but a lot of people died that day. Your mother, your father, your brother, and all of the Guardians sent to help them.” 
“But a demon? They said it was animals.” 
“In a way it was. Just not the kind of animal you see running around in fields or forest.” Cassie put her hand on Catherine’s. “I’m saddened by your loss Catherine, but other families have lost loved ones, too. If you want to rage at something rage at the wrongness and injustice of the deaths of so many good people. If this bothers you, set yourself to seek out and destroy the perpetrators so this kind of tragedy never happens again.” 
“That doesn’t make my family any less dead.” 
Cassie picked at a fingernail. “No. It doesn’t. Mine either. But we must carry on regardless of the pain. We must endure.” 
“Your family? 
“Yes, my older brother.” 
Catherine took Cassie's hand in hers. “Oh Cassie, I’m so sorry.” 
“I miss Mathew. He worked with your father for years, on and off.” 
“Did you say Mathew? As in Mattie? My Mattie?” 
Cassie stared at her. 
“My Mattie. He was my knight in shining armour and my guardian angel. Oh how I miss him.” 
“What do you mean your guardian angel?” 
Catherine sighed. “Too many fairy stories I guess, but he was always there when I needed him. He made me feel safe. Now I must grieve for him, too. I didn’t know he’d died with my family. I’m sorry for your loss.” 
“Thank you.” 
Catherine let the silence stretch out before them. It wasn’t unpleasant, or awkward, but rather a moment when they both remembered the lost and grieved together. 
“And here we are. With trouble again and my family is once more here to help,” Cassie said. 
Catherine grinned. “Yes, and now that you are here I kind of expect you to do your thing and sort it all out for me.” 
“Just like that?” 
Catherine nodded. “Just like that.” 
“You don’t want me. You want a magic wand.” 
“Don’t be silly, but if you do happen to have one of those wand things then right about now would be a good time to use it.” 
“It’s not so simple Catherine.” Cassie sipped her coffee. “I’ve been here less than a day and even I can see there are so many things going wrong that it is hard to know where to start.” 
“You’ve an idea, though, I know you do.” 
“Well, yes,” she said. “I can go hunting that will help, but there are other problems that are a little closer.” 
“Like?” 
“You.” 
“That sounds a bit harsh, Cassie.” 
“I have to be,” Cassie sounded miserable. “You’re a Samuel, and you need to be all a Samuel can be. I’m here to protect you whilst you learn.” She stared at Catherine. “You’re the one that matters, only you and no one else. My family cannot let your family down. Not again.” 
“It wasn’t anyone’s fault Cassie, except those that called the demon you mentioned.” 
“Perhaps, but if you come to harm I’ve failed. Once you’re the Samuel you were born to be my job becomes easier, and I can be sure there’ll never be another tragedy to strike our families.” 
“I was born Catherine Samuel, how can I be more Samuel than that? You say the strangest things, as though I should understand everything you say. But I don’t. I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about and I’m not comfortable being responsible for things I know nothing about. It’s not fair on me.” 
“Therein lies the problem. You should know who and what you are.” 
“Like my father?” 
“Exactly. If your father called we would make plans to deal with the problems, and I’d go out and put those plans into action.” 
“But I don’t know anything,” Catherine whispered. “And I can’t suddenly understand things because you want me to. Sorry to be such a disappointment.” 
“No, it’s not disappointment. I can see that this will be hard. And I’m not sure I have the skills you need.” 
Catherine didn’t know what to say to that. The moment seemed to slip out of her control. 
“I understand it’s difficult for you Catherine, it’s hard for me, too, but I can’t fix this alone. I need you to stop resisting me and what I represent.” 
“I’m not resisting you.” 
“Of course, you are.” Cassie closed her eyes and put her put her hand on Catherine's. 
Almost instantly Catherine felt the heat between their hands grow, as though Cassie shone the light of the sun directly onto her skin. Her heart pounded. 
“Most of all,” Cassie said, “you weren’t expecting your reaction to me.” 
“Cassie—” 
“Two Guardians have already failed you Catherine, I’ll not be a third.” 
“What do you—” 
“You know what, it doesn’t matter.” Cassie jumped from the fence. “I’ve things to do. I’ll let you know how I get on. Meanwhile, when you work out what you want from me, you can let me know.” 
“Cheeky cocky mare!” Catherine grumbled. This was the second time Cassie had walked away from her, and it annoyed her. She examined her hand, where Cassie had touched her skin and wondered how it could be so normal and ordinary. It should have been marked in some way, burned, scorched, or something, but it wasn’t. She watched Cassie stride off, and grew more irritated with each step Cassie took. She didn’t know whether she was angry with Cassie, or disappointed. Either way Catherine didn’t look away until the moment Cassie stepped beyond a line of mature bushes and out of sight. 
 
 
CASSIE DIDN’T NEED to see with her own eyes to feel the cool Silver of Catherine’s gaze tickling between her shoulder blades. “Damn. She is strong.” She clenched her teeth, and turned her eyes skyward. “Why? Why now?” She wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes. She filled her lungs, held her breath, and released the air a little at a time. She didn’t have time for this. She had no room for emotion, or doubt. “I’m not so easily tempted, no matter how pretty the face. What have I done wrong to be sent here, like this? If this is a punishment, and I think it is, I don’t care for this at all. Not at all.” She pulled her shoulders back. “I’m not a blasted nursemaid! Find me a place where I can do some good, the least you could do is send me some place I can hit something. Anywhere but here will do.” 
She waited. Nothing happened. Punishment or not, it appeared she was here to do a job and it wouldn’t get done unless she started doing it. 
 
 



 Chapter Six 
 
 
 
CASSIE STRODE ON, determined to put as much space as possible between herself and Catherine. Running from her charge wasn’t rational, but she couldn’t help herself. She needed some distance between them. After a mere twenty-four hours she knew she was drawn to Catherine, warming to her in ways she didn’t want. That had to stop before she forgot who she was and what she wanted to be. She gritted her teeth and surveyed the world about her, determined to put Catherine out of her mind for a bit. 
Gentle hills stretched out in front of her, and the subtle planting of small evergreens shielded and obscured the bulk of gravestones from casual view. At her rear, mature bushes blocked her view of Memorial House. She was on cemetery lands now, rather than Samuel land, and even though the nearest graves were some way away, she could sense the presence of the dead. A boneyard was a boneyard, no matter how they planted the trees and the bushes. 
She sank to the sun-scorched ground and removed her boots and socks. With a moan of pleasure, she stretched and wriggled her toes. Long hot grass tickled her feet and Cassie grinned. For one moment she was tempted to do nothing more than lie in the grass for the whole day and forget all of her responsibilities, including Catherine. She rolled up her sleeves and exposed a mass of scabby wounds to the warmth of the sun. After a job like the last, she was entitled to a day off, but there never seemed time for such foolishness. Every day she failed to get her job done was another day she had to stay. The sooner she got things sorted the sooner she could move on. 
She stood up, planted her bare feet on the ground, and held her arms out at shoulder height. As she spun about in a slow circle, life pulsed through the ground and the eternal energy of the earth hummed through her feet. Air touched her skin and the warming rays of the sun caressed her. Cassie grinned, the simple pleasures were the best. 
One breath cleared her mind of irrelevancies and a second brought the world into sharper focus. The air in her lungs and upon her skin told her it was clean of corruptions, and in this place, far out of town, there were fewer cars, no signs of industrialisation, and it was free of pollutants. Beneath her feet, the ground was solid and enduring, but otherwise, she saw nothing more. She extended her senses, heard the rustle of leaves in the trees, the whispers of the grass, and the smells of fragrant bushes and flowers. She stretched. “Best get on with it.” She moved on across the fields, angling away from where she had last seen Catherine. 
Despite what she’d suggested to Catherine, there were things she could do right now, and any task that kept her away from the women of Memorial House was a good job. At some point her father would recognise his folly and know he had sent the wrong woman. Then he would rectify the error and send someone better. All she had to do was wait it out and do what she could whilst she was here. That cheered her up no end. 
Further on, she angled back toward Samuel land, and at the more distant edges of the Samuel border, the soil beneath her feet changed. The soil became richer, darker, and the smell of mulched ground rose into the air in waves. Toward the cemetery the plantings marked burial zones and hid the graves that would come. Perfectly straight evergreen privet hedges grown and shaped into squares eighteen inches high and about the same depth marked the borders. A line of iris, their little purple heads waved over the hedges and low down long lines of yellow and orange marigolds, so straight someone must have used a ruler to plant them. All pretty, but sterile and regimented. The further away she walked from the cemetery, the ground made way for wild bushes and lots of brambles, their long prickly stems filled with the sweetness of ripening blackberries. Tall foxgloves with their magenta trumpets wafted in the breeze. A wild dog rose, with its pink flowers and bright red hips nestled up to a green bush with long and spindly stems. Over this, as she approached the woods, wild garlic had spread in a blanket of green leaves and white flowers. 
None of the plants here had ever seen a pair of shears, trees grew where they wished and spread out into small groves. Further along, the groves grew together and a decent sized wood had established itself. Overall, it was untouched by humans. 
Except for the magic. 
“Well, well,” she said. Even with her mundane senses, she knew the magic covered everything. An unpleasant prickle grated against her skin. It did no harm, but like tickles that have gone too far it irritated her skin. She could not ignore a magical ward, she needed to know who set it and why. 
Cassie blinked and the heat of golden brilliance filled her eyes. She surveyed the magic and saw bright multi-coloured tendrils of light and shade dance and weave in a cloud of brilliance. The dancing tones of energy were not the only part of the defence. The wards sang to her. A harmonious blend of sound, it reached into her soul, judged her and did not find her wanting. She stared at the ward and strained her ears to hear more. Yet, no matter how hard she listened, she could determine no more. Every time she tried to read the exact purpose of this spell its power shifted. This was a tapestry meant for a Samuel, and Catherine, once awakened, would be able to read it. She hoped. 
Impressive though the warding seemed, its power waned. Once it would have shielded the entire cemetery and Samuel’s grounds combined. Now it covered a few yards of the fencing. In places, the warding grew so thin the once swirling clouds of power were no more than wispy, monochromatic threads of overstretched cotton. She wondered, as she searched across the boundary, whether anyone, whether Catherine, possessed the power to restore these wards, and with some sadness, she doubted it. 
Age and time were not the only causes of the shield’s growing weakness. Other forces, corruption and darkness, were also at play. Strands of black, inch thick claws of evil burrowed into the ground at one end, and burned into the warding with claws of fire and hate at the other end. Such vileness, an affront to the natural order stood stark against the beauty of the magic. Even though such foulness was abhorrent to Cassie, she marched boldly into these places of dark corruption. 
Putrid gasses rose up and filled the air with a nose-scrunching filth. Decay, not all of it visible to the naked eye, billowed from beneath her feet and enveloped her in the poisons of the dark. Filaments of black, as insubstantial as mist but as indomitable as rock, wrapped about her arms and burned like acid through her skin and into her body. Searing pain ravaged her insides, but Cassie didn’t cry out. She gritted her teeth and refused to be affected by the vileness. Beads of sweat broke out upon her brow, but she didn’t flinch, and she didn’t waver. This was what the dark could do and the hurt was a reminder. 
Around her neck a golden amulet, etched with arcane symbols, glowed with a pale yellow light. When she gripped the amulet at her throat, the pale glow grew hot and blazed against her skin. Yellow light leaked between her fingers and speared the ground and air with the touch of the sun. She whispered words of power, ancient words in a language so old few even knew of its existence, and the power flared from her chest. Streaks of red blazed across her skin like flashes of fire, and magical light flashed between her clenched fingers. Blue light first, then glaring white before it settled to blue once more. “Be gone,” she whispered in the tongue of today rather than the language of the ancient ones. The words of ending, once the power had been unleashed, were less relevant than the meaning. 
The blackness receded from her fevered flesh and fresh, uncorrupted air felt cool against her skin. The dark smoke that had gripped her settled back into the ground and lay still. Alive still, but it lay dormant, waiting for its chance to strike again. Now that the attack had diminished the power of the warding blossomed and thickened. She smiled tiredly. “Bless you. May you strive and find the goodness in the ground once more.” 
She rested for a moment, but she couldn’t stay still for long. There was more to do so she moved on. Over grass, stone, and rocks, through nettles, weeds, brambles, and thistles, every place she could, she searched for places to purify. Twice, she peered backward, over her shoulder, a frown pulling her brow. “Damn, getting paranoid,” she grumbled. “I’m not used to this kind of work and I see shadows everywhere.” She looked all around her once more, saw nothing untoward, and trudged on. 
 
 
THE SMELL STOPPED Cassie in her tracks, the stench of death and decay so thick and foul she could almost touch it. She searched for the focus, and through the trees spotted a single wooden post, radiating green and shadows in equal measure. She approached until she could see the outline left in the uneven piles and knee high moss. A structure of some kind, but too little remained to know more. 
Underneath the green Cassie could sense the corruption wafting up from the ground in waves of pain and malice. Hatred, misery, corruption, all focussed together and a sorrow filled her making her want to weep. Cassie, all golden essence, reached out with her own spirit. How could she not when faced with such pain? Long dead souls, restless and lost between life and death, called out and begged her to let them escape. “Let us in,” they called out to her. “Let us live,” they pleaded with such hopefulness it felt as powerful as any magic spell or warding. 
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “You’ve no place here.” A single tear gathered at the corner of her eye. “I will give you peace,” she promised. “Once I have found the evil that holds you here.” 
She stepped away, and took shelter under the spreading branches of an old oak. The gnarled trunk, rough beneath her hand, but untouched by anything other than sun, and earth and wind, soothed her. Fortified, she walked into an open glade untouched by the shadows of magic or corruption. Sunlight speared through the leaves and danced with the shadows on the ground. Birds sang and leaves rustled in a gentle breeze. It was a perfect and restful spot, but the impression of something staring at her back diminished the peacefulness of the place. 
She took several deep breaths to clear her lungs. Each breath reminded her of the life that surrounded her. As she removed her clothing, she saw the touch of decay growing into all she wore. It looked like soil and grass stains, but it wasn’t just dirt, it was corruption and she could not risk infecting anything she might do. She folded each item, the worst at the bottom, cleanest on top, and she blessed the whole lot with her glowing hands. 
Cassie emptied the contents of her pockets onto her shirt. Herbs of various kinds wrapped in small paper sachets, her amulet, a small metal vial of purified water, holy water, salt, a pocket book filled with diagrams, a pencil, and chalk. She also had two boot knives. 
She knelt upon the grass. Damp soil cooled her skin as she dug her fingers into the earth. “I call upon the strength of the ground and beg the indulgence of Shemshael, First of his House of Samuel. Aid me in this time of need.” She held her arms out and lifted her face to the sky. Shafts of light speared through the trees. “I call upon the sky, and beg the indulgences of Aevrael, First of his House. Give me strength and wisdom, your daughter needs assistance.” 
Cassie launched into an ancient incantation as she anointed and blessed everything, including herself. Crushed herbs mixed with holy water made an aromatic paste she blessed on her amulet. The wind blew across her shoulders and for a moment, two strong hands gripped her arms and steadied them. Heat at her knees warmed her, and Cassie knew she wasn’t alone. 
Blessed with the touch of two houses, locating the corruption was easy. She stood and sauntered into the affected area as though there was nothing there. She expected the dark to hurt, but she didn’t expect the level of pain when the first wave of corruption burned into her skin. It stung like a thousand wasps, and even though Cassie had experienced more intense pain in her life, the shock of it almost crumbled her reserve. 
Her toenails reddened first, darkened to purple, and the infection spread over her feet to the ankle. Blackness followed, oozed over her skin and her feet looked like blocks of wet carved coal. She glanced at her alien feet, and the burning pain of skin being consumed confirmed they were her own feet. She knelt in the midst of the defilement, plunged her glowing hands into the soft soil and screamed. Her hands were the interface between light and dark, her skin the thin barrier between life and death and she delved straight into a furnace of death and hatred. Her body reacted as though doused in burning oil, and yet she persisted. When her fingers made contact with the animal buried in the ground, light burst from her hand and she pulled the corpse from the soil. 
Tears leaked from her eyes as she rested the remains of the flayed cat on her lap. This was a cruel defilement. Cassie experienced every part of the grisly ritual, including the skinning, and the horror as the creature took its last dirt filled breath. She cried for the pain visited upon an innocent soul denied passage to the next life and locked between the living and the dead it was no wonder such corruption existed. She blessed the corpse with the paste she had made, and muttered the old words of unbinding to counter the spells. “Sleep now,” she whispered through her tears. “Be at peace. Now is not the time to linger here.” 
Her golden eyes focussed on the feline remains and she witnessed the spirit coalesce into a small and dim ball of light. Gold and silver light encased the ball, protected it. When it was complete and ready it blazed with pale blue light, pulsed twice and then shot upwards out of sight. 
Cleansing herself of corruption was a simple, routine task. She thought of the purifying touch of the sky and sun purging her body, and tiny black dribs erupted from her skin and ran in oily rivulets to the ground at her feet. She checked herself over, and once she was free of taint, gathered energy of sun and air into her hands and released gold jets of purifying fire into the corrupted ground until she had burned away every trace of damage and corruption. 
 
 
HIDDEN AWAY BEHIND the thick trunk of a fallen oak, Catherine closed her eyes and hoped Cassie hadn’t noticed her. She hadn’t intended to follow, but Cassie was fascinating to watch, and she couldn’t resist. She liked the way Cassie moved, and like a guilty pleasure, she had to see a little more, even if she ran the risk of detection. 
When Cassie’s eyes glowed with golden light, she recognised the gentle glimmering as the same as she had seen at the interview. The glow flowed unrestrained and her eyes became a brighter, searing blast of yellow. The blaze of golden light didn’t shock her. Nor did she consider it strange, because weirdness came in bucket loads where her family was concerned. 
When Cassie removed her clothing everything changed. Catherine couldn’t tear her eyes away, even if she had wanted to, which she didn’t. If anything, she needed to be closer, so she could see better. Catherine eased through the brush, her moves deliberate so as to minimise noise, until she gained a better vantage point. Hidden behind the trunk of another old oak, she peeked out at Cassie. She observed the way Cassie folded her clothes, and the way she moved, all fluid grace. Powerful and sleek, broad of shoulders, a narrow waist led to the flare of her hips, and long, long legs. Every inch of her body bore marks. What were they? Were they tattoos to camouflage her skin and help her blend in with the woodland? 
After a moment of intense scrutiny, Catherine realized the markings were not tattoos at all. They were scars, lots of scars. Old scars, not so old scars and some great red gouges not yet healed. “Oh.” Catherine slapped a hand over her mouth to contain the sound. 
Cassie spun around, but Catherine ducked behind the tree. “Please don’t look too hard. Please.” She scrunched her eyes together until light and colour exploded behind her lids. If there is a God then let my luck hold one more time and please don’t let her see me. She held her breath and counted twenty seconds. 
When the threat of discovery diminished, Catherine relaxed back against the tree to let it all sink in. Poor Cassie she thought. What could cause such damage? Before she could analyse her feelings further, her body seemed to freeze, and she no longer saw the woods. A different image filled her mind. Darkness so complete she could see nothing and a cold so complete the shock of it astounded her. Real, and not real, like a memory, hers and not hers. She gulped in air and against her back the press of the bark became claws digging into her skin. She felt the talons pierce to her bone and tear flesh away in chunks. Pain so great she couldn’t even scream, speared through her arms and legs. Tears flowed over her cheeks. Then a flash of gold, and as fast as it had come, the pain vanished. She opened her eyes to warm dappled sunlight dancing on her skin. 
Catherine stared at the ground. It had all seemed so real. Her eyes blurred, her hands burned as though dipped in acid and sadness overwhelmed her. She buried her hands in old leaves and dirt. The warmth of the sun-drenched leaves and cooler soil beneath grounded her in the reality of here and now. The pain, which had seemed so real, vanished. 
When Cassie moved on from the glade, Catherine didn’t follow. She had seen more than she should have seen and she’d not view Cassie in the same way again. 
 
 



 Chapter Seven 
 
 
 
AS MUCH AS Cassie preferred being alone and away from Ellie and Catherine, there came a time, about a week or so after she had started, when hiding in the woods from sunup to sundown was no longer acceptable. Memorial House needed her. Catherine needed her. There were things to do and places she needed to check, and one of those places was the mortuary. 
“Morning,” she called out as she opened the door and entered Ralf’s domain. Relaxing music soothed her ears, calming, in direct opposition to the smell of disinfectant and sterilising fluids. No matter how many air fresheners they used, the smell of the dead always intruded. “Need a hand?” 
“Need a place to hide? I can’t see you being the sort who volunteers to work down in the mortuary with me.” 
“Who says I’m looking for a place to hide? I thought I’d help out a bit is all.” 
“I think you’re avoiding everyone.” 
“No I’m not. Well, maybe I am, but only a little. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I do need to understand how things work, and this is the best place to start.” 
“True.” He changed the music to something with a hard, rocky beat. 
She shook her head and chuckled. “People don’t normally hate me until I start laying down the law about who does what and when.” 
Ralf, his arms folded across his chest, stared at her. 
“Oh my, you’re angry! What have I done now?” 
“Everything. Nothing.” 
Cassie waited. 
Ralf continued, “I don’t know. The moment one of you Hunters appears the world turns upside down and it is hard to see if it really is for the better. You waltz in, you take everyone’s nice orderly life and mess it all up as if everything should be about what you want.” 
“Oh?” 
“You don’t even notice what you do though, do you?” He snorted. “Ellie hates you because she has seen the way you leer at Catherine.” 
“I don’t leer.” 
“If you say so, but what’s worse is Ellie has seen how Catherine leers back at you. All it took was five minutes. Five minutes for you to do your hunter hoodoo and sweet, vulnerable Catherine fell right under your spell. You knew it would happen, didn’t you? I bet it always happens. Men, women, they can’t resist your sort can they?” 
“What’s this hoodoo rubbish?” 
“Your hunter voodoo,” he repeated. 
“That’s not how it works, Ralf.” 
“Looks like it to me,” he retorted. “It was all nice and friendly here until you appeared and now everyone is avoiding everyone else. It used to be a nice place to work despite the other problems, and now the atmosphere sucks. And to think, I’m the one who convinced Catherine you were the best of the applicants. Now that I see how you’ve affected everyone here, who else can I blame?” 
“This is none of my doing, Ralf.” Even to her own ears, her voice wasn't convincing. There was something between her and Catherine, but she wasn’t prepared to admit anything. She drew herself upright, straightened her shoulders and stared at Ralf. 
“Seems to me you’ve already made up your mind. No matter what I say or do, you’ll not think any different.” She tightened her jaw. “Might as well dispense with niceties and get on with the job in hand, eh?” Again she wished she could be anywhere else but here. 
Ralf grunted, cranked up the music to conversation stopping levels, and went straight to the fridges. 
 
 
CASSIE’S FIRST INKLING of something not quite right occurred somewhere between filling in the paper work for Mr. Harris, and washing down his naked body. It was nothing specific, a tingling in the tips of her fingers as she massaged the rigor from muscles and joints. Even through her gloves, the tingling grew insistent. 
Cassie turned off the music so she could concentrate better. Ralf glared at her, but she scowled back so hard he averted his eyes. 
“Will you do the shaving?” Ralf asked. “I think I’ll set the eyes and mouth.” 
“Whatever.” She found Mr. Harris far more interesting than anything Ralf might have to say. Pale colourless skin, contrasted with the black of the ‘Y’ incision stitches and although he looked like a normal corpse, he wasn’t. Bitterness and a strong meaty flavour flooded her mouth. The indelicate aroma of decay rose in waves from the table. Something odd was happening to Mr. Harris. Her eyes cycled into Gold long enough for her to see what her normal eyes didn’t. Flashes of red and black lightning raced through the body and a mass of blackness coalesced inside his brain. 
“Cassie?” Ralf called, but she ignored him. “Cassie.” He repeated, a little louder. “Are you all right?” 
She held up her hand to quiet him. “Ralf,” she said, “whatever you have in your hands I need you to put it down and come here. Don’t ask questions, just do it. I need you to help me flip Mr. Harris over, and I need to be quick about it.” 
“But—” 
“Now, please,” she insisted. Ralf was taking so long to follow her orders, and it was hard to wait for him. It would have been so much easier to flip the body herself, but she’d have displayed her exceptional strength to a normal person. It would not have been so bad in front of Ralf, as he was an established member of staff. Yet she did not trust him enough, not yet, and at the current rate of progress, trust wasn’t going to happen any time soon. 
Together, they flipped the body over. “Thank you.” She removed a knife from her boot and waited, all of her senses fixed on any changes to the body. 
“What’s going on?” Ralf asked. 
Cassie listened. Then Mr. Harris hissed and swivelled his head towards Cassie. Underneath the closed lids, the eyes bulged outward. “Do their eyes always leak the same stinking ooze?” She asked. 
“Yes.” 
Mr. Harris’s eyes opened. Each one a solid grey orb without any white, and shot through with streaks of dark red, green and a bright almost phosphorescent yellow. The corpse’s eyes moved and swivelled in their sockets to focus on her. “Interesting,” Cassie remarked. Before it could react further, she slammed its head onto the metal mortuary table and slipped her blade into the base of its neck. The corpse slumped. Problem solved. 
“Damn.” Cassie cleaned her knife with a paper towel dipped in sterilising fluid. “This is strange. I’ve not seen undead like that one. It’s not a zombie or a ghoul. This is not what I expected.” 
“And that’s the problem we’ve been having. No one knows what it is. So how the hell did you know he was going to rise?” 
“Instinct, really, I thought I saw his finger twitch while inspecting his hand.” 
“Well a good thing you did.” 
“We’ll have to stitch the knife mark and those eyes will have to go, they’ll rot too fast for viewing.” 
“Not a problem, I can handle those issues.” 
“Good.” 
“But first, Catherine needs to be told. She’ll be pleased we didn’t set off the alarms, but she’ll be really pissed we had another Riser.” 
“You’re right. You go tell her and I’ll stay here.” As far away from Catherine as I can. 
“I suppose that would be best,” he agreed. 
As the door closed, Cassie listened to his slow and measured steps echo in the corridor. Ralf wasn’t rushing, but given the news he bore, she wouldn’t want to rush to Catherine either. 
Cassie calculated the time it would take Ralf to get to Catherine’s office on the top floor, explain the problem and return downstairs. She figured she had twelve minutes to search for any clues as to why the Slow Risers were rising here and now. Anything she found, she did not want to share with anyone except Catherine. There were too many things going wrong to be too casual with her trust. 
It wasn’t hard to find the first clue, two Witch pouches folded and stuck on the top of the door frames into the mortuary. She wasn’t concerned about them. They were old, too old for the start of the Risers and with a flash of her Gold, she knew they were useless, and inert. She put them in her pocket for further examination later. At worst, a Necromancer had access to Memorial House, and at best it was some gullible fool thinking Witch pouches were a good thing. They weren’t of course, but fools trod the earth everywhere. 
Death, a vulnerable state, required care and protection from Necromancers, and misplaced souls who could use the body to their own ends. A Samuel would protect the bodies from these at all times, including the places of rest. Even down to coffins and the fridges where they stored the bodies. The mortuary fridges, all solid and thick stainless steel, had tiny symbols located in several hard to detect locations: the edges of the doors, inside the doorframes and on the back wall of the fridge. They were easy to find if you knew where they were, but they were easy to miss if you were not looking for them. 
They were small. Their power was not dependent on size, but based on the symbol and the person making it. All perfect, except two. The symbols that protected the body from spirits had been changed to glyphs of Calling, and these marks would invite any nearby spirits to enter the dead body. A protection destroyed and an invitation added. 
“Damn.” Her mind whirred. The fridges, if not the whole of the Mortuary needed to be cleansed and the protections reset. “Wish we could burn the bodies the day they die,” she muttered under her breath. “We’d never have a problem with undead ever again.” 
She sank to her knees next to the stainless steel embalming table and peered underneath. Four spell pouches hung from the corners and even though totems of the dark were not her forte, there was a world of difference between those above the door and the four below the table. Colours danced inside the pouches, green and blue, with a hint of red and held together with shadows and darkness. These were serious packages of magic and were not powerless. Neither was the set of symbols incised under the table. Symbols of summoning, they were quite specific. These didn’t just call for passing spirits these were aligned with Hell. She stared at the symbols and felt the magic radiating from them. “Damn, damn and damn.” This job was getting messier by the minute. 
She glanced up. A mirror on the ceiling caught her attention because in the bright lights of the mortuary the mirror stayed in the shadows. With golden eyes, she saw grey shadows leaking from the glass. Tendrils of otherworldly darkness reached out. It wasn’t a strong presence, and the tendrils were so thin and insubstantial it was a strain to see them even with her Gold sight. Yet she knew if another unprotected body lay here in sight of the mirror the shadows were ready to leap out and transform the corpse into something else. 
She stood at the side of the table, drumming her fingers on the metallic surface. Calling aid from major demons wasn’t a job of a lightweight pseudo Satanist who’d watched too much television. This was someone who knew how to make a mirror into a window and how to draw in life from the realms of the dead. She wondered whether this was a problem that predated Catherine, or was it a new one? 
“Who are you?” She grabbed one of the active pouches in her hand. Something sharp lanced through her skin, corruption reached out, but she didn’t grip for long. Instead, she dropped the pouches into paper towels and placed the lot in her pocket. Fresh then, and full of energy, she thought. 
She stopped looking for more when she heard Ralf’s steps along the corridor. 
“She isn’t happy.” Ralf pushed through the doors. “She’s pretty upset.” 
“I can imagine,” she said. “Ralf, when did the Slow Risers start?” 
“Quite recently.” 
“How recently Ralf, I need specifics.” 
“The Samuel family was close knit and they didn’t tell me everything that went on. I know they went hunting in the cemetery, but there were never any problems here,” he said. “To be honest,” he stared past Cassie, “I didn’t get involved with anything much, I kinda picked up bits now and then, but there was nothing like this.” 
“So there were no Slow Risers before the attack that killed the family and their Hunters?” 
“No.” He bit his lip. 
“Come on Ralf, if you know more I need to hear it.” 
“They were more concerned with a seal, but they were tight-lipped about what it meant. The Risers are all new. If they had existed before I’d have known about it I’m sure.” 
“A seal? They mentioned a seal?” 
“As I said, I wasn’t close enough to know the details.” 
She nodded. “Is there anything else you remember, anything that might be relevant?” 
“No. I don’t know. After they died it was several months, maybe close to a year before Catherine came back to Memorial House. We weren’t pushing for business until we knew whether she’d stay. Several members of staff left, but it wasn’t a surprise, there was little trade and little money to pay anyone.” 
“How many people have worked here?” 
“Full time? Me, Ellie, two women in the offices, two cleaners and a handyman. Marty used to be the second embalmer here, but he died a few months before the family. There are others, like the pallbearers, we used to have six employed, now we have casual staff come in to work when we need them. And the hearses are maintained by a company that comes in once a week, and my wife, Michelle does the flowers. It’s only a hobby, but it makes things easy here for Catherine.” 
“Okay. Thank you.” She toyed with her knife. “All right, shall we get Mr. Harris sorted?” Her head reeled with all of the information, but none of it seemed to point anywhere helpful. She stepped away from the body. “Actually, I could use a few minutes. Mr. Harris is no longer a priority and I need to think this through.” 
“Okay.” Ralf continued the prep on the body. 
“I’ll take some air and come back in a little while.” Cassie took the stairs up to the ground floor and left the building through the service access. Outside she paced and brooded, and in her frustration her eyes leaked gold enough to light the ground in front of her. She shoved her hands into her pockets and grabbed the pouches recovered from the mortuary. Wrapped in paper they appeared to be nothing more sinister than a bag of aromatic herbs. Cassie recognised them as something more. They radiated corruption. Cassie scowled and wrapped them up again. Staring at them didn’t help her at all. She stretched her shoulders until they cracked. “Let’s do this properly from the beginning.” She examined the yard, the place where all the bodies came first. “And the beginning is here.” 
She found the first sign in the pot of sand the smokers used to put their cigarette butts in. It was all too obvious, no one left symbols this easy to find, unless they didn’t care, or were so sure no one would bother looking for them. What was going on here? 
She thought about it. “All right,” she said. “Memorial House is about to get my full attention. I can’t help Catherine if I can’t be sure she is safe everywhere she goes.” 
 
 



 Chapter Eight 
 
 
 
IRRITATING ELLIE AND poking her nose in every nook and cranny took time, but it wasn’t something Cassie could avoid. She started in the elevator used to move bodies from the basement to the ground floor viewing rooms. When she climbed into the lift shaft, she found a glyph of Calling on the top of the lift car ceiling and another under the floor covering. Next, Cassie examined the four viewing rooms, organising her searches to avoid interfering with family viewings. 
Four viewing rooms, each named to make it look different although each one was the same as the others. Soft pastel walls, dark drapes and huge displays of cream flowers with fronds of wispy greenery in each corner, and a large ornate mirror to grant an element of classical elegance. 
Cassie, working in the Coleridge Suite, balanced on a chair as she wrestled the mirror from the wall. Ellie took that moment to come through the door. “Cassandra!” She screeched. “What are you doing to the mirror?” 
Cassie ignored her. 
Ellie’s tone softened, “Please be careful Cassandra, its heavy and expensive.” 
“I know, and I’ll be careful.” Cassie slipped the mirror back on its hooks. It wasn’t a surprise to find glyphs on the back of the Coleridge Suite mirror, she had found the same in the Keats, Byron and Blake Suites too. 
“What the hell are you doing anyway?” Ellie asked. “You’re everywhere and you never say a word about what you’re doing or why. You’re damned rude if you ask me.” 
“I’m not asking you.” 
“Well you should. A normal decent human being would.” 
Cassie turned her attention to the windows. “All right then. I’m cleaning.” She used a yellow duster, as a ruse to hide the fact her fingertips searched every surface. Sometimes fingers were better at detecting blemishes that she couldn’t see too well. 
“I think you’re wasting your time because we employ very good cleaners.” Ellie sighed loudly. “Do what you must.” She turned and left the room. 
 
 
DAYS OF TEDIOUS and painstaking searching resulted in a thorough examination of every inch of Memorial House. It was time consuming, but Cassie considered the time well spent. Amongst the many protections that covered Memorial House, there were countless signs of corruption. There should not have been any, but Cassie found more than should have been permitted, and it was impossible to say how and when they’d been put there. 
All of the solid wood boards that circled the base of the walls had inappropriate marks. Each table upon which the caskets rested was alive with magic and spells of summoning. Witch pouches hidden in the many floral displays, and all of the mirrors and several windows were active portals, much like the mirror in the mortuary had been. At the end of her explorations she determined that the entire building was now unprotected. Anger filled her. She decided there had to be a powerful Necromancer behind this. Cassie knew no Samuel would have allowed this situation to evolve, but it had, and there was only one reason the infestation of corruption had grown so fast. Her stomach went into freefall. They were after Catherine. She was their specific target. 
“Damn.” She stood outside the back door. “Oh, father mine. First of my House,” she said. “What befell this place? Do you know? How could so much harm be done to this place without anyone knowing?” 
She listened to the sky, but heard no answer. Apparently this was her problem to solve without assistance. 
 
 
SHE WAITED UNTIL later in the day. Ralf had gone home and Ellie had rushed off to watch some rubbish on television. When she was sure no one else remained in Memorial House, Cassie made her way up to the top floor. Catherine was going to listen and do what she should whether she wanted to or not. 
When she got to the top floor Catherine wasn’t in her office and the lights were off. Apart from a narrow band of evening light from the partially opened fire escape door, the corridor was dark. Outside, on the stairs, holding onto the safety rail and staring into the evening, she found the person she sought. “Catherine, a word please?” 
“Can’t it wait?” Catherine remained facing away. 
“No.” She wasn’t going to let anything stop her. 
“Yes, Cassie, it will,” Catherine said. “We’ll talk about whatever it is tomorrow.” 
“This will not wait.” Cassie put her hand on Catherine's shoulder and pulled her around. A tear-streaked face and pain-filled eyes greeted her and she faltered. 
“Leave. Leave me alone.” 
“Catherine...” All of the words she thought to say stuck in her throat. 
“If you’re here to tell me how bad a Samuel I am then go away. I don’t want a fight but I’ll give you one.” Catherine’s jaw hardened and grey eyes, dark in the half-light, shone with steel. 
Cassie wiped away Catherine’s tears. 
“Cassie.” 
“Shhh.” Before she knew what she was doing she drew the smaller woman into her arms and held her tight against her chest. There were things she needed to say, but now that she was here, she couldn’t think what they were. Instead of trying to speak, she kissed the top of Catherine's head and sighed. 
“They are all dead and I should have been here with them. I could have helped.” Catherine cried into Cassie’s chest. 
“And you would be dead, too.” A ball of ice settled in her gut and cold arctic waves rushed through her veins. 
“But I’d not be in this mess.” 
“No the mess would have been worse.” 
“I don’t care,” she cried. 
“It doesn’t matter, I’m here now and before you know it everything will be all right.” 
“Will it? Will it really be all right?” 
“Yes, I promise.” The lie fell easily from her lips. Futures were not hers to promise, but with Catherine in her arms Cassie would say anything to make her feel better. Cassie closed the distance so their lips touched. Sweet. The next time they kissed the union of their lips lingered a little longer. 
Cassie noted that Catherine had stopped crying, there was no space left for tears in this gentle finding of each other. A small part of her quizzed herself, “you don’t want this Cassandra.” The rest of her didn’t agree, and with Catherine in her arms, and the urge to kiss her growing stronger by the moment, Cassie could not shake the feeling she was where she wanted to be. 
She searched for signs of doubt, but there was nothing uncertain about the way Catherine moulded herself to Cassie. “Do you know what you’re doing to me?” Cassie asked. 
“I hope it is the same as you do to me.” Catherine pressed her head against Cassie's chest. “Your heart races, but I don't think it is because of stress or fear.” 
Cassie wasn’t so sure. “It might be.” 
“What are you scared of?” 
“You,” Cassie admitted. 
“Me?” Catherine scoffed. “How can you be scared of me?” 
“Because of this.” Cassie lifted Catherine's chin. She paused before she kissed her, and when their lips met, her kiss was gentle, soft, and full of tenderness. Then deeper, hotter and more demanding. 
“What you do to me scares me to death.” 
Catherine nodded. “This is the second time you’ve kissed away my tears.” 
“It is?” 
“Think back to when you came here as a child.” 
“I remember.” 
“We were on the old swing. Do you remember?” 
Cassie laughed as the memory came back to her. “Oh, I remember all right. You fell off, landed on your ass, and screamed as though you were being murdered.” 
“But you kissed me and everything was all right.” Catherine’s fingers stroked Cassie’s arm through her shirt. “Do you remember what you said?” 
Cassie shook her head. She couldn’t concentrate whilst Catherine touched her arm. 
“You said, ‘Catherine you’re mine and I will always be here to make things better.’” 
“I did? I promised myself to you?” Her mind raced, was this all about getting Catherine to recall her past? “Where are all these memories coming from?” 
“I don’t know, Cassie, but you should have come sooner. I needed you.” 
“I didn’t know. But I’m here now and I’ll always be here to take away the pain.” 
Eyes, soft and grey captivated Cassie and she almost believed her own words. As Catherine’s mouth found hers, she lost herself in the softness of her lips and forgot she’d be leaving the moment her work was done. Slender arms wrapped around her body and she relaxed. 
“Catherine.” Her head spun, her heart ached, and her stomach flipped over. Soft kisses, hungry kisses, filled her until she lost herself in Catherine. Gentle hands pulled at her shirt, and reached for her hot skin. Cassie moaned and her blood raged as Catherine’s fingers grazed over her ribs. She didn’t care. She was home. All that mattered was the woman in her arms and the rest of the world could go to hell. 
Cassie flipped Catherine around, pressed her against the wall, and kissed her as though her life depended on it. She pressed herself against Catherine, kept her pinned to the wall as her hands explored Catherine’s body. Her hands latched onto Catherine’s hips and pulled her close. Their thighs fitted together and Cassie felt Catherine’s heat through her jeans. She moaned, and felt the wetness between her legs as her body responded to Catherine. Hot lips nuzzled her neck, teeth nipped her ear lobe, and throbbing need filled her. 
Then ice, like cold water thrown across her shoulders, stopped her. 
“No.” Cassie pulled back. “I can’t. We can’t. This is not how it is supposed to be. You don’t know what you’re doing, or what you’re asking.” 
Catherine jerked back, as though slapped about the face. 
“It’s complicated,” Cassie added as she saw tears forming in Catherine’s eyes. 
Catherine’s eyes narrowed and her jaw tightened. She averted her gaze, but it was not fast enough to hide the hurt in her eyes. “My fault. I’m so sorry. I thought it’s what you...” 
Cassie’s mind whirred. She didn’t know what she wanted. To stay? Or go? “No, I’m the one at fault. I couldn’t bear to see you unhappy and I let down my guard.” Cassie rested her hands on Catherine's shoulders. She daren’t touch her any more. It would have been better to let her go, better still to leave, but she couldn’t manage either option. 
“Oh. I see,” Catherine enunciated in a tone so cold it almost froze the air. “Pity, is it?” 
“No. Not at all. It’s not that I don't...” What did she want from Catherine? “It’s complicated,” she finished, but it sounded weak even to her own ears. 
“And you talked about my reaction to you.” Catherine snorted. 
“I didn’t plan this, Catherine.” Her plans had been simple and straightforward, and now she wasn’t sure of anything. 
“It’s all right,” Catherine said. “I’m sorry.” She stepped away to the edge of the fire escape, and stared into the distance. 
Cassie moved forward and wrapped her arms around Catherine. “I’m here to protect you. I can’t jeopardize my duty to protect. Whatever happens I will always be here to protect you, but I need to focus.” This time she knew the lie as soon as it slipped off her tongue, because she had no intention of staying any longer than necessary. She could not allow herself to become entangled with Catherine. Hunter, Guardian, Warden, she could be all of these things, but the emotional commitment of a permanent Shield? That was too much. “We need to talk.” 
“No, I think you’ve already made things quite clear. What else is there to say?” 
“There are other things you need to know and understand.” 
“You’re going to get all weird again aren’t you?” 
“I don’t think so, but you might think so.” 
“I’m not sure I want to know.” 
“You must,” Cassie insisted. “At best, someone is trying to kill you and at worst they are not.” 
Catherine frowned at first and then laughter erupted from her. “That’s insane. You’re not making any kind of sense.” 
Without thinking, Cassie kissed the top of Catherine’s head and wondered if such a gesture of affection was wise, but she couldn’t help it. “It makes perfect sense. If they can corrupt you, you’ll be under their control and the gate will, too. If they don’t succeed, they will wipe you and your entire family from the face of the earth and the gate will fall. Either way they win.” 
Catherine tensed. “My daughter...” 
“She is safe and being cared for by several Hunters and Wardens. At the moment she has more protection than you.” 
“But—” 
“She’s safe, Catherine.” 
“How can anyone be safe at the moment?” 
“Her location is secure and she is protected by a Shield and two Wardens like me.” 
“But she’s my daughter and I need to know for certain.” 
Cassie held up a hand. “Trust me, she is as safe as anyone canbe.”
“All right then. But why threaten us? We are not important. I’m not important.” 
“You’re Catherine Samuel, which makes you important, so important this whole business scares me half to death.” 
“Yes, of course,” Catherine said.
 Cassie didn’t know whether to frown at her or kiss her.
 “It’s nothing to do with me is it? It is because I’m a Samuel, but it doesn’t really mean anything, it’s just a name.”
“No it isn’t just a name, Catherine, it’s your heritage and you are more than just your name.” 
“So say you. How am I more?” 
Cassie wasn’t sure it was the time to explain. “I know it is difficult to follow, but perhaps if I show you all I’ve discovered it will help. I can explain as I go along. Maybe it will help you to put it all together.” 
“Right,” Catherine said. “Show me.” 
 
 
CATHERINE WAS A little sceptical at first. How much harm could a little linen pouch do? “I know they’re not right, but what harm will a few scratches in do?” She asked. 
“No Catherine, they’re not.” 
“What are they there for?” 
“To despoil,” Cassie said. 
“How could we not see this happening? This is personal isn’t it? What has my family done to cause such hate?” 
“Personal, yes,” Cassie agreed. 
“I don’t think this is an attack by some faceless dark thing, this has to be someone who has access to the place.” 
“Then let me show you the mortuary.” 
“Why?” 
“Come, take a look.” She led Catherine down to the basement. 
When they entered the mortuary Cassie showed her more marks, the ones that she had discovered when Mr. Harris moved, and explained them as they went along. “Glyphs of Calling you say?” 
“Yes.” 
“There are not many people who have access here.” 
“Don’t jump to conclusions just yet,” Cassie warned her. “For one thing this is not the most secure place and for another, no sensible person would mess on his own doorstep. This would put him right into the front line and Necromancers and all the followers of the dark rarely risk themselves. At their heart they are cowards.” 
“Sounds reasonable,” Catherine said. “Unless they know that’s what we’ll think and they’re doing the opposite to throw us off.” 
“That kind of thinking will tie you in knots.” Cassie watched Catherine harden before her eyes. 
“So who do I trust now? And how long has this been like this do you think?” Catherine asked. 
“I don’t know for sure, but I’ll look in to it.” 
Catherine examined the symbols once more. “My family was used to this sort of thing weren’t they? They would have understood what it all meant.” 
“Yes.” 
“They would not have permitted this. They would have seen these signs and done something about them.” 
“Yes.” 
“This isn’t old work then, it’s not from the times they were here? It is all new.” 
Cassie shrugged. 
“So this wasn’t meant for anyone else but me.” 
“I’d have to agree with you. And if they can do it here, whoever did it might also have had access to other places, like the house.” 
“No. They wouldn’t. They couldn’t.” 
“We must check.” She took Catherine's hand and her thumb stroked Catherine’s palm. “If we take a peek about at least we'll know which of us is right.” 
Catherine said, “Let's get it done.” 
 
 
CASSIE HAD ALREADY checked most of the common areas, like the kitchen, the lounge and the library. Two rooms remained. She didn’t care one whit about the sanctity of Ellie’s room, but she cared about Catherine, her room needed a thorough and extensive check. 
The smallest room in the house, it was tidy and uncluttered, which should have made it an easy place to search. Except it was so full of Catherine she couldn’t think. Every breath filled Cassie’s lungs with Catherine. Her very essence filled Cassie until nothing else mattered. Her growing attraction to Catherine was much too distracting. She focussed her mind, and even disadvantaged by Catherine’s distracting presence, still managed to find four Witch pouches. They were not hidden well, with two under the bed, one over the door and one behind the vanity mirror. 
“I don’t believe it,” Catherine said, “this is my room. I didn’t put those here.” 
“Nonetheless, here they are.” Cassie held each one by the ties keeping them together and took a good sniff of each one. 
“What do they mean?” 
Cassie gathered three of the pouches into the palm of her hand. “These are simple. Herbs and flowers like honeysuckle and garlic.” She sniffed the pouch again. “I think it probably contains a few strands of your hair, too.” 
“Why on earth would anyone want to do that?” 
“Someone wants you to fall in love with them.” 
“What! Why? That doesn’t make sense.” 
Cassie snorted. “Never mind, they are minor irritations and of no real concern. This other one is far more serious.” 
“How can you tell?” 
“Everything about it is different. The material, the smell, the markings on the side and even the way it’s bound together all suggest it’s made by a different person and for a different purpose.” 
“What purpose?” 
“Well.” Cassie frowned as she pushed her sleeve back to her wrist and gripped the pouch in her fist. Lines of black, combined with garish green and blood red streaked over her skin. The dark magic was powerful. The same kind of dark strength used to flay a cat and damn the feline soul for eternity. It was more than she’d expected. 
Her fist burned, but despite the searing pain she was unable to unclench her fingers from around the pouch. The smell of burning skin rose in waves from her hand and it didn’t take much imagination to think of her skin melting around the linen pouch. Drops of perspiration gathered on her brow and at the back of her neck. Sweat streamed down her back and soaked into her shirt and still she could not let go. She fought the magic in the pouch. Eyes, gold and bright, marked the extent her own magic and battled the dark contents of the pouch. She dropped it on the dresser and moved away. Her hand, seared black, glowed as the dark magic sought to overwhelm her. Pride made her turn away, she didn’t wish to be seen so diminished by something so small. 
“Are you all right?” 
“Fine.” 
“Fine?” 
“Yes, fine.” 
“Goddammit Cassie you’re not fine, let me see your hand.” 
“It’s nothing.” 
“Stop fighting me. Let me see your goddamned hand.” 
Cassie didn’t flinch as she lifted her hand so that Catherine could see the harm done. Red and black streaks covered her fingers, blisters covered the palm of her hand, and the mottled grey colour of her wrist could never be described as normal. 
“Would you think I was being flippant if I said it looks painful?” 
“Yes.” 
“Good. It looks painful.” 
Cassie smiled in spite of the pain. “Funny.” 
“So what is the blackness?” 
Cassie thought about lying, but she couldn't, not with Catherine holding her hand. “It’s the magic. It’s full of corruption. It’s unnatural, evil, and strong.” 
“Kiss the booboo and make it better,” Catherine whispered. 
“What?” Catherine’s lips brushed against her wrist. Searing pain became a dull ache and the corruption retreated. Black drips formed at the tips of her fingers, fell to the carpet and vanished from sight. 
“Better?” Catherine grabbed a jar of unscented cream from her vanity and applied the lotion to Cassie’s ravaged skin. 
“Incredible,” Cassie breathed. 
“Does that help? Is it any better?” 
“Much better. Amazing in fact.” 
“Good. I’ve plenty more cream if you need some.” 
“It’s not the cream, Catherine, it’s you. You’ve a healer’s touch.” She nipped her lower lip. “Who taught you to banish the dark and its physical effects?” 
“I didn’t do anything except add cream.” She held Cassie’s arm. “I wanted you to be well again.” 
“Okay.” Cassie wondered what other skills Catherine possessed. “Did you see the corruption as it fell from my skin?” 
“Yes.” 
“Now you know what the black arts can do.” 
“I see what it does to you. But what does it do to me?” 
Cassie weighed her words. “I’ve not observed all of the effects it might have on a Gatekeeper, but I know you don’t have to touch the pouch to be affected by its power. These are dormant until they are triggered by the right circumstances.” 
“Can you tell when something is dormant and when someone is touched by it?” 
“Yes. When I touched the magic I became aware of all it could do. This one calls spirits, evil malignant spirits. When they come they attach themselves to the nearest soul, and in this room, you would be the target.” 
“That sounds bad.” 
“Yes. It is. Nothing is clean here. I can’t let you sleep in this room.” 
“Can’t? This is where I sleep, throw all the dark stuff away and I’ll be fine.” 
“Fine? You already spend more time sleeping in the library than you do here.” 
“True. I do sleep better there.” Catherine blushed. “I like to think it brings me closer to my family.” 
Cassie stared at her. “Or is it because sleeping there stops the nightmares?” 
“Perhaps.” She looked away. 
“How bad?” 
“Bad.” 
“Tell me more. I need more information. Please.” 
Catherine sighed. “Always the same, it’s a man, a shadow man and he comes to...well...to do things. It is so bad I wake up screaming.” 
“You can’t sleep here. You can sleep in my bed.” 
Catherine folded her arms across her chest. “Really? Changed your mind again?” 
“Yes. No.” Cassie frowned. “Yes really, and no I’ve not changed my mind. My room is clean of corruption and the linen is fresh, I changed it this morning. It is a safe place for you to sleep.” 
“And what about you, where will you sleep?” 
“I will be outside.” Cassie stared into Catherine’s eyes. “I’ll be around the house. When I’m tired I’ll sleep on the couch in the library.” 
“You shouldn’t have to sleep on a couch.” 
“You do it, so it will be sufficient for me.” 
Catherine stared at her for a moment before turning toward Cassie’s room. “Stay with me until I sleep?” 
“Of course.” Cassie waited until Catherine fell asleep. She put a pouch of her own, a ward against nightmares and darkness, next to the bed, and left the room. Catherine would be safe. She had wrapped the room in protections that even a powerful Necromancer would find hard to break. 
She hurried down the corridor, opened a door and slipped inside. Weak moonlight filtered through thin curtains, but it only took a moment for her eyes to adjust. She perched on the edge of the bed. “Ellie. Wake up.” 
“Hmm,” Ellie mumbled and rolled over to her other side. 
“Oh well. Let us not bother with subtlety.” Cassie switched on all of the lights in the room and shook the sleeping woman. “Ellie, wake up, damn you.” 
Ellie snorted and mumbled some nonsense. 
“Ellie.” Cassie moved her face within inches from the woman's ear. “Wake up now.” She shook her harder. “Ellie!” 
Ellie’s eyes flew open and as she took a breath to scream, Cassie covered her mouth with her hand. “I’d prefer it if you didn’t call out, I don’t want to wake Catherine,” Cassie said. “Awake now?” 
Ellie stared back, her eyes wide, the whites glowing. 
“I’m glad you’re awake, because we are going to have a little chat, you and me.” She removed her hand from Ellie’s mouth. 
“We are?” Ellie’s voice wavered. 
Fear was good. It would make things easier. “It’s about these.” Cassie dangled all four pouches in front of Ellie’s face. She was gratified to see the guilty flush upon her cheeks. 
“No point in denying it I suppose?” 
“None at all. There is only one person I know who would be stupid enough to think she could charm her way into Catherine’s bed and that would be you.” 
“Now wait a minute—” 
“You’re a fool, and a dangerous fool. You shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near Catherine, or her family.” 
“What right do you have to—” 
“I have every right! You can’t enchant a Samuel without causing untold, maybe irreparable damage.” She paused to gather her anger. “So either you’re a dangerous fool or you’re an assassin.” 
“What? They’re simple charms to make her notice me. Worthless, they don’t work.” 
“Idiot.” Cassie held up three pouches. “These will never work on a Samuel. Catherine is immune to them, but every time you expose her to the magic she is under attack and so must fight it off. No wonder she’s so exhausted, she’s fighting you off with every fibre of her being.” 
“Bitch! You’re saying that to keep her all to yourself.” 
Cassie lifted up the fourth pouch. “However, this one is in an altogether different league. This is powerful black magic, so I can only suppose that if you can’t have her no one else can either. You would see her dead rather than with someone else.” 
Ellie paled. 
“How long have you been a Dark Magician Ellie? And are you the one who caused the death of Catherine’s family?” 
“Me?” Ellie squeaked. “Oh my god, I could never hurt anyone! Ohmygod! Ohmygod! I couldn’t!” 
Cassie waved the pouch around. “The evidence suggests otherwise.” 
“No. I couldn’t,” Ellie said. “You have to believe me.” 
“I don't believe you. So do I kill you for being a Darkling, or should I tell Catherine and let her determine your fate?” 
Ellie burst into tears and buried her head in her hands. “I didn’t make them. But the woman promised they would make her love me and Catherine would be mine.” 
“What woman?” Cassie asked. Poor misguided Ellie, who wanted someone so bad she was prepared to do anything to get her. 
“Please don’t tell Catherine.” 
“The name and address please, Ellie,” Cassie said. “Better still you can write it down for me. Just so there’s no confusion.” 
“Okay.” Ellie reached into her bedside cabinet. 
“Mrs. Monday. 375 Danier Road.” 
Cassie paused at the door on her way out. “I’ll give you two days to tell Catherine what you’ve done, and if you don’t tell her, I will.” The door closed behind her with a soft click and Cassie grinned all the way downstairs to the kitchen. 
 
 



 Chapter Nine 
 
 
 
CASSIE WAS ON the road by first light. She whistled as she drove, happy she had a focus, a problem to solve and a witch to hunt. In fact, as she drew closer to her destination her smile grew broader. 
The address led her to a small house in the middle of a long road of houses so alike it was almost impossible to tell them apart. Not too big, not too small, unkempt and shabby, the whole street projected an aura of rental and, “not mine so why should I bother?” Cassie parked the car and got out into the road. To the right a car sat on blocks rusting away amidst the windblown debris of a fast food diet. On the other side a large dog rested with muzzle on paws and stared at her with dull eyes. A thick chain held the dog close to an ill-made kennel. Cassie paid the dog no further heed, and focussed on the house in front of her. 
Even though the house she sought bore no number, she knew she was at the right place. The front door, with paint faded to irrelevance and a cracked glass panel held in place with duct tape, was old and worn. Stuck halfway under the door, a dirty sun bleached leaflet pronounced the place one step shy of total abandonment. She ignored the cracked plastic doorbell and knocked hard. 
No one answered. She hadn’t expected anyone to. The smell of emptiness came as clear to her as the scent of flowers. She stepped to the nearest window and tried to peer through the dirty glass. 
“Hey you!” A voice called and Cassie turned around to face an older woman yelling at her from the other side of the street. Dressed in a pale pink dressing gown, her arms folded in front of her, she didn’t seem at all worried about accosting strangers. “I say, what are you doing poking around over there? Come closer so I don’t have to shout like some harlot touting for trade.” 
Cassie restrained a snicker. “Good morning.” She strolled across the road. 
Mature, and well into retirement, there was little frail about her posture. Her clothing was old and frayed, but she kept herself clean and smart. The same was true for the house and although there were signs of age, wear and tear, it appeared neat, the lawn short, the weeds in check and no sign of rubbish. She didn’t think this was a rental. “Have you lived around here long?” 
“Since I married Mr. Morgan.” She chuckled. “So a great many years.” 
“If you’ve been here such a long time you must know the woman who lives opposite.” 
“What do you want with them?” She asked, her eyes narrowing. “They've already gone.” 
“They? Ahhh...I see.” 
The woman gave Cassie a thorough once over. “Girls like you don’t seek out people like them, not unless there is a story to be told.” She smiled. “Maybe we can talk about things over tea, or coffee, I could do with hearing a good story.” 
Cassie said, “Most kind of you. But you shouldn’t invite strangers into your home Mrs. Morgan.” 
“Oh please, give me some credit. I know a good girl when I see one.” 
“And I could do with a good cup of coffee.” 
“You’ve come to the right place. Mr. Morgan used to say my coffee put hair on his chest, but I’m not sure that’s such a glowing indictment for a young woman.” 
Mrs. Morgan’s house was as neat as her garden, more so. The lounge where she sat overlooking the back garden was comfortable and clean. A place cared for, appreciated. Cassie harnessed the power of her Gold to gain some sense of Mrs. Morgan, while keeping the glow from seeping from her eyes. Blue, like staring into a summer ocean, rolled through Cassie and she decided to trust Mrs. Morgan. She sat in an old chair, leaned back and relaxed. Soon a plate of cookies and a good-sized cup of coffee appeared at her side. 
“Mrs. Morgan, you’re spoiling me.” A plate of cakes joined the cookies. “If I had known I could get this kind of attention I’d have been on your doorstep years ago.” 
Mrs. Morgan laughed. “I’m sure you’ve better things to do than visit some old woman biding her time.” 
“Better things? There is nothing better than homemade cakes and cookies.” 
Mrs. Morgan said, “So, this story. You better start telling me about it.” 
“All of it?” 
“Yes, all of it.” 
Cassie told Mrs. Morgan everything. Well, not quite everything, she wasn't going to tell anyone about the dead walking, but she relayed a sanitised version suitable for anyone to hear. “So,” she finished, “I think the woman opposite is trying to harm my friend.” 
“Your friend is Catherine right?” 
“Yes, Catherine.” 
Mrs. Morgan nodded and rolled her crucifix around her fingers. “I think you’re not telling me everything, but I’ve heard enough.” She smiled. “Are you in love with her?” 
Cassie gaped at the woman. “What?” 
Bright, sharp eyes examined her with quiet and measured intelligence. “You smile whenever you mention her name, and you look to one side.” 
“I do?” 
“Yes, you’re so easy to read. Maybe I should challenge you to a hand or two of poker because you’re not good at bluffing.” 
Cassie laughed. “Okay. No poker for me.” 
“Does she love you back?” Mrs. Morgan didn't stop. “Does she even know?” 
Cassie shrugged her shoulders. 
“Well, it’s something for you to think over.” 
Cassie sipped her coffee. 
“Shall we concentrate on the problem in hand?” Mrs. Morgan proceeded to describe the four people that lived across the road in extensive detail. “I don’t know which of them you want, but none of them are nice people, trust me.” 
“Have they lived here long?” 
Mrs. Morgan shook her head. “Six months or so and they were up to no good I could tell.” She added, “Left two, maybe three nights ago. Put all their things in one of those self-hire vans and shipped the lot out in the middle of the night.” She stood up and opened a drawer to the dresser. “This is the key to the house, the same key Mrs. Williams always used before she went into the home, and you know the only way out of those places is in a box. The cheapskates who bought the houses couldn’t be bothered to change the locks before they started renting it out, so this should still work.” She handed Cassie the old key. “Good luck.” 
“Thank you. I appreciate this.” 
Cassie approached the house. Her Gold streamed from her eyes and lit the door as she unlocked it. Inside the house the hallway brightened as if with golden sunshine, but there was nothing to see. The stench of the place told her she was in the right place. Dark magic, like blood and sewerage wafted about so thick on the air it had substance. 
Empty of anything useful except old dirty furniture, there wasn’t much to see. Except for the letter taped to the living room wall and marked, “To the Ranger.” They knew her, and knew what she was. The note, written in tight block letters read, “Call yourself a hunter? You have done too little, and too late. You are too inadequate for this job, quit now while you still live. You should never pretend to be more than you are. Shame on your mother and father for they are the ones guilty of creating such a poor specimen.” 
Cassie snorted at such simple goading. She smelled the envelope, concentrated on it. Not four, but five essences stained the place and not all of them magical. Not powerful mages either, but they were all dark souls nonetheless. 
When she returned the key, Mrs. Morgan had another surprise for her. “I know the removal company. It’s called Quik-Move and they are based on the far side of town, almost the same place the owners have their office, so if you use that charm of yours maybe they’ll tell you everything.” 
“Thank you. You’re a treasure,” she said. “One last thing, did you notice if they had many visitors?” 
Mrs. Morgan shook her head. “They had a few I guess. I didn’t pay too much attention at first, but one always struck me because she was always so furtive. You know, she kept herself covered up even when the weather was nice.” 
“She?” 
“Come to think of it, I never did see the face, but I knew it was a woman.” 
Cassie nodded. She had achieved as much as she could under the circumstances and thanked Mrs. Morgan once more. “I will come and visit when this is sorted.” 
“You don’t want to come seeing some old woman. I bet you’re busy.” 
“Not so busy I’ll say no to homemade cake.” 
The old woman laughed. “Get on with you. Go catch the bad people and make them leave your friend alone.” She winked. “You tell her, Cassandra. You tell her.” 
“If only it were all that simple,” she said. 
 
 



 Chapter Ten 
 
 
 
CATHERINE WOKE EARLY, refreshed, full of energy, and eager to do things. No nightmares and her whole body oozed contentment. She felt so good she almost bounced down the stairs to the kitchen. With no one around, Catherine decided to put her energy and free time to good use. First, she mixed and kneaded bread dough until her hands and fingers ached. She wrapped the bread and left it to rise in the warmth of the morning sun hitting the windowsill. 
At eight, she telephoned her daughter, and listened to her young voice babbling on about what she had planned at school. Other than living so far apart, the conversation made her feel almost normal, ordinary even, and tears of happiness gathered in her eyes. 
“Put your daddy on.” She heard her daughter, running through their house yelling for her father. 
“Hello Catherine,” Jake Williams said into the phone. 
“How is she doing?” 
“Good,” he said. “Divorce papers are through. It won’t be long now.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be. We were going through the motions.” 
Catherine could not disagree, at least he understood her problems at Memorial House. “Yes. Even so I miss my...our daughter. I want to see Daisy. Maybe next weekend?” 
“Is that wise? What if your problems follow you here, did you think of that? We agreed to keep Daisy as far from trouble as possible.” 
“I know, but I miss her.” 
“She misses you too, but we cannot put her at risk. You chose to go there.” He sighed. “We agreed this was for the best, Catherine.” 
“You’re right, of course. I just—” 
“Call her later, when she gets home from school. That would be best.” He disconnected the call. 
Catherine stared at her phone. The exchange put a dent in her mood, so to distract herself she resumed baking. Muffins came next, followed by a dozen oatmeal biscuits, and some cookies. 
“Morning, Catherine. Busy I see.” Ralf stepped into the kitchen. 
“Morning, Ralf. Would you like some bacon? Toast?” She didn’t wait for a reply, but grilled toast and a pile of bacon whilst he made himself comfortable. 
“I’ve already had breakfast.” 
“Can’t have too much breakfast,” Catherine replied. “It’s fuel for the rest of the day.” 
Ellie shuffled into the kitchen, and Catherine surveyed her tired looking face. She shook her head and tutted. “Ellie looks like she could do with an omelette. You look dreadful, you need something to boost your energy.” 
“Very thoughtful of you, but I don’t want anything to eat. I’m not hungry,” Ellie replied. 
“Nonsense. You need feeding up,” Catherine insisted. “Tired? Not sleeping? This will make you feel better.” 
 
 
ELLIE STARED AT the energetic Catherine, and at the plate in front of her. A perfect omelette, all fluffy, filled with cheese, and covered with grilled tomato. Cooked the way she liked it. On any other morning, she’d have loved the attention, but now, the mere sight of the food constricted her throat until she couldn’t swallow her own saliva never mind food. It was as bad as the moment she opened her bedroom door, a little after dawn, to see Catherine step out of Cassie’s room and head for the bathroom. Crashing dreams brought tears first, then anger, then hatred. It was all Cassie’s fault, and she’d never forgive her. Ever. When Catherine resumed her singing and humming, her voice light and cheerful, Ellie’s heart broke anew. Catherine sounded so happy. 
Bitterness filled her mouth. She wasn’t the one who made Catherine smile until it lit the kitchen and she knew she never would either. Only one person had that effect and she was sure to arrive at any moment. She expected Cassie would saunter into the kitchen with a smug, self-satisfied grin plastered across her arrogant face and Ellie could do nothing about it. She forced herself to eat the perfect omelette, each mouthful a chore. The sooner she finished, the sooner she could get away. The thought of Catherine and Cassie exchanging meaningful and intimate glances over the breakfast table was enough to make her feel sick. The thought of the two of them, curled together, their limbs entangled in intimate repose, was too much. She jumped from her seat causing the chair legs to grate against the tile floor and pulled Ralf’s arm. “Come on, let’s get some work done shall we?” 
 
 
BY THE TIME Catherine had finished baking, she could no longer ignore Cassie’s absence. At first, she wasn’t concerned, she wasn’t Cassie’s keeper, but when she noticed Cassie’s car wasn’t on the drive she could not contain her disappointment. Morning became afternoon and still no sign of Cassie. Catherine grew worried and then irritated. By the close of business, she was furious. Catherine thought Cassie was rude not to let them know what she was up to and where she was going. She could only assume that after the emotion and the upsets of the previous evening that Cassie was avoiding her. 
Sustaining her anger was hard work, but she took it out on the kitchen cupboards in a frenzy of cleaning. The cupboards survived, but a dinner plate and two glasses didn’t. 
The sound of tyres crunching on gravel caught her attention. Catherine peered through the kitchen window to see Cassie’s car. She raced outside straight up to Cassie's car. “Where the hell have you been?” she roared. 
“Out, doing stuff for you. Why?” 
Catherine, hands on hips, glared. “Did it ever occur to you that you might be missed? That we, I, might be worried? Didn’t you think it would be nice to let me know you were going out? What the hell was I supposed to think when I found you gone?” 
Cassie stared, and then she laughed. “Were you worried about me Catherine Samuel? Did you miss me?” 
“Yes. I was worried sick.” Catherine’s voice softened and she wrapped her arms around Cassie and held on. 
“It’s all right,” Cassie said. “I’m back now.” 
“You might think it’s all right, but if you ever do it again I’ll kill you.” Catherine snuggled a little closer. 
“Sorry. Something came up and I needed to be out of the house. I’d have spoken to you, but you were asleep and I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
“You could have called.” 
“I didn’t think I needed to. I’m sorry, I was thoughtless.” 
As Cassie spoke, Catherine could feel Cassie’s hands rubbing her back and shoulders. The stresses of the day, the worry and the irritation vanished. 
“Well, if it bothers you that much I will let you know whatever I’m doing, and when I’m going out.” 
“Good,” Catherine said. 
“I don’t know about you,” Cassie took a step back, “but I’m starving, I haven’t eaten much all day.” 
“Poor you.” Catherine walked arm in arm with Cassie back to the house. “Good job I cooked enough for everyone. Come into the kitchen, I can warm up the leftovers.” 
“Good I’m so hungry I’ll even eat it.” 
“Cheeky!” 
“Well, in all the time I’ve been here you haven’t cooked anything from scratch, it’s all come out of a can so I may be taking my life in my hands.” 
“Pig.” Catherine muttered. “I have chicken and bacon pie. I hope you like it.” 
“I’m sure I will.” 
Catherine watched Cassie eat. She had never paid much attention to how people ate, but Cassie did so in precise movements. Everything cut into exact pieces which she chewed with the same level of precision before she swallowed and repeated with the next piece. 
“This is good,” Cassie said. 
“Glad you like it. Can I sleep in your bed again?” 
Cassie coughed. 
“Please? Last night I slept through the whole night because I knew you were there.” 
“But I wasn’t there all night.” 
“Okay, maybe not in the room, but you were close, and that made me feel safe,” Catherine said. 
“Safe?” Cassie reached for another helping of the pie. 
“Yes. Safe.” Catherine watched Cassie eat. “Not just safe, but there is something going on between us isn’t there?” 
“It’s complicated.” 
“Complicated?” 
“It’s too late to discuss now, let’s go upstairs and get ready for bed. You should get some rest.” 
“And where will you sleep?” 
“I’ll sleep on the couch downstairs.” 
“You could always join me. I won’t bite.” 
Cassie laughed. “Good night, Catherine.” 
“Am I so scary?” 
Cassie nodded. “Terrifying.” 
“Okay,” Catherine said. “Would you come upstairs and stay with me until I fall asleep? Please.”
 “Of course.” 
 
 
CASSIE STAYED UNTIL long after Catherine fell asleep. Quiet and thoughtful, she watched her sleeping charge until she knew every feature on Catherine’s face. The urge to stroke Catherine’s hair, or her face, grew too much. It was torture, but she could not tear herself away. “Catherine,” she whispered and her fingers curled around Catherine’s hand. Her thumb traced the delicate fingers and the short but shaped nails. Over and over she stroked Catherine’s hand, hoping she conveyed some comfort to Catherine. She regarded the empty side of the bed with longing, but in the end, thinking about it was all she was prepared to do. 
When she left the room, she made sure Catherine was warm and protected both physically and psychically. Downstairs she checked the house then left via the back door. She sealed the house too, to be on the safe side and then she made her way over to Memorial House. 
 
 



 Chapter Eleven 
 
 
 
AT THE REAR of Memorial House, the old wrought iron fire escape zigzagged from the third floor down to the ground. Cassie utilized the metal structure to climb onto the roof. Her eyes blazed with golden light as she surveyed the roof. The surface gleamed with more golden symbols of protection than she cared to count, and if she concentrated, she could sense the shadows of silvery wards beside the gold. She nodded with satisfaction, a job well done. 
A cool easterly breeze took the heat from her skin as she paced around the roof. Her keen eyes searched the slate beneath her feet as well as the roads and fields nearby. Out in the night, multi-coloured lights marked the places where people lived, worked, and died. She saw the dim lights of the cemetery and she knew there was more life there than should have been. “I see you.” Her words drifted into the night air. “And I will come for you soon.” 
She stood tall and straight, took two deep, slow breaths and started singing. Her voice was a little tentative at first, but it soon filled out with power and range. The pitch rose until inaudible to human ears and filled with rich and complex harmonics. Her heart lifted with her song and she projected her voice further. On the outskirts of the distant town a lone dog added its voice to hers. She grinned and sang louder, her voice burst from her chest with all the passion and heart she could muster. 
One dog, then two, the song spread across the town and beyond. Countless canine voices howled along to Cassie’s song. It was a glorious song of freedom, of racing in the wind, of a cool breeze and a hot sun, of chasing and being chased, of birth and death, fear, loss, and life. Most of all, it was a song of sadness and confusion filled with fear of the unknown and the uncertain. It was her song and theirs, so they sang, as one, until she was done. When they were finished, the night air sounded strange and eerie without their voices. She listened, and the sounds of the night resumed, until it was as if they had never sung at all. 
 
 
SEVERAL HUNDRED MILES away, whilst the song was at its peak, Daisy sat up in her bed and screamed. When Jake, her father, and her grandmother, Nana Williams, raced into her room, Daisy’s screams turned to uncontrollable weeping. 
“What’s up? What’s the matter?” Her grandmother asked. 
“Nana, I have to go now, my mother needs me.” 
“That’s not possible Daisy,” her father said. 
She looked up into her father’s shimmering golden eyes. “Father. I see your eyes. You heard the Hunter sing, too. Didn’t you?” 
“Yes, Daisy, we all did, but you know you can’t go there, not yet. It is not safe.” 
“But Father, my mother is in trouble,” she spoke with great maturity even for one so young. “She will not awaken and her Guardian won’t bond with her.” 
“I know.” Her father’s hand covered hers. “I heard.” 
“Why do they not bond, Father?” 
“It’s complicated. Some are not designed to be Guardians, they prefer a Hunter life, and I don’t think your mother is making it easy.” 
“You should go back, Father, try to be her Shield again. We should all go back and explain everything to her.” 
He shook his head. “Your mother would not accept me as her Shield when we were married and now that I’m your Shield I cannot be hers.” 
Daisy thought it through. “Yes, but if we go I can awaken her.” 
“No sweetheart. This is not for you to do.” 
“You don’t think I can,” she stated. “But I can.” 
Her father ruffled her hair. “There are some things that must happen when it is time to happen, not before. It will be all right in the end, you’ll see.” 
“Promise?” 
“What will be, will be. But you, my little one, you need your sleep more than anything.” 
“Promise,” she insisted. “Promise it will be all right.” 
“I promise.” 
“Okay.” She rolled over and as the glow from her eyes faded, she fell asleep. 
 
 



 Chapter Twelve 
 
 
 
CATHERINE OPENED HER eyes and was hit with a gut feeling this wasn’t going to be a normal day. She entered the kitchen intent on preparing herself a meal. First the toaster burned her toast, the last carton of milk had soured, the coffee machine didn’t work properly, and once brewed the pot didn’t stay warm. On top of Catherine’s food and drink misfortunes she found a note from Cassie informing her, “gone out back later.” 
Ellie stumbled in and claimed she was too sick to work. Her pale face, red nose, and bloodshot eyes were very convincing and Catherine sent her back to bed to rest. 
Ralf telephoned to say his car wouldn’t start, but he’d get in as soon as he could get a mechanic to fix the problem. The office staff weren’t due until lunchtime, and the cleaners weren’t expected at all. For the first time since she had taken over the business, she was the only member of staff on the premises. 
Catherine didn’t mind. In fact, the time alone allowed her to drift through some childhood memories. 
 
“Hold on tight,” her father instructed as he lifted young Catherine onto his shoulders. 
“Go fast Dad,” she urged as they waltzed from room to room. 
“This is important business, Catherine, we must do it right.” They danced and he swung her around until she squealed with delight. “Lights on,” he instructed as they went to each room. 
“Check,” she shouted. 
She wiped her fingers over the tops of the doors, the tops of mirrors and pictures, everything high up. 
“Clean?” 
“Yes, Dad, it’s all clean.” 
“Good, then it is time to open the doors.” 
Catherine squirmed on her father's shoulders and he lowered her to the ground. 
“Time to be serious.” He forced the corners of his mouth down to appear sad. Catherine giggled. “Are you ready? You know if this place isn’t clean enough and if things are not in the right places the dead will moan and come back to haunt you?” 
“Yes.” She giggled, again. “But you are not a good ghost or monster, you are always so slow!” 
Her father extended his hands, his face slack as he shambled towards Catherine. “Unclean. Unclean. Now I will eat you.” 
Catherine raced off and opened the old oaken front door to the outside. “Be gone foul beast,” she screamed. “Or I will chop off your head.” 
“What with?” 
“I’ll get one of Mom’s knives from the kitchen.” 
Her father swooped her into his arms and tickled her belly. “Too late. Now you can be my lunch.” 
“No,” her voice took on a serious tone. “Not now. A car has arrived.” 
“Best open up.” He wedged the doors open with two Victorian cast iron doorstops. “No happy faces now,” he reminded her. “We need to show respect for the mourners.” 
“Yes, Dad.” She became sombre and respectful. 
 
 
AT THE FRONT doors to Memorial House Catherine paused in her memories and stared at the same Victorian iron doorstops she remembered from childhood. Twelve inches high, the watching owl statuettes stood either side of the foyer, and when the solid wood doors were open for business, they guarded the open doorway like sentinels. The pieces were heavy, even with two hands Catherine struggled to put them into place. Tears filled her eyes and streaked down her cheeks. “Oh Dad, those were not games we played were they? You were trying to prepare me.” She smiled, as memories faded and her tears dried. “I wish I’d known,” she whispered. “I wish I’d had more time with you.” 
She was surprised when she opened the doors. An old man, dressed in worn tweeds and a matching poacher hat, stood not more than two steps away from her. She jumped backward and collided with the door. “Oh, my.” She laid a hand on her chest. “You gave me a fright.” 
“Oh, forgive me.” He raised his hat to reveal a shock of hair so pale it was not far off white. “I didn’t think of myself as such a fearsome old man, but I suppose at my age I should expect my decrepitude to be somewhat terrifying to a young woman like yourself.” 
Catherine laughed. “No, it is my fault. I wasn’t paying attention.” 
“A lot on your mind dear?” 
She smiled. “Come on in. We’re open.” 
“Thank you for the offer but I never enter the house of the dead unless there is great need.” His amber eyes twinkled with humour. “At my age, I may never escape.” He laughed and Catherine couldn’t help but laugh with him. 
In spite of the white hair and dated clothes, he maintained an aura of youthfulness. He carried himself with strength and confidence, his back so straight he made the walls seem out of kilter. He didn’t smell old. She got a whiff of something that reminded her of sunshine and summer days. 
“How can I be of assistance?” 
“Well, Catherine, I’d very much like to see my daughter. Would you be so kind as to tell her I’m here?” 
“I didn't—” 
“No. You didn’t tell me your name.” He smiled. “But still, that is who you are.” 
Cassie chose that moment to make her appearance. “Hello, Father.” She stepped up next to him. “You came.” 
“Of course.” He held out his hand to Catherine. “I’m Seth Evans, and I am pleased to meet you,” he said. “I hope you’re a hard boss, she needs someone to keep her in check sometimes.” 
“I don’t think that’s my job, Mr, Evans.” 
“Oh, but it is m’dear, it most certainly is.” 
Catherine snickered. “Cassie didn’t tell me you were visiting, but if you’ve the time you’re more than welcome to stay for lunch.” 
“Well what a fine thing to say. And I thank you, but I must be getting along as soon as this child of mine is put in her place.” His eyes crinkled with humour. “And you should give her a hard time, spare the rod you know.” 
“Father, please!” 
“If you change your mind, Mr. Evans, you’d be more than welcome to join us.” Catherine called as Cassie dragged her father away. 
 
 
CASSIE AND HER father walked away from Memorial house, the gravel crunching underfoot as they moved out of earshot. “So, daughter mine, you called and everyone on this good earth heard every heartfelt note.” 
“Father, I’m sorry, but I didn't know what else to do. I’m failing and I’m desperate for your help.” 
“Yes, I know this.” 
“That’s not helpful.” She frowned. “I can’t even repair the defences to the barrier around the property. You should find someone who can defend Catherine better. She needs a Shield who can awaken her and I can’t seem to do so.” 
“No.” 
“No? What do you mean no?” 
“You are more than capable of handling this assignment. Is she corrupt?” 
“No.” 
“Is she knowledgeable of all matters unearthly?” 
“No, you know this already.” 
“Is she an awakened Samuel?” 
“No!” Her exasperation began to show. “Here’s the thing. I can’t wake her, and if I can’t awaken her she is lost. I’ve self-rising zombies that are more like ghouls, a keeper who isn’t a keeper, I can’t repair the protections around the gate, or the house and I can’t protect her from the Necromancers.” 
He raised his eyebrows. “And your point is?” 
She snorted. “I’m not up to this particular task.” 
“And what does she think?” 
Cassie stopped in her tracks. 
“You haven’t discussed this with her yet, in fact you probably haven’t bothered to explain anything to her. Am I right?” He asked. 
“I don’t see what difference it would make.” 
“Perhaps it would make all the difference,” he said. “In fact, I wonder how much information about her heritage you shared with your charge. Did you share anything at all?” 
“It’s difficult holding a discussion with someone who refuses to understand.” 
“I expect you told her she was The Gatekeeper and you got all uppity when she didn’t automatically understand what being a Gatekeeper meant.” 
Cassie felt a warm blush creep over her cheeks. 
“Cassandra, to make someone like Catherine understand this other world you need to get to her heart and make her feel it.” 
“I can’t do it, Father. I didn’t come here to bond with anyone.” 
He turned his eyes toward the sky, and appeared to sniff the air. 
Cassie sniffed, too. Fresh mown grass, cars, sunshine, and the smell of summer ending. Underneath the heat something that seemed to belong to this place wafted through the air. 
“I know you don’t want to be here, Cassandra, but we can’t always have what we want.” 
“All I want is your help.” 
“And I want you to do your job, Cassandra. If she is not corrupt and she has no knowledge, either you teach her what she needs, or you bond and trigger her awakening. If this is not possible then you will have failed, unless there is some other factor in place and Catherine is more than we expect?” 
“What?” Cassie thought she detected the sound of hopefulness in his voice. 
“Is she more complicated?” 
“Can she be more complicated? She is a Gatekeeper.” 
“Yes, she might be.” 
“Might be?” Cassie watched her father’s face carefully. “What are you not telling me?” 
“I had cause to speak with Sybralline—” 
“The Oracle Sybralline?” 
“Yes.” 
“And has the Oracle deemed Catherine Samuel as a person of interest?” 
“Yes.” 
“Okay. What does that mean? You didn’t warn me that Catherine was of interest to other Houses before I came here. Don’t you think I should know about these things?” 
“It is not for me to tell you everything. You need to discover some things for yourself. I can confirm, now we are talking about it, that the Oracle has deemed Catherine Samuel to be important at this time. Do you understand?” 
“I must put her needs first and foremost?” 
“That would be wise.” He cocked his head to the side, as though listening to something only he could hear. “I fear this will go against what you wish, daughter mine.” 
“You expect me to fail her? I can hear your disappointment.” 
He put his arm around her shoulders and hugged her. “I understand and I’m saddened for the choices I think you will make.” 
Cassie cast her gaze downward, and her shoulders slumped. “You are disappointed.” 
“No, I could never be disappointed with you. You’re becoming what we once were and I fear the circle will be complete.” He sighed. “I’ve no doubt you will Ascend, to be as I once was. They will strip you of your humanity and make you a perfect weapon. That is what you wish?” 
“To Ascend was always my intent.” She paused. “But I see a problem.” 
“Yes?” 
“Catherine.” Even in the light of day, saying Catherine’s name made the whole world glow. 
Her father beamed. “Then there is hope for you.” 
Cassie didn’t know whether to be mad or glad. “I think you knew this would happen when you introduced us as children. You knew we would form a bond. I’d already promised myself to her. And you know I cannot leave her.” 
“You promised yourself!” He chuckled. “No wonder she and Jake failed in their marriage.” 
“Not funny, Father.” 
“So Catherine had already claimed you, or you claimed her? Goodness me.” He shook his head. “No, it’s not possible. The promises of children are not binding.” 
“And yet here we are.” 
“Yes.” 
“I can’t believe you’re innocent in this, you always know what is going on.” 
“Perhaps you give me credit for things I cannot control.” 
“Perhaps I give you credit for the kinds of things you do control.” 
“Perhaps.” 
“Fine. So what do I do?” 
“Your choice Cassandra, do what you want as usual, but it is all your choice. To Ascend you must keep your heart pure and so you must sacrifice Catherine. She cannot be more without you. To save Catherine you must give her your heart, bond with her and sacrifice your Ascension. One way or another, there is a price for you to pay. Who or what will you sacrifice, Cassandra?” 
“Father, there must be another way.” 
“I’m sorry, but those are your two choices.” Her father squeezed her shoulder. “What is your decision?” 
“I surrender,” she said. “She does not wish to be a Gatekeeper and even if I could persuade her, she may not want me as her Shield.” 
“Well, daughter mine, make me proud and use your charm, awaken your Gatekeeper, teach her all she needs and kill anything threatening. The rest will follow on as clear as day follows night.” 
“The killing part is easy. I’m not so sure about the rest.” 
“The best parts are never easy, but I’ve faith. You will work it out.” He laughed. “Go kill something. That always clarifies matters for you.” 
“Is there anything in particular you wish me to kill?” 
“No. This is not my gate and I cannot see its problems. Beware, until you awaken Catherine you’re also blind here.” 
“I know.” 
“Do you?” His eyes flashed gold and Cassie responded with a golden flash of her own. “Please be careful. I’m very fearful of this place and time. There has been so much death already and in my heart I know there is more to come. Only when Catherine takes charge will there be peace here. The Oracle of the House of Sybralline says it is so.” 
“I will heed your warning.” 
“Make sure you do.” He sniffed the air again. “There is something here and it is not at all pleasant.” 
“I know. I sense something, too and it is a big something. The power used here is immense.” 
“Be careful.” 
“I will.” 
 
 



 Chapter Thirteen 
 
 
 
CASSIE RETURNED TO the house late in the afternoon, her father’s words ringing in her ears. Life had become complex in a short space of time and she wasn’t sure what to make of it. Her mind elsewhere, she opened the back door into the kitchen and two sets of eyes swivelled in her direction. 
“Oh. Excuse me. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” She tiptoed through the kitchen as fast as she could. 
“You can stay where you are,” Catherine said. 
Cassie froze. “Me?” 
“Yes. How long have you known about Ellie?” 
“Well...” She hedged. 
“Don’t lie to me.” 
“I’m not going to lie about anything,” she said. “What are we talking about?” 
“We are talking about Ellie. You didn’t think it best to tell me about her?” 
Cassie ignored the question, poured herself a glass of milk and helped herself to a cookie. Her hunger outweighed her need to speak, and with Catherine in such a bad temper she needed a moment to think and catch up with the conversation. “Talk to Ellie about it.” 
“I’m asking you.” Catherine folded her arms across her chest. “And after you ranted on about corruptions and so on you still failed to tell me we had a Necromancer in the house? 
“I’m not a Necromancer,” Ellie protested. 
“Shush a minute whilst I decide how upset I am,” Catherine said. 
Now Cassie understood. “Ellie did a stupid thing, but I don’t think she’s bad or anything.” 
Catherine glared at Cassie. “And how would you know?” 
“Have you asked her why she decided to be so silly?” 
“Why is not important.” 
“All right.” Cassie knew this wasn’t a time to argue. “I know it is all up to you, but don’t be too harsh on the girl.” 
“Excuse me,” Ellie interrupted, “I’m right here you know. I can speak for myself.” 
“That’s enough, Ellie. I’m still not sure how angry I am.” 
“Catherine—” Cassie started. 
“And you’re not off the hook either,” Catherine said. 
“Okay.” Cassie helped herself to another cookie. 
“So, why did you do it?” Catherine asked Ellie. 
Ellie’s cheeks reddened. “Maybe it’s easier if you think I’m a Necromancer or something.” 
“What?” Catherine asked. 
“She wanted you to notice she existed,” Cassie explained. 
“Of course I know she exists. She works here, for goodness sake!” 
“Not in that way,” Cassie said. 
“That way? What do you mean, that way?” Catherine asked. 
Cassie shrugged and quirked one eyebrow. 
“Oh.” Catherine deflated. “Really?” 
“Yes, really,” Cassie said. 
“All of this witchcraft stuff is to get my attention?” 
Ellie nodded. “But I guess even with magic you will never notice I’m here.” 
“I don’t know what to say Ellie. I’m sorry. I don’t see you that way, you’re my friend, and employee.” 
“But Cassie isn’t?” Ellie turned to Catherine. “I know you’re sleeping together.” 
“Excuse me?” Catherine asked. 
“I’ve seen you coming out of Cassie’s room in the morning,” Ellie finished. 
“That’s none of your business,” Catherine said. 
“Actually it is, Catherine, because of Ellie your room was corrupted and if your room hadn’t been corrupted there would be no need for you to stay in my room. Perhaps then there would be no need for me to sleep on the couch either.” 
“Couch? Oh!” Ellie screeched. “I’m sorry.” 
Cassie cleared her throat. “When we can get a good priest to bless and make the room safe again, Catherine can go back to her own room.” She looked at Catherine, but Catherine didn’t seem to want to add anything. 
“Perhaps now is a good time to get back to work. Ellie, you can take care of things for a while, can’t you?” Cassie asked. 
“Of course,” Ellie replied. 
“Catherine and I have things to talk about.” 
“We do?” Catherine asked as Ellie exited the room. 
“Yes we do and it is long overdue.” She looked at Catherine. “In fact there is so much to be discussed I think it would be best if I showed you what I mean.” 
 
 



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
 
 
“BUT I ALREADY know how the cemetery works,” Catherine moaned as they advanced through regimented row after row of unadorned graves. “Do you think I know nothing?” 
Cassie shrugged. “Do you?” 
“I know enough.” 
“You will know this particular section is safe.” Cassie glanced out of the corner of her eye. “It is too new for ghouls or other self-willed undead, but it is a prime location for zombies. Necromancers, however, would consider this place to be a treasure trove of supplies. Of course, you know this already, but it is better to be reminded so you always keep it in mind.” 
“I don’t know about Necromancers or what they might see as treasure, but I do know how death affects the living.” Catherine pointed to a section of close set graves to the west of where they stood. “The flu epidemic of 1918 wiped out quite a proportion of the townspeople and so for practical reasons they had to plant them so fast they didn’t have time to put in tomb stones. That came later. The biggest of the stone crosses are there to represent the loss of entire families. For instance, there was the Jacobs family. Four generations, the fifth on the way, all dead within a week of each other and not a soul left to mourn them. Dreadful.” 
“So you do know something.” 
“These are the things I know. Do you want to know more? Would you like me to recite the names of all those who caught the flu and died? Would you prefer to know the list of those that survived? I can even tell you their relationships to each other if you want?” 
“No need, let’s move on.” Cassie headed toward the ancient heart of the cemetery where the older more impressive mausoleums were located. 
Catherine stopped between two four-sided tapering obelisks. At a little over six feet tall and with the four corners still sharp and without signs of erosion they were impressive in their clean and unmarked simplicity. “These are known as the gates.” Catherine touched each one. “And these mark the way into the old town, the centre of the original cemetery. There are four such gates and each gate marks the paths running from the east, west, north and south.” She grinned at Cassie. 
“And so we get serious.” Cassie moved on into the labyrinth of stone that was the old town. 
Straight ahead through the gates, a wide avenue stretched as far as the eye could see. At regular intervals, other wide avenues intersected the main route and from those, narrower alleyways made the old town into a navigable grid. To the south, she noted the large ornate and well-tended tombs of the rich. Money could buy anything, even after death. To the north, in contrast to the large crypts of the south, graves and crypts packed closer together in neglect. Weather pitted stone tombs and lichen covered angels stared at the ground, features blunted by time and the elements. Gravel covered in moss and weeds that lay rank and rotting upon the ground. Metal railings lay corroding into nothingness. 
Cassie stopped by one tomb and concentrated for a moment. “This is a prime site, and I doubt anyone would notice if something went amiss.” 
“What can go amiss?” 
“A good Necromancer could sniff this site out in a tick and make something rise. Not here, though.” She sniffed the air. “It’ll be safe for years yet. Perhaps you ought to make a note of this as a potential ghoul site, one your children—” 
“One child.” 
Cassie continued, “Then your children’s children could mark this area to check more thoroughly in the future.” 
“My child and her children can do their own checking for ghouls and zombies,” Catherine said. 
Cassie laughed. “Very well, let me take you to the heart of this place, your heritage.” She tramped through the avenues to the centre of the cemetery. The very heart of the cemetery was green and not a crypt in sight. 
“There are graves here, you know,” Catherine said. “Ancient graves marked with wood and stone cairns. Some students came from the university once, and my father was furious with their digging. So when they found a slate grave marker, they dug about a little, catalogued the whole thing and then left.” 
Cassie observed the small green and the hill at its centre. “Come on then, almost there.” She continued walking and then stopped at the base of the trail leading up what they called Cemetery Hill. “This is it.” 
“A hill?” Catherine snorted. “Honestly. I’m the keeper of a hill? How will I contain my excitement?” 
“No need for sarcasm. This is not any old hill. It’s a special place.” 
“It’s a hill! Okay, so it is a pretty odd hill, it’s too steep and conical to be natural. The broad flat top also seems a little unusual. It also has memorial stones and a large stone cross at its top, but still a hill is just a hill.” 
“The cross is an ancient Celtic cross and this area is special for its location and its history.” 
“Jeez Cassie, do you need me to make a special mention of all the bushes and undergrowth around the base, too? Do I need to count the brambles for you?” Catherine folded her arms across her chest. “Two small chunks of rock and an old stone cross, is not postcard material.” 
Cassie led the way along a narrow pathway to the top of the hill. There was so much to say and she was unsure how to say it. Where Catherine was concerned, words were never going to be enough. “Do you trust me Catherine?” 
“Yes.” 
“Are you sure? Do you need to think about it some?” 
“No. I’m sure. Why do you ask?” 
Cassie smiled. “Well I suppose this is the hard part. So whatever happens you have to promise you’re not going to resist me.” 
Catherine snorted. “Resist you? I think you’ve got it all wrong.” 
“I'm sorry. It’s complicated and I’m not at all sure what I think myself.” 
“Okay.” 
“I promise I will explain. One day.” 
“Okay.” 
“You know I must protect you first, the rest is...” she shrugged. 
Catherine laid a hand upon Cassie’s arm. “I understand.” 
“This is your last chance to back out. Trust me no matter what?” Cassie asked. 
Catherine nodded and gripped Cassie’s hand. 
“Concentrate on my eyes,” Cassie said. “Tell me what you see.” 
 
 
CATHERINE STARED INTO Cassie’s face, and watched as amber coloured eyes glowed golden. The light was weak at first, but increased until it was so bright Catherine couldn’t stand the strength. Heat bathed her skin and she felt surrounded by Cassie’s strength. Her iron-like will encased her in a cage of the finest protection. Nothing could reach her in this place and the rest of the world fell away. 
When Cassie spoke it was as if from miles away and inside her head all at once. Every part of her body thrummed with new and novel sensations. The distance between them lessened until Catherine couldn’t tell where she ended and Cassie began. Disoriented, she mumbled something, but it was incoherent even to her own ears. She heard Cassie respond, but didn’t understand anything she said. A pulse, like a heartbeat that wasn’t her own, swept through her body. Her knees buckled, but she didn’t fall. Cassie had hold of her, soft and yet strong, like she’d imagine air solidifying about her body. She wondered if Cassie knew the effect she had. 
“Catherine.” She heard her name like a distant whisper. 
“I hear you.” 
“Be with me,” Cassie whispered to her and they surged together. 
“No!” A part of Catherine screamed. In this closeness, she was exposed, defenceless, and vulnerable. She froze. She wasn’t ready for this, whatever this was. And what if Cassie saw what she was like? Her true nature was weak, selfish and broken. She knew her weaknesses, and although she knew herself to be underpinned with grief, it was self-pity that overwhelmed. Catherine didn’t like facing herself, and when Cassie, all strong and confident, saw the real Catherine then Cassie’s disappointment would be complete. She was irrelevant and superfluous, like dust driven about on an afternoon breeze. She had to escape. 
“I can’t breathe.” Catherine struggled. “I’m not what you think I am. I’m not the woman you think I am. I’m not some Gatekeeper to make it all right.” 
“Don’t fight me.” 
“Too much.” Catherine howled. “I can’t. It’s too much.” 
“It’s all right Catherine,” Cassie said. “Look at me. Look. At. Me.” 
“It’s too much Cassie!” 
“I’m sorry.” Cassie held Catherine’s hand. “It’s okay. Relax. There is no more.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“I’m sorry,” Cassie repeated. “I wanted to be able to protect you. I wanted to...” 
“Cassie?” 
“I think I was suffocating you,” Cassie said. “There was too much magic for me, my Gold was overwhelming and you fought back. I have no right to do that. Forgive me?” 
“Of course.” 
“This is your domain, not mine, and you should answer this call yourself,” Cassie said. “If anything can reach you, then the gate can. It will protect you too, better than I can.” 
“Cassie?” 
“Trust in yourself.” Cassie placed Catherine’s hand on one of the stones. 
Everything changed. 
Surging white-hot bolts of electricity lit Catherine from the inside out. Every cell burned with searing fire, and left her body and soul feeling raw yet somehow cleansed. Energy filled her, and Catherine was sure she could not contain the power. White light leaked from her skin, and everywhere she looked, seemed bathed in a stark white light. Pain followed. Heat swallowed her up, singed her hair, and filled her nose with the aroma of burning grass, and the stench of burning flesh. As she opened her mouth to scream, bolts of white streaked through the air before her and the air crackled with the energy. Thunder filled her ears, people screaming, and other screeching and roaring sounds she could not identify. Pressure pushed her eyes closed, filled her ears until she thought her eardrums would burst, and her lungs compressed under the strain. She screamed. Just when she didn’t think she could withstand any more pain, it stopped. Silver uncoiled from her gut, burst out, and bathed her in cooling and easing comfort. She took a deep breath and welcomed the relief from the all-consuming pain. 
“Catherine!” 
“Catherine. Catherine. Catherine.” Echoed many voices inside her head, a crescendo of sound built until she thought she’d burst. Gentle bells tinkled inside her chest and wrapped her shoulders in a cloak of silver, and the gate eased its clamour. “Catherine.” It whispered like wind inside her mind and any fear she might have had vanished. “Catherine come.” She closed her eyes, it was familiar and strange, was it her father calling to her she wondered. She could trust this. She didn’t know how or why she knew, she just did. 
For a moment the world spun out of control and her stomach lurched. She groaned as she opened her eyes, and the view before her wasn’t the one she expected. “Oh my god, this isn’t real.” 
“Yes. It is.” Cassie’s pale face appeared in front of Catherine. 
“Where is this?” 
“Look.” 
An old arch made of huge blocks of weather-pitted stone stood behind them. Blue sky darkened into menacing black and murky clouds. The once green hill became a large, dark pit, and from the depths, screams of pain rolled out like a wailing wall of woe. “Cassie.” She cried out as she gawped into distant depths, her toes protruded over the edge and in a wave of vertigo she teetered on her feet. 
“Don’t fight this place.” Cassie gripped her hands. 
“Fight? Fight what?” Catherine’s voice rose in panic. “Don’t let go.” 
A scream rent the air, closely followed by another and then another. Fear rolled over her and she gripped Cassie’s hands as though her life depended on it. Silver, rolled into a ball, settled in her stomach and, without a further thought, she accepted the touch of Silver. 
“How are you doing?” Cassie asked. 
“Coping.” 
“Listen to the world, and listen to yourself,” Cassie instructed. “It might help.” 
Many miles below, the power emanating from the heart of the pit throbbed through her feet until her heart pulsed with the same rhythm. Over this, the gate hummed and whispered her name ceaselessly until her name and the pit merged and sounded like one long, and never ending note. Above, black clouds roiled across a mean purple sky and flashes of pale yellow lightning illuminated the darkness. Below, the smell of singed hair and burning meat wafted up in unpleasant waves. Movement inside the pit caught her eye. Small, pale creatures, naked men and women, scaled the sides in an attempt to escape. As soon as they made progress, black winged beasts detached from the walls and flew at the escapees casting each one back into the pit. 
Catherine shuddered. Across the top of the pit, shining silver cords formed an impenetrable net and she knew this was what kept them all inside. The people, the beasts, and goodness knew what else. 
“This is it?” 
“This is it,” Cassie said. 
“So what does this make me? Demon kin, devil spawn?” 
“Nope. Not even close.” 
“What do you mean? And why aren’t I terrified anymore? I mean I’m scared, but I should be a screaming heap of uselessness.” 
“You aren’t scared because this is who you are. This is yours, this is your heritage.” 
Catherine nodded, and although she spoke to Cassie, her attention focussed on the pit. “Cassie?” 
“Yes, Catherine?” 
“Are you all right? You look pale, are you going to be sick?” 
 
 
CASSIE HAD PROBLEMS of her own. “I’m all right, I’m not doing too badly considering.” She wasn’t doing well at all. She wasn’t a Gatekeeper, and she didn’t have the protection that she would have if she was an acknowledged shield. The Gate thought her an intruder, and she was. Standing there was like having all of her teeth pulled with no anaesthetic. Nor had she expected the experience to repeat itself over and over until she hoped someone would rip off her head and be done with it. 
Physical pain she could handle, but this place was all about despair, hers and the despair of those within the pit. The despair of those lost souls wafted up from the depths in waves, curled about her shoulders and covered her in such abject wretchedness her golden eyes dimmed. 
Voices echoed in her head and reminded Cassie of every one of her failures. The pit and the gate were clear about how she had failed to awaken and protect Catherine, and the gate explained in gleeful terms how futile her efforts had been. She was to blame. She had forced Catherine to transport them into the gate. She was stupid. Cold and emotionless, the gate explained the dangers they were in because she had forced an untrained, un-awakened Gatekeeper through two worlds without thought to controlling the transition. Although they might think of themselves as being here, in the gate, they weren’t. Not entirely. They straddled two worlds and they were exposed, defenceless and vulnerable in both of them. 
“Go.” The very air seemed to say to her. The taste of meat flooded her mouth, strong gamey, salty even, and it turned to rot and decay. Her stomach churned. 
“Get away.” The gate demanded. “Go.” 
The indelicate aromas of the charnel house filled her nose and she felt the touch of uncountable crawling insects biting her skin. 
“Get gone.” Louder now. 
“Save her,” the gate said inside her head. A wave of despair hit her with such force it pushed her back. She heard other sounds. Snarling and growling filled her ears, and then she felt pain, like teeth sinking into her skin and the pressure of jaws biting down on her leg. She howled in pain, her eyes blazed, and with a dizzying crunch, the two worlds collided into one. They were on the hill and in the pit, both at the same time. She grabbed Catherine’s other hand, pulled it away from where it would have touched one of the stones, and severed contact with the gate. Without fanfare, the gateway closed, the pit vanished and they were once more on the hill. 
They were not alone. Three huge dogs with wedge-shaped heads and massive jaws had accompanied them back to the real world. The dogs snarled and snapped, baring sharp teeth. Two stood to one side, but one gripped her leg. He let go, and crept back, his muzzle coated in Cassie’s blood. 
Cassie’s combat skills took over. The world slowed down, aches and pains vanished, her mind cleared and focussed. Catherine came first she reminded herself as she pushed Catherine behind her in order to intercept any attacks. 
She turned her vision to Gold, and saw the spirits of the dogs, wrapped in pain and smoky darkness. The tendril of black around the neck and throat marked these as neither rabid nor wild pets, but beasts made to fight. Now that one of the dogs had tasted her blood, they would not give in until they had spilled more. 
Catherine seemed to come to life. She wrapped her arms around Cassie's waist and held on. “What do I do?” 
“Don’t get involved.” Cassie gritted her teeth and with her Gold shining through her eyes, she sang in the voice normal people could not hear. The dogs ignored her, and poised to attack. They formed a semicircle around the two women but Cassie continued singing. When they attacked, all Cassie could think about was making sure Catherine was unharmed. 
One dog leaped at her side and she waved her arm to distract the beast. Strong, sharp teeth sank into her arm, its jaws locking and crushing her arm. Instinct told her to pull back, but from her training she knew pulling would be more damaging. Besides, whilst attached the dog would attack no one else. The one at the front snapped at her and caught her shirt ripping the thin cotton fabric. The third one went for Cassie’s leg, again. Strong jaws clamped down and the teeth settled into her boots. Thick leather, hardened and reinforced with titanium strips, protected her leg from the worst of the bite, but she still felt the crushing bite as the teeth locked on. 
She sang louder. Even when the pain reached eye-watering levels she managed to focus and let her voice reach out. Teeth sank deeper into her arm, but she left her arm limp. Blood soaked her clothing and dripped from her arm. The blood from her leg dripped into her boot. 
She sang on. 
At her back, Catherine remained quiet. Catherine’s hands gripped her hips, and the heat flowing from Catherine’s hands was reassuring and comforting. A sense of peace and joy made her heart sing as loud as her voice. 
The dogs paused and appeared to listen. 
She lowered her tones and filled her song with sweetness, comfort, freedom, and no pain. The snarls and growls stopped and even the grip on her arm and leg seemed to weaken. She sang on until they released her. They sat before her with ears pointed forward, heads cocked. One by one they lay down and Cassie knew she had subdued their aggression and tamed them. 
“You’re bleeding,” Catherine said. “Let me take a peek, and then let’s get out of here before they change their mind.” 
“The dogs first,” Cassie said. As soon as the fight ended the pain descended upon her. Her joints ached, her muscles stiffened and the bites throbbed to the beat of her heart. She sank to the ground beside the dogs and examined each one. Her eyes glowed a pale amber but she didn’t touch them until she knew what had to be done. Blood splattered them, but she knew from one glance it wasn’t all hers and she was pretty sure none of it was Catherine’s. 
“I know,” she crooned to the dogs, “you hurt, and you don’t know what to do.” 
Ears pricked up and three pairs of sad eyes stared at her. 
“I’m going to try and make you feel better, but I’m not sure how, not yet.” 
The closest dog leaned forward and licked her face. 
“I’ll do my best.” She started singing again, a song of trust and friendship to ease his pain as she reached for his overtightened collar. He didn’t stir when she fumbled with the buckle, but her arm was damaged and heavy. She snarled with frustration and, with her exceptional strength, ripped the buckle apart. The dog didn’t move, even as she pulled the collar away to reveal row after row of needles embedded in his skin. Anger stirred in her and the dog flinched, but she controlled herself and sang her sorrow. He sighed and licked her hand as though she were the one needing comfort. 
“Let me help.” Catherine sat in front of another dog. “I’m sorry.” She pulled the spiked collar from his neck and the dog rolled over onto his back. “There. It’s not so bad now the spikes are out is it?” 
“Help me with the last one, Catherine, please.” 
Three blood-covered canines sat shoulder-to-shoulder and gazed at the two women. 
“How are you?” Cassie asked. 
“Fine.” 
“No really. How are you doing?” 
Catherine closed her eyes. “I don’t know. And I don’t want to talk about it.” 
“Okay.” Cassie, lay on the ground, her whole body throbbed, and she hoped, if she waited long enough, the pain would subside. “I’m not sure I’ve the will or the strength to discuss anything anyway.” 
“Will you accept my help now?” 
Cassie nodded her head. “It’s bad.” 
“Yes, I can see that.” 
“You have to do whatever you can to stop the bleeding.” Cassie pulled a small slim blade from her boot. “This might help.” 
“What do you want me to do with this? Put you out of your misery?” 
“Right now I don’t care.” 
“I think you do.” Catherine rolled up her sleeves to examine Cassie’s injuries. “I’ve seen worse.” 
“Were they living or dead?” 
“I need your shirt,” Catherine stated. She ripped both sleeves off Cassie’s shirt at the shoulders. “That’s a lot of scars. “You’ve been to the wars.” 
“Yes, I have,” Cassie said. 
“You will tell me about this. Not now, but later.” Catherine used the blade to rip the sleeve into strips and placed them on Cassie’s wounds. “You need a doctor.” 
“You have good hands in an emergency.” Cassie ignored the call for a doctor. 
“You need stitches and a shot or something.” 
“No doctors. I’ve had shots already.” 
“Stubborn mule,” Catherine said. “You have two bites on this leg that must hurt like hell.” 
“Yes.” 
Catherine prodded and poked around the bites on Cassie’s lower leg. “The boots have taken the brunt of the damage. I hate to think what damage lies beneath the leather.” 
“Leave them on until we get home. It will support the leg.” 
“Okay.” 
“The other two are more of a problem. They are dirty with grass, material and goodness knows what stuck to them. They need cleaning, but I can’t here, I’ll pack them as best I can until we get to the house.” 
“Sure.” Cassie winced as Catherine tightened the bandage around her leg. “And don’t say anything. I’m still not going to a doctor.” 
Catherine scowled at her. “Cassie, you need help for this. I’m afraid it might get infected.” 
“I have help,” she insisted, “get me to the house and Ralf can stitch me up, or you can do it if you want, but I have to say his stitches are very neat, I have no idea about yours.” She grinned at Catherine, but it was a little forced. “Then again, if you rub my leg a little higher, above the knee maybe I think I might forget about the pain.” 
“Cassie! For goodness sake.” 
“What? Does this mean I’m not going to get my leg rubbed?” 
“If I did,” Catherine leaned in close, “you would run away screaming.” 
“Don’t ruin a good story,” Cassie grumbled as Catherine helped her to stand and the humour left her voice. “Please Catherine, no doctors. If you do they’ll put the dogs down and I can’t allow it.” 
“Aside from the fact you need a medic, those dogs are violent, they attacked us, and someone needs to deal with them.” 
“No.” Cassie asserted loud enough the dogs stood alert as if waiting for any signs of trouble or danger. “They are innocents and an innocent cannot be made to suffer.” 
“But—” 
“No Catherine. I will not have it.” 
“You won’t have it?” 
“Catherine...” 
“Who the hell do you think you are to tell me what to do, huh?” 
“I’m not going to argue with you.” Cassie shook her head and the world spun. 
“Cassie!” Catherine wrapped her arms around Cassie’s waist and supported her before she fell. 
“I’m okay, maybe a little woozy. That’s all.” She leaned against Catherine and accepted the help. “I saw them Catherine. Saw what had been done to them. Someone trapped them in darkness and magic, they had no choice in the matter so I cannot blame them, it is not their fault.” She waved at the three dogs sitting in a row and then felt the world wobble again and held on to Catherine. “It would not be right to make them suffer any more.” 
Catherine sighed. “All right, but you need help. You need a doctor.” 
“I do have help, you. You can help me deal with everything.” 
As they neared the house Cassie spoke, her words laboured, “Please Catherine. No doctor. Promise me. And promise me no harm will come to the dogs.” 
“That’s not sensible. And you know it.” 
“Take me to my car and I’ll take the dogs some place safe.” She pulled herself upright. 
Catherine looked at Cassie. “All right you win.” 
“Thank you.” 
“You three wait here,” Catherine ordered the three dogs, “and if you so much as move an inch I’ll shoot you myself. You understand?” All three dogs laid down, muzzles on paws, their attention focussed on Cassie. “And you.” She faced Cassie. “If I so much as hear a peep out of you I’ll shoot you, too.” 
“What with?” 
“Well now, under the brown coat behind the kitchen door there is a nice rifle I could use. I might choose the pistol from inside the fruit bowl on top of the fridge, or maybe one of the two handguns at the back of the kitchen drawers, or my favourite, the shotgun inside the green rain mac. If I wanted to get serious I’d open my father’s gun cabinet for something bigger.” 
“Remind me not to complain about your cooking.” 
“Oh shut up and get inside.” 
“Thank you.” Cassie slumped into an old wooden chair. It was hard against her legs and back, but it felt good to sit down. The chillier inside air felt good on her heated skin. 
“I want to ask you about what just happened. But all things considered, I’m not sure I want to know.” 
“Catherine—” 
“Save it, I’ve things to do, and you never give a straight answer whatever I ask.” Catherine bustled about the kitchen gathering items. “I’m not incapable you know. I can make decisions and I can do what needs to be done when it needs to be done.” 
Cassie noted Catherine’s eyes glittered like steel, a clue she was building up to something. Catherine was angry and Cassie didn’t want to interrupt, she wasn’t even sure she could deal with Catherine in this kind of mood. Even when Catherine made a noise more like a strangled sob, Cassie dare not speak. She sat through the sounds of pots banging together and drawers and cupboards slammed shut with great force. The whole kitchen shivered and shook under the onslaught. 
“Feel better?” 
“No.” 
“What did the cupboard do to hurt you?” 
“They did nothing, but it’s my kitchen and I’ll slam things about if I want to.” 
“Okay.” 
“Do you know how angry I am?” 
“Yes. I think I do.” 
“Good. As long as you know, so I don’t have to explain it to you.” She turned away and put a pan of water on the stove to boil. “If I’m going to treat your bites, you better get your trousers off.” She put a white sheet and towels over the kitchen table. 
Cassie wanted to say something smart-ass, but the effort was too much. “Need to get my boots off first, but I can’t, they're stuck.” 
Catherine moved the bootjack in front of the chair. 
Cassie struggled and grunted during several attempts and gave up. “I can’t do it, even the jack is not helping.” 
“How the hell did you get them on in the first place?” Catherine knelt to give Cassie a hand. “Are they welded on?” 
“They’re supposed to be fitted.” Cassie shrugged. “Specially made for me, to support and protect the leg and ankle.” 
“Is that what they said in the sales brochure? No matter they have to come off.” She reached for a pair of large scissors. 
“You can’t cut my boots!” 
Catherine cut along the seams of Cassie's jeans to her knees. “They’re ruined but at least I can see the damage now.” She prodded a little. “Your leg is a right mess.” 
Cassie reached the top of her full length harness boots, the heavy leather, worn and softened by use, yet stiffened with reinforcements were perfectly fitted. Two buckles on each boot kept them tight. She unbuckled them both and pulled out a slim knife, the twin to the blade she had given Catherine earlier on the hill. “The knives don’t come as standard. I had those made to measure at the same time.” 
“Do you have any more weapons I need to know about?” 
Cassie shook her head. “It was a walk around the cemetery,” she said. 
“Thank goodness. Who knows what could have happened if you wanted to find trouble,” Catherine said. “So why didn’t you use the knives on the dogs?” 
“They were innocents.” 
“So you keep saying, but I’m not sure I know what that means.” 
“You will.” Cassie winced as Catherine unfastened all of the buckles. “Don’t blame them.” 
“If you say so.” Catherine gripped one boot. 
Cassie’s jaw hardened when Catherine started to pull. It hurt, a lot, but she didn’t want to admit how much. She held on to the chair as Catherine braced her foot against the chair and heaved. 
“It’s too tight,” Catherine said. 
“Pull harder.” 
By the time the boots were off Cassie was close to tears. “Next time I’ll get zip up boots with Velcro fasteners.” 
“I’m sorry if it hurt, but the next part will not be pleasant at all.” She handed Cassie a couple of ibuprofen and a couple of paracetamol. “These are all I have. Take them both.” 
Cassie crunched them with her back teeth and swilled them down with water. “Better than nothing, although I do have more in my kit upstairs. I’ll get them later, but now, do what you have to do.” Her eyes turned gold. 
“I want to ask you about your eyes. But I think it’s one of things I don’t want to know.” Catherine started to bathe Cassie’s wounds. 
“It’s a family trait.” 
“Okay.” 
Cassie didn’t complain as Catherine prodded and probed her wounds, but she gripped the chair edge so hard nothing would part her from the seat. “It’s similar to your family trait.” 
“What trait?” Catherine poured copious amounts of antiseptic fluids over Cassie’s leg. “Like silver or something?” Her attention focussed on Cassie’s wounds. 
Cassie didn’t respond, but she smiled, it was a minor thing, and the fact that Catherine mentioned silver was important. “Why did you say silver?” 
“It popped into my head. Yours are kinda golden so that made me think of another metal.” 
“All right. I can go with that.” 
“Never mind silver or gold, in my humble and non-medical opinion, I’ve cleaned your bites about as well as I can. You need these closed with something more substantial than a Band-Aid.” 
“I need stitches. You need to suture the skin together. Do it fast when you start and if I pass out, carry on until you’re done.” 
“Fast means mistakes,” Catherine offered. “It’ll increase the chance of scarring.” 
Cassie laughed. “Does it look like I care much about getting another scar?” 
“Well...” 
“Please Catherine, get it done.” 
Catherine nodded. “Very well. Get on the table, it’ll be easier.” 
Cassie struggled to get to her feet and onto the table. Catherine, in an efficient and no nonsense fashion, manhandled her onto the edge of the table. A part of Cassie enjoyed the fact Catherine was so near. Her close proximity drowned out her pain, but as the pain lessened, her libido took up the slack. It was by will alone she resisted the urge to put her arms around Catherine. 
Catherine pushed Cassie’s shoulders until she lay flat. “It’ll hurt.” Catherine, brushed a strand of hair away from Cassie’s face. 
The intimacy of the gesture made Cassie’s stomach flip. “Do it.”
 “I need to sterilise the kit first.” 
“It’s been bubbling away whilst you tried to rip my leg off. It’s ready.” 
Catherine pulled the tray of surgical instruments out of boiling water and put the lot into a bowl of antiseptic fluid to cool it off. 
“Shall I get Ralf to come over?” 
“No, Catherine. Only you please.” 
“All right. Are you ready? 
“Yes.” Cassie still yelped at the first stitch. “Ouch!” 
“I’m sorry,” Catherine said. “I can feel your pain, I can.” 
Cassie’s eyes flew open. “I know.” She felt the needle pierce her skin, and felt each black stitch as it drew the skin taut, sealing the wounds. “It’s all right Catherine. You’re doing fine. Don’t think about it as my skin,” Cassie said. “Imagine you’re stitching a quilt cover or something instead of me.” 
“There is no way your leg is a quilt cover,” Catherine said. 
Cassie smiled through her pain. “I know, and I think I’d be upset it you thought I was a quilt cover.” 
“Stop trying to be funny.” 
“Whatever you’re doing it is good. I feel better already.” She wasn’t saying it to soothe Catherine’s feelings either. Every place Catherine touched did feel better. She closed her eyes and concentrated on not feeling anything. 
“You’re just saying that,” Catherine said. “But thank you.” Catherine put the needle down. “Finished. You look dreadful,” Catherine said. “Better get you to bed.” 
Cassie was tired. Every joint ached and every muscle felt as if it was filled with lead, so she didn’t object when Catherine offered to help her upstairs and into bed. “Catherine,” she managed as Catherine helped her under the covers, “please don’t sleep in your room. Promise me.” 
“I promise.” 
“I’m serious. Not now. I could not bear it if something happened to you because I slept. I could not stand to fail you.” 
“It’s all right. You haven’t failed me,” Catherine said, her voice surprisingly soft. “I promise though, if it makes you feel better.” 
Cassie smiled. “Thank you.” She closed her eyes. “I have to keep you safe.” 
“Yes, but from what?” 
Cassie was already asleep. 
 
 



 Chapter Fifteen 
 
 
 
CASSIE DIDN’T STIR until a little before sunset, and when she opened her eyes the first thing she saw was Catherine slumped in an armchair by the side of the bed. 
When Catherine opened her eyes and smiled, her whole face lit up. “You’re awake. How do you feel? Is the pain still bad?” 
“I’m tired more than anything. The pain is not so bad. In fact, I feel very little pain.” 
“I bet you’re hungry.” Catherine poured the contents from a Thermos flask into a small mug. “Here, drink this, it will do you good.” 
Cassie’s stomach clenched as the delightful aroma of soup hit her nose reminding her of how hungry she was. Catherine lifted the cup to her lips and Cassie drank all she could. “That is good.” She slumped back against the pillows. Her eyes closed and a moment later, she was fast asleep. 
The second time she opened her eyes, it was close to midnight. Her clock glowed in the dark and she was more than a little disappointed to note Catherine was no longer in the armchair. She moved onto her side and found Catherine fast asleep on the edge of the bed. Cassie smiled and a sense of peace and contentment washed through her. Knowing Catherine was safe was all that mattered and she closed her eyes as sleep claimed her once again. 
She woke again, in the early hours, and Catherine lay asleep beside her. She slipped out of bed without waking her and limped across the room to the bathroom. Under the harsh blue white light, the face reflected in the mirror wasn’t a face she recognised. Errant strands of hair were plastered to her forehead and her normally tanned skin appeared pale. The dark circles around her eyes did not help her ghostly appearance. “Yuck.” She stuck her tongue out at herself. “I know,” she whispered to the mirror. “I got it all wrong, but at least we’re alive, so no harm done.” 
Cassie checked out her latest set of stitches. Scabs had formed around the black thread already, and the pain was less than she expected. There was no sign of inflammation, or infection either. Bruises were plentiful, but they were not like normal ones. She expected them to be red for a few days, at least and then they would change to blue or purple, then green, fading to yellowish brown. That’s how all of her bruises went. Except these looked like week old bruises, and there was no tenderness at all. How odd. 
She washed, and prayed the plumbing didn’t clank. She slunk back to bed, found the Thermos and helped herself to tepid soup. It tasted glorious. Catherine slept through the lot, even when Cassie climbed back into bed and lay facing her. She wasn’t sure whether watching Catherine was a torturous indulgence or a pleasure, but she couldn’t help herself. 
The next time she awoke the sky was starting to lighten and Catherine still lay fast asleep. One hand fisted below her chin, the other hand halfway between them. Dark hair billowed across the white pillow and Cassie couldn't help herself. She reached out, and her fingertips touched Catherine’s cheek. “Catherine,” she whispered. “Catherine,” she repeated until the air took the name and it resonated through the entire room. “How did you manage to make my life so difficult? Why did I let you?” Her eyes drooped before she could find an answer and she fell asleep. Catherine filled her dreams. 
Some hours after dawn, light bathed Cassie’s skin and she smiled at the warming touch of the sun. She opened her eyes to find Catherine’s face only inches away and her whole body pressed against her side. Cassie was lost. Her arm tightened around Catherine, and as they snuggled closer together, she breathed in the scent of her hair. 
Catherine stirred and stretched. “Did I disturb you?” She didn’t move away. 
“Of course not,” Cassie faltered. “I slept better knowing you were here.” 
Catherine leaned up on one elbow. “How are you feeling? I should check your stitches I think.” 
“I’m pretty good,” said Cassie. It was hard to think when Catherine lay so close. 
“Are you okay? You look serious. Or are you in great pain?” 
Cassie shook her head. “No. Worse. I’ve this overwhelming desire to kiss you and I’m not sure what to do about it.” 
Catherine’s eyes widened. “I thought you didn’t want that?” 
“That was before.” Cassie leaned towards Catherine. “This is now.” She pressed her lips to Catherine’s. 
“What do you want from me Cassie? I’m not sure even you know.” 
All Cassie had to do was say something simple, like ‘I want you’, but she couldn’t. “What I know is I’m not running away from you anymore.” 
“And is that supposed to be reassuring?” Catherine stroked the side of Cassie’s face. 
“It is all I have for now.” 
“Very well, Cassandra Evans, we will leave it at that for now. When you can tell me why it is all so complicated maybe everything will become much simpler.” 
“Okay.” 
“For now, something less challenging perhaps...tell me about your scars.” 
“Fights, it’s what I do. When necessary my family sends me, or people like me, to do their fighting. That is what I was born to do and it’s what I’m good at.” 
“Born for fighting?” 
“Yes.” 
“Ahh.” Catherine worried the end of Cassie’s night shirt. “So why do you keep the scars hidden?” 
Cassie snorted. “This world is obsessed with appearances and superficial things. People wouldn’t understand the complexity of my life.” 
“That sounds rather judgmental, Cassie.” 
“People don’t need to know about the dark side of this world, Catherine, and I don’t wish to be the one to explain it to them. I’m not good at that kind of thing and I don't want to be the one that makes them fear the shadows.” 
“Maybe they should know about the things in the shadows.” 
“No, Catherine, humanity is not yet ready for this.” 
Catherine’s kiss, when it came, was light and so fast it took Cassie by surprise. “But not me, Cassie, never hide anything from me.” She rolled away and got to her feet. “Am I one of the problems you’ve been sent to solve?” She paused. “You don’t need to answer, I already know. That’s why you don’t want to get yourself attached isn’t it?” 
Cassie didn’t answer. 
“I think it’s time to check your stitches then,” Catherine said. 
 
 
CATHERINE UNWRAPPED CASSIE’S bandages and exposed the wounds she had cleaned and stitched the day before. “You aren’t normal.” She felt the injuries a little, even the bruises, all yellow and faded, appeared to be days or even weeks rather than a few hours old. The stitches were no longer necessary to keep the flesh together because they had already filled out. 
“Are you? Not normal at all.” 
Cassie gazed at her. “I’m as normal as you.” 
“And how normal am I?” 
“Depends who you ask,” she said. “To my family you are normal.” 
“And everyone else?” 
“Well now, I can’t speak for the rest of the world.” 
“I’m not asking you to speak for the rest of the world, I’m merely asking if I’m normal.” 
“Yes you are, but you’re not like most other people, not like them at all.” 
“Why don’t you give me a straight answer to anything? Huh?” 
“I just did,” Cassie replied. 
“No, you didn’t. Either you evade and say it’s complicated or you don’t say much at all. Why don’t you say it like it is, in plain simple words I can understand?” 
“It’s not easy.” 
“There you go again, evading a simple question.” Catherine chewed the inside of her lip for a moment. 
“All right then. You must know that being the Gatekeeper is a family duty?” 
“Well yes, I suppose.” 
“Your father was the Gatekeeper, and you’re his daughter so being a Gatekeeper is all very logical, yes?” 
“Yes, but...” 
“And he had a Shield,” Cassie added. “And his Shield was your mother. One Gatekeeper and a Shield, and it is all quite simple and straightforward. It is also normal for your family.” 
Catherine thought it through for a few moments. “My mother was a Shield and my father a Gatekeeper? Now here we are. The same thing seems to be true here too, is this one of those unavoidable attractions between Shield and Gatekeeper? 
“No, Catherine. It doesn’t work like that.” 
“Does it not?” 
“No.” 
Catherine folded her arms across her chest. “I’m not sure I believe you.” 
“For one I’m not your Shield, and secondly the bond between a Gatekeeper and a Shield is a special one. Beyond the physical, beyond mere attraction, and it is not something that happens between just anyone. If a Shield and a Gatekeeper automatically bonded when they met why did you not bond with the last hunter who should have been your Shield?” 
“What Shield?” 
“You not only met one, you married him, but you didn’t bond in the way of Shield and Gatekeeper.” 
“What!” 
“You married a guardian, a hunter-type like me, bore him a daughter and yet you didn’t bond. If he was to be your Shield, and it happens automatically, then he failed.” 
“Jake? One of you lot?” 
Cassie laughed. “If you mean my kind, yes, but we are not related. There are many families and many Houses.” 
“And so we come back to us.” 
“Yes,” Cassie agreed. “I admit we are linked in some way, at first I blamed it on physical attraction, but it feels more than that. Sometimes it’s so strong I can almost feel it drawing us together and that is the way it should be.” 
“When we were kids, the kiss on the swing? Was that enough to draw us together?” 
“Kisses are not important. It’s the promises we make that matter.” 
“Don’t you think kisses are important?” 
“Yes.” Cassie pursed her lips. “But the kisses and promises of children should not be binding.” 
“Does it matter?” 
“I don’t know, but I think we’ll know for sure when you awaken.” 
Catherine didn’t want to talk about things, like family matters. “Can’t you accept I’m attracted to you?” 
“Yes, that’s easy.” 
“But?” 
“You need a Shield and I never intended to be one.” 
“You don’t want to bond with me? Or is it that you don’t want to bond with anyone?” 
“Anyone.” 
“And you are not my Shield now? Could you be my Shield?” 
Cassie looked away. “I don’t know how to be a Shield. It happens, that’s all I know.” 
“So where does that leave us?” 
“I have to defend you as best I can, the rest we’ll work out as we go along.” 
“Will we?” 
Cassie gripped Catherine's hand, kissed her fingertips. “We will.” 
Catherine stared at Cassie for a moment. “All right. I better let the dogs out.” She smiled, but it was without emotion. “I’ll give you time to get ready, breakfast in about twenty minutes?” 
 
 



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
 
 
CASSIE RECLAIMED HER bedroom in order to begin her preparations. She had done all she could in Memorial House, now it was time to face the cemetery. As the evening made way for the night this was a good time to see what undead beasts lurked between the tombs and graves. She hoped to find something simple like a small infestation of ghouls. The exercise would do her good. 
No matter how eager she felt to go out, she prepared her equipment with great care. Survival on a hunt depended on four things, ability, training, preparation of self and equipment, and awareness of the hunting grounds. She was competent, she’d had good training, she was prepared in the sense of having equipment, but her awareness of this place and this time was limited. She had no one to scout out trouble spots, she had no one to mind her back. She was all alone. 
It wasn’t easy to focus on her task. Her room, so infused with the essence of Catherine, twisted her thoughts until she couldn’t think. Even the bathroom contained so much Catherine that water from the shower brought out the aroma of Catherine. Big fluffy towels, warm and fresh as a morning breeze, reminded her of the first time she had seen Catherine sitting in the sun. 
“All right.” She wrapped herself inside a towel and took a deep breath. “I get the picture. You don’t leave me much choice.” 
Warmth stirred in her gut, grew until her skin started to glow and her temperature rose and she thought she’d melt. 
“All right. All right.” 
Scorching heat lessened to a burning glow and settled into a pleasant warmth in the pit of her stomach. “You should stop interfering, Father. I know you are listening in on my feelings. You cannot make me do what I don’t wish to do. I will choose my own path, in my own good time, and not at your convenience.” 
She didn’t get a reply, and she didn’t expect one. She wasn’t even sure it was awareness of her father’s empathic link, but it was easier to blame him than to blame herself. At this point, she didn’t want to think about the idea it was her own power responding to Catherine. “When I’m ready,” she whispered. “When I’m sure.” 
To prepare her mind for the task ahead, she lay on the bed to meditate and relax, but all she could think about was that Catherine had slept on this spot. She lay still, and with each breath, she took in a little more Catherine. She closed her eyes, and let her mind drift. She wondered about things she had never considered possible, a place to call home, someone to love and be with always. It was a pleasant thought. She rolled that thought around a little and compared it with the cold promise of her Ascension. Her dream had always been to Ascend, to gain her wings, to be the perfect hunter, and join her strength with others like her. Now, the dream wasn’t as appealing as it had once been. The warmth in her belly rose up once more and bathed her in the heat of the summer sun. Tension fled from her muscles and when she stood up, she stood tall and confident. It was time. 
She checked her armour, undergarments, weapons, blade sheaths and a whole set of miscellaneous bits. Satisfied everything was perfect, she began the process of getting dressed. A silk under suit fitted her torso and limbs. The intimate caress of silk slid like a hundred fingertips across her shoulders and chest. She liked the sensation, but now she thought of soft hands—Catherine’s—smoothing the silk around her body. She shivered. Silk wrapped about her calves, gripped her thighs and between her legs. She growled with frustration as thoughts of Catherine and silky softness enveloped her body. 
Next she donned a suit of soft, supple handmade leather. Hard plates of cuir bouilli sat across her shoulders, the outer edges of upper and lower arm, her abdomen, and her thighs. Strategically placed titanium strips and mesh reinforced the leather without impinging on her movement. The armour was light and not as effective as some of the heavier styles, but it befitted her. Over the years it had suited her fighting style well, there was no reason to change anything now. 
As every piece of armour fell into place, every buckle and every strap, it locked her into her function and Cassie became the fighter she needed to be. She stretched and flexed in a series of exercises she had repeated so many times they had become second nature, and her mind achieved the clarity she expected. Composed and self-assured, she wrapped her weapons belt about her waist and filled the numerous pockets and pouches with herbs and salts, holy water and a talisman or two. 
She dropped a small hand cross bow and a bolt case filled with silver tipped quarrels into a small rucksack. It wasn’t her favoured weapon. It had a poor range and its accuracy was worse, but in the right circumstances, it was a superb and indispensable piece of kit. Then came the blades. Long knives for her boots, a shorter blade for her thigh sheath and the twin short swords she strapped to her back. Two small hand axes hung from her belt. Fully loaded she stretched, flexed and rolled her shoulders with exaggerated slow motion to make sure her equipment sat right. She was ready to go. 
Catherine glared, as Cassie strode through the kitchen. “And where are you going? Got a hot date have we?” 
Cassie frowned. “No, I’ve work to do.” 
“What, all dressed up like some lost ninja?” 
“Yes.” She poured herself a glass of milk and spoiled herself with a single cookie from the jar. She put a second cookie inside the belt pouch, next to a bar of chocolate and a pack of glucose tablets. Although she wasn't expecting trouble, calling on her exceptional strength always sapped her energy and she wasn’t going to be caught out again, not twice in the same grounds. “I’m not sure yet, but I have a suspicion there are a couple of ghouls in the cemetery. I need to sort out the problem before they escape and wreak havoc somewhere else.” 
“I’ve never seen you dressed for work like this before. Now I am worried.” 
“Don’t be. This is not my first time out.” 
“Shall I come with you?” 
“I’d prefer you to remain here, Catherine. It’s safer for you.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Of course I’m sure.” 
“Then take care and come back safe.” She kissed Cassie on the cheek. 
 
 
GHOULS, AND OTHER self-willed abominations, were restricted to the oldest, most neglected parts of the cemetery, where the consecration was waning. Sometimes, even the well-tended tombs had no more protection than the neglected ones, but as a rough rule of thumb Cassie thought the greater the neglect the higher the risk of problems. She walked across the cemetery and to the spot with the greatest signs of abandonment. 
Cassie resisted the urge to whistle as she marched. She was outside, without Catherine, or Ellie, or even Ralf around to complicate and question. There was something quite invigorating about this kind of freedom and the expectation of a little action. Cassie stalked through the darkness, her senses sharpened by the anticipation of a fight. Putting the dead back to sleep was what she loved to do and expectation lifted her heart. She grinned, the glow from her eyes reflected on the dark ground, and all of her senses sharpened with anticipation. She tasted grass, rotting vegetation, and the distant tang of wood smoke in the air. There was little sound, the crunch of gravel beneath her feet, the distant roar of a diesel engine from the main road. Otherwise it was quiet and settled. 
The tiny tomb of Isiah Lucan marked the unvisited remote edge of the old town and with some reverence she touched the cold stone of his grave marker. He was one of the first to give his life for the defence of his town and one of the poorest, as well. They had honoured him with the tiniest of tombs, one no larger than his coffin. That they had given him a tomb at all was remarkable and so she spared his little, and often missed, monument a few more moments of her time and blessed the stone. Many others had done before, each one left a little of their touch behind until the tomb glittered with their passing strength. As she rested her hand upon the cool stone she knew something wasn’t right. She took in deep lung-filling breathes of air, she could smell the wrongness. Warned, she nodded to the tomb of Isiah Lucan, he still watched out for his town and she would not ignore his warning. 
Gold power blazed from her eyes, bright enough to light the air and the ground as if with sunlight. She drew her twin blades from their scabbards and the act of unsheathing the sharp steel filled her with power and eagerness. With confidence, she stepped into the labyrinth of the old town. Focussed on her task, she paid little heed to individual tombs or the stone worn by time and the elements. She ignored the moss and weeds that grew with wild abandon wherever seed or spore could find purchase. Gravel pathways shone with the unnatural light of dusk-tilldawn lamps and the lichen-covered byways became an alien landscape of unnatural lights and eerie shades. 
Tension tightened her muscles and she wasn’t at all surprised when two lumbering cadavers lurched toward her. She watched for a moment. Long, bony fingers curled into tight fists, hit the ground with a crunching thud. The hunched over loping gait marked these as ghouls. She struck left and right. Her twin blades whistled as they cut the air and sliced through leathery skin and bone. The force of the stroke jarred her wrists and slowed her movements as the dark magic that held the bones together resisted, but then ceased. Two heads flew into the air, rotated, and fell to the ground. 
That there were only two was a concern, there were never so few at once. Her suspicions were upheld, when a third beast tried to sneak up on her from the rear. The creature had an awkward gait, dragging its feet over the gravel, it hissed. She spun round fast, sword raised, and the creature’s head flew from its shoulders before it could even reach out. The head hit the side of a tomb with a crunch and crumbled to the ground. Old bodies, she thought, too old to hold the magic? Or, are they too young? She mulled over the thought as she considered why it had been so easy to kill them. Just one strike to behead was unusual, even with her skill. Then again, she was fresh, enthusiastic, she was Cassandra Evans, heir to Aevrael, and Aevrael strength was always superior. 
She paused, senses extended in all directions. Her nose wrinkled at the smell of burning, which seemed stronger, sharper and closer than it should. Perhaps someone was burning rubbish somewhere, she thought, then ignored the smell. The night was too quiet. No insect noises, no animal sounds, and even the wind held its breath. She moved on and even as light of foot as she was, her steps crunched in the quiet. Anticipation pulsed through her veins and she grinned as three more ghouls surged at her as a single wave of snarling teeth and outstretched claws. That’s more like it she thought. Their red eyes seemed filled with such bloodlust they didn’t even try to dodge out of her way. 
Yet it was wrong somehow. Since when did ghouls have red eyes? These were not the eyes of mere ghouls. 
“Ghûls,” she whispered and grinned. Not the self-rising, self-willed beasts she had expected, these were summoned creatures, soldiers of hell. These veteran fighter spirits were capable of far worse destruction and violence than mere ghouls, and at this new challenge, adrenalin flooded her body. 
They reached for her. Three sets of glinting Ghûl claws lashed out, and she struck back. Three strokes, each delivered with such speed and strength her blades shuddered with the impact of metal against bone. It was enough and three more heads fell to the ground. “Heads will roll.” Her confidence soared. 
“Yes, I’m sure they will,” a voice answered her. 
Cassie froze. “What?” 
About a hundred yards away, at the end of the avenue, an indistinct figure stood and merged with the dark shadows of a nearby tomb. Long loose robes, and a cowl, hid the being’s face. 
“I think you’ve been seeking me,” the figure declared in a voice too high for a man, too low for a woman, therefore neither one nor the other. “I’ve been expecting you. So I brought along some friends.” The form gestured with both hands and from the alleyways to both sides, zombies and skeletons, stepped forward. There were dozens of them, with burning brands held high. Rotting faces and blank skulls stared ahead without comprehension. They grasped the burning torches and showed not the slightest fear at the fire they held in their hands. 
“Well, damn.” Cassie breathed. “Undead holding fire? Now that’s something you don’t see every day.” 
“I agree.” 
Tension stiffened her shoulders, this was all wrong. Alert to this specific danger, she scanned the area, to see if she could detect anything that would be a later surprise. There had to be more. There always were. “So you are the Necromancer then? Identify yourself,” she called out. 
“No.” Laughter echoed through the silent night. “As you can see, you’re so outnumbered you will be dead in a few minutes.” 
“So humour me.” 
“I’m not here for your pleasure.” 
“I don’t think knowledge will increase my pleasure, I thought you’d like the chance to gloat. You don’t get much opportunity to gloat, I’ll bet, this might be your only chance.” 
“No.” The Necromancer waved a long and knobbly staff in the air. “Do you like what I’ve done with the place?” The subject change was as abrupt as the change in the speaker's tone. “I’ve desecrated it, not bad for a day’s work.” 
“How wonderful, you must be proud.” 
“And before you start seeking the graves of my army, let me say this. There are a lot of them, you could not make a difference fast enough. Besides, these are not local risings. I made these earlier in a place far, far away so it’s a long trek to find their graves if you were thinking about sanctifying them.” 
“How nice.” Cassie examined her surroundings and gauged all of her options. 
“Indeed. One way or another, the central barrow here will fail soon, but give the Samuels their due, they used to know a thing or two about seals and sigils.” 
“They still do.” 
“No Cassandra Evans, they don’t, not anymore. Catherine knows nothing and your kind prefers to lavish attention not on the mother, but the daughter whose full power is decades away. What does this say about you? They give you the jobs no one else can be bothered to do?” 
“We never give up.” 
“But I think they have given up on you. You’re just one and the power here wanes so fast that soon our dearest Catherine will be no more than a toy for us, and for me. My friends here will have the run of the place.” 
Cassie gritted her teeth at the mention of Catherine. 
“I wanted you to die knowing not only did you fail to protect your charge, your family expected you would fail and have done nothing to protect you. You’re a pathetic excuse for a Ranger, Hunter, Warden, or whatever you wish to be called and you’re a total embarrassment as a Shield.” The figure sneered. “But, wait, I don’t think you’re even a Shield yet, are you? Can’t get into Catherine’s heart or even her panties? Pathetic. Did she reject your advances sweetie? Or do you not have what it takes to please a woman like that?” 
“You’re downright nasty,” Cassie called out. 
“Nasty? I’ll show you nasty.” Billowing clouds of dark magic rose from the ground at the Necromancer’s feet and rolled away in all directions. The cloud hit Cassie like a wave of despair, and settled like a heavy mantle upon her shoulders. 
“Do you feel it, Hunter? Feel the strength of my will?” 
Unbearable despair gripped her heart and fear for Catherine grew. The force of darkness gathered until even her bright eyes dimmed under the bleak burden. 
Laughter echoed between the avenues of tombs. “I knew you would appreciate this.” 
“If you know me I must know you.” 
“Oh Hunter, you try too hard to think. Not your strong point is it?” 
Cassie refused to be drawn, and the press of darkness stopped her from speaking. She concentrated on Catherine. She was the reason Cassie was here and as she thought of the light buried within Catherine, the dark diminished a little. The more she thought of Catherine the less she thought of the darkness until she was able to think for herself once more. The dark cloud had no real power over her, it was fear for herself that gave it power. She whispered Catherine’s name, like a mantra, and instead of despair, she thought of kisses, and the power of the Necromancer held sway no more. Catherine. Light filled her, soothed aching muscles and the last of the foreboding cloud vanished. 
Cassie hung her head, as though in defeat, but her senses extended once more and she prepared herself for whatever was to happen next. 
“Enough games.” The Necromancer stamped the staff on the ground. Red eyes glowed from within. “Go my children. Rend and ravage to your heart’s content. Make me proud.” 
All theatrics as far as Cassie was concerned, but it gave her the warning she needed to react. Six ghouls, not all of them ordinary ghouls, jumped from the top of the mausoleums either side of where she stood. That they had waited was a testament to the strong ability of the Necromancer. Moreover, Cassie hadn’t had the slightest inkling they were hidden there, but she wasn’t at her best. Respect for the Necromancer’s ability grew. Respect for Catherine and the relationship they had grew more. 
The Necromancer laughed maniacally. “You should have been a Shield, Cassandra Evans, you would have been the most powerful Shield ever. Prophets everywhere raged about this Shield to come and some thought it would be you. You had so much promise but I see it is all exaggerated. At your best, you and a good Gatekeeper would have brought fear to us all. Instead, you’re nothing more than a second rate goon. In the scheme of things, you’re a like a petulant child who denies her best and stamps her foot in temper.” The Necromancer laughed. “You will die here as a normal and unexceptional human in a mess of blood and shattered bones. I want you to know I will corrupt Catherine and when I make her mine she will give me this place as a gift. Do you think she will enjoy me as you failed to enjoy her?” 
“Catherine.” Cassie breathed as clouds of the black aura of the Necromancer reached for her once more. 
“Yes. I think so. I cannot believe you didn’t make her yours and make this Gate safe.” 
The ghouls raced in, three of them the red-eyed Ghûls and three ordinary ghouls, in poor condition. Their need to feed, to eat flesh, burned as bright as their hatred for life. So great was their haste, they pushed each other out of the way to get to their target. 
Remnants of despair stiffened her muscles and slowed her response, but Cassie was no ordinary fighter and her strength, although diminished by the Necromancer’s dark aura, was still far more than most could muster. With all of her might, she struck at two in quick succession, one of them a Ghûl, and she beheaded them both before they were close enough to touch her. 
Dispatching the two took every ounce of strength and her blades travelled through the air at whistling speeds. She dodged claws and teeth, bending and twisting at the waist like a reed bending before the wind. She cleaved the skull of a third, a Ghûl, with such force it jarred her arm all the way to the shoulder and the creature’s skull, once broken, fell apart. A raking claw tore her shoulder, the iron-like talons pierced the hard leather, ignored the titanium mesh and sank through skin, muscle, and the tips grated over bone. 
Cassie cried out as the searing pain ravaged her shoulder. Bitter Ghûl poison soaked into her flesh and the filth of the dead seeped into her body. Corruption radiated from her shoulder in waves, and her hand clenched as the Ghûl venom ravaged her muscles and nerves. For a moment, her arm failed to function and Cassie thought she’d lose the ability to carry her blade. Other claws, ordinary ghoul claws, raked over her side and down her other arm, but these were mere scratches and for the most part hard leather and titanium was more than enough. 
Somewhere she heard laughter and assumed the Necromancer enjoyed her discomfort. In spite of her training she had been easily bested. Her armour, the finest she could have made to her specifications, turned out to be nothing under the attack of Ghûl talons. I cannot take these odds, she decided, why do I even try? 
Gold blazed out. Eyes, filled with light and rage burned until all doubt vanished. “I will not die this quick. You will pay for this.” 
“Not from you.” 
“Oh you will. One way or another, you will pay.” She’d make this night count and kill the Necromancer. Rage filled her and she spun into action, anger lending her strength as she lashed out in a frenzy of steel. She grew hot with fury and with such power within, she dispatched the nearby undead. 
Sense returned, the wrath settled to a dull glow and she knew it would be madness to stay and fight. The press of dark thoughts rose around her once more but instead of hopelessness, Cassie laughed as she pivoted on one foot and ran. 
“Go my children,” urged the Necromancer behind her. “Kill.” 
Instinct, training, and experience were the only things stopping her from headlong flight or succumbing to the rage. Instead, she stopped and wheeled about in time to strike at the forerunners. She beheaded one, should have made it two, but her injured arm had already stiffened and a crushing blow to the side of a ghoul head was the best she could manage. It wasn’t enough and it kept going. 
Dashing through the old town, Cassie didn’t stop until she was a good way ahead of the massed undead and scampered up the side of a small tomb. From there she leapt upon the roof of a larger crypt and hunkered down under the closed wings of a praying angel. Her improved vantage point gave her a great view of the oncoming horde. Ordinary ghouls scurried along paths and over tombs with graceless ease, but the zombies and skeletons were slow. 
“So many.” She grabbed a wad of silk and used it to pad her wounds. Blood dripped down her arm and she tried to ignore the green and red streaks burrowing, like insects, into her skin. She was not a healer, and they would not give her the luxury of time to attend to her injuries. There was nothing more she could do about it and no point worrying about the things she could not change. She needed to ignore her pains and get on with the job of surviving. 
She noted something else from her perch upon the crypt. It wasn’t just that the undead were chasing her through the old town, they were organising and surrounding her. Every second that passed they closed down another of her exit options. She took a moment to analyse the situation and opened her backpack. Blood dripped from her fingers onto the stone. She wiped her hands on her trousers and concentrated on the task in hand. From her backpack, she removed her crossbow and a selection of quarrels. 
With the speed and efficiency of someone who used the weapon a lot, she used two blessed silver tipped bolts on the two closest ghouls. Both fell to the ground, quarrels protruding from their eye sockets. Cassie wasn’t sure if they were fully dead, and shot them in the head twice more. The rest of her bolts she used on incoming zombies, most she hit and like all zombies, anything that disturbed the brain was enough to short circuit the animation process. She wondered if Slow Risers also needed a head blow rather than the severing of the spinal column. She’d ask Catherine later. “I’m coming Catherine.” She left her crossbow on the mausoleum roof, one less thing to carry, and moved on. 
Blades once more in hand, she sprung from the roof and beheaded a ghoul on the way. She dropped to the ground, her landing perfect and she didn’t even bother to look as she struck left and right in a series of manoeuvres that left a zombie and two more ghouls properly dead. She took heart at the appearance of the zombies. Perhaps the Necromancer didn’t have an infinite supply of ghouls after all. Speed allowed her to keep ahead of trouble, but not by much. She stormed through the cemetery using hit and run techniques in an attempt to whittle down the numbers. It seemed to be working, she moved as fast as she could and they didn’t catch her or do any more harm. For the third time, Cassie sat atop a large and impressive marble crypt, and changed the dressings on her shoulder. Even in the strange light of the Old Town she was able to see the corruption devouring her skin. Rotting flesh and the stench of decay filled her nose and she knew with absolute certainty it was corruption she could not fight. Soon she’d be unable to hold a dagger, never mind a sword. Worse still, her progress home was less than she’d have wanted. Much less. 
“What are you playing at? I should be dead already.” It made no sense, no sense at all. 
“Are we having fun yet?” A voice called through the night, and it was too close for comfort. 
“I don’t know, are you?” She lay flat on the roof of the tomb. 
Laughter echoed between the crypts. “Brave to the last. But let there be no mistake, this is your last.” 
Cassie didn’t respond, but shuffled to the edge and peered over. “Shit!” She was surrounded. 
“Do you understand now, my Little Failure?” Laughter echoed through the darkness. “There is no place left for you to run. You do see don’t you? Surrender and I will make it fast. Well...not for you. And probably not for Catherine either, I will wish to savour the moment.” 
“Catherine.” Cassie wasn’t ready to give up yet. Flat out, she filled her lungs and sang out at the top of her voice. Undead everywhere stopped, and as one they listened. “Catherine, for you.” She sang, knowing although Catherine didn’t hear, others would. “Catherine, for you I give myself.” One last surreptitious glance over the edge and she knew what she had to do. 
“For you Catherine, I give myself all for you.” She slid from the crypt. “I’m coming Catherine.” She moved in the direction of home. She’d no longer allow the Necromancer to drive her away from her chosen destination. She was going home. To Catherine. From the roof, she’d seen an escape route. She had hope. She could do this, nothing and no one would stop her. “I’m coming Catherine.” She stole from one tomb to another. 
“I hear you, scuttling about like a rat in the dark.” 
Do you? Cassie wanted to ask, but she knew the Necromancer would not risk itself and so she kept quiet and pressed herself against another crypt. Her back ached from hunching over and her legs were as heavy as her damaged arm. Her blood pounded with fear and excitement. Her escape route did not offer the best options for survival, and it didn’t really promise much, but it was the best route she could see to have any chance of getting away. She had to warn Catherine. Now it was all about timing. She watched for the right moment. A small group of zombies stood nearby, but there were no ghouls in sight. Good. 
She charged. 
Using what strength and speed she had left, she crashed into the wall of zombies, slashed to the right and beheaded one as she raced by. She slashed to the left with what energy she had and left her blade embedded in a zombie’s chest. She finished one off and pushed on. It was easier than she expected. Two down and as they fell they interfered with those standing. A little push, a couple of slashes to those in the way, and she was beyond the wall and free. 
There were no traps, no waiting ghouls and no threats. Hope and anger burned bright inside her. She loped off in a steady jog, slowed to a walk, then a determined limp, and finally, a stagger. She held one of the finest short swords ever made, and yet now it was little more than a gore-covered stick. 
The sight of Isiah Lucan’s tomb was like a salve to her flagging resolve and she opened her eyes to the possibility she could succeed. In the distance, across shallow hills and through mature bushes, she saw the lights guiding the way to Memorial House and home. She stopped and looked behind her. The glow of torches followed, but when she looked in other directions she saw no others. She could see they’d fanned out, and reached the back end of the property where the defences were weakest. What was left of the Samuel’s defences would hold for a short while. She hoped it would be long enough to warn Catherine. 
She stopped to take a breath, but a bout of wracking, body shaking coughs filled her eyes with tears and her knees became like jelly. She sank to the ground, wheezing and struggling for breath. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and knew it was blood. More than blood, corruption had invaded her lungs and she knew she was running out of time. She wiped her hands on her thighs and struggled back to her feet. 
Step after limping step she forced herself on, to the edge of the Samuel property. Her focus so narrow and directed at the fence she missed the two zombies that detached from the shadows of a thick cluster of bushes. She swung her sword at the nearest one and missed. Two claws raked at her face and drew more blood. She swung her blade at its head and left her sword in its skull. From behind, clawing fingers gripped her shoulders and the second one tried to bite her. She drew her long knife from her thigh sheath and, over her shoulder, stabbed the zombie in the eye. She hobbled the last few yards to the fence, rolled through two bars and landed on the ground with a thud. 
Cassie lay on her back, and stared at the stars glittering in the sky above. Her chest heaved, her limbs leaden and sleep seemed so attractive. She was done, and she wanted to lie still and let it all go. Snarls assailed her ears. Catherine! They were along the fence now, their claws raking at the defences, and the stench of dark magic billowed in the air. Blackness, corruption, settled on all that was good and suffocated it with the acid touch of death and decay. She could sense the presence of the Necromancer leaching the life out of everything the magic touched. She tried to call out, but all she could manage was a wracking phlegmy cough and a spray of blood settled like a mist on the gravel and grass. 
Catherine! 
With a sigh of resignation, she rolled onto her stomach, lurched to her knees and managed to stand. “Catherine.” She croaked. The house was so far away it was unreachable in her condition, but her car was close. She lurched towards her vehicle. No one came, no one attacked, and when she pulled open the unlocked door, she honked the car horn several times. It was the best she could do. 
It’s all for you Catherine. She coughed, as she popped her trunk. She reached for her twelve-gauge flare gun and a bandolier with three cartridges ready for use. No self-respecting hunter went anywhere without one. She cracked it open, leaving bloody smears over gun and cartridges, loaded and aimed somewhere near the fence. The end of the barrel wavered about, but she fired anyway. Something dead burst into flames with such energy it lit the three closest to it. These were old zombies, not freshly raised. 
The protective barrier still held, at least for the moment. She was grateful for that. The second cartridge was harder to load. Her fingers refused to work. She ground her teeth and somehow she managed. 
“Oh I do love a barbeque,” the Necromancer called out. “I see you made the party after all, I wonder what you’d taste like chargrilled.” 
Cassie didn’t have time to think. A flash of yellow and white light, the boundary protection fizzled out with a stinking burst of sulphur, and the smell of singed meat. A loud crack and several of the fence panels collapsed under the undead onslaught and they were through. Cassie stared, and a small pack of zombies lumbered towards where she stood. She sighed. This was it. She pointed the flare in their direction, and fired. 
All she could do was hope she aimed in the right place. She missed the lead creature and hit the one behind instead, with a whoosh of flame and the whole of the small pack exploded. 
More followed. 
Desperate, Cassie pulled a knife from her boot and, swaying on her feet, waited for them. Every one she destroyed was one less for Catherine to worry about. That was what mattered. She swung her knife at the lead zombie. And with obscene clarity she noted the dryness of the zombie’s skin, the rotting eye oozed sticky pus and no longer swivelled. Her blade sank through the eye and black goo oozed from the side. The zombie crashed into her and as she sagged to the ground several zombies piled on top. 
“No!” She heard, but she didn’t remember speaking. Then everything went black. It was absolute, pain-free, suffocating blackness. 
 
 
STANDING AT THE kitchen window, Catherine was ready for trouble even before she heard the honking horn. “Good grief.” She glanced out of the window and saw Cassie first, followed by countless numbers of undead pouring onto her land. 
“No!” She cried out, her hand wavered over the red alarm button at the side of the oven, but she knew there was no point in triggering the alarm when she was the only one in the house. She grabbed all of the weapons she could find in the kitchen and raced out the door. 
“No!” She screamed as an unsteady Cassie fell beneath the hands and teeth of a small horde of undead. Fear constricted her chest, and for a fraction of a moment, the colours of the landscape leeched out, and became grades of grey. “Get off.” She roared and a few of the lumbering zombies moved in her direction. “How dare you.” She stepped closer shotgun in hand, a rifle slung across her shoulder, and pockets heavy with the handguns she had gathered. Catherine was ready for a small war. 
She fired once and a rotting head exploded. With lethal economy, she pumped and fired the shotgun like a Valkyrie possessed. Her shots came so fast and accurate even Cassie would have been proud. 
At her side, the three dogs waited with hackles up and teeth bared. “Dogs go get,” she yelled, although she had no idea what they would do, they weren’t hers nor had they been trained to her commands. She was gratified when they raced for the closest moving figures and with growls and snarls laid into the animated dead. 
Catherine moved in the direction of Cassie’s last stand and shot anything that got in the way. She kept firing until she was out of shots. She threw the shotgun to the ground, unslung the rifle from her shoulder, and fired shot after shot into the zombies. With every step, a zombie head exploded and carcasses crumpled to the ground. 
Glowing red eyes caught her attention as she ejected the spent magazine and grabbed another from her pocket. She reloaded, pointed her weapon in the direction of a cloaked figure and aimed. The Necromancer ran off. “Come back here,” Catherine yelled. “I want a word with you.” She fired off a couple of shots. “Coward!” The figure disappeared into the shadows and she emptied the rest of the magazine into the shuffling zombies. 
“Pah.” The magazine clicked empty and she dropped the weapon to the ground and pulled a Browning semi-automatic from her belt. A much used, hand-me-down gift from her uncle, it was her favourite weapon, and she felled half a dozen more zombies as she closed in on the pile of bodies covering Cassie. 
She grabbed the topmost zombie by the remains of its hair, but before it fell apart she put the muzzle of the gun to its temple and shot it dead. She grabbed another by the shoulder, the deteriorating cadaver so light it was easy to lift and shoot dead. All five of the zombies on Cassie were light, and slow moving. 
“Cassie?” She cleared the last body off Cassie. “Speak to me, honey.” 
Covered in blood and gore, Cassie lay eyes closed and her armour in shreds. “Cassie.” Catherine lifted Cassie’s shoulders, brushed the hair from her eyes, and wiped blood from her face. Cassie breathed, just. Cuts, bites, claw marks there were so many of them, Catherine didn’t know where to start, or even if there was anything she could do. This was way beyond her knowledge and ability and her chest ached with that knowledge. She pulled the unconscious woman closer, held Cassie’s head to her chest and rocked back and forth. “Oh, Cassie,” she said as tears coursed down her cheeks, “please don’t leave me.” 
A small, indistinct whoosh of air and a crunch of gravel caught her attention. She tore her tear-streaked eyes from Cassie’s face and looked in the direction of the sound. 
She watched Seth Evans as he folded large yellow wings against his back. 
“Mr. Evans. Help me please. Cassie’s hurt bad.” 
He knelt at Catherine’s side, touched his daughter’s head and sighed like a night breeze. Catherine wasn’t sure she’d heard a thing. 
“You have to do something,” she begged. 
“There is nothing I can do for her.” 
“You must,” she insisted. 
He didn’t move, but Cassie’s damaged and bloody skin started to sparkle. 
“What the hell is that?” Catherine asked. “Seth!” 
“I cannot interfere.” 
“You must Seth, oh please do something.” 
“I fear it is too late, Catherine,” his ominous voice echoed in the night. 
“No, she breathes still, it is not too late. Please. Do something. We can’t let her go like this.” 
“Catherine,” he started, “Cassie is dying now, and there is nothing I can do to stop this, or what will follow. It is what she wanted.” 
“But? There is more, I can tell.” 
“You’re the only one who can reach her now Catherine.” He looked up into the dark sky. “You must make her stay, Catherine. You must.” He stood up and left her. 
Above him the sky filled with pale figures, their white wings outstretched as they hung, gravity defying and unmoving in the sky. Hundreds of them, thousands, the whole sky filled with them. 
“Bloody hell,” Catherine said. 
A dozen landed on the gravel without a sound. Close up they were even more spectacular than they appeared on the wing. Tall muscular men and women, with pale skin and perfect bodies, they were impressive. Midnight blue, white-less eyes, like the cold starkness of eternity, stared back at her. She shivered at such bleak emptiness. 
One figure stepped forward and he was smiling. “Seth Aevrael, my brother, we meet again and it is a good night.” 
“I cannot agree with you,” Seth replied. 
“I understand your sadness,” said the foremost figure with a voice like the whisper of wind through the trees. “But this is a momentous occasion. Very few regain their wings and Ascend to the heavens, the whole of our house stands waiting to give her welcome.” 
“No. Not yet,” Seth said. 
“There is no place for defiance Aevrael.” His smile appeared without warmth, or life. 
Seth knelt at Catherine's side. “I can give you a little time Catherine, but you need to awaken her and make her choose between you and them. If she stays I can do more, until then she belongs to my Father’s House and I must not intervene. Those are the rules.” 
Catherine swallowed her confusion and narrowed her eyes. “Seth, Aevrael, whoever and whatever you are, you will explain this to me in detail and no more of these word games you and Cassie seem to like. I must know it all.” 
He nodded. “You have my word. I will explain all, but after. Right now, you need to do all I ask of you. For Cassie.” He stepped before the gathered figures. “She cannot Ascend now. She is promised to the Gatekeeper.” 
“Aevrael. No promise has been made for our ears to hear and her heart is as open to us as it is to you.” He paused and stared at Catherine. “And there is no Gatekeeper to make such claims.” 
“Nonetheless, a promise was made,” Seth insisted. “And the Gate has accepted this Keeper.” 
“Very well. We must hear the promise again, but from her lips and in our presence.” 
Aevrael nodded, “Catherine. It is up to you.” 
“Easier said than done,” she mumbled. “What the hell am I supposed to do? I sure as hell don’t know. Aevrael?” 
Seth smiled and warmth filled the air with sunshine, heat drenched grass and the sweetness of new flowers. “You know what to do, you are a Samuel, she is an Aevrael. Speak to her. Reach her heart and call her to you. She will hear.” 
“Aevrael?” She asked. 
“Yes. We are both Aevrael,” Seth answered. 
Catherine thought she heard the echo of a soft voice saying ‘be a Samuel,’ but she shook it off as her mind playing tricks. 
Uncertain, she turned her thoughts to Cassie. “Don’t leave me Cassie.” She traced a finger over Cassie’s cheek, but she felt strange exposing her feelings when the woman in her arms was unable to hear. More so there were so many strangers listening in on what was a private moment. She kissed Cassie on the lips, but Cassie’s lips were cool and unresponsive. Cassie seemed oblivious to Catherine’s touch. “Cassie please, I need you.” A tear fell from her eye and trickled over her cheek. “You promised, Cassie. You promised everything would be all right. You promised you would always be here.” 
Cassie didn’t respond, her breathing became shallow, the pulse at her throat grew slower and weaker. “Cassie!” Catherine cried. “Don’t you dare give up on me. I need you.” As she spoke, Catherine knew she was losing her. 
Muscles twitched and under the blood, streaks of rot and corruption grew stronger and more defined. Cassie took a breath and Catherine held hers as she urged Cassie to take another. Blood bubbled at the corner of her mouth and she grimaced. “Goddammit Cassandra Evans, don’t you dare leave me!” Catherine banged her fist into the centre of Cassie’s chest. “You can’t make me love you and go away, that’s not fair. I waited for you. I was always waiting for you, so don’t leave me. Don’t you dare!” 
Hot searing knives ripped her from gut to chest and her blood boiled with bitterness. Sorrow scorched every fibre of her being until she became numbed with the throbbing ache of her heart. Silver uncoiled, found no resistance and exploded. Molten silver cleansed every nerve and every cell of her body. She tried to scream, to release the hurt and the pressure building up inside, but what came from her mouth was more roar than cry. It filled the night with defiance and the ground shook with its force. When she looked up it was with eyes bright with silver. Her skin, pale and silvery, shimmered and she glared with such intensity everyone took a step backwards. 
“I know who I am,” her voice deepened. “And I know what I am.” 
Catherine observed Cassie with her glowing silver eyes. She no longer saw the world in simple physical terms, but with Silver she saw the energy fields that drew the world together. It was a bright world, complex, and at that moment, irrelevant. Lying in her arms Cassie’s skin sparkled, and with each twinkling a speck of her soul lifted into the air, Catherine saw Cassie’s life depart. She put her glowing hands to Cassie’s shoulder and her hands blistered with the heat of pulling the darkness and rotting from Cassie’s skin. Wisps of blackness, like oily smoke, rose from the wounds and she crushed the poison between her fingers. Drops of ash fell to the ground and vanished. “You’re not released,” Catherine said in a voice that was hers, and not hers. “I’m the Gatekeeper and you’re my Shield, you will awake now and attend me.” 
Nothing happened. 
“She is not waking,” she told Cassie’s father. “I don’t have enough strength. Have I failed?” 
“Not yet Catherine, please don’t give up.” 
She got to her feet and glared at the winged figures. Uncertain still, yet she would not let doubt destroy her. “You know me.” 
“Yes, you are Shemshael, the Gatekeeper,” the foremost figure stated. “You are come, Gatekeeper, your arrival is most tardy.” 
“Indeed,” she agreed. “But I’m here now. And you’re on my land.” She paused to make sure he understood. “And what I command, you must obey.” 
“It is as you say.” 
“Go into the cemetery lands and kill those abominations. Bring the Necromancer back to me and dispose of all the signs of this vileness. Ordinary people must not be exposed to the evidence of this battle.” 
“We will make it so,” he said. “And we shall return for our daughter.” 
“No. You will not. She is my Shield.” 
“I’m sorry, Gatekeeper.” His smile remained upon his lips. “She is not your Shield. We promised The Aevrael we would wait to hear her own vows, but as she has made no vows we claim her now as one of our own.” 
“It will be her choice,” Catherine determined. “Not yours or mine, it will be hers and hers alone.” 
“As you wish.” His deep blue eyes glowed. “The others will be back when the task is done, but I will wait for our daughter.” His smile grew broader, more of a smirk than a smile. “It will be soon.” 
Cassie went rigid in her arms. “No!” Catherine’s denial was emphatic and loud and before she could change her mind she fed every bit of her own strength and life into Cassie. Fatigue washed through her body, but she continued to pour herself into the dying body in her arms. 
When Cassandra opened her eyes, they were dark blue, almost black, and her golden skin like creamy marble. “Catherine,” she rasped, but it sounded not at all like Cassie, it was distant, emotionless, more like ice grating against ice. This was the voice of a stranger, and not the voice of the woman she had grown to love. 
“Cassie. Heart of my heart, please don’t leave me now. I need you now more than ever. You know I do.” 
Cassie stared at Catherine with white-less eyes that glittered blue as deep and as cold as space. 
Catherine felt something uncoil in her gut, and anger drew her forward. “Aevrael,” she growled, “you’re going nowhere.” 
“It is my time,” Cassie said. 
“No. It is not. You were supposed to be mine. You promised.” 
“I did. But you didn’t want me.” 
“How could you say that? You were the one who always ran away from me.” 
Cassandra touched a finger to the edge of Catherine’s eye. “I could not awaken you Catherine Samuel, no matter the pull between us, and if I could not awaken you it is because you’ve rejected me.” 
“But you did awaken me.” Her eyes glowed silver once more. “I was always there, waiting for you.” 
Cassie smiled as their eyes met. Blue faded, became gold, and the light of gold and silver became a glowing guard of shifting metallic light. “Catherine,” Cassie whispered. “I’ve always been yours. You know that, even before I knew it myself. But we were children and even if we claimed each other, we were still children.” 
“We are not children now, Cassie. I need you now, as an adult who understands what it is we are and what we do. I love you with all of my heart and I’d be honoured beyond all measure if you would be my Shield.” She smiled at Cassie, there was nothing more she could say. “Let it be known by all gathered I would claim you as my Shield. Yet although I can insist, I must allow you to make your own choice and I will respect whatever you decide.” 
“So formal Shemshael.” Cassie reached for Catherine’s hands. They stared at each other, but it seemed like hours before Cassie spoke. “My answer is obvious.” 
“Is it?” 
“See my arm Catherine,” she said. Hundreds of cuts seeped blackness and closed. “I’m claimed as your Shield and it will be as it was always supposed to be.” 
“There you go, speaking gobbledegook again.” 
A cold voice interrupted. “We accept your decision daughter of Aevrael, Shield to The Shemshael.” The angels stretched their wings and flew straight upward. 
Cassie laughed, but it became a cough. “Do I get a kiss now?” 
“Will it hurt?” 
“It might if you refuse.” 
Catherine kissed Cassie, scared she might cause her more damage. Cassie slumped in her arms and closed her eyes. 
For a moment Catherine panicked. 
“It’s all right Catherine,” Seth soothed, “she is well, but weak. You did well Shemshael, you healed her beyond what I’d have expected, but I think you’re exhausted now.” 
“Yes. We need to get her to bed.” She gazed in the direction of the cemetery lands. “I bet there is a mess to clean up. I’m not sure I trust the winged fellowship to do a proper job on my land.” 
“I will take care of everything. You need not worry further.” 
“All right. Maybe later you can both answer a few questions for me.” 
He sighed. “I bet I don’t have much choice do I?” 
“No. you don’t. You promised and I intend to make you keep it.” 
“Might I suggest you go to your family library as soon as you can? Your parents always tried to be ready for every situation. I am sure they would have left you something to help you understand the role you need to play in ensuring the safety of this place. I know your father kept journals, as did all of the Samuels and Shemshaels that came before. That would be a good place to look.” 
“I have read most of them, but there is little help for me there.” 
“Perhaps they have knowledge that is only for a Samuel to see.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Do you know your family colour?” 
“Yes I do, I know my colour to be Silver.” 
“Then use your Silver when you go in, sometimes we must write in the colours of our lineage to protect our words from prying eyes.” 
“I will do as you suggest.” Catherine helped Cassie up and they moved slowly to the house. 
 
 



 Chapter Seventeen 
 
 
 
THE MONTH DRAGGED by, and every morning, whilst Cassie rested and recuperated, Catherine stood in the corridor outside the library. Every day she stared at the once plain, ordinary door with her eyes of silver. Silver swirls and geometric patterns covered both door and doorframe and she shuddered at the sight of all the magic the silvery symbols summoned. This was once a familiar portal into a comfortable and safe place. Now it was alien and strange. 
Every day she went no further and then returned to Cassie where she was safe. 
“You didn’t go in did you?” Cassie asked. 
“Well...” 
“I can see the answer in your eyes.” 
Catherine shook her head. “You’re right. I still can’t face it. It’s bizarre. I wish my newfound skills covered this strange language as well. It’s like I know things, and know nothing at the same time. I think I’m picking up your gobbledygook double-talk.” 
Cassie chuckled. “It’s probably symbols of protection, you should write them all down and maybe I’ll be able to help decipher them. Symbols are not my strong suit, but once you go inside I’m sure it will all become clear. I bet there’s even a book that will clarify everything for you. After all, it is a library, there has to be a book.” 
“Perhaps you’re right.” She sat on the edge of the bed and took Cassie’s hand in hers, their fingers entwined. Catherine caressed Cassie’s skin. Contradictory skin, with callouses from wielding assorted weapons and yet gentle when they touched. Strong and soft, like Cassie. “I still think it’s all scary.” 
“You want me to come with you?” 
“Yes, but we’ll wait until you’re better.” 
“I’m well enough and I’m sick of being in bed all day. I hate being so useless.” 
“You’re not useless, you took a lot of damage and it will take time to heal, even for you.” 
“Yes, I know.” She sighed. 
“Patience. You’re still infected with Ghûl venom.” Catherine’s eyes turned to silver, and she examined Cassie with careful and deliberate slowness. This newfound ability, the heart of Samuel’s power, allowed her to see the world as more than physical and into the energies that sustained reality. The complex ebb and flow of energy married the physical with the ethereal and she could read that energy with great accuracy, including the unnatural poisons lining the cells of Cassie’s body. 
“What do you see?” Cassie asked. 
“How is the pain?” 
“Manageable. Now answer my question. What do you see?” 
“There is nothing substantial. No big lumps or anything.” 
“You would’ve taken it out if it was easy.” 
Catherine nodded. “I see this green slimy oil running through your body. It is so well spread I can only just sense it. It coats your lungs, your heart, and all of your muscles.” She sighed. “I wish I was better at this, I should have healed you by now, I’m sure of it.” 
“Don’t be hard on yourself, honey. It will come. You need time to learn your limits.” Cassie gripped Catherine’s hands. “Every night you sleep next to me I know it is your skill that keeps this corruption at bay. Soon you will be able to kill it and all will be well.” 
“I hope so.” Catherine kissed Cassie on the lips. “I’ve things to do and when I come back I’ll bring you lunch. Guess what you’re having today?” 
“Lunch? Please don’t say it is chicken noodle soup again.” She pulled a face. “Please Catherine, I beg you, no more chicken soup.” 
“It’s good for you and the sooner you get well, the sooner your father will stop cooking, and the sooner I can get my kitchen back. So eat it all up and no moaning.” She left the room. 
 
 
CASSIE LISTENED TO the sounds of Catherine’s departing steps. She had to think about Catherine to know where she was, and it grew easier to do as each day passed. When she thought Catherine was far enough away, she threw back the covers and slipped her feet over the side of the bed. For a few minutes, she could manage no more. With teeth gritted, she forced her body into a sitting position. It took even longer to find the strength to stand upright, but she got there in the end. Blood rushed from her brain and she reeled about on the spot until she regained her equilibrium. She took several faltering steps toward the window and gripped the window frame as though it were a life raft. 
Outside the green grass and the cyan coloured summer sky beckoned to her, but this was as close as she could get. After a few minutes, as her legs started to shake with the effort of standing, she worked her way around to face the bed then reversed her steps back. Sweat covered her skin and she collapsed on the bed covers in an exhausted heap. She stared at the ceiling, her chest heaving and a few moments later she fell into a deep and exhausted sleep. 
When she awoke, she found her father sitting in the chair watching her with his eyes Gold. “I see you’ve been up, again.” 
Cassie glared. “Is that a bowl of delicious chicken soup on the table? What on earth would I do without it?” 
“Don’t be sarcastic. You will eat it, every last drop, and don’t even think to complain or smart mouth me. You need nourishment.” 
“Yes, Father.” 
“I don’t know what you’re doing Cassandra, but you insist on pushing your body further than you should.” 
“I have to get up. I shall go crazy here.” 
“It is making it difficult for you to heal, daughter mine. Catherine is doing all she can, but she is not at her full power yet and you’re making things harder.” 
“I'm not getting better am I?” She asked. 
He shook his head. “You took a lot of poison and when you kept fighting the poison spread and took hold. I’m sorry, but you’re beyond my skill. Only Catherine keeps you alive at the moment.” 
“Give her time and I think she will get the hang of it.” 
He nodded. “But will she do it fast enough?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“I’ll make a deal with you.” 
“Yes?” 
“I will get you downstairs, put you in a wheelchair maybe, and perhaps Catherine will open the library.” 
“Why? Is there something in the library?” 
He smiled, his eyes crinkling. “I can no more see the work of the Samuel than you can, but I’ve known all the Samuels, and they are never unprepared. I cannot imagine they would have forgotten to leave something for Catherine, and the library was their domain. There will be something inside for Catherine, I’m sure of it.” 
“Do you know what it might be?” 
“I told you, I cannot see the works of the Samuel until they reveal it to me. It’s a library, so I have to assume there is a book of some kind, a journal, or something instructive.” He brushed lint from his trousers. “Whatever book it might be, help her find it.” 
“You should bring in help whilst I’m incapacitated.” 
He shook his head. “I’m all there is.” 
Cassie sighed. “No one? Really?” 
He shook his head again and Cassie swore. 
“Language, Daughter.” 
“Get some help,” she ordered. 
The Aevrael House lord smiled as his skin whitened and his eyes became the deepest dark blue. “You’ve all you need right here. I have faith in you both.” 
 
 



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
 
 
CASSIE GRINNED WHEN Catherine entered the room. She couldn’t help it. She forgot her injuries, forgot pain and all she could do was smile. When Catherine smiled back, Cassie’s heart melted and for a moment, the whole world seemed perfect. It was time for bed, and she would have Catherine’s attention for the rest of the evening, and all of the night. It could not get much better. 
“You need a shower, Miss Evans,” Catherine announced. 
“Pah! One of us smells, but I'm not sure which one of us it is.” 
“Cheeky! Good job, I’ve already had one. So the stink is from you, go get a shower.” 
“You could give me a hand, you know, scrub my back maybe?” 
“I think you should make that a cold shower missy.” 
Cassie laughed. They’d taken up playing this game the past several evenings and she never tired of it. Nor did she tire of Catherine’s careful ministrations. 
“All right then, let’s sit you up first.” 
Cassie swung her legs over the edge and sat upright in one, albeit not fluid, motion. She wobbled a bit, but Catherine didn’t comment and Cassie’s pride remained intact. 
“You’ve been practising.” 
“A little,” she admitted. 
Catherine touched Cassie’s cheek with the back of her fingers. “Please be careful, don’t sap your energy too much.” 
She knew what that meant. It confirmed all her father had already said. “I won’t,” she promised. No one survived the amount of Ghûl toxins she’d had, nor did people die and get up again afterwards. Yet, here she was, living and breathing, like everyone else. 
She showered, dried herself and dressed in shorts and a long sleeved top ready for bed. She knew she could not stay like this forever. Something had to give. She’d get better, or she wouldn’t. 
“I checked my injuries in the shower.” Cassie revealed as Catherine helped her back to the bed. “Ordinary injuries are all healed now.” 
“Yes, they are.” 
“But I’m not any better am I? Even I can see the venom inside me.” She ground her teeth. “I’m not going to last long Catherine. You need to make plans to protect yourself and your future.” 
“Don’t say that.” Catherine fastened the last two buttons on her own pyjamas. “You can’t give up on me yet.” 
“I’ll never give up on you my love. Still we need to be practical and preparing you for your future is as much a part of my job as killing creatures.” 
Catherine lay down on the bed. “I’m sorry I’m not better at healing you.” 
“It doesn’t matter.” Cassie wrapped her arms about Catherine and hugged her, but the hands wrapped about her waist were gentle, as though Catherine didn’t wish to crush her. 
Cassie leaned up on one elbow, stared into Catherine’s face and saw those expressive eyes filled with uncertainty and worry. “Catherine, I’m not fragile. You can hold me. I won’t scream in pain.” She held her once more and in the quiet of their room, she heard Catherine’s heart beating hard and fast. “Don’t fret,” she soothed, “it will be all right. You’ll work it out and when you do, you will fix me, I’m sure.” 
“It’s not that...well, a part of it is, but I feel so helpless.” She waved her hand in the air. 
“You look adorable when you’re stuck for words,” Cassie said. 
“I want you well again,” Catherine said. “I’m not sure how much longer I can stay away from touching you.” She bit her lip. 
“Stop trying then. Come to me.” 
“It seems inappropriate when you’re not at your best. It would be like taking advantage.” 
“Oh, please. Take as much advantage as you want. I insist.” 
Catherine’s brow furrowed. “I’m trying to be sensible here, but you’re not making it easy for me.” 
“Would this make it easier?” Cassie leaned forward and, light as an evening breeze, kissed Catherine on the lips. She stared into Catherine’s eyes, searching for something. The second time she kissed Catherine their lips stayed together longer. “On this I’m serious.” Cassie breathed against the side of Catherine’s face. 
Catherine touched her mouth, as though to check she had felt Cassie's kisses. “This will not make anything easier. You know I want you so bad it hurts.” 
“But?” 
“You’re not well.” 
“I won’t break.” She cupped Catherine’s cheek in the palm of her hand. Her thumb grazed the edge of Catherine’s lips. “I promise.” The third kiss, a slow melding of lips, was a promise of more. 
“I’ve waited so long for your touch. Will you tell me if I hurt you?” 
“You could never hurt me. You care too much.” 
“Still...” 
“I promise.” 
Thigh to thigh, breast pressed to breast, they lay facing each other. Cassie watched the pulse in Catherine’s throat increasing in speed, and her own heart mirrored that increase. 
“Are you going to kiss me or stare at my face all night?” 
Cassie rolled Catherine onto her back, pinned her down and kissed her. There was nothing soft and light about this meshing of lips. Demanding and deep, these kisses left her breathless. Catherine’s hands slid under her tee shirt and massaged her back. The unexpected coolness of Catherine’s hands on her hot skin made Cassie shiver. “Don’t ever stop wanting to touch me like this.” 
“I won’t,” Catherine said. 
With a little help, and a lot of squirming, Cassie wriggled out of her tee shirt. 
Catherine traced over the remains of Cassie’s many scars. “That’s a lot of hurt.” 
“Yes,” Cassie said. Her scars were hard to miss, and some were so deep the gouges and gashes left grooves and thick raised lines of hard puckered skin. She half-expected Catherine to flinch at the sight of them, but she didn’t. 
“What did that? It must have been huge,” Catherine said. 
“Doesn’t matter what it was, it’s dead now. Do these marks bother you?” 
“Only because they caused you pain.” Catherine leaned forward, and kissed the claw marks. 
Cassie sighed. 
“Does it hurt?” 
“No.” 
Before she had chance to comment further, Catherine rolled over and reversed their positions. Now Cassie lay on her back and Catherine straddled her hips. 
“I’m not hurting,” Cassie said. “But you move fast. And you’re stronger than you look, too.” 
“Yes.” Catherine started to remove her pyjama top. 
“No. Let me.” 
With slow deliberation, Cassie unfastened the buttons on Catherine’s top. She parted the silky material until it slipped from Catherine’s shoulders and pooled around her waist. Cassie stared. “You’re so very beautiful.” Her fingers brushed against the softness of Catherine’s stomach. 
Cassie wrapped her arms around Catherine’s waist and pulled her so she lay on top. Skin to skin. Cassie ran her hands up and down Catherine’s back. The skin beneath her hands was smooth, and she revelled in the softness of it. She stroked from Catherine’s hip, over the edge of her ribs and when her hands found the sides of Catherine’s breasts crushed between them, she paused. In one of those rare moments of insecurity, she wondered if she was going too fast, but Catherine nuzzled her neck and moaned. The moment passed and Cassie slipped her hand inside the waistband of Catherine’s pyjama bottoms at her back. 
Cassie wriggled her hips and they settled together. 
“Yes,” Catherine whispered. “Just like that.” 
“Are you all right?” Cassie asked, her voice hoarse. 
“Yes, please don’t stop.” 
Cassie pushed her hips back against Catherine. “Not sure I could.” Her entire body throbbed with undeniable need. Heat upon her thigh declared she wasn’t the only one and she knew, without doubt, she was just as hot upon Catherine’s thigh. 
“Don’t stop,” Catherine commanded. “I’ve wanted you since the moment we met, even when we clashed, I could not help but want you.” 
Cassie pushed her hand deeper inside Catherine’s pyjamas straight between her legs. Hot wetness coated her fingers. “Catherine.” She pressed her hips against her hand. Her fingers felt bathed in wet velvet. She groaned. 
“Yes,” Catherine hissed. 
Cassie slipped a single finger inside her. She watched Catherine’s face loosen and she added a second finger. Heat closed around her fingers and gripped. 
Catherine opened her eyes and pale silver leaked out. “Don’t stop,” she growled. “Don’t ever stop.” 
Catherine’s mouth pressed against the side of her neck and Cassie felt teeth graze against her skin. She pushed towards Catherine as though they could merge into one. Eyes of gold met eyes of silver, and Cassie tensed as a flash of searing white light scorched her eyes blinding her. Muscles clenched, Catherine’s back arched and she gripped Cassie so hard nails dug into her arms. 
Catherine froze above her, and then the world exploded in light and sound. Pleasure and pain, blazing heat scorched her insides, and ravaged her body in waves of blistering heat. Then crushing pressure as ice met fire and Silver washed over her and through her. 
Cassie slumped back, she was spent, and pinned down by Catherine, she couldn’t move. “Catherine?” Cassie whispered. 
No response. 
“Catherine?” Cassie repeated, but the only response she received was the soft and heavy breathing of deep sleep. 
 
 



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
 
 
“OUCH!” CASSIE CRIED out as her father poked her arm. “I’ll spill my coffee.” 
“Stop moaning and put the damned cup down,” he ordered. “I’m trying to see if you’re as well as you seem.” 
“Yes, I’m very well. I feel great.” 
“I concur,” Catherine added. “I’ve checked.” 
“Forgive me Catherine, but this is not as I expect. I’d prefer the knowledge to come from my own eyes, and understanding from my own wisdom.” 
“As you wish, I can understand your reservations.” Catherine smiled and her eyes twinkled. “It might be that the solution to this lies in the mundane. Perhaps it was something she ate, like the chicken soup maybe?” 
“Vile woman,” Cassie grumbled. 
Catherine and Seth laughed. 
When the laughter stopped, Seth stared at Cassie. “I’ve lived a long time and over the years learned the inexplicable is something to distrust. And this is something I cannot explain.” 
“Seth, it’s me, Catherine Samuel, do you not trust me?” 
He smiled. “I do trust you Catherine, but even so, at a time like this you must understand my concerns.” 
She nodded. 
“Catherine, could I have a few minutes with Cassandra?” 
“Of course, there are a few things I need to do downstairs, I’ll be back later.” She looked once at Cassie, and left the room. 
“Father, is there a problem?” 
“How do you feel?” He asked. 
“Great. Really great.” 
“You’ve bonded.” 
Cassie blushed. “Yes. Completely.” 
“I know. Your essence, your soul is merging with hers.” 
Cassie flushed. “That must be part of the process.” 
“I would think so.” 
She shrugged. “I feel great. Catherine took care of the poison and even I can see I’m clean. Now I can get on with the healing.” 
“She took care of you all right.” He agreed and his golden eyes brightened so much Cassie had to shift her gaze. “Bonding links you two together forever, and it allows the Shemshael to heal the Aevrael Shield. This I expect. But there is more to it than that, what about the rest of it?” He lifted her shirt over her back and dragged a fingernail across the base of her spine. “There was a scar here, where is it?” 
She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it faded away.” 
“No. I know every mark laid upon your skin. I’ve stitched most of them together, and I remember that one wasn’t pretty. Lift your arm.” He ran his fingers over her right side, from under her armpit to below her ribs. “Another one disappeared.” 
“Scars don’t vanish,” Cassie said. “I did begin an Ascension remember, so some cleansing would have begun even if it was only for a short while.” 
He shook his head and frowned. “No Cassie, I’ve examined you since and I’d have remembered such fundamental changes. This is Catherine. She is not just healing you, she is cleansing you as well as an Ascension might. How can that be possible?” 
“It’s a good thing, isn’t it?” 
Seth Aevrael rubbed his eyes and then he stared at Cassie. “I’ve not known a single Samuel who could do this Cassandra, none. I don’t even think my brother, first of his house, was ever able to do this.” He shrugged. “The poison should have killed you, you know it and I know it, yet you’re not dead. I’d call it a miracle. I would expect to sense the touch of an angel, but I sense nothing. After the beating you took, survival should have been impossible. Yet here you are.” 
“What are you saying?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“You are worried Catherine is not right. But you should not fear her, I think she is special, I can feel it.” 
“Is that your head or heart speaking?” He cocked his head to one side. “She is coming back.” 
“I know.” 
“Be careful, Daughter.” 
“What of?” 
“I don’t know, of Catherine, and all of the things coming together here, at this point.” 
“Father,” she whispered before the door opened. “I’d give her my life and I’d do it willingly with a smile upon my face. It was what you wanted. You cannot back out now.” 
“I know.” He smiled a sad, rueful smile. “But I never thought finding your heart would put you in quite so much danger.” 
“Yes, you did. You always knew.” 
“Perhaps.” His eyes darkened, became a deep and cold blue. 
“They say the tears of an Angel are all seeing, Cassandra, even for one such as I, but I see nothing when I observe you both.” 
“Father?” 
He shook his head as Catherine opened the door. 
“Is everything all right?” Catherine asked. “I thought if Cassie is well enough and you agree, Seth, maybe today is the day for us to visit the library. Cassie can help me find the journals I need to help me understand my life. At least, I hope we can find what we need there.” 
“Good idea. Keep her out of trouble and get her to do something useful,” Seth said. 
“Yes Father, as soon as you leave I can finish dressing.” 
“Very well. I shall see you later.” He left the room. 
“He is not the only one concerned,” Catherine said. “Everything is changing and I’m not sure I can keep up.” 
“Like healing me when we sleep? How did you do it Catherine?” 
“Do what sweetie? Heal you?” 
“Yes.” 
“I can’t explain. Does it need explanation?” 
“Father thinks so.” 
“He doesn’t trust me any more does he? Can’t say I blame him, I’ve no idea what is going on. But I can say I would do anything to keep you safe, Cassie.” Her eyes glowed, not with Shemshael power, but with fierce determination. “Anything, you know I would.” 
“And I’d worry about the cost you might pay for it. Yet it is hard to question you when you are so happy.” 
Catherine’s smile was radiant. “I am. Yet it bothers you.” 
“I suppose I try not to think about it. Not so long ago you knew so little, you were so innocent of our world and now you’re doing things even my father does not understand.” 
“I can’t say I’m doing anything at all. It’s like having a memory and using the memories before I even know they are there.” 
“You must remember how the healing works, though.” 
“No. That’s just it, I don’t. It works and I don’t always know what I’ve done.” She shrugged and placed her hand between Cassie’s breasts. Her eyes ice cold silver. “It is as it should be.” 
“Catherine.” 
Her eyes softened to grey. “I think we should go to the library now.” Her voice turned serious. “I can’t hide from it any more. There are things I need to know and it’s the only place I can go to learn.” 
 
 



 Chapter Twenty 
 
 
 
CATHERINE STARED AT the library door, and watched the gleaming symbols dance and shimmer over the wood. “Well? What do you see? Do you see anything?” 
“It’s a door.” Cassie’s amber eyes glittered with humour. “And if you turn the handle right there, you could even go inside.” 
Catherine sighed. “That is not what I meant.” 
“I know,” Cassie said and the twinkle in her eye seemed even brighter. 
“Use your Gold, Cassie.” 
Cassie used her Gold eyes and examined the door. “I see nothing weird. It’s still a door to me. There is not an unexpected mark upon it.” 
“Any marks at all?” 
Cassie shook her head. “If you see silvery marks they are your marks not mine and it means they’re not for anyone but a Samuel.” 
Catherine took Cassie’s hand in hers letting the silver fade away to her normal grey eye colour. She breathed slow deep breathes and when she was ready, she opened the door. 
“Well, look at that. A room with books and stuff,” Cassie teased. “It could even pass as a library.” 
Catherine snorted. The library was as she remembered, with dark wood bookshelves filled to overflowing with books and magazines. The old furniture she remembered filled the room. The Chesterfield couch was as worn as ever, and everywhere appeared to be as it always had, familiar, unexceptional, worn, and safe. 
They were still holding hands when their eyes became the Silver of Shemshael and the Gold of Aevrael once more. Catherine drew in a sharp breath at the scene before her. “Everything is covered in strange marks!” She gripped Cassie’s hand hard. “I don’t know what I was expecting, but all these marks are overwhelming.” 
Cassie turned in a circle. “I also see wards, but they are safe, I can sense no corruption here Catherine.” 
“You’re certain it’s safe? What else do you see?” 
“I see some Gold wards to protect and seal the windows, the doors and some marks on the walls and ceiling. These are simple protections, but there are only one or two.” 
“You can only see one or two symbols?” Catherine held out her arms and spun around. “There are marks everywhere. I don’t know if they are safe. Are they safe?” 
“Of course it’s safe. I see no darkness here and a Samuel would not permit another to be harmed. Not here.” 
“I think I’d be happier if I knew what it all meant.” She froze, her eyes widened. “Oh!” She exclaimed as her eyes traced a convoluted path around the room. 
“Catherine?” 
“I see a message. Is this a message for me?” 
“What does it say?” Cassie tried to follow Catherine’s eyes. “Better still write it down as you see it, that might help.” 
 
“Dearest daughter. Sadly, you are awakened. We love you always and trust you finally see the right sun to light your way. Forgive us this journey, for our needs are great.







Seek The Samuel at the Ends of This world. Sun on Moon may shine forever at Our first.







All that is empty must be filled. Do not resist.” 







 
“What the hell is that about?” Catherine asked. 
Cassie laughed. 
“Your laughing is not helping me, Cassie. Not helping at all.” 
“Well it’s a message for you. It’s a code, because you are the only Samuel in living memory who didn’t awaken the usual way. If you hadn’t woken you would not be able to see the message at all.” 
“Yes, but what does it all mean?” 
“I’m not a code breaker, it’s your puzzle,” Cassie started. “There is an apology there and they hope you find me, or whoever your right Sun might be.” 
“Okay and the rest.” 
“What is ‘The Samuel at the end of the world?’ I can’t believe they want you to go to some distant place, it wouldn’t solve any problems here. Could be the cemetery, but I think we know all the Samuel’s graves and I can’t see any of them fitting the bill. Unless your message gives you a clue which points to one of them in particular? Or their world is far more immediate and this is it.” She held out her arms and spun around. “This library. This is the world and you need to find the Samuel at the end of it.” 
Catherine nodded. “I think you’re right. It is all about here, but the Sun and Moon?” 
“Those are the symbols of your house and mine. My gold is the sun and your silver is the moon,” Cassie said. “And here we are together, so someone was expecting us. Then I can see my symbols and you can see yours, which means we can solve this if we work together.” 
“There is wisdom in planning it that way, I suppose,” Catherine said. 
“It is as it should be. You and me always linked, working together.” 
“Good. Let’s get to work.” 
Cassie pointed around the room. “My sun is small but there are quite a few of them. So where is your moon Catherine, the crescent moon?” 
“A crescent moon? There are so many of them. It’s going to take hours to match yours to mine.” 
“Perhaps we need to look at the whole passage, maybe there are other clues that will help. Maybe the part about the end of the world is important.” 
“Good idea,” Catherine agreed. 
“It might help to narrow down the search. I would say the obvious place to start is the door, which is the way in, so it is the beginning. If we do, the far wall could represent the end,” Cassie suggested. 
“And that’s the place where the journals are kept. That would be a good clue. If you wanted to find information about Samuels, then the journals would be a good start.” Yet Catherine knew it to be wrong. “I think if you look there you will be wasting time.” 
“Why? You said it would be a good start.” 
“As I was looking at that end of the room, I remembered something my dad told me when he was decorating. ‘Always start at the door,’ he said, ‘and work your way around until you’re back at the door.’ So if we do, we end up here.” She stepped behind the door and stared at the wall. 
Cassie stepped closer to the part of the wall Catherine scrutinised. “There is one sun on that part of the wall.” She reached out, between two shelves and placed her finger in the middle of her symbol. “It is a small one, but it’s here.” 
Catherine laughed. “Funny.” She put her fingertip on top of Cassie's. “Your finger is in the way of my symbol.” 
“Well, well, well.” Cassie grinned. 
“It is a good job I remembered my father’s words,” Catherine said. 
“But I can’t for the life of me think why we would be directed to works of fiction.” 
Catherine reached for a book so battered she couldn’t even read the title on the spine, or any part of the front cover. “Here it is.” She didn’t need to see the name of the book to know they were in the right place. 
“Mark Twain?” 
“Samuel Langhorn Clemens. The Samuel and this is the first book I read with my mother. If there are answers to be found I bet we will find them here, or a clue at least.” 
“How strange,” Cassie mumbled, “to be directed to fiction.” 
Catherine flipped open what remained of the battered cover. “Not in this case. Books often have blank pages at the front or the back, but this is different, it has a blank page in the middle. That would be a great place for someone to leave a message. Don’t you think?” She was so confident when she rifled through the book to find the blank pages she knew were there. “Dammit!” Catherine stared at a blank page disappointed. “There is not a mark on it. I expected to see something, a message or something penned in my father's illegible scrawl. Something like, ‘Essential instructions for Catherine,’ written on it.” 
Cassie examined the book. Her eyes flipped between normal and Gold. “Odd.” 
“What’s odd?” 
“I sense nothing here not even any magic. It is empty.” 
“So?” 
“That’s not right,” Cassie said “If it is a Samuel book there should be something about it, a remnant of a Samuel’s touch.” 
“So what does that mean?” 
“I don’t really know, but my father said something cryptic to me this morning and now I wonder if there was some purpose to it.” 
“An Aevrael said something cryptic? How odd. Is that like gobbledegook?” Catherine asked. 
“Funny, ha ha.” Cassie rubbed the heel of her hand into her eye. 
“What are you doing?” 
“Making tears,” Cassie said. “Like this.” She wiped the moisture from the corner of her eye with her finger and then smeared it onto the page. 
“And?” 
“Golden letters and it says ‘sun.’” 
“Does that mean anything to you?” 
“I bet if you do it then it’ll say ‘moon.’” 
“So?”
 Cassie laughed. 
“What’s so funny?” 
“I have it. We cry,” she said. “Seriously, I need your tears mixed with mine.” 
Catherine was confused by Cassie’s suggestion. “I can’t cry on demand. I’m all cried out.” 
“I’m sorry. Can you think of something sad?” 
“I’ll try.” Catherine’s thoughts turned to her daughter, and before she knew it, tears welled up in her eyes. 
“I’m sorry.” Cassie gathered the tears on her fingertip. “I didn’t mean to make you sad.” 
“Don’t waste them.” Catherine sniffed. “I don’t want to cry anymore.” 
With tears mixed, letters of gold and silver appeared. Unlike words of ink the letters didn’t become a part of the page, but instead they slid and danced over the paper like oil on water. Shape-shifting letters. Dimming and brightening, at once both small and large, shifting and hanging without plan or pattern. 
 
Forgive us my Daughter and her Shield. We didn’t wish for this. 







Not for you, not for either of you.







No time to prepare the way softly,







No time to awaken your legacy or the fullness of your ability.







There is no time even to show you the way. For give us?







Let your Shield hold you safe. Comfort and sustain you when all seems lost.







Reject neither Shield nor The Samuel. Accept all without restraint. 







Trust us and trust in us. You fill us with pride,







Trust us, you can be more than you could ever know. 







Discover us. See our way. We hope you are proud of us. 







Always with you.







Forgive us, please. Forgive us. 







 
Cassie stepped closer, put her free arm about Catherine’s waist and held her close. “I’m sorry, this must be so hard for you.” 
“It is, but thank you for being here.” This reminder of her lost family was almost more than she could bear. 
“I’ll always be here.” 
“I still don’t know what this means.” Catherine took the book from Cassie and held it close to her chest. It was the last contact she’d had from her family and she needed to be close, even if it was with just a book. “Why could they not have spoken about it? They could have called. They could have mentioned something.” 
“It’s easy to think you’ve time to do many things, but I think events overtook them and when it went wrong it all went wrong so fast they were limited to what they could do. They did the best they could.” 
“I guess.” She stared at the magical shimmering text with such intensity it made her eyes ache. Every word jumped at her and any moment she could imagine her whole family reappearing with a poof of magic. But they wouldn’t, she knew that. They were all dead and nothing would ever bring them back. 
Memories flooded her mind and if she thought herself all cried out, she was wrong. Tears filled her eyes and coursed over her cheeks until she could no longer read a single word. She tried to hold them back, but her chest heaved with body shaking sobs and no matter how hard she fought, the tears came. A single tear splashed upon the exposed page. The text vanished. 
“Mom! Dad!” She dabbed at the paper and the last contact with her family disappeared. One word appeared on the page, ‘Shemshael.’ Then everything changed. 
Caught in a place between here and not here, Catherine froze. In the library and yet not as the world shifted. Small things kept her balanced. She was aware of her hand upon the blank page of the book. Cassie stood at her side and held her close. She was safe. 
The memories assaulted her. 
Wave upon wave of thoughts that were not her own filled her mind with so much information everything blurred. Simple tastes, bread, butter, apples, berries, meat, every food she could imagine, all of them filled her mouth. The smells of flowers, animals, grasses, foods, filled her even more. She heard hundreds of noises and she saw so many different things fused together in a cloudy film of vague impressions, her view faded to grey. Her ears filled with white noise and her mouth with salty cotton. 
The sensation of being here and not here intensified. She stood in the library and at the same time she knew herself to fill the whole of the house, Memorial House, the cemetery, everywhere. Her perspective shifted from eye level to ground level and from way on high. Her grasp on the solidness of reality weakened. Sensations flipped from one extreme to another, she was solid and fluid, hot and cold, too heavy to move and light enough to fly to the stars. She wanted to drift off, to become like the mist melting under a hot sun. She wanted to sink in to the ground and become like rock. Only one thing kept her anchored to reality, Cassie. 
Thoughts came. Crushed her will under the weight of hundreds of minds, and countless experiences she’d probably never experience for herself. 
“Shemshael.” The name echoed through these memories, repeatedly until even in her mind she wished she could go deaf. She screamed. Or thought she did. Or was it someone else? She couldn’t be sure. 
She tried to say Cassie’s name, but nothing came out. Operating her own body was no longer possible. 
“Shemshael. SHEMSHAEL.” The word grew in power. Pressure built inside her head until she wanted to explode. 
“I can’t do this.” She wanted to shout, but instead a weight pressed her down, and the world went black. 
 
 
CASSIE KNEW SOMETHING was amiss the moment it happened. One minute Catherine radiated the pain and hurt of grief, and then nothing. It was as though a switch had been flipped and although Catherine was in her arms, there was no one home. “Catherine,” she said. “I know you’re still in there, somewhere, and I hope you can hear me. I’ve no idea what I’m supposed to do, but I guess I’m here to watch over you. So that is what I will do.” 
Cassie began her uncertain vigil. She turned her eyes so the whole room appeared bathed in a soft gold light. She extended her senses to encompass the whole of the library and there wasn’t a wall, a shelf, or a book she hadn’t examined. Nothing could happen without her knowing about it first. 
Doing nothing wasn’t her strong suit, and here even the quiet seemed pointed and barbed. “Catherine,” she said so she didn’t have to stand in the silence. “I can’t stand this quiet, so I’ll talk to you, it’s the only way you’ll listen to anything I have to say.” She vocalised things she observed about the room, followed by the things she knew outside the room. When facts ran out, she spoke of her feelings. Time passed and it kept her from fretting. 
“You’re cold, my love.” The temperature in the library had dropped. “I feel the chilliness of your skin and it worries me. It is getting cold in here even though the sun outside is hot. I can warm you a little.” The room seemed to have chilled even more, and her words echoed in the brittle cold. She thought of the sun, and although she could not see it, she could feel it’s warmth high above them. The more she thought about the sun the warmer she became, and that helped to counter the chill. Even so, there was only so much chill she could counter. 
“I hope this is a Samuel thing Catherine, because I’m more than a little concerned and I’m not sure I should just wait here and do nothing, I think I need my father’s help.” She waited, but her arm ached from holding Catherine in the same position. “I hope you can forgive me, but I do need help.” She thought of her father, created a picture of him in her mind and called for him with her thoughts. It would have been better to sing for him, but the confined space of the library was no place to use the high pitched tones of the Aevrael song, not with Catherine so close. 
Seth Evans opened the library door at about the time Catherine’s skin started to shine silver. At first, it was no more than a little shimmer, but soon Catherine glowed so bright she lit the entire room. Not a shadow remained, and whiteness dominated. 
“My. My,” Seth remarked. 
“Father. What’s happening?” 
“No idea.” He came no closer than the edge of the door. 
“What do I do?” 
“No idea. Stay calm. It’s Shemshael energy, but what it means...” He shrugged. 
“Come in and take a closer look.” 
He smiled. “I can’t.” 
“Can’t?” 
“Well I could but it would do more harm than good.” 
Cassie watched as her father extended his hand through the door. Power collected around his hand and thickened the air to the consistency of syrup. The air seemed to cling to his skin and his eyes turned golden, and the bright yellow light made it difficult to see more. 
“Are you not bothered by the defences in here?” He asked. 
“What defences? I can see there is something different where you have crossed the threshold, but it is unclear. Should I be worried?” 
“Obviously not, otherwise I think you would know about it. I can tell you I am not supposed to be here and if I try, it hurts.” 
“What else can you see?” 
“Nothing. I cannot sense anything in here.” 
“Okay.” 
“Dammit. You do like to get yourself into a pickle when I’m not taking care of you, don’t you?” 
“Doesn’t matter about me, I’m fine. It’s Catherine.” The silver glow thickened. “This is like breathing water now. It is difficult.” 
“Stay calm.” 
Cassie closed her eyes. A pressure inside her mind, and deep within her body, scrutinised everything about her. She knew that touch, it was Catherine, and more than Catherine, the touch of Shemshael wasn’t something she could resist. 
“Tell me what happened, Cassandra. And do it quick. Things are changing.” 
“You think I haven’t noticed?” She outlined all that had happened. “To open the page I did what you suggested and used our tears. It was all going fine until something upset Catherine and she started to cry. Tears fell everywhere and then I don’t know what happened.” 
“Tears, Cassandra. What on earth possessed you to think of using her tears?” 
“It was something you said this morning.” 
“Something I said?” 
“Old blue eyes.” 
“I see, that would explain it.” He lifted his shoulders. “I don’t know anything more though, I’d have to speak with the others for guidance.” 
He didn’t have a chance to move as the mist grew larger, denser and more like a thick fog covering the two women. 
“We are one,” Catherine announced in a deep and gravelly voice. 
“Father! What’s happening?” Cassie called out as the fog condensed and solidified about her legs. Her heart stepped up a pace and the urge to fight grew unbearable. Still she could not release Catherine and instead held her closer still. “I’ll not abandon you Catherine, no matter what happens.” 
Her own voice was the last she heard as the fog encased them in something like hardened foam. Cassie held her breath. 
She heard silver, a tinkling in the distance, and then darkness. 
When the silvery shell cracked, it fell apart, and crumbled to the ground in tiny pieces. Catherine went limp in Cassie’s arms. 
“You’re safe.” Cassie laid Catherine upon the old couch. “Father, please come,” Cassie said. 
Seth stepped into the room. 
 
 



 Chapter Twenty-one 
 
 
 
EVEN WITH HER eyes closed, Catherine felt Cassie staring at her and she revelled in the warmth of her gaze. “You’re worried dear heart.” Her eyes still closed. “What’s the matter? What happened?” 
“Catherine, you happened. You scared me to death!” 
Catherine opened her eyes and stroked the side of Cassie’s face. “You were there. You stayed with me all the way through.” 
“Of course I stayed. I was worried sick. Anything could have happened to you and there was nothing I could do. What the hell was going on?” 
She shook her head. “I’m not sure, But I do feel...different.” 
“How do you feel different?” Seth demanded over his daughter’s shoulder. 
Catherine narrowed her eyes and her pupils tracked side to side reading. “Fear not, Seth, I’m still Catherine Samuel.” She smiled, a cool and humourless smile. “The defences are failing, they’ve been failing for generations and none have been able to do anything about it. The last attack, when they killed my family, drained a great deal of the remaining power and the barriers will not last beyond the next assault. Memorial House is at risk, the gate is at risk, and I’m at risk because of it. You know this to be true, Aevrael.” 
“I do,” he said. “What do you suggest we do Gatekeeper?” 
“We will rebuild them, my Shield and I.” She faced Cassie. “We have the skill and the strength between us, but although she is healed and cleansed, she is not yet ready for the task.” 
“Are you ready?” Seth asked. 
“No, I’m not. I must digest a great deal of information.” She inclined her head to one side and her eyes shimmered. “There is plenty to do, but I would rather we were better prepared. The longer I have to absorb my new memories, the better it will be.” 
Seth nodded. “It will be as you wish.” 
“Is there any chance of assistance from other quarters?” 
He shook his head. 
“I thought not. Any indication about when we might expect the next attack?” 
“We have heard nothing, but it would be best to assume the worst at all times.” 
“Yes they will muster sooner, I think. I suspect they think Cassie is near death and I’m incapable of dealing with any problems. They will not pass up this opportunity.” 
“Catherine...” Cassie said. 
She smiled, and the responsibilities she carried seemed less dominant. “I know you’ve questions my love and I do appreciate it is all strange at this moment. But we must try to do what we can in this uncertain world. We must do whatever needs to be done.” 
Cassie nodded. “Yes. Yes, of course.” 
“It will be all right.” Catherine cocked her head to one side. “It’s for you,” she said a moment before the telephone rang. 
“What?” 
“Hello, Mrs. Morgan.” Catherine greeted the caller before they had a chance to speak. “Yes. She can’t get to the phone right now. Sure, let me help. I’ll let her know. Yes, you were quite right. Yes.” She set the phone down. “She says she needs to talk to you and you would know who and why.” 
Cassie nodded. “I need to go. Mrs. Morgan is not the sort to call on the off chance of a chat, if she has called she has something important to tell me.” 
“I will go with you. And we will take the dogs.” 
 
 
CASSIE SAID NOTHING during the thirty-minute drive to Alice King’s Bakery on Main Street. Nor did she contribute much when they visited the store next door. Catherine was in control, and did what she needed to do without asking for permission or advice. The three dogs sat on the back seat of the car. 
As the miles passed a desperate gloom settled upon Cassie’s shoulders but she said nothing. 
“Are you going to let me know what’s on your mind Cassie? Or are we going to not speak all the way there?” 
“I have nothing to say.” Then she changed her mind. “Yesterday everything was easy, but today I haven’t a clue what’s going on.” 
“Or who I am?” 
“You knew it was Mrs. Morgan before the phone even rang out didn’t you?” Her tone was rather more accusatory than she had intended. She was worried, and didn’t know how to deal with it. 
“Do you want me to answer truthfully, or placate you?” 
“Premonitions are not a skill of House Shemshael or House Aevrael. We are not at all keen on prophets. Their place in this world is quite dubious. Yet you anticipated a call before it happened.” 
Catherine nodded. “I understand your concern.” 
“You’re not healing me either, you’re cleansing me, which is not a Shemshael skill. So Catherine please, I need to know what is going on.” 
“You mean you want to know what I am? Well, that is easy. I’m Catherine, your Catherine.” She smiled. “I know there are houses which not only suffer premonitions, it is their whole purpose. You know House Sybralline for one, and many others are happy to consider premonitions and oracles as gifts, sometimes they are flashes of intuition to help keep everyone alive. A warning is not a bad thing Cassie.” 
“Perhaps, but something is not right about all of this Catherine. You’re acting quite strange, with abilities you didn’t have yesterday, and now you’re capable of things no one of your house has been capable of in the past.” She stared out of the window. “As if that wasn’t enough, I’m concerned for Mrs. Morgan. I sense some great darkness and I don’t know what to do. This is not like me at all.” 
Catherine pulled to the side of the road, stopped the car, and faced Cassie. 
“I’m neither prophet nor augur Cassie. I cannot tell you anything about what’s going to happen. But that darkness you sense? I sense it, too. You were right to want to see Mrs. Morgan and we are right to be here.” Catherine took Cassie's hand in hers, kissed the tops of her fingers. “Most importantly of all, I’m still Catherine and I love you.” 
Cassie stared into her eyes. “So what are you now, Catherine?” 
“The Samuel. It’s as simple as that. I’m The Samuel and your father and his brothers and sisters have been expecting me for a very long time.” 
“That’s what frightens me.” 
“Don’t be frightened,” Catherine said. “Remember when we were little?” 
“You were a bossy one and you treated me like I was your personal toy. I remember that much.” 
“Do you remember the time I took you down to the river?” 
“Yes. It was a blazing hot day and all you could talk about was swimming in the cool water.” 
“My father said no, it was too dangerous alone.” 
“You wanted to go swimming so we went any way.” 
“Yes, well, I couldn’t swim well either, but I didn’t care, you were there to take care of me.” 
Cassie laughed. “Father roasted my ass, I think it was a week before I could sit down again.” 
“I’m still the girl you took swimming, still the Catherine you promised to take care of and even though I’m older, I’m just as likely to get you into trouble.” 
“You're going to start breaking the rules aren’t you? You’re going to do things I don’t want you to do.” 
Catherine grinned. “Maybe.” 
“And I’m going to have my ass whooped aren't I?” 
“I hope not, Cassie.” 
Cassie leaned forward and kissed Catherine on the lips, her fingertips brushed against Catherine’s jaw. “I don’t want to see you harmed and this library thing has me worried.” 
Catherine started the engine. “There was no threat in the library, a Samuel would not harm a Samuel, you said so yourself.” 
“Yes, but what did they do to you?” 
“I think they prepared me in some way. Other than that I don’t know.” 
“Okay.” Cassie didn’t know what else to say, her fears had to be pushed away. “Best we go see Mrs. Morgan now, so keep on this road a while, take the next exit, go a half mile and take a left. The house is a quarter mile along.” 
 
 
CASSIE’S CONCERN FOR Mrs. Morgan increased as they drew up and she saw the open front door. She hardly waited for the car to stop, before unfastening her seat belt and bolting from the car leaving Catherine to deal with the dogs. 
“Mrs. Morgan, are you all right?” Cassie raced through the house. Her heart thudded and it took all of her resolve to keep her eyes normal. When she found the old woman, sitting in her armchair, her relief was heartfelt. “I came.” 
“Yes dear, I can see that. You didn’t need to run all the way, you should have come by car and you wouldn’t be so out of breath.” 
Cassie laughed and the weight lifted from her shoulders. “I was worried, but we stopped to get you a few things on the way.” 
“We?” The woman smiled as Catherine entered the lounge. “And would this be the Catherine I’ve heard so much about?” 
“Yes, Mrs. Morgan.” 
“What a good idea. And you must stop calling me Mrs. Morgan, Cassandra. Please, call me Martha.” 
“Yes, Mrs. Morgan,” Cassie answered. 
“So, you are Catherine. Come closer dear and let me take a good look at you.” 
“How are you Mrs. Morgan? I brought the dogs. Hope you don’t mind.” 
“I don’t mind at all.” One of the dogs lay down in the hallway and stared at the front door, another lay down in the middle of the lounge and watched everyone. The third sat at Mrs. Morgan’s side, rested his head upon her knee and blinked big brown eyes in her direction. “Oh, he’s adorable. I haven’t had a dog in the house for years.” She stroked his head and Cassie saw her relax. Catherine had been right. 
“I have cake too, from the fancy baker in town. Not a patch on yours of course, but I wanted to make sure we had plenty. With Catherine’s appetite one cake would not be enough.” 
Catherine snorted. 
“What? She’s such a tiny thing.” Martha chuckled, but her laughter became a bout of coughing so hard her whole frame shook. When she stopped she appeared pale and spent. 
“You have a hell of a cough Mrs. Morgan. Can I get you a glass of water?” Catherine asked as she moved toward the kitchen. “Do you have any medication?” 
“How long have you been sick?” Cassie asked. “You weren’t sick before were you?” 
“No, the cough started yesterday.” Martha wheezed. “It’s just a chill is all, and at my age it doesn’t take much to lay me down.” Her voice, so strong the last time they had spoken, now seemed weak as a whisper. 
“It’s all right,” Cassie soothed as Catherine brought the glass of water. 
Martha regarded Cassie with watery eyes. “I wasn’t going to call you, but you were so concerned I thought you would appreciate anything I could tell you.” She coughed a few more times. “No one pushes me around and although it crossed my mind to say nothing, just to spite them, I couldn’t let it go. Maybe there is something going on, and whatever it is, it’s something important. Something important enough you need to know about it. So I called.” 
Cassie nodded. Martha might be sick, but she’d not bow down to it. 
“It is a rare treat to have guests and I should at least offer you something to drink. I’m a dreadful host.” 
“No, Mrs. Morgan, you are feeling unwell.” Catherine went back to the kitchen. “You need to rest, so stay where you are and I’ll get everything. I’m sure I can work your kitchen without breaking things.” 
“Spoons, third drawer from the right,” Mrs. Morgan directed. “The fridge is behind the door, sugar is on the counter and you’ll find coffee in the cupboard above the sugar. The rest you can find yourself.” 
“Got it,” Catherine said. 
“Mrs. Morgan...Martha. Tell me what’s so worrisome.” Cassie held the woman’s hands. “You must tell me everything.” 
“Well the people over the road came back. Not sure when they arrived, but I’m sure they weren’t there when I closed the curtains for the evening. My eyes are not what they were, so put no store in what I see.” 
“Don’t worry,” Cassie prompted her. “You were not expecting them to come back.” 
“True, I wasn’t expecting anyone, least of all them. Then they came to me when it was long dark and they banged on the door as though they had the God given right to raise hell.” She shook her head. “I opened the door to them, the three of them.” 
“Did you recognise anyone?” A ball of fear settled in Cassie’s gut. 
“I recognised the two men, but I didn’t know the woman. Couldn’t see her face either, and when she spoke her voice was so quiet I wasn’t sure I heard anything at all, but still I knew what she said. It was as clear in my mind as though she stood in my head and not at the door.” She shuddered. “Nevertheless, she said she knew I was a Hunter’s friend and that had to have consequences. Fatal consequences and I’d live only until you came. She wanted you to suffer even though you were sick and you would die soon yourself.” Martha chuckled. “So I told her, ‘screw you.’ But she wasn’t happy. Told me I didn’t know who I was messing with and you needed to know the Gatekeeper was hers, or was going to be hers. She wanted you to feel true and utter despair before your fall. She told me to let you know that you had one night and then it would be all done.” Martha shivered. “She sounded so gleeful about your destruction.” 
“Making me suffer seems central to their plans.” Cassie seethed inside. 
“You must have angered someone greatly, Cassandra dear.” 
“I have that effect on people.” 
“Not much to say after that,” Martha said. “The woman started talking in some foreign language I had never heard. I was tempted to shut them out, but I had a funny turn and there was such pain in my back I couldn’t stand.” She winced. “I remember red, nothing but red. I woke up this morning sitting on this chair, it’s no wonder I’ve a chill in my bones.” She settled herself. “Oh, I forgot to say, when I opened the door to those people I couldn’t help but notice there was a large van parked across the road. No one else around here uses such a large van.” 
Cassie raged inside. They had used Mrs. Morgan to get to her and now Mrs. Morgan was suffering because of it. “I’ll kill them.” She gritted her teeth until her jaw ached. 
“No.” Mrs. Morgan squeezed her hand. “Hate begets more hate and it’s not good for your soul.” 
 
 
CATHERINE SMILED AS she saw the depth of the connection between Cassie and Mrs. Morgan. An old connection, Catherine thought, one that transcended their brief but recent encounter. If souls were reborn, this meeting of Cassie and Martha proved it. 
She stepped behind Mrs. Morgan's chair and she felt her perspective change as her Silver came to the forefront. She stared at Mrs. Morgan’s back for a moment. Healthy energy glowed pink and age turned some grey, but the tumour on her lung pulsed black and aggressive. “I think I can help ease your pain,” she said. “But only if you will let me.” 
“Yes dear. In a moment if you will.” Mrs. Morgan took another sip of water. “Will you tell me what is going on please?” 
“Yes, but I think we need coffee and cake,” Cassie said. “This will take a little telling.” 
 
 
CASSIE WAITED AS Catherine served the drinks and cake. When Mrs. Morgan fixed her gaze on Cassie, she wasn’t sure how to start. 
“It is all about the family,” Cassie began. 
“And we are both from very old families,” Catherine finished. 
“Old indeed, I’m Cassandra daughter of Aevrael, first of his house, the house of Aevrael.” 
“And I’m the descendent, one of the last in the house of Shemshael,” Catherine added. 
“Why, that sounds quite—” 
“Yes, it does,” Cassie answered and both Cassie and Catherine turned their eyes into the streaming colours of their respective houses. “When our forefathers fell from grace they were tasked with the protection of this world. Those from over the road have no House but the pit to call their own. And the pit is exactly the one you imagine.” 
“My word.” Martha crossed herself. 
“But we will stop them,” Cassie swore. 
“So you know what those people were talking about?” 
Catherine spoke, “We do, my house, is the house of the Gatekeeper and it is my duty to ensure the gate to the pit is kept shut. Cassie is my defender, my knight protector.” 
“And she loves you.” 
“Yes.” 
“Gatekeeper to a pit you say?” 
“The pit,” Catherine said. “And although there are several gates, there is only one here.” 
“One is enough.” 
“Yes,” Catherine said. “And this gate is the responsibility of my family and always has been. If I fall, the gate will, too.” 
“So they want to kill you and take control of this gate?” Mrs. Morgan asked. 
“Death is not necessary. I am the Gatekeeper and if I’m corrupted I will give them the gate. Unless they gain control of the gate first and I come with the gate. There are no half measures, and all they need is three good mages. They can manage with two if they are powerful, but three is a good and reliable number.” 
“And there were three people who came here,” Martha reminded them. 
Cassie frowned. “But they were not all magical. Smell the air.” 
Catherine sniffed. “You’re right. Only one has any power, the others are underlings. We have a little time then. They’ll get together tonight as they promised.” 
“Should we rush?” Cassie asked. 
“No need,” Catherine turned to Martha. “I think it’s time to eat the cake. Apparently I’ve an appetite so I better prove her right.” 
“Yes dear.” She held Catherine’s hands in her bony cold hands. “I appreciate you coming here, but if you’ve things to do don’t let me delay you.” 
“Don’t be silly, staying with you is a pleasure, and Cassie was so keen to visit. We needed a few hours’ break.” 
“You’re very kind dear.” 
“I know you’re in pain and I can help you if you give me permission to do so.” 
“Is she a nurse too?” Mrs. Morgan asked Cassie. 
Catherine laughed, a delicate tinkling sound. “Something like that. Will you allow me to help, Martha?” 
“Go ahead dear. Do whatever you see fit.” 
Cassie watched closely as Catherine took a position behind Mrs. Morgan. Catherine closed her eyes, and even from her position, she could see Catherine’s eyes darting left and right beneath her closed lids. When Catherine opened her eyes again, silver blazed out and bathed Martha Morgan in the starkness of her light. 
“It’ll be all right,” Catherine said. 
Cassie stood to one side so that she could see where Catherine touched. She could see twisting tendrils of light joining Catherine’s hand to Martha. “There. Just there,” Catherine said and globules of black oily sickness almost jumped from Martha into Catherine’s hand. They both watched the writhing blackness for a moment. When Catherine closed her fist around it, flakes of grey and black fell to the ground and as they touched carpet, they vanished from sight. 
Mrs. Morgan took a deep, disease free gulp of air and Catherine knew she had done well. She heard no rattle and the woman didn’t cough when she breathed. Catherine’s shine stopped and the world grew dim and indistinct, the room spun and her knees grew weak. Cassie was at her side and helping her to the sofa where she slumped exhausted. 
“Are you all right Catherine?” 
“Yes Cassie, but I am tired.” She smiled. “Are you feeling better Mrs. Morgan?” 
“My goodness, what have you done Catherine? I feel marvellous, like a woman half my age. Thank you.” 
“I’m glad to have helped.” 
Cassie didn’t say anything, but there were questions in her eyes and Catherine knew she’d have to answer them. 
“What was it dear?” 
Sometimes the truth is something people don’t wish to hear, but Catherine gave it anyway. “It was a kind of cancer, Mrs. Morgan. It was very aggressive, virulent, fatal.” 
“How long have I left?” 
“The cancer is of no consequence to you now. You will live as long as you are supposed to live. I can’t give you any more than the years you’re given, but I can stop what you have from being taken away from you.” 
“How long am I supposed to live?” She asked. 
“I cannot answer that.” 
“I’m being forward. It just would have been nice to know.” She smiled. “But I’m on borrowed time already, so this is fair warning to get everything in order.” 
“I don’t like the idea of you being here alone now,” Cassie said. “They have attacked you once, they might do so again.” 
“Oh, I doubt they’ll come back now. They will be busy with you.” 
“A compromise then, Martha,” Catherine said. “Would you like the company of the dog for a while? He seems to have taken to you and I’d be happier if there was someone here with you.” 
“Can I? That would be so lovely.” 
“We thought so as well. We have brought his bowls, a dog basket, and food to keep you going. If you’ve a problem of any kind, call us.” 
“Oh my dear, you’re too kind.” 
 
 



 Chapter Twenty-two 
 
 
 
“I CAN DRIVE if you’re tired,” Cassie offered as they got into the car. 
“I’ll be fine, save your strength.” 
“What about your strength? And don’t tell me you’re fine when it is obvious you’re not. You’re pale. Your skin has a sweaty sheen to it and you walk like an eighty-year-old. This is not like you at all.” 
“I’m fine, Cassie. I’m a little tired is all.” 
“I don’t think you’re fine at all.” She tapped her finger on the seat. “I know what you’ve done. You healed Mrs. Morgan. Did healing me also hurt you like this? Did I zap your strength until you couldn’t move?” 
Catherine stared out of the side window. “No. Healing you was a simple thing in comparison with today.” 
“She was very sick wasn’t she? How long did she have?” 
Catherine didn’t have the strength to lie or evade. “Without my help she had a day or so left.” 
“And with your help?” 
“Six months, maybe more.” 
“Six months? Good God Catherine, I never thought she had so little time left.” 
“She should have had a year, maybe two, but the disease was aggressive and would have taken her life away. It is not for us to interfere with the natural lifespan of people, but I could not let someone else take it away from her.” Catherine stared through the windshield. “I tried to restore all of her life, but I couldn’t. I did all I could, I’m sorry Cassie.” 
“When you say you restored her, you mean you gave her your life, didn’t you Catherine? You have sacrificed your own life to heal her.” 
“Yes,” Catherine agreed. “I gave her as much as I could. I’m sorry, I could spare no more.” 
Cassie fell silent. Tears threatened, but she didn’t let them fall. 
Catherine’s cool fingers gripped her hand. “In the scheme of things I won’t miss the life I’ve lost. I’m not sure if we of the Samuel family can hope for much in the way of longevity.” 
Cassie didn’t speak for a moment. “I need to check out the house again.” Her words did not mask the anger underneath. “I need to see if there is anything I’ve missed. You should stay in the car and rest awhile.” 
“I can come if you like?” 
“No, stay.” She knew her voice sounded harsh, but she needed a little space. When Catherine nodded her assent, she was more than a little grateful. “I’ll not be long.” 
Cassie couldn’t think straight as she approached the house, her thoughts tumbled in random directions and the distraction rendered her defensive capabilities non-existent. It was a good job the house was empty. She wandered around the back yard, but even with her Gold she didn’t find much. She kicked bricks and stones out of the way, and looked at the workshop at the rear of the garden. She smelled the air near the doors crinkling her nose in distaste. The smell of death still clung to the side of the building but the cause of that smell was long gone. 
 
 
“IT’S ALL OKAY.” Cassie slid back into the car, her mood better. “Plenty of room for several vans, more than enough to carry all those zombies I saw. There is a large workshop at the back. It smells like death. Don’t know why I didn’t pay it more attention the first time I was here. Maybe I’d have seen something if I had. Like all the dead stored there.” 
“You sought a mage, not a room full of undead and it was abandoned remember? There was no reason for you to search any harder than you did. Storing them is not a common feature of mage homes.” 
“Yes. You’re right, but I should have been more careful anyway.” 
“Don’t beat yourself up about it.” 
Cassie nodded. “Are you all right now?” 
“I’m fine.” Catherine drove most of the way back to Memorial House. A few miles out, she pulled off the road onto a track hidden behind trees. 
“Is there a reason for coming this way?” Cassie asked as they bounced along the heavily rutted track. “A short cut?” Weeds and bushes scratched the side of the car. 
“A reason, yes, shortcut, no,” Catherine replied as the road terminated at a wide, circular area surrounded by trees. A pile of beer cans and fast food cartons collected against the side of some of the bushes and a waste bin overflowed with even more wrappers, cans, and empty bottles. 
“Where are we? And why are we here?” Cassie asked. “Have you brought me here to lead me astray?” 
“I thought that a little stroll through the woods in the fresh air would be good for us and the dogs.” She took Cassie’s hand and led her along a hard packed trail that meandered through the undergrowth. 
Catherine obviously knew where she wanted to go, and the two dogs found their own path. It was good to be outside, and although Cassie could think of all the things they needed to do in preparation, she felt a smile curling the corner of her mouth. Living trees, fresh air, the warmth of the sun on her skin and Catherine at her side. It was enough. “Do I hear the river?” 
Catherine said, “Yes.” 
“Ah, I remember this place. Now we return to the scene of the crime. Do you want to go skinny dipping again, is that why we are here?” She asked. “You want to get me into trouble, again, don’t you?” 
“Yes.” Catherine pulled Cassie from the trail into the woods away from the path. “I rather like the idea of getting you into trouble.” She pushed Cassie against the side of tree and leaned into her. “I want to get away from it all, to recharge and I’d like us to be normal and ordinary, even if it is just for a short while. It might be our only chance.” 
“All right.” Cassie wrapped her arms around Catherine and kissed the top of her head. “Let’s be ordinary. What do normal and ordinary people do around here?” 
“I bet if a normal person held a beautiful woman in her arms she’d want to shower her in kisses until she fainted with pleasure.” 
“Really?” 
Catherine laughed. “So you can start by kissing me until I swoon with pleasure.” 
“Here?” 
“Yes.” Her eyes appeared serious and intense. “Kiss me like you mean it.” 
“I always mean it when I kiss you.” 
“I know,” Catherine whispered as their lips met. Her hands gripped Cassie’s hips and steered them together. 
Catherine pulled Cassie’s shirt from her trousers and Cassie felt Catherine’s cool hands on her bare skin. “Catherine.” Cassie said. “Not the most private place is it?” 
“I know.” She grabbed Cassie’s hands and placed them upon her chest. “You could start here. It would feel better skin to skin,” she said. “Come further into the woods and I’ll show you what I mean.” 
“Someone might see.” 
“No, they won’t, it’s a private place in the woods. I’m not sure anyone even knows it’s there.” 
“Catherine, you’re not well. I should get you home, not let you go racing about in the woods.” 
“Don’t be such a worrywart, I’m fine.” She started to unfasten Cassie’s jeans and slipped her hand inside. “I'll make it worth your while.” 
Cassie gave in. “All right. All right. You win.” 
“I need you, Cassie, need you now.” 
“Let’s go somewhere more private, please. Like home?” 
“This is private,” Catherine said. “Come this way.” She strode further away from the trail into a dense area of the woods. 
“No one comes this way much do they?” 
“No, it’s nice and quiet.” 
The rocky outcrop was everything Catherine had promised. Quiet, peaceful, and hidden away. Cassie thought the place looked about as private as a place in the open could be. 
“Catherine wait. There are some things I must check to ensure we’re safe.” She removed her boots and wiggled her toes in the soil and leaves. She searched around the rock that stood like a sentinel in the woods, and even checked between the bushes and trees. The dogs did their bit, they entered the clearing, sniffed about a little and vanished back into the trees. “Clean,” Cassie said. 
“Now that we know this is acceptable to your sense of rightness, we can get on.” Catherine leaned back against the side of the rock. One button at a time, she unfastened her blouse until the material hung open over her breasts. 
Cassie admired the sight. “Yes. Now I believe you promised you were going to make it worth my while?” 
Catherine held her arms out, her open blouse exposing chest and midriff. 
“We could go home?” Cassie slipped into those open arms and Catherine turned her around and pressed her against the hard rock. “You mean business.” Cassie lifted Catherine’s skirt above her hips and fitted her hands over Catherine’s backside. 
She pulled Catherine on to her thigh until she could feel the heat of Catherine’s need burning through denim on her leg. “Oh I can feel your need all right.” She massaged the base of Catherine’s back, hooked her fingers into her knickers and slipped her hands inside. “Is this what you want?” Cassie stared into Catherine’s half lidded eyes and saw Silver leak out. 
“Yes. More!” Catherine cupped Cassie's face in both hands. “I want you. I need you.” 
“I think you need something less sweet and more...heated.” Cassie moved Catherine around, reversing their positions. She pinned Catherine against the hard grey rock with the full strength of her body. 
“Yes!” 
Cassie kissed her hard and pulled Catherine’s panties down her hips. She wanted to go slow, to savour every moment, but she sensed Catherine’s impatience. “Is this what you want, right here and now?” 
“Yes, please don’t tease me Cassie.” 
They kissed deep and demanding. Cassie’s resolve crumbled in a flurry of hands moving clothing out of the way. All the while the throbbing between her legs grew more insistent. She almost melted when Catherine’s hands slipped inside her shirt. The heat of Catherine’s hands travelled over her back, stroked her ribs, and found her breasts. She moaned against Catherine’s neck and the pulsing in her groin grew unbearable. “You’re driving me insane,” Cassie said. 
“Good.” Catherine’s hands travelled to the edge of Cassie’s jeans and rolled them down over her hips. “I want you helpless to my charms.” 
“Charmed. Yes. Helpless. No.” Cassie pushed her hand between Catherine’s legs into soft heat and wetness. “Oh my love,” she whispered. “You’re right. I should not make you wait.” 
Catherine’s eyes, all diffuse silver, bathed her face and brought out the paleness of her skin. Apart from the flush to her cheeks and her flame red lips. 
Cassie felt her heart melt all over again. 
“Yes.” Catherine ground against Cassie’s hand. 
Catherine came surprisingly quietly. Cassie felt Catherine’s face buried her against her neck. Catherine’s body taut and still against Cassie’s. Every muscle seemed strained with her release, and her grip on Cassie was iron. Fingers dug into Cassie’s back and she slumped against Cassie’s shoulder. 
Catherine seemed so limp, boneless against her body that Cassie was afraid to speak. “Are you all right?” 
“I’m all right. I need a moment.” 
“Okay?” 
“Yes.” Catherine said and pushed her hand between Cassie’s legs wiggling her fingers. “Oh my,” she said. “Someone is keen.” 
Cassie pressed against Catherine’s hand. 
“I can’t get in any further,” Catherine moaned. “Need to get your kit off.” 
“It’s fine.” Cassie rocked against Catherine’s fingers. “You’re right. Just there. Just...” She slowed down, undulating against Catherine with careful precision. She held her breath, as though that would stop the sound from coming from her mouth, but she failed. She threw her head back and a cry escaped her lips. Pleasure washed through her, and her orgasm pulsed. She hid her face against Catherine’s neck. “I love you.” 
“I love you, too,” Catherine said. 
Cassie kissed the side of Catherine’s neck. “I suppose we ought to move now.” 
“Yes,” Catherine agreed. “We need to get ready, they are coming.” 
“Now?” 
“Very soon.” 
“Are you sure? How can you know?” 
Catherine patted the rock. “Because the rock says so and stone never lies to a Samuel.” 
 
 



 Chapter Twenty-three 
 
 
 
CASSIE TOOK A few moments to absorb Catherine’s words and stepped back. “What the hell are you talking about Catherine?” Her mind raced. “Tell me how you can be talking to a rock? How is that in any way normal?” 
Catherine didn’t answer. 
“Have you nothing to say?” Cassie ran her fingers through her hair and paced in a tight circle away from the rock and away from Catherine. “What the hell have you become Catherine?” 
“Cassie, steady on. I’m still the same woman you woke up with this morning.” 
“How can you say such a thing when you’re talking to a rock?” 
“Are you angry with me, or scared?” 
“Both. I don’t understand what’s happening to you, and I definitely don’t understand how you can remain so calm about it.” 
“I’m changing. I know that might cause you to feel threatened—” 
“Don’t tell me what I feel.” Cassie’s body shook so hard her voice warbled and increased in pitch. “How could you talk, hold a conversation with someone, something else, whilst we were making love? I don’t understand how you even know about such strange things. Tell me how you can pull cancers from a dying woman, give her life when she had so little left, and how you can go from so weary to so energetic? Please Catherine, make me understand these strange things.” 
“Don’t judge me, Cassie Evans. I’ve done nothing wrong.” Catherine leaned against the rock, arms crossed over her chest. 
“How can you be so detached when the world is upside down and the things we hold dear might fall? Tell me.” 
“Cassie, love of my life, how can we be so close and yet you trust me so poorly?” 
Cassie stopped in her tracks and stared. “It’s not trust, it’s because I’m scared Catherine.” 
“Scared?” 
“Life has always been straightforward, I see evil I kill it. My life was simple and I could rely on my knowledge, my own abilities and the skills of combat.” 
“You still have all of those.” 
“Yes, but now I feel useless. I am confused and overwhelmed by you. Your power is beyond my imagining and I don’t know what I should do. What I should feel.” 
“I know how to do things when I need to and then I know something as though I’ve always known it. When I saw Mrs. Morgan I knew I had to touch her with the Silver. I didn’t think about the rest, I instinctively knew how to remove the sickness and how to give my life to restore hers. I didn’t have to think about it. Power seemed to awaken and I did what needed doing.” She smiled. “We came here because I needed to be wrapped in your strength for a little while before we went home to face the horrors that lie before us. I only need a moment of your love and I’m ready for anything. What I didn’t know was that as I opened myself, the world came in with you. The stone spoke and it restored the life I had lost. That is the best explanation I have, for now.” 
Cassie shook her head not at all convinced. “I still don’t understand. It scares me.” 
Catherine reached for Cassie’s hands and pulled her close. “I’m not sure I understand everything either and if I stop to think I might be too petrified to continue. The only thing that helps is I keep thinking my family somehow willed this on me, and a Samuel would not harm a Samuel. You said so, and I believe you.” 
“Okay.” 
“The situation is hard to comprehend for me, too. Think about it this way, imagine all the books in my library, rip out every single page and shove them all into a big bin. All of that knowledge has been given to me, dumped inside my head in one huge big messy pile. Call it my new memories if you like, but no one thought to give me an index, all the pages are out of order and every time I try to understand anything I grab a random sheet of paper and hope it is useful. Hell. Sometimes I wish the page was the right way up.” 
Cassie sighed and paced. “I’m sorry, it must be frustrating.” 
“Yes. Did you know this stone runs deep underground and forms the rock upon which my land sits?” 
“No. I didn’t and at the moment I’m not sure I want to understand. I like things to be straightforward. You point me at things and I kill them.” She sighed. “But in all honesty I think it is all simple because I’ve avoided complexity. Being here, being with you, forces me to see things I’ve always tried to avoid. I guess it’s difficult for me to adjust.” 
“Do you regret coming back for me?” 
This was the crunch. This was the moment where things could change. Cassie didn’t hesitate. “No.” She smiled. “No regrets at all.” 
“Not even the slightest regret? I have changed everything for you, and made your life more difficult.” 
“I’m sure I’ve made things difficult for you, too. 
“Yes you have, and I love what we have together.” Catherine said. “Yet I am worried that you’re going to be upset all the time. Upset about me, about us, about our families and our roles in the world and the things we will have to do together.” 
“I know all I need to know for now.” 
“No. Cassie. That’s just it. You don’t. You’re upset because I can speak with stone, but I can’t speak to it, I just listen and receive its wisdom. I know all Samuels have been able to do it, I think your father knows this, but you didn’t, and now you’re upset. I may have other skills as The Samuel, skills you don’t know about and I fear it will offend you.” 
Cassie wavered for a moment. “I know I should trust you more. I love you and I know you would never do wrong, but I’ve seen so many dark things and sometimes it’s easier to distrust the things I don’t understand.” 
Catherine nodded. “I get that, but it’s simple. You’re the sun and I’m the moon.” 
“Then I’m the sun to light your way. I’m the shield to guard your back and the one who will love you until the end of days and beyond. That is all I need to know.” 
“And I’m the moon that sees the secrets of the night. The Gatekeeper who is both the lock and the key, I’m the one to keep the door closed, and I am the secret hidden behind the darkness.” Catherine stroked the side of Cassie’s face. “You’re the sun. You light the day with brightness and hope, you are the wind speaking across an open sky. From you comes light and justice, but vengeance, too.” 
“Yes.” 
“I’m the moon at night and beneath your feet I’m the Earth set to trap the dark and keep it locked away. All that stands between the sun and the blackness of the underworld is the silver of the Gatekeeper and the sun standing at her back.” 
“I’m sorry.” Cassie gathered Catherine in her arms. “It is all a little daunting. I wasn’t prepared for this.” 
“I know. Neither of us was prepared for this, but now it is up to us to take control and do what we must do. Are you with me?” 
Cassie kissed her hard. “I’m with you.” 
 
 



 Chapter Twenty-four 
 
 
 
EVERYTHING WAS FINE until Catherine stepped out of the car and the world went crazy. Thousands of pictures, still images, moving images, people, places, and things filled her mind. Sounds bypassed her ears and went straight to her brain, and so many tastes and smells filled her mouth and nose she couldn’t distinguish one thing from another. Her mind reeled with the influx of so much sensory information and she wavered where she stood. Her knees gave way and the only reason she didn’t fall, was that Cassie was there to catch her. 
“Catherine, what’s the matter?” 
Catherine didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Not until she remembered how to speak, how to separate what she heard from what she wished to say. Silver tears leaked from her eyes. “I see everything,” she whispered. “I feel everything.” 
“Well, stop looking at everything,” Cassie said. 
“That’s easier said than done. I see every inch of my lands as though played on multiple screens in my head. I watch each car, hear the sounds of each engine, the smell of the exhausts, I hear the pinging of cooling metal when they park up and I hear the fans whirring. That’s just the cars. I can see people, listen to their conversations, and smell the soaps and the perfumes they have used. I smell each flower and hear the rustle of the leaves in the breeze. Upon my skin, I feel the tickle of grass and wind and the heat of the sun and the coolness inside the buildings. I feel the bricks and the gravel, wood and clothes, all of it at once. There’s a feral cat with a small litter hidden inside an upside down box near the bins. And the birds, oh there are so many, and they sing so loud I’m deafened by them. Yet, there is something so beautiful in all the chaos I don’t want it to stop. I can’t make it stop.” 
“How is this possible Catherine, why has it started now?” 
“I don’t know why, it just is, and I don’t know what to do.” 
“Concentrate. Focus on me,” Cassie commanded. 
“I’m trying.” 
“Search your memories. You’ve the knowledge of your ancestors within you, it’ll be there, somewhere.” 
“Big bins,” she muttered. “A big bloody bin.” 
“Never mind the bins.” Cassie lifted Catherine off her feet and carried her inside to the library. “What you need is a cup of sweet tea.” 
Her favourite couch in the library was the one place the barrage of other perceptions seemed to lessen. Even so, it was still hard to control her own thoughts and when she thought of Cassie, rather than her strength, it brought sex into a rather stretched equation. When Cassie brought her tea, the smell almost turned her stomach. “Thanks. You better get ready, get armoured, and get weapons I suppose, whatever you think you need.” 
“Will you be all right on your own?” 
Catherine nodded. “Go, I’ll be fine here. I need a bit of time to put it all together while you prepare.” 
The moment Cassie left, Catherine stared at the silver inscribed ceiling. The swirling patterns swallowed her thoughts, and she fell into the whirling silver. Her confusing thoughts floated like dust in the air, and soon her fears and thoughts settled. Knowledge shifted and she coached herself to ignore the normal as irrelevant. No point in worrying about what should be there, she needed to concentrate on all the things that shouldn’t. Her mind began to clear and a sense of wrongness slithered over her skin. Bitterness filled her mouth, the taste of something vague and elusive waited for her. 
There and not there. 
Catherine decided she needed to take action. She grabbed a rucksack, collected the weapons and equipment she wanted from the weapons cabinet, went to the kitchen and added snacks and left the house. She made her way to the fence around the cemetery, leaned against the wooden posts and prepared to wait. She looked over her shoulder to the house, but she was certain that Cassie would find her when she needed her. 
 
 
THE SKY DARKENED to a deep slate blue and still darker clouds scudded overhead as though in a rush to be elsewhere. A distant band of black crept closer, bringing with it the subtle tang of a storm. Alone, she watched the land and sky until Cassie and the two dogs joined her. The Gatekeeper leaned against the fence and she knew her Shield stood guard at her back. 
“You know, Cassie,” Catherine started, “I still don’t have a clue what I’ve to do, or even what will happen. I don’t think I want to know. I suppose we don’t have much choice in the matter, we will do whatever we need to do.” 
“Yes,” Cassie agreed. 
Catherine climbed over the fence, Cassie followed. They ambled onto cemetery lands and after walking a few minutes, Catherine planted herself on a small grassy hillock. She removed her boots and stood barefooted on the grass. 
“Why are you doing that? You can hear the ground speak well enough with your boots on.” 
“But it is better without things in the way,” Catherine explained. “It would be better to stand on bare rock, but even so, this is good enough.” 
“And what messages are you picking up from the earth?” 
Catherine didn’t respond at first, but at her side the two dogs stood with ears pricked, eyes bright and alert. She laid a hand upon the head of one. “I know,” she soothed. “And you know it.” 
“What do you know?” Cassie asked. 
“They have arrived. I sense three dark ones and their footsteps make the ground shudder in distaste.” She sniffed the air. Desecration wafted about and burned her nose, like a forgotten dinner left crisping in the oven. “Their presence taints the air and I know it is not the time to do anything.” 
The dogs leaned against her legs and offered some comfort. At her back, she could sense Cassie. Catherine paused. “I tried to call my daughter, but I couldn’t get a hold of anyone.” She continued, “I hope she will understand what we do and why.” 
“I’m sure she’ll understand,” 
“You could back out.” 
“No, I can’t.” 
“I thought that’s what you would say.” 
“When do we go?” 
“Soon,” Catherine felt the coolness of her eyes changing. “Very soon.” 
“I’m ready.” Cassie’s eyes turned golden and bright. 
“Can you see what they are doing to my land?” 
Cassie shook her head. “I can sense a distant wrongness.” 
“I feel pain.” Catherine said. “They are killing the land. Defiling it. The rock beneath us weeps and I feel its agony.” 
“Maybe now is the time to storm in and stop them before they do any more damage.” 
“Not yet, Cassie, not yet, there is a timing to all of this.” 
“I can’t hear any critters and even the wind is quiet.” Cassie said. 
“It’s as though all life knows this is a place to avoid.” 
“People too. Ralf went home early, I didn’t see Ellie sulking about the place and even my father is nowhere to be seen. I’m sure, if he were here, he’d have something to say about this.” 
“I’m sure he would, Cassie, but at the moment he is too busy trying to do my job, our job, because he doesn’t think we can manage.” 
“What do you mean?” Cassie asked. 
Catherine waved toward the cemetery. “I sense him out there.” Her eyes grew bright. “He can’t win. I hope he understands that. And we cannot be distracted when he fails.” 
“He knows.” 
“Good.” Catherine stared into the night and far in the distance, she saw the bright explosive flashes of fighting. Searing bolts of hate ate at her heart and she wanted to weep. She didn’t tell Cassie all she saw, or the pain she felt with each bolt. It was too early to respond to the enemy. She needed to try and get some idea of their plan of attack before she could plot a defence. 
For the first time since leaving the house she studied Cassie, she was dressed in leather trousers, leather boots, and a plain leather singlet over a white shirt. “Light armour Cassie? You’re underdressed.” 
“The rest is damaged and of no use until I can get it mended.” 
“I see. Well, you are very sexy in a dashing, swashbuckling way.” 
“Now you make me sound like a pirate.” 
Catherine chuckled. “Today, armour is of little consideration I think.” 
She noted the two battered and well-used short swords at Cassie’s side and strapped to her back a huge two-handed sword so large its hilt protruded a good foot above her shoulder. Even sheathed Catherine saw the glowing runes etched on the blade and hilt. Pale blue mage light pulsed from the sword’s sheath. “You’re armed as if you mean business. Expect something large do we?” 
“I’m prepared,” Cassie said. “The mage I met has taught me much, and I expect we will fight, a lot, and what we fight will most likely be overwhelming.” 
“How on earth do you draw that monstrous sword anyway?” 
“The straps are slung over my shoulder, like I’d carry a rifle. I’d normally carry it unsheathed and leaning against the shoulder when going onto a battlefield. Here, I’m not sure if or when I’ll need it so it’s ready to be put to one side.” 
Catherine reached into her pocket and pulled out a Glock. 
“I’ve something easier to carry. I found this in my father’s gun cabinet. This will serve me better.” 
“Not against the gate and not against what we might find on the way there.” 
“Nor inside I expect. But I also have made some preparations.” She ejected the magazine and pulled out a single glowing bullet. “Special bullets from my father’s cabinet. He logged these as blessed by a bishop of great spirit and integrity. They are also etched with magical symbols that will affect pretty much anything coming out of the gate.” 
“How many do you have?” 
“I have two magazines.” 
“Only two?” 
“Who needs more when I have you?” Catherine smiled. “You are the most important part.” 
Cassie grinned back. “And that’s it?” 
“I also happen to have these, too.” Catherine drew two long ornate knives from her backpack. Encrusted with precious and semi-precious stones, the fine eighteen-inch blades etched with arcane symbols and inlaid with gold were no ordinary blades. “I also have holy water, an assortment of herbs, a bottle of water and chocolates for energy.” 
“Good,” Cassie said. “I have the same, with a few additions.” 
“Never hurts to be prepared.” 
“No it doesn't,” she said. “Are you going to put your boots on now?” 
“Yes, it’s time to go.” Catherine put her boots on, slung her pack over one shoulder, and stepped off into the night. Close by, the two dogs, ears back, tails low, slunk through the undergrowth with slow and tentative steps. 
Each step brought them closer to the cemetery, the seat of Catherine’s power and her affinity to the land became stronger. She could feel everything. Things that were right, but most overwhelming of all were the things that weren’t. She had seen some of the attack on the heart of the cemetery, but the strength of the defilement grew with every painful step. By the time they were in reach of the tiny tomb of Isiah Lucan neither of them needed the benefit of enhanced senses to see the damage being dealt to the land. 
Catherine leaned on Isiah’s tomb and took several deep calming breaths. 
“Are you all right?” 
“Yes,” Catherine answered through clenched teeth. “I'll be fine, it’s just there is so much violence. I think it will take a while to get used to it.” 
“We will stop them.” 
“Yes. We will. We must. I don’t think there has been anyone this powerful on these grounds for a long while and they have so much potential to cause harm I feel almost inadequate and under prepared.” 
“You will manage,” Cassie said. “I have faith in you.” 
“We will do whatever is necessary and we will prevail.” Catherine tried to sound confident, but her blood boiled with distaste. Her Silver stretched out into the ground and the air. Her silvery eyes lit the ground and turned green grass into pale blades of grey and black. “They have laid no defences.” She was surprised. “At least none I can see. Their numbers are too small now, so they need to pick their battles and use their energy wisely.” She glanced towards the hill at the centre of her lands. “I bet there will be a great many more things to worry about when we get closer, but for now we will be left alone, I think.” 
“Then the fun will start?” 
“Yes.” 
“I’m sorry, Catherine.” 
Catherine stopped in her tracks. “Why? You’ve nothing to be sorry about.” 
“If I’d have killed the dark mage in the cemetery things might be different,” Cassie said. 
“Perhaps. Who is to say what the future may have been.” She smiled as she rested a reassuring hand on Cassie’s arm. “What is more important is what we do now, and I’m satisfied we are doing all we can.” 
 
 



 Chapter Twenty-five 
 
 
 
IN THE DARKNESS, the plain white obelisks marking the main routes into the old town seemed to glow. “Can you smell it? Can you smell the blood?” 
“Yes,” Cassie answered. “But faintly.” 
“The smell of blood should be stronger, I’m sure. I thought the stones would be drowning in blood, but they aren’t.” 
Catherine knelt next to one of the stones and a small dark patch on the ground caught her attention. The dogs at her side growled. “Blood.” 
“So we must be dealing with a strong and powerful mage,” Cassie said. “Knowledge of these gates is not easily acquired.” 
“And if they know this there are lots of other things they know.” Catherine sighed. “But what they don’t know is I can activate the gates again and with them active the inner cemetery will be protected until help arrives.” 
“Catherine, there is no help coming.” 
“So I’m told. Unless we fail and then there will be help aplenty.” 
“That will be too late for us, though, if that’s the case.” 
Catherine shrugged. “In the scheme of things it’s not so important is it?” 
“Probably not.” 
“Let’s see what these gates have to say for themselves shall we? Lights on!” She called out and pointed at her eyes. She knew, without knowing how she knew, that the gates were not damaged in any way, they were just switched off. “This is it. This is where I find out if I can do what I’m supposed to do.” 
Catherine was a little disappointed. The obelisks didn’t give her much, in fact all she saw were a few symbols. “No instructions.” 
“Either you know what to do, or you don’t. In which case you have no place messing with them,” Cassie said. 
“True.” Catherine stood closer to the stone on the left. “This has the marks of my house.” 
Cassie moved to the one on the right. “And this one bears the marks of my house.” 
“Sun right and moon to the left might be a pattern we need to keep in mind.” Catherine continued to study the obelisk. 
“What now?” Cassie asked. 
“At about shoulder height, my shoulder height, not yours, you will see a symbol, four horizontal lines, a square, and a single vertical line.” 
“I see it,” Cassie said. 
“Put the palm of your hand on the square and place your fingers in the lines. Take a hold of my hand with your other hand.” 
Nothing happened. 
“And?” Cassie prompted. 
“It didn’t work.” Catherine searched for clues through her disorganised memories. “Maybe we need to prove we are supposed to be here.” 
“And the stone can’t tell?” 
“It’s stone, Cassie, it has no mind of its own to decide.” 
“Well I don’t know,” Cassie blustered. “Perhaps it doesn’t recognise us yet.” 
Catherine smiled as something came to mind. “Exactly right hun, we need to tell it who we are. We need to recite our lineages back to the first of our houses.” 
“Where did that come from?” 
“Your idea triggered a memory. If the stones don’t recognise us by touch we need to remind them. But don’t start reciting anything until I squeeze your hand. I also feel our timing is important.” 
“Catherine. My Aevrael line is...” Cassie shrugged. “Well, it’s not as long as yours.” 
“I know, sweetheart. You can list your family tree to include all of your brothers and sisters, but don’t stop until I squeeze your hand a second time.” 
“Okay.” 
Catherine sensed they were still missing something. She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against the smooth white stone. “I know.” She mumbled to the stone, and began to speak in the Old Tongue, a language so ancient few spoke the words, a language she had never heard before. 
“I’m here,” Catherine intoned as though this were her native language. “And we shall remake the gates in the way of the first ones.” She squeezed Cassie’s hand and they began the recitation of their respective lineages. 
Their recitations were tentative at first, the names stuttered, and sounded strange and awkward. Soon the sounds of their names gathered and overlapped into a rhythm. Power built in their hands, in the ground, in the air, and when Catherine squeezed Cassie’s hand a second time the power remained strong. “And so we are here. Seen and recognised, as the Awakeners.” Catherine spoke in the Old Tongue and her words floated on the air and echoed through the night. 
The echo became a rush of power. It started in the palm of her hand. A little tingle, it vibrated along her arm and moved throughout her body, passed to Cassie, and back again. It was very pleasant. A direct link to a summer’s day, filled with the vigour of the world and buzzing with energy, warmth and light. 
“It is done.” Catherine savoured the sensation. When she opened her normal eyes, everything looked bland, ordinary and empty. Then her Silver took over. The sensations in her hands became visual, the obelisk throbbed, and she was a part of the pulse of life. At the edges of her ability to hear, she detected a subtle hum, like a delicate song heard from a great distance, but no matter how she strained to hear she heard no more. When she looked down to the base of the stone, the dark patches had gone. 
“This gate is now active.” Catherine was relieved. “Three to go and then the whole cemetery will be safe from whatever comes out of the gate.” 
“Great, let’s go. It’s good to take charge, to do something positive.” Cassie’s eyes cycled between ordinary sight and the Gold of her Aevrael vision. 
“Will you stop it!” Catherine frowned. “Normal, gold, normal, gold, make up your damned mind it’s driving me nuts.” 
“I see different things when I change, and I don’t want to miss anything.” 
“It makes me nervous.” 
“Alright, I will stay normal.” 
They were faster at the second set of obelisks, their actions and words joined together, became more assured and almost song-like. When they finished reciting their lineages, the tingle in Catherine’s hands proved the gate was active, and the power in the stone grew stronger and more pleasing to the touch. 
They found their full rhythm at the third, their recitations more natural and synchronised. Their speech meshed into a harmonious sound. Now it seemed as though a third voice joined in and filled the words not with sound, but with greater depth. 
 
 
BEHIND THE WORDS, underneath the sound of their voices, the buzz of magical power radiated from the stone and the ground, through Cassie’s feet, along her bones and to Catherine and back again. This was great earth power, and there was no mistaking it or the touch of Catherine wrapped in the power. Energy of Earth, and Catherine, filled Cassie until she buzzed with the strength. 
“Catherine, your power is of the moon and yet this is all Earth power.” 
“Yes, I told you. Earth and moon. This is my strength, the earth beneath my feet is all Shemshael energy and it is growing. Can you feel it?” 
“Oh, yes.” 
At the last gate they spoke together, familiarity with the process allowed them to complete it more quickly. As Catherine finished the awakening process, Cassie licked her lips in anticipation of the power surge that would follow. 
The gate flared. Unlike the others this was no slight increase in power, a silver sheet raced one way, a sheet of gold raced in the opposite direction and two heart beats later the gold and silver collided back where they had started. Searing heat and freezing cold raced through her and burst from the centre of her chest. 
“Oh wow,” Cassie breathed. “Do you feel it?” She examined her hands and expected to see sparks firing from the ends of her fingers. “Is it me, or do you feel as though you’ve been tied to a pylon?” 
Catherine laughed and her eyes glowed with ferocious energy. “Yes. It is addictive. Good job there are only four gates, anymore and we would be sucking the marble like addicts, seeking the last dregs of power.” 
“That bad?” Cassie hadn’t thought anything like this could do her harm. 
“Oh yes and there is no turning back from the addiction,” Catherine said. “You know you can never activate another gate don’t you?” 
“You know that for sure?” 
Catherine looked thoughtful. “Well, I think so.” 
“There are not many of them anyway so it won’t be a problem.” 
“You should see this with your gold.” 
With her Gold, Cassie saw the full magnificence of the defences they had activated. A shimmering dome of force, topped with silver and gold, merged in swirling magenta, billowing orange and pulsing light of every hue covered the whole of the old town. Colourful, like oil on water, or like the bubbles kids blow through a plastic ring. Power thrummed through the shimmering dome with a level of magical energy she hadn’t seen anywhere. 
“I didn’t conceive of power this strong.” Cassie stared with at the colourful sight. “It was nothing like this when I was here before.” 
“It hasn't been like this in several generations,” Catherine said. 
“More like never,” Cassie said. “I’d know if it had been.” 
Catherine shrugged. “Well this job is done and these gates are functional and they are closed. Anything undead inside will stay inside and for a long while I hope.” 
“And anything on the outside stays on the outside?” 
“Something like that. We need to move on.” Catherine marched straight between the obelisks. Both dogs fell into step at her heels. “They are further forward than I’d hoped.” 
“Which means what?” 
“It means we need to rush.” 
“The Seal has collapsed?” 
From the grim set of Catherine’s jaw, Cassie knew it wasn’t good. She wanted to go slow, she expected trouble at every turn, but apparently Catherine would have nothing to do with caution. She stormed ahead toward the heart of the cemetery seemingly without fear or concern for safety. 
The hill was nothing like Cassie remembered. The clear lines of the cone, and the flat top were no more. Earth, gouged from the top, lay in a ragged furrow and the cross lay on its side. The blazing golden light from her eyes revealed the fullness of the destruction. Pale and lifeless grass, dead soil and high above polluted gas belched into the sky in waves of putrid green and grey. 
“Have you seen the sky?” Cassie asked. 
“Yes, the life is being sucked from this world and into the pit.” 
“What do you mean?” Cassie asked. 
“I think I know what they are doing.” 
“What?” 
“They are opening the gates to merge the world with the underworld.” 
“I thought they were here to break the gate and let something out!” Cassie squeaked. 
“I wish it were so simple. If you think what they did to my family, all the Rangers, wardens and fighters was bad, this will be worse. They had one beast and a few minions. Imagine what it will be like when all of them, every beast of the pit, can come visit at their will and command because there will be no gate here to defend against their egress.” 
Cassie shivered. “That is not possible.” 
“I’m sorry but it is. Your father, and his brothers and sisters, they all expected this. They knew this was possible, they knew the Seal could be rendered non-functional.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Pieces of paper in a big bin,” she said. “I’m as sure as I can be.” 
“Can you fix it?” 
“No.” 
“No? No! What the hell do we do about it?” 
“What I mean is, I can’t fix what was made by another, not when it is this damaged. I can remake it afresh, and it will be my seal used to close this place. My seal.” 
“You can make a Seal?” 
“In theory I can. I don’t know for sure.” 
“Hell Catherine, what do we do?” 
“Follow me.” 
 
 
CATHERINE RAN UP the path and angled across the hill through the undergrowth to the far side. She found Cassie’s father unconscious in the middle of a bush seared by fire. Seth hadn’t fared much better than the bush and Catherine examined him carefully. “Seth Aevrael.” She healed him with her Silver light until he was awake and able to sit upright. 
“I tried to stop them.” He groaned. 
Catherine gave him water to ease his throat. 
“I couldn’t, I wasn’t enough.” 
“It’s all right. I understand,” Catherine soothed. “They attacked the gate at the top of the hill, you fought them on your own, because you thought you could do the job of Keeper and Shield. The Gate rejected your approach and hindered your abilities. When they got themselves through the gate, you were nearly destroyed because you were too close without a Gatekeeper.” 
“Well...” 
“Aevrael I can smell a Shemshael seal upon you. Not the wisest thing for you to do was it?” 
“I know. But I thought I could give you more time,” Seth said. 
She frowned at him and shook her head. “The Seal is warped in some way and they are inside the gate. No doubt they will wish to undo all of the other seals.” 
He nodded. “How are your memories?” 
“My memories are disjointed and fragmentary at best. Sometimes I’m not sure what I see and what is worse is I seem to determine meaning only after it is useful.” She grimaced. “I do know I have to go into the gate. I need to find them and stop them.” 
“Yes,” Seth agreed. 
“I appreciate that you tried to delay them, but it would have been silly to die so needlessly.” 
“Sometimes it is well to know when your time is up.” 
“But your time is not yet up, Aevrael.” 
“Perhaps it is.” 
Catherine looked thoughtful for a moment. “You read too much into the words of the prophets.” She smiled. “You’re not the Last Fallen, Aevrael Lord of your house, and you cannot sacrifice yourself to make it so.” Catherine fixed her gaze on Seth. “I know what it is you want, Seth. You want to see what happens when the Last of the Fallen and the Empty vessel meet. Lots of that prophetic Sybralline nonsense.” 
“Is it nonsense?” He asked. 
Catherine turned to Cassie. “Cassie, my love, sorry to tell you, but you’re The Last Fallen. For like all of the First Ones, you chose to come back. You sacrificed your Ascension for me.” 
“Me?” 
Catherine smiled. “So now we are together and the end of days begins.” 
“A bit dramatic, Catherine,” Seth Aevrael said. 
“And a ten-thousand-year-old prophesy coming to fruition, with dark mages attacking a major gate to hell is not dramatic?” 
“Well put like that,” Seth said. “Do you understand it all now?” 
“I do.” She turned to Cassie. “Are you ready for this my love? They, those to whom you aspired, will be watching us, waiting to see the outcome.” 
Cassie pulled her shoulders back and held her head high. “We better not let them down.” 
“There is no help for you where you go, Catherine. No help at all,” Seth warned. 
She nodded. “I know this.” 
“Do what you must,” he said. “Remember it is your choosing.” 
“I will do the best I can. We both will.” She smiled at Aevrael. “I will leave the dogs with you. Take care of everything for me here?” 
“Of course.” 
She nodded and hugged him. “Tell my daughter—” 
“Tell her yourself when you’re done.” 
She tried to smile. “Don’t get any closer to the top of the hill, Seth, nowhere near. Not until I return or until after the rising of seven suns.” She paused. “And even perhaps best to avoid the place.” 
“As you wish.” 
She nodded, there was little else to say. “Good-bye.” She strode to the top of the mound. 
“One thing,” he whispered, “they are not alone. They have help.” 
 
 



 Chapter Twenty-six 
 
 
 
“CATHERINE, WHAT DID he mean, they are not alone and they have help?” 
“You heard that, too? I don’t know, Cassie.” 
“Perhaps we should ask him before we go any farther?” 
Catherine shrugged. “I’m not sure we were supposed to hear. He was trying to help without helping, but it’s irrelevant, we need to get on with things.” Her steps faltered and she stopped. “I can smell undead.” She concentrated on her senses, her brows furrowed. 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes.” 
“I can’t smell anything.” 
“I’m more than sure, but I can’t believe I didn’t notice earlier.” 
“I can’t sense anything at all. You’re certain there are undead?” 
“Yes. I suppose it’s to be expected.” 
“I don’t see them, but what is more worrisome is why they are not attacking.” Cassie moved forward her eyes and senses bright and sharp as she scanned the bleak and dying version of the world. 
Catherine wasn’t in the mood to delay. She strode to the top of the hill. “Good grief!” She exclaimed. “Cassie, come quickly.” Seven bodies, seven young people, male and female, lay arrayed on the ground, hands held at their sides and feet pointing together at the centre. Like garish spokes of a human wheel. “They are so young and peaceful, as though lying in the sun and daydreaming.” 
“Yes. Except it is night and they have a hole in the chest.” Cassie added, “A missing heart sets the day off nicely.” 
Catherine went to each one, muttered a few final words, and closed their eyes. “Why? Why did they do this?” 
“This was just to open the gate. That is reason enough. I bet it was a great deal faster and easier than forcing through the protections. Now you know why they were so quick.” 
“Yes, but why did I not see this happen? I saw them attack and assumed they were attacking the gate. Turns out the fireworks were more for show.” 
“I think it was more to do with my father interfering.” 
“Goddammit Cassie I should have seen what was happening. I should have come straight here and made our defence on the gate itself rather than trying to be clever. We might have saved them, let them live a full life.” 
“No. These were beyond saving. If you look at their expressions, it’s obvious they gave themselves to this cause and you or I could do nothing about it. The Necromancer is powerful and with more than one of them, we would not be able to do much to save these people. They were lost before we got here.” 
Catherine stared off into the night. “I know you’re right, but I could have done better. I tuned out anything and everything which seemed ordinary and watched for specific dark things. Perhaps it’s a flaw, and I should let more ordinary details come to mind so I’m more open to everything.” 
“Are you sure you want to do that?” 
Catherine frowned. “I couldn’t manage it before, so how can I expect to manage so much information now?” 
“It’s not that, it’s all so new to you. Learn one bit at a time.” 
“Not sure it’s going well. After all, I expected Slow Risers, and yet I see no evidence of them. No signs, no bodies, nothing at all, and I think that means as a Gatekeeper I’m not improving much.” 
“Perhaps you’re not as wrong as you think.” Cassie knelt on the ground and dipped her fingers into one of several oily looking deposits. “There were undead beasts here.” She held up her fingers to show Catherine the greasy black substance. “They have left behind the mark of their passing.” 
“But where are the bodies of the Risers? They should be here.” Catherine searched through her memories. “I know about this, when they rose at Memorial House they left the body behind.” 
“I don’t know, perhaps they took them with them.” Cassie shook her head. “I know so little about this, perhaps I’m not the Shield you need.” 
Catherine stepped in close and slipped her arms around Cassie’s waist. “So serious Cassie, so filled with doubt, but you’re my Shield and you’re the right person to be with me right now. I don’t doubt you, or your abilities, but we do see things through different eyes. That will be our saving grace and we must never doubt ourselves. We need to be strong, no doubts. What happens here is made to test me, not you.” 
“Today is so full of confusion. It all feels upside down and out of order. I trust in your skills, Catherine. You will know what to do when the time comes. For a moment, I was concerned my skills were too little, but it’s my arrogance. I’m here to take care of you. You’re the Keeper and I’m the Keeper’s protector.” 
“You’re my keeper.” 
Cassie grinned. “Yes. The Keeper’s Keeper.” 
Catherine leaned against Cassie, her head resting against her chest. 
“I’m worried, Cassie.” 
“Why? You are gaining so much power.” 
“It’s not power so much as understanding. I know so little, but the Necromancer leading this attack on us, on the gate, is more powerful than it should be. I am not sure I know enough to deal with such a powerful being.” 
“We will do what we can when we can,” Cassie said. 
“Another thing bothers me. They are creating new variants of undead, each for a specific purpose and that speaks of years of planning. Like the Slow Risers, they seem like zombies, but different, more ghoul-like. Even for undead these creatures are not normal. I think they are here to throw us off balance, and we cannot blame ourselves for not knowing everything when all they do is deceive.” 
“It would be a strange comfort to think they are designed to lead us astray, and confuse us, and yet it worries me to think someone knows a way to mislead us. More worrying still is they do it so well.” 
“I agree. I’m still concerned about the lack of a physical body, but it could be the gate, the undead itself, or they took them with them. I wish I knew more, but I don’t.” 
“It’s all right.” 
“Pages and big bins,” Catherine said. 
“Never mind. We’ll figure it out.” 
“Yes.” Catherine agreed and shifted them from the top of the hill into the gate with a smooth and effortless transition. 
 
 
ABOVE, THE DEEP purple sky was the same as Catherine remembered. Streaks of red and yellow fire scourged the heavens in a blaze of heat and light. Clouds, putrid green and insipid yellow circled above the pit as though they had no place else they could go. When she sniffed the air, the stench of sickness brought tears to her eyes and grated her throat until it ached. 
Before them the pit extended out, its circumference larger than the hill upon which they stood, and larger than the whole of the old cemetery. Not just wide, it was so deep it stretched downward out of sight. Even without seeing the bottom with her own eyes, Catherine knew its depths and all that lay within its blackness. Silver mesh, the Shemshael Seal still covered the pit, but it was loose. Several strands, ripped from their moorings by the dark mages and their blood sacrifices wafted unanchored upon the emanations from the pit itself. 
It saddened Catherine to see the Seal in this damaged state. Once so bright, so strong and so powerful, but now so diminished it no longer even recognised her presence in this gate world. She touched her fingers to the closest strand and it grew brighter in recognition. 
“Catherine,” it whispered, but she wasn’t sure whether it spoke, or she heard the words inside her head. 
“I see you,” she whispered back. “You’re hurt.” 
“Yes,” its voice distant. “We have failed to preserve.” 
“Until this time you’ve preserved this gate well, but now your time is done.” She sank to her knees, grabbed one rope-like strand, and wrapped it around her arms. Coldness burned her skin, pierced muscle and bone with chills, her Silver unrolled to defend her from the attack. With effort, she controlled her Silver, and soothed it in to acquiescence. 
“What are you doing?” 
“The seal must be unmade, we agreed.” 
“But Catherine!” Cassie cried, “You can’t do that. We keep them not break them.” 
“Yet, this must be done.” Catherine focussed her attention on the web strand in her hand. The life pulsed within growing weaker still. “I’m here.” The cold touch of the strand warmed a little. She poured more of her life into the strand and cool affirmation flowed back. 
“Know me.” 
“Catherine.” 
“Know what I am.” 
“Keeper.” 
“I release you.” 
“Released.” 
“Your job is done here.” 
“Done.” 
She spoke the final words and waited for the Seal to end. 
Nothing happened. The Seal continued to glow. “What?” Her disappointment softened her voice to a whisper. “What did I do wrong, Cassie?” 
“I don’t know this is not knowledge I possess.” Cassie shrugged. “I’m not sure anyone knows as much as you do now.” 
“Even if I don’t yet know what I know?” 
“Something like that.” 
A hush covered the gate as she waited for inspiration. A thought, buried deep under the full weight of all of her memories, pushed up from the depths and she laughed at so simple a solution. She raised her voice in song, her delicate voice, the sound of bells and flutes lifted upward and tinkled with the delight of moonlight. Each silvered note rose bright and sank straight into the pit until her voice faltered. She tried again, but the pit swallowed every word and answered her with a whisper of gloomy despair. She was but one and the pit carried the pain and suffering of hundreds and thousands. Again she tried, her voice rose not much more than a whisper as each word vanished into the vastness of the dark. 
For a moment she didn’t know what to do, but Cassie’s hands upon her shoulders gave her strength and when Cassie whispered, “I'm here with you, we could work together, again, my voice with yours and we can sing this Song of Cleansing together.” 
Catherine knew it was possible. Conjoined voices had been necessary at the gates, so why not here. She was surprised she hadn’t thought of it first. She drew a deep breath and began her song once more, but this time Cassie’s deeper fuller voice joined hers. In the same way they had created the gates, their voices came together. Together they were more than words and in their union of words, the harmony of who they were was more than enough for the pit. Rich harmony filled with the depth and the passion of Keeper and Shield united. Darkness diminished, the sky brightened and the vile clouds dissipated under the force and magic of their song. 
They sang to The Seal and although The Seal didn’t reply Catherine saw the strands stiffen. The Seal glowed with energy and for a brief moment it appeared as though it was mended and whole again. 
But it wasn’t. It never could be. 
They sang on and watched as the Seal drew corruption from its heart and cast it out. Drop by drop the Seal rejected the black blood of sacrifice and it dripped away, hit the air, and sizzled into nothing. When the Seal was purified it came to an end with a sigh like the sound of a gentle breeze in the boughs of an old oak tree. 
For a moment the world stilled. Hushed and lifeless, the world of The Gate waited. 
A man appeared in the distance, and as he approached, his feet steady on the air, Catherine recognised him. 
“Father!” Catherine cried. 
He raised a finger to his lips and she hushed. Transparent, made of moonlight, and silver hard like steel, he was no more than a shade, but she had no doubt, it was he. The smoothness of his features were as she remembered, and his visage revealed not the slightest hint of the violent death she knew he had suffered. Here he was whole, but dead. 
And he wasn’t alone. 
Another Samuel appeared. Then another. Each one popped into existence without a sound. Hundreds of them, all glowing ghosts, filled with the silvery power of their name. 
In respect, she bowed to them and waited for someone to address her, but none did. A golden glow burst into life. Aevrael after Aevrael moved into the spaces between the silver Shemshaels. Hundreds became thousands and the whole of the pit lay covered in the ghosts of Gatekeepers and Shields until the last one. Her mother appeared with a smile as bright as her glow. 
“I don’t understand,” Catherine called out. 
None answered her, but all the shades stepped to one side and a single silver figure grew taller than all the others. As he approached, he glowed so bright, so white, even the sky paled. She thought of Cassie's father and she knew who he might be. 
She inclined her head. “Shemshael. I’m honoured to meet the First of my house.” 
He nodded. “Welcome, daughter of my house. As foretold, upon your shoulders our fate lies.” 
“What do I have to do?” 
“Whatever you think is right,” he replied. 
“That doesn’t help me much.” 
“It is not for us to advise.” Mists billowed from his feet and obscured the sky and the pit. The mists condensed and settled until they covered the entire gate in a thick waist high cloud. “Your will is our fate and we must not interfere. Choose wisely in everything you do.” 
Behind and all around, archways grew from the ground and towered over them. Different sizes, shapes and styles, and each one of these portals shimmered with power and energy. “Choose well Gatekeeper. From here on, choose well.” 
Every shade stared at her. 
Cassie moved to her side and gripped her hand. “I think we have our instructions.” 
“So it seems.” Her mind filled with references to portents. “Seven times seven are the number of the gates, and seven sacrifices to break the Seal.” She saw The First Shemshael nod. “These are the signs of our passage.” 
“Do you know what it all means?” Cassie asked. 
Catherine shook her head. “I haven’t the foggiest idea. I hope your gate lore and demon lore is better than mine.” 
 
 



 Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
 
 
“ALL RIGHT CATHERINE. Where do we go now?” 
“I suppose we find the right gateway and go through it.” On this matter her memories were silent and nothing stood out as being important. Each archway was a gate in itself, gates within gates and she suspected some led to even more gates. 
Each of these gates ranged in size and style and as she glanced around, several of them caught her attention. She saw a small green box hedge with a hole cut through the centre, two oak trees growing together and a delicate Japanese style Torii. Other gates were more complex, like a bent metal modernist tube, and a glass tunnel. However, she noticed two styles stood out from the rest. About a third of the way round the pit, a huge Greek arch dominated all others. Decorative, with fluted columns, Corinthian Capitols and even more complex entablature, it screamed its importance with size and decoration. 
A more modest construction, but nonetheless imposing for the simplicity of its design stood closest to them. Huge blocks of limestone, about ten feet or so square were cut so precise they could fit three on top of each other so the join between stones couldn’t be seen. Across the top, five equally well-made stones curved over the arch, and the topmost keystone that kept the whole lot locked together stood several inches proud of the other blocks. 
Plain and unadorned, it could have been a simple doorway into the great hall of any grand castle. The archway shimmered and rendered the view obscure and uncertain. 
“I can’t see through the gateway,” Catherine sighed. “And I really thought I would be able to get a sneak preview.” 
“I can see what you mean, and if you ask me I think it looks like some kind of gloopy slimy goo inside that arch,” Cassie said. 
“Is gloop an Aevrael technical term?” Catherine dragged her fingers along the side of a block. A tingle from within the stone, like gripping a live electrical wire, raced through her fingers and her ears buzzed with the power. Where her finger touched, a tracery of silver sparkled, zipped through the stone and vanished. She shook her head and poked a finger between the stone uprights and into the curious gelatinous barrier. She felt something completely unexpected. “Oh!” 
“Are you hurt?” 
“No. Not at all. It is not what I expected, that’s all. It’s not a gel.” Cool and light, it settled on her skin like a veil of dewdrops. She resisted the urge to stick her damp finger into her mouth and taste it, instead she plunged her whole fist into the barrier. “Ahh,” she said. 
“What does ‘ahh’ mean?” 
Catherine removed her boots and socks. The ground, although covered in sharp stones, didn’t bother her. The rock pulsed beneath her feet, power prickled her skin, and warmth radiated through her feet, her legs, and enveloped her whole body in the warmth of stone and world magic. She pulsed with it. And the rock of the world spoke. 
“Keeper.” The word echoed inside her skull. 
“I hear.” She cocked her head to one side. 
“Catherine?” 
“Yes, I understand,” Catherine said and her attention came back to the here and now. 
“It worries me when you do that,” Cassie said. 
“Do what?” 
“Go so distant. Your face goes all slack, it’s like you’ve been hijacked or something.” 
Catherine took Cassie’s hand in hers and crunched her fingers together. “I will go nowhere without you.” 
“Okay. But it still worries me.” 
“Don’t worry, I’m fine.” She shrugged. “I did ask myself how we were going to visit so many gates. I understand now, though, it is really rather simple.” She grinned. “You do it like this.” She stared at the next archway, focussed her mind on her destination, and lifted her foot. Beneath her feet, the ground slid away so fast the rock and soil blurred into a pale and indistinguishable smear. She suffered a moment of disorientation that settled as soon as she completed her step, and they were at the next spot. Well,” Catherine started, pleased with herself, “that was easier than I expected.” 
“That’s easy for you to say.” Cassie sank to her knees on the ground. “Horrible. Horrible. No more, it’s like the moment when you get off some superfast escalator and you go from sixty miles an hour to stationary in one heartbeat. I stopped, but I think my gut carried on going a while. In fact, I think I’ll have to wait until the middle of next week to get my stomach back.” 
“You’ve been here before so you should be used to it.” 
Cassie coughed a few times until her stomach caught up with the rest of her. “Actually I’ve never travelled like that. It’s never been necessary, and I have to say, this is an awful way to travel. I would be happy if you could minimise the amount of jumping about we do.” 
“Travel is unavoidable, but I’m sure it will get better, and the more we learn and experience here the better it will be on the other side.” 
“If you say so.” 
The ground warmed beneath Catherine’s feet, the throb of world energy increased until she could no longer ignore the voice in her head. “Well, after all that you’ll be pleased to know I don’t need to see any more gates. I can see what they do from here.” 
“Thank goodness.” Cassie rubbed her stomach. “I’m not sure I could stand to travel much more.” 
Catherine concentrated on each one of the gates in turn. “Gates within gates,” she muttered to herself. “I also know of the seven times seven gates, seven are identical because they are the way to get here from the normal world. Did you notice? We came through one of them, so does it mean there are seven gates in the real world?” 
“I don’t know, but probably.” 
“So there are seven Gatekeepers and seven seals, so there must be more Aevraels and more Gatekeepers.” She shook her head. “No, that can’t be right. If it were that simple there wouldn’t be so much fuss over the Samuel line. So what is all the fuss really about?” 
“There is only one Gatekeeper and no matter how many gates you think you see, in practical terms there is only one, one important one. All other paths lead here and the others are merely Guardians of their gate to you,” Cassie said. 
Catherine stared at the pit and ground the sole of her foot into the rock. “Why does no one explain these things to me?” 
Cassie shrugged. “Don’t look at me. Give me something to hit and I’ll show you how to kill it. The clever stuff I’ll leave to you.” 
“Why am I being left to work it out all on my own? Why do I have to speak to the stone to get an answer?” 
Cassie shuddered. “Are you talking to the stone now?” 
“Yes.” Catherine stared at the pit. “You know the pit is not here? I thought this was hell, but it isn’t, is it?” She paused. “No. This is where the dead go to for assessment, to perform some penance maybe before they are measured, evaluated and sent to whatever afterlife they deserve.” 
“You can call it limbo if you like.” 
“And limbo is just another gate isn’t it? Gates within gates, within gates,” Catherine said. 
 
 
“I KNOW,” CASSIE answered. “But the important question now, is which gate do we go through? And do you know where the Necromancers went?” 
“I know which gate we need to go through. And yes, I know where the Necromancers went.” 
“So?” Cassie pressed. “Where?” 
Catherine chuckled. “They have so much power it is scary and although they have a great deal of knowledge they don’t know everything.” She pointed to one of the more distant gates. “If you cast your eyes toward the huge construction the one with four columns like on a Greek Temple? They went through that one.” 
Cassie pointed forward. “That’s so impressive if I didn’t know better I’d choose that one too.” 
“They probably chose it because it is so grand it must go somewhere important. In fact, it leads to, how shall I put it, the first sorting area. It will not be pleasant for them.” 
“Will it kill them?” 
“No, but they might be delayed, or at least discomfited. And when we go through the correct door, we’ll enter the correct way and avoid unnecessary complications.”
 “So which is the one that takes you direct to hell?” 
“The entwined trees,” Catherine answered. “They are the heart of all land the physical and the spiritual, but unless you were a Gatekeeper or you’ve a Gatekeeper’s knowledge you wouldn’t know. And even if they had figured it out, they could not use it, it is tied to the world rock, and only a Shemshael can talk to that beast.” 
“But how did they get through at all without a Gatekeeper to reveal the gates?” Cassie asked. 
Catherine pointed at the massed shades and they seemed to step closer together. “They let them through.” 
“The seal did it? Why the hell would they do that?” 
“Because they were threatened with destruction and the seal believed them.” Even devoid of life, the shades seemed embarrassed. Cassie looked at the shades. “You should have died rather than give away secrets, you should be ashamed.” 
“Be kind, Cassie. They could not permit their own destruction.” For a moment the shades shrank away. “They cannot allow themselves to perish for their job is not complete.” She smiled at them. “I know. You fear I will fail and if I fail you must continue to exist in order to validate my successor.” 
“What are you saying?” 
“If I fail they will call for my daughter, but they must know I will never let them touch her.” She stared at the massed members of the seal. “You will never get my daughter here! Never. Do you hear? Never!” 
“We better not fail then.” 
“Damned straight we won’t. Hope you are ready, it’s time to go and we have one more jump.” 
“Will you put your boots on first?” 
“Does it matter if I wear my boots? We must get this done, now, before they get a chance to risk my daughter.” 
“No, Catherine. We are going nowhere until you put something on your feet. I’m not sure I want the rocks of the dead talking to you when we start.” 
 
 



 Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
 
 
DAISY, EYES GLOWING silver, stood witness to the power of the glowing obelisk. She reached out, with small gentle fingers and touched the pale stone. “Well Father, Mother has done a fine job of these gates, hasn’t she?” 
“She has.” 
“It is powerful.” 
“I know and your mother has come a long way in such a short time, I think.” 
“Her Shield is holding up, I see. It will help.” 
“Yes, sweetheart.” 
Daisy yawned and rubbed her eyes, the silver dimmed a little as the little girl came through. “Do we need to do this now Dad, I’m tired?” 
“I’m sorry, but yes. There must always be a Gatekeeper here.” He frowned. “I know this is difficult for you, but you’re the only one who can do this. The moment your mother decides to go through the gates you must be ready to meet the Guardians. You must be prepared to take her place.” 
Daisy rested her hand upon the obelisk. “I don’t understand why she must go through the gate, the Seal is broken and mom won’t repair it. She could do something, I think. Why doesn’t she, Dad? Why?” 
He ruffled her hair. “I think she is going to try and do something special inside the gate.” 
“She is going to hell isn’t she?” 
He nodded. “Yes, maybe.” 
“Will she die?” 
Her father sank to his knees so they were at eye level. “I don’t know the answer to that.” 
“But she might?” 
He nodded. “And so it will be up to us to guard the gate whilst she is gone. You know you’re the only one who can do this.” 
“I know,” she said her little face serious. “First we better get to the gate proper. Mother is about to step beyond and I can’t follow her steps.” 
“Wait a moment. Your mother must not know you’re here, as it will influence what she does.” 
“And no one wants her to change her mind.” Daisy smiled. “It’s all right Father, she cannot sense me here. She doesn’t concern herself with what’s in this direction anymore. She thinks only of the task ahead and she is focussed.” 
“Good girl. The only one who can be allowed to alter your mother’s mind is your mother herself.” 
Daisy nodded. “She is going through now and the Gate expects me.” 
 
 



 Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
 
 
CATHERINE LOOKED AT the gate, “are you ready to go through?” 
“As ready as I will ever be, and if it is anything like travelling to the Gate I’m not sure what state I’ll be in on the other side.” Cassie looked at the stone. “Ready.” She scrunched her eyes closed. 
“This will be a smooth transition, Cassie just like the way into the Gate.” 
“What? No sickening lurches, no acceleration followed by a sudden stop?” 
“No, it’s like all other gate travel Cassie, I promise.” 
“Okay, but I warn you it’s not at all pleasant on the other side.” 
“I appreciate the warning.” Catherine grabbed Cassie’s hand. The transition into the pit was as smooth as she expected. What she didn’t expect, was the amount of sensory information that hit her in a wall of sound and smells. Security first, she looked over her shoulder and the archway exuded a solid, clean presence. The entrance remained open, and shimmered and sparkled like sunlight on water. It was a glowing goodness in the darkness and she was grateful. 
When she took her first breath of pit air, her nose wrinkled in distaste. Wood smoke, burning oil, stale sweat, and singed hair filled her nose and her mouth along with the taste of burnt meat marinated in sewage and decay. She felt sick to her stomach. Sounds were overwhelming. Hundreds, thousands of feet shuffling along in whispered thumps, punctuated by human cries of pain. Moans of despair and screams of fear all beat at her ears. In the distance, the inhuman screech of some creature echoed, and other grunts and growls followed. 
The pit, a wide rough hole, sank deep into the ground and beyond the range of even the exceptional eyes of Aevrael and Shemshael. Hundreds of torches, placed at regular intervals, stretched out into the distant depths of the pit, fading like distant stars. The small flickering flames danced over the walls with shadowy life, and left black sooty deposits upon the dark stone walls. 
Cliffs of sheer dark rock extended the circle of the pit hundreds of yards above where they stood. Over the top an imperfect and cracked dome of black sealed them all within. Through the crack, pale moonlight filtered through to light the top of the rocks. The light was too far away to offer much in the way of illumination, and as an exit, the steep climb and distance wasn’t for the weak, or the faint hearted. 
Catherine took the lead and stepped onto a narrow rough path barely wide enough for the two of them to walk side by side. Nestled against the rock, with a sheer cliff face on one side and an impressive drop on the other, there was no place they could go when two figures stepped out of the stone and blocked their way. Garbed in black robes with deep cowls, the shapes stood deathly still, apart from the robes, which wafted on some breeze that existed nowhere else but around their robes. From the depths of each hood two spots of red glowed. At her side, Cassie tensed as she reached for the twin swords at her side. 
“Attend,” Catherine commanded. “Know me. For I’m the Keeper and Warden of this gate and I demand passage.” 
Both figures bowed to Catherine. Two voices, rusty with age, welcomed her. “Well met Keeper, your presence is accepted.” 
“Others have passed and they had no right or blessing of the Gatekeeper.” She went on. “Where are they?” 
As one, the two figures raised unseen limbs to point down into the pit. They stepped back and sank into the ground, leaving no trace of their existence. 
“Well,” Cassie said, “I’m impressed with the welcome.” 
“You should be.” Catherine glanced over the edge of the path and down into blackness. She jerked upright. “Daisy?” 
“No, Catherine.” Cassie rubbed Catherine’s arm. “She is miles away, safe and sound.” 
“You’re right, I know.” 
“You must miss her so much.” 
“I do.” Catherine shook her head to clear her thoughts. “Yes, I do and I imagine her presence everywhere.” 
“It’s understandable,” Cassie said. “You miss your daughter and this place makes you yearn for more pleasant thoughts.” 
“I just wish I could be with her.” 
“Are you all right to continue? We could go out, check on Daisy and then come back if you are afraid for her safety.” 
“No, I’m okay. Let’s continue.” Catherine stiffened her shoulders and concentrated on the task in hand. “It’s a bit stinky down here isn’t it?” She sniffed the air. “Noisy, too. Is the underworld always like this? My memories say little at the moment. Is everywhere the same?” 
“In my experience, the smells are the worst, although the sounds can be quite bad, too.” 
Catherine pointed to a familiar configuration of Greek columns like they had seen around the seal, but the columns no longer pointed upwards, instead they pointed out from the side of a sheer cliff. “That’s the gate they went through. You can see that there is a fall to welcome you.” 
“Good. Exactly what they deserved,” Cassie said. 
“See those black gashes in the dark rock?” 
“Yes.” 
“Those are caverns. Lots of caverns and you’ll see even more as we go down. Some gates go directly to some of them, but no one ever choses to follow those paths.” 
“Why? What’s in there?” 
“Nightmares and horrors, everything you are afraid of, you’ll find it there.” 
The narrow path angled down and slid into a wide ledge that swept around the pit wall. From where they stood, the dominant path corkscrewed down and into the depths. It wasn’t all that simple, however. Some paths angled back up and down again, steps up and down, swirling staircases and dead straight ladders cut through huge loops of the ledge. 
“It all goes up and down like some demented game of snakes and ladders.” 
“That’s the simple part, but here there are times when things we take for granted are not so straightforward. Even gravity on the path can be a little varied, so up and down are not always up and down, left takes you right and on a bad day left will take you back.” 
“It’s a nightmare,” Cassie said. “How do you get anywhere?” 
Catherine shrugged. “Gatekeepers know where to go. Or rather they know how to go.” 
“And what about the Dark mages do they also know how and where to go?” 
“Not without help.” 
“Help? Doesn’t that suggest we are not dealing with mages here?” 
“Absolutely right.” Catherine clapped her hands with glee. 
Now they were on the ledge proper, Catherine’s vision seemed to improve, but seeing things better wasn’t a good thing. The ledge was a good fifteen feet wide, and filled with people. Hundreds, thousands of naked people shambled and shuffled along the ledge as it veered round and down the pit. These lost souls taking endless and eternal steps, radiated wretchedness. 
A terrifying scream filled the air and Catherine watched as a smudge of white hurtled through the crack in the dome and tumbled down into the pit. A loud screeching accompanied the scream and a black beast launched from the cliff face, plucked the falling person out of the air and threw it into a cavern. 
“Poor thing,” Catherine said. 
“It is judgment time, Catherine. Most people here deserve it.” 
“That’s a rather harsh assessment, Cassie.” 
“I don’t think so, but here is not hell.” 
For a moment nothing happened and the sound of stone grinding against stone echoed around the pit as a black chute extended from the wall. Screaming resumed as someone rolled out of the end of the black rocky slide, and flew into the middle of the pit. Another black beast plucked the falling man from the air and threw him onto the ledge not too far from where they stood. An old woman, bent and gnarled with age, stooped over and helped the man to his feet. She smiled at him, a big smile through her wrinkled skin and broken teeth. Instead of thanking her for the kindness he swore, his face red with rage, his eyes dead with frustration, and he pushed her away with such force she fell over. She continued to smile, a beautiful warming smile, and at her heart, a pulse of bright light filled her to bursting. Age fell from her shoulders until the crone disappeared and she became a younger woman with the strength and vitality to stand tall and upright. A beam of light shone on her shoulders, lifted her from the ledge and carried her away, up and through the crack in the dome. A moment later she was gone from sight. No one else in the area appeared to notice the event. 
“See there is always hope.” Catherine brushed a tear from her eye. 
“Yes, but how about him?” Cassie pointed ahead. 
A cowled figure, much like the ones who granted them passage, slunk out of the rocky wall, skeletal hands reached out, grabbed him and threw him over the edge. He caromed off the rocky sides of the pit, bounced against the ledges, coming to rest several layers lower. “One step forward for her and one big step back for him.” Catherine sighed. 
“He made his choice and now he must pay the price.” Cassie shrugged. 
“We must all pay the price of the decisions we make.” Catherine strode past the slow shuffling despondent and hopeless figures. Some spirits didn’t even have the energy to move. They slumped against the walls and radiated woe and misery. “Wake up, move on up,” Catherine shouted, but to no avail. 
“We don’t have time for this, we need to move and catch the mages before they do real damage,” Cassie said. 
“Yes, but what about these poor souls?” 
“You can do nothing for them. They made their own choices and one day hopefully they will make better ones, like that woman did.” 
Catherine, full of sadness, regarded Cassie. “You’re right.” 
“It doesn’t matter about right, it is what it is and we don’t have time to change things.” 
Catherine shook her head. 
“Right, so where do we go next?” 
“There.” Catherine pointed toward a waterspout gushing dirty oily water across the ledge. The water seeped over the edge and dropped, on the ledges below. “Somewhere near the spout there are steps, I know they go down. That’s where we need to go.” 
“And when do you need me to start hitting things?” 
“Are you reading my mind?” 
Cassie thought for a moment. “I don’t think so. But, I do seem to be particularly aware of your emotions. When you mentioned the steps, your fear and uncertainty radiated more strongly.” 
Catherine nodded. “I think this place exaggerates everything out of all reasonable proportion.” 
“How much I love you could never be exaggerated by other forces. You know that don’t you?” 
“Of course I do, sweetheart, it’s just that this is probably not the best place to start talking about love.” She placed her palm in the centre of Cassie’s chest. “I know the beat of that heart as well as my own, and I know it to be true.” 
 
 



 Chapter Thirty 
 
 
 
IF IT HADN’T been for the spout, or the dark stain of water trickling down the walls and across the ledge, Catherine might never have been able to find the place she sought. It seemed so far away and no matter how far they trudged, they never seemed to get any closer. She despaired of ever getting anywhere near. 
“Close your eyes,” Catherine said and spun about. When they faced the right direction, they were mere yards away. Even though she had expected it, it was still confusing. “Have you seen how far we have come?” 
“No need to, I know it’s not what you imagined. Space and time are different here,” Cassie said. “It makes it easy to lose yourself, and it’s a design feature, it makes visitors more susceptible to the despair here. It affects everyone, even Keepers like you.” 
“It’s a feature of this place I’ll never get used to. No matter what I know it still doesn’t make sense.” Catherine faced the wet wall and watched the liquid ooze over the rock. The spout was larger than it had appeared from the distance. The feature she sought wasn’t as easy to find as she had expected. They had to walk beyond the water and flip around every few moments to view the rock in different ways. 
The fissure, hidden in folds of rough rock was no more than a slash of black hidden within the shadows. “Here we are. We go this way, into the rock.” 
“Are you sure? It looks very narrow, which means I will be limited in what I can do with a sword,” Cassie said. 
“No one uses the passage. Look at the ground, granules of sand and yet there are no prints.” Catherine pointed at the dusty space. 
“Should I be concerned about that?” 
“No. I don’t think so.” 
“That’s not reassuring.” Cassie drew both blades from their scabbards. “I’d better go first. In case there is trouble.” 
“No need.” Catherine stepped into the fissure. 
The path inside the rough rock was so narrow there was just enough floor space to place a foot, and even less for the shoulders. Catherine’s eyes blazed their white light, but even the light didn’t make their passage through the stone any easier. 
Silver light glittered from the damp walls and underfoot the wet stone was so slippery Cassie sheathed both blades so that she could use her hands to keep her balance. 
The space was quiet, too. Inside the fissure the screams and the sound of shuffling feet faded into irrelevance. The smells of sweat and burning were muted by the scent of damp and ages gone. “Nearly there,” Catherine whispered. “Of course, time and distance can be somewhat deceiving here, but I think we’re close.” She veered to the left following the fissure, which opened up into a slightly wider and taller passage. Broad shallow steps, hewn from the rock, stretched into the dark and followed a loose spiral downward that disgorged them into a large unlit chamber. 
The room was not empty. Seven figures stood on the outside edge of the chamber. 
Catherine started at the sight of them, but they were so still she wondered if they were statues. The figures stood at least seven feet tall, and like the grim reapers of myth, they wore hooded robes and were armed with the oversized stereotypical scythes of nightmare and lore. 
“Statues here? I don’t think so.” In the darkness, Cassie’s eyes brightened to a controlled glow. “Here we go.” She reached for a sword. 
Catherine put a hand on Cassie’s arm. “Fighting is not necessary.” 
“Are you sure?” 
Catherine stepped into the centre of the chamber. “I’m the Gatekeeper,” she announced. “See me.” 
“Catherine?” Cassie asked. 
As one, the statues bowed to Catherine. “Guardian,” they murmured with old, gravelly voices made hoarse from lack of use. 
“I see you,” she acknowledged. 
The figures stood back and resumed their stance. 
Cassie reached out and touched the edge of a robe. “It’s iron, not material, cold, damp metal, and a little gritty from rust.” She rubbed the brownish red grit between her fingers. “No life?” 
“No. No life.” Catherine exited the chamber onto an open ledge much like the one above, but this one was more of an incline. In addition, stubby pillars topped with gargoyles lined the open side. “Oh look at these carvings.” Catherine pointed. “They are so life-like.” The nearest figure turned in her direction, and black, depthless eyes stared at her. Catherine froze under the glare of those heartless eyes. Fear took the strength from her legs and she wished she could sit against the wall and wait for everything scary to go away. A thin membrane slid over the creature’s eye and its power diminished as it blinked and swivelled away. Dismissed, normality resumed, insofar as anything could be normal here. 
Catherine shuddered. “Now I know why these people avoid the edges. I should have known what they were the moment I saw them.” 
“Indeed,” a voice behind her sounded. 
Both women swivelled around and Cassie drew her short swords. 
He stood in the middle of the path, calm and unperturbed. Taller even than Cassie, he folded his arms across his broad naked chest and his tight breeches accentuated the muscularity of his legs. Long, dark brown hair pooled over his shoulders. Large dark eyes stared at them with unabashed curiosity. Feathery wings protruded from his back, black with distinctive red markings along the edges. 
“I know you.” Cassie stepped in front of Catherine. 
“There is no need for swords,” the words dripped like honey from his mouth. 
“With you, there is always a need for swords,” Cassie said. 
He waved his arms and a trio of chairs and a table set with delicious foods appeared. The aroma of cooked meats and fresh baked bread filled the air and even the lost ones stopped to stare. A dozen gargoyles jumped from their perches and snapped at the lost ones until they moved on. 
Catherine felt sorry for them, because even she could not help but lick her lips at such a tasty and aromatic spread. 
“Please sit, you must be hungry. Let us discuss this in a civilised fashion.” 
“No!” Cassie said. “If we so much as take a bite of your food we will never leave.” 
“Very well.” The table, but not the chairs, disappeared. “I’d expect no less from the seed of Aevrael.” He focussed on Catherine. “Well Gatekeeper, last in the line of Shemshael, well almost the last, but your daughter is such a little thing. Not yet a woman and already sworn in and accepted as a Gatekeeper. That tells me how much faith they put in you and your survival.” He sat down and gestured toward the two remaining seats. 
Catherine took a seat. “My daughter is none of your concern.” She tried to remain calm. She took a breath. With Cassie’s reassuring hand upon her shoulder she could do this. 
“Let’s see,” Catherine started. “I should trust your words because honesty is your middle name? Lord of Lies, I think suits you better. Lord of so many names I’m not sure you remember who you are, but I can’t see honesty in there. Shall I name you The Devil, Ba’al-zebub, Shaytan, Lord of Lies, Father of Destruction, or perhaps here I name you Azazel, First of your House and bringer of destruction?” 
“First and only member of my house, I might point out, and yet the names do me great disservice, even the one you use is not my name. I have so many names I lose track of them, but Azazel will suffice. When Our Father cast me down, it wasn’t as a Fallen, I was chosen. Chosen to take the blame for all ills, all the failures in the world, everything. I’m the scapegoat and for this great service to My Father I’m to be denied my own house. Do you feel sorry for me?” 
“No,” Catherine answered. 
“That’s a bit harsh, Catherine. Even those who should call me brother have forsaken me, even though they know the duty laid at my door is hardest of all.” His smile appeared rueful. “He gave me this domain to rule, not for my benefit, but for yours, even if your world holds me with so little regard.” 
“Do you blame us?” Catherine asked. “For the world is most often threatened by those of your House, Azazel not by mine or the House Aevrael.” 
“And can you blame us for wanting a taste of your world? It is so beautiful and grants you so much fortune. And here we are granted nothing.” 
“Many of your kind have been to my world and failed to uphold the beauty and fortune you say you revere. That is why they are here and we are there.” 
Azazel stood up and stared over the edge of the pit, his wings folded against his back. “Maybe, but it’s not the whole story now is it? You’ve forgotten our duty. Is it not unfair to be victimised by so much duty?” 
“What duty do you mean?” 
“My duty and the wishes of Our Father, must be made clear.” He smiled and stared at Catherine. “I’m the master of my domain and it is my duty to keep it from enveloping your world.” 
“This is not your domain to rule and command, nor is it mine. This instance, this pit, is ours to oversee, no more.” 
“Perhaps, but at the bottom of this pit lies the gate to my realm and beyond, the seven domains of my realm, each one contained by seven seals. Seven times seven are the number of the seals,” his voice faded. 
“I understand.” 
“And if the seal to my realm is undone the others may also be undone. Should that happen certain Lords, those who rule each domain, might decide to rise up and go visit your place.” He paused, seemed reluctant to speak. “There are those who wish to take your domain and make it their own and if they mastered the seals they would be one step closer to controlling all of creation. Our Father would not wish for what is mine to be so close to what is his. It must stop.” 
“Then stop it,” Catherine said. 
He looked pained. “I can control my realm, but here I cannot intervene. Not when the threat comes from your domain.” He pointed down inside the pit and two torches flared against the wall to illuminate the mages. “They will take the Seal, the Lords will align themselves with each other and all hell will break loose.” 
“You wish me to intervene?” 
“You can.” He smiled. “It is within your power to do this.” 
“Don’t listen Catherine, it is all bullshit,” Cassie interrupted. “No matter what he says there is a catch, there is always a catch.” 
“You are most hurtful,” he said. “But you are also most correct.” 
“And so the catch would be what exactly?” 
He sat back on one of the chairs and stroked his chin. “In front of the Seal there is a Guardian and so for you to do your job in light of this problem, you need to kill the Guardian and take control of the Seal before they, the group led by the Necromancer, get there. If they take the Guardian they will collapse the Seal and the rest will follow.” 
“I’m not sure we are here to ensure your continued Lordship,” Cassie said. 
“This is true, but you have a job to do and today, your duty and mine are in agreement which creates a bit of a dilemma. I must offer assistance, and grant you a great boon in order to ensure my own victory. A balance must be made, a balance is always made, and so I must, with some reluctance, bring to you great harm.” Before either could react, he picked Catherine up in his arms and launched himself into the centre of the pit. 
“You don’t have wings do you Shemshael?” Azazel said to Catherine. 
“You know I don’t.” 
“Forgive me,” he said in her ear. “But she has.” He let Catherine go. 
She plummeted into the pit her scream echoing from every surface. Even the lost ones stopped their pitiful tromping to turn and watch. 
“You bastard,” Catherine yelled as she watched him alight atop one of the pillars. 
“Tell your Shield to fly,” he shouted, and his words echoed through the pit. “Else you will make a dent in the last Seal and I’m not sure if it’s designed to withstand a Shemshael at terminal velocity.” 
“But I don’t have wings,” Cassie shouted in reply. “Ah, never mind. Catherine I’m coming.” Cassie ran to the edge and leaped into the abyss. 
 
 
“DAMN! BLOODY HOTHEAD, typical Aevrael, they are all the damned same.” He raised his hands to his mouth and yelled, “Remember what you are Aevrael. Be all you can.” His voice echoed around the pit, even over Catherine’s scream. He closed his eyes, his brow furrowed in concentration. He felt perspiration drip from the underside of his jaw. 
Beside him the air shimmered and rippled like water. 
“You did well, my son,” a voice spoke, and the air flowed in time with each syllable. 
“We will see,” Azazel said through gritted teeth. 
“I don’t wish to concern you but you cannot control time and space so easily here.” 
“Tell me something I don’t know.” His face felt clammy and hot. Now he felt beads of sweat trickle over his back and into the top of his breeches. “I need to give Cassandra time to be.” 
“It’s not working son. Not working at all. Her feelings for her Gatekeeper are too strong. She is not thinking properly. I don’t think she knows her own self yet.” 
“Damn, damn and damn.” Azazel dove into the pit. 
 
 



 Chapter Thirty-one 
 
 
 
“BETRAYER!” CATHERINE SCREECHED. She fell, turning and tumbling through the air, and her scream echoed from all around. She had looked into his eyes, had seen the complexity of his soul and the untruths associated with his reputation. In the end, no matter what she had seen, or thought she had seen, he had deceived her. Now all she could see was the darkness of the pit and she knew that below was the seal behind which all of hell was confined. 
Her stomach lurched with the speed that she was tumbling into blackness, and she had no doubt she’d die here. Her soft flesh and brittle bones would not survive the impact at the bottom of the pit, and she’d split open, like an overripe fruit. All of her insides would spill upon the ground, her bones would shatter, and she’d be destroyed. Totally and absolutely, with no hope of redemption. Worst of all, she’d leave Cassie and Daisy behind and she hadn’t had a chance for a proper goodbye. 
She screamed with frustration and heard the echo of her own screams mocking her. Within that screaming echo, she thought she heard her name called over and over. Her voice froze and she listened. 
“Catherine. Catherine.” She knew the voice even as her eyes caught sight of Cassie. So much distance between them and yet the horror upon Cassie’s beautiful face seemed obvious. Their eyes met. Cassie’s eyes softened and became a warm amber, the colour of their kisses, of their loving, the colour of her giving herself. 
“No Cassie, no.” Catherine watched Cassie, arms outstretched and her whole body streamlined, diving through the air toward her. 
“Catherine.” Cassie’s skin grew golden, like the sun. “I’m coming, don’t leave me.” 
“No, Cassie,” Catherine cried out once more. Dying was one thing, but what she didn’t wish was for Cassie to make such a sacrifice. She didn’t want her to die. 
Silver uncoiled in her gut, made her eyes blaze and her skin glowed with the cool burning of pure and unrestrained Shemshael. Silver grew molten and she reached out with glowing fingers toward Cassie’s golden hand as though she could control Cassie’s flight by will alone. Fingers brushed against fingers and held on. It was as it always should be, sun and moon, together. 
From a distant perch, high up on the cliffs above, two smudges of black launched from the rock and fell headlong into the heart of the pit. Swooping in, talons sharp enough to rend flesh from bone extended and curled about Catherine’s and Cassie’s upper arms. Catherine felt the iron claw tips pierce her skin and hold her in a crushing and inescapable grip. The creature swung her and Cassie through the air like sacks of flour and dumped them none too delicately upon the nearest ledge. 
Naked figures scattered and pressed themselves against the walls. Tall, short, fat, thin, the young and the ancient, each one curled up to make themselves as small as they could. Big fearful eyes glared at them and the two beasts squawked their raucous calls at the humans before them. Then they turned to Catherine and Cassie, bowed in a strange and gangly way to Catherine and then they jumped back into the air, pumped their powerful wings, and they flew off. 
“What the hell!” Cassie scratched her head. 
“I think those pit beasts just saved us.” She averted her eyes from Cassie and let new information seep into her mind. “I think I might have called them.” 
“Called them? Did you call them because you’re the Gatekeeper?” 
“I don’t know.” Catherine buried herself against Cassie. 
“It’s all right. We’re all right.” Cassie hugged Catherine. 
“Are you hurt?” Catherine drew back, and as they parted she saw trails of silver dancing over Cassie’s skin. 
“I’ve had much worse. How are you?” 
“I’m fine, but you, you threw yourself over the edge didn’t you? Are you always going to sacrifice yourself to save me?” 
“Yes.” 
“That’s downright stupid, Cassie.” 
Cassie held Catherine's hands in hers. “I’d do absolutely everything in my power to save you. There is no price I’d not pay, even death.” 
“Cassie.” 
“I could not live with myself if I didn’t do everything I could to save you. It would be better to die trying than live with the guilt and the loss if I let anything happen to you.” 
Catherine frowned. “Stupid.” But her heart melted nonetheless. “And have you thought about how I might feel? Perhaps I don’t want to be the survivor of your knight’s sacrifices?” 
“You will prevail, Shemshael, you must prevail. You’ve a daughter to protect and she must be your priority. You would find another Shield, one would come.” Cassie paused. “Perhaps you would even find another to love.” 
Catherine thumped Cassie on the arm. “Will you stop being so maudlin? I can only bond to one Shield, Cassie.” She hugged Cassie. “You were right to tell me not to trust.” 
“It’s obvious if you think about it. Well, it is if you have been to the places I have been.” 
“Better to know the betrayal sooner, rather than later, we must trust to ourselves only.” 
“Keeper, do we take the seal at the bottom?” 
“No.” Catherine shook her head. “That’s what he wants and it will be the last thing I do for him.” Yet at the same time, she could not help but recall the man inside, and whatever he said or did, he did it for a reason. She might not understand the reason, yet, but she was sure she would, at some point. 
“I’d think the same,” Cassie said. “What is your will?” 
Catherine pointed a way back up the path. “The Necromancers are there. We are ahead, so all we have to do is wait for them to come to us. I’m sure once we have dealt with them then we can seek advice about what we must do next. Our actions will be made from informed decisions rather than this knee-jerk approach.” 
“Sounds like a plan. We can let our injuries from the pit beasts heal then,” Cassie said. 
“Look Cassie, look at this.” Catherine opened her shirt so that Cassie could see the gouges the talons had made in her arms. As they watched, the wounds closed, formed bruises and scars, but even the scars thinned and started to fade. 
“Good grief Catherine. I’ve never seen healing like it.” 
“I think we’re ready for them then. Best get that big sword out, I think you’ll need it.” 
 
 



 Chapter Thirty-two 
 
 
 
CASSIE LEANED OVER the ledge and looked down into the pit. She still couldn’t see the bottom, and when she looked upward the spiralling ledge disappeared into the darkness. There were fewer torches here, but it was warm and humid. For once she was glad that she didn’t have much armour on. The darkness, ever present, whispered words of despair and the few lost souls they saw shuffled by and ignored them. 
“Can you see them yet? How many are they?” Catherine asked. 
“I think I see six.” 
“Six? I only sensed three on the way in.” 
“Maybe the others found an alternative way in, or they belong here? There are definitely two of the goon types.” She stopped, but Catherine waved her on. “I wonder if they are the same thugs who threatened Mrs. Morgan, if they are I owe them one.” 
“What else can you see?” 
“The goons are slouching over, lumbering, must be the weight of the armour they are wearing, but I can’t see them that well yet.” 
“And not the swagger you expected?” 
“Not at all, they have this kind of bow-legged rolling gait, it looks odd, unnatural, all angles and jerky limbs. They’re not human.” Cassie squinted her golden eyes to focus her view. “Damn this place, it is so hard to see sometimes.” 
“They are human, but if those arms reach any lower they’ll be waddling on their knuckles. Armour it is, are you okay?” 
“Sure. I’m more concerned about what magic the mages or the Necromancer might have.” 
“Depends on how powerful they are, and what aid they are able to summon. I doubt they will engage you in combat and I think they will be careful how they use their magic. It does not always work well here. Only natural abilities are reliable.” 
Catherine dragged her fingertips across the bare rock wall. 
“What are you doing?” Cassie watched Catherine’s hand on the rocks. 
“Deadness pulls at my life and essence.” Catherine’s skin glowed. Brighter and brighter. “The dead rock calls to me and the more it calls the brighter I glow.” The path lay bathed in the light of the moon. “This rock is lifeless, but I can read the stone. It wasn’t easy. So many souls, soul upon soul etched upon the rock, and each one filled with so much pain and suffering it drains me. I can’t see a damned thing.” She scowled. “Ah, I think they can shield from me. This is my domain and I can read nothing of them.” 
“Doesn’t matter, we will wait.” Cassie unslung her two handed sword and rested it against the wall, then drew her twin short swords and grinned. “Or we can go fetch them.” 
Catherine strapped her knives to her side and pulled out her gun. As she checked it was ready for use, Azazel landed upon the ledge. 
“Oh that peashooter won’t do much good here sweetheart.” He smirked. “Use those sharp things hanging from your belt. Or hit them with something blunt and heavy, like the Aevrael.” 
“As if I’d believe anything you might say.” She held on to her gun. 
“You should, you know. I’m your friend here, and we are pretty rare.” 
“Liar. You tried to kill me and there is nothing you will say that’ll make me believe you ever again.” 
He put his hands to his chest. “Oh, I’m so hurt. Cut to the quick, I am.” 
Cassie snorted. 
“Think on this, Shemshael and Aevrael. You’re neither of you dead. You’re ahead of the ones you sought and you’ve time to prepare. Beware. Things are not always as they seem and then again sometimes they are.” 
“Right,” Catherine answered. “It’s about trust, Azazel and I don’t trust you and your fancy words at all.” 
“Good.” He fell backwards and a moment later, flew straight up, his wings powering him into the dark. 
“Never mind him,” Cassie said. “He’s playing games with us.” 
“Let's go kill us some Necromancers, shall we?” Catherine growled. 
“Isn’t that my line?” 
Catherine grimaced. “Not anymore.” 
They stood shoulder to shoulder, glowing silver and gold and merging together in a ball of light. They were ready. 
 
 
THE GROUP SEEMED to take forever to approach, but Cassie wasn’t sure whether they were slow, or whether time was playing its hellish tricks. She didn’t move from her place. Legs apart, weapons in hand, she would not waste her energy going to them. She watched every step as they approached, two lumbering fighters at the front, the unarmoured ones at the rear. They stopped when they were no more than a hundred paces from where Cassie and Catherine stood, give or take, and the two at the front of the little group of Darklings parted and a mage stepped between them. Glowing red eyes lit the ground, but the face remained hidden in the deep shadows of the hood. “Ah, Aevrael,” the hooded one said. 
The voice sounded familiar to Cassie. “You!” 
“We meet again,” the Necromancer said. 
“You two have met?” Catherine asked. “And when was this?” 
“Ah, Catherine, you should remember it well,” the Necromancer said. “The last time we met you tried to shoot me. How mean of you.” 
“And you still fail to introduce yourself,” Cassie said. 
“Introductions would be pointless, but I must say you are in remarkably fine mettle considering. I was under the impression you were at death’s door.” 
“As you can see, the rumours of my near demise are much exaggerated.” Cassie stood tall. 
The Necromancer laughed. “Never mind, let’s see how you fare at the hands of a pair of real fighters.” The two figures at the front of the pack strode forward in their peculiar fashion. 
Cassie took a single step forward to meet them. Casual and non-threatening on the outside, on the inside she was anything but. She held her muscles taut and exercised self-control so as to not race at the group and slice her way through them. Instead, she watched every lumbering, knuckle lumping step they took. 
They were armoured, but armoured in something not at all normal. Designed by an imagination fuelled by some dubious psychotropic substance, it was an impressive and fantastical arrangement of carapace and spines. These were creatures of nightmares. Underneath the armour, each beastly fighter appeared more two legged mutant beetle than human. Atop the whole lot, the shiny helm domed over their head and part way along their back. Dull, black eyes stared out from the depths. The chest piece gleamed. Rough inch high spikes protruded from the chest. Smaller ones wrapped around the sides and drew the whole lot together around the body of the wearer. Smaller, but similar plates, more spikes and rough ridges, formed the plates that covered their thighs, arms, shins and groin. If the armour wasn’t scary enough, they finished the ensemble with large metal mauls. The head of each one, at least a foot square, was covered in more spikes and glowed with arcane ornamentation. With such weapons, one blow would finish off most opponents, including one unarmoured Aevrael. 
Cassie’s two short swords were tiny in comparison with what they carried. “I see,” she yelled. “You’re gonna run me over with the two tractors? I’d say how subtle, even for you, but I think your style is way over the top.” 
“We shall see,” the Necromancer said. 
“You have two armoured beasts, with monstrous weapons and enhanced strength I expect. True beasts.” Cassie laughed. “Let’s see how brute strength fares against my skill and speed. If anything I like these odds.” 
“Impressive are they not?” Her red-eyed nemesis asked. 
Cassie focussed all of her attention on the fighters. 
“Oh come now, you ought to be impressed, they are amazing. Watch this.” At this the armour moved, not the wearers, the armour itself. Claws, folded under the side of the body lifted up and clacked the air. Ridges, lifted and hardened. Thin spines lifted from the edge of armour, moved about and swivelled in her direction. No wonder the fighters walked funny, Cassie thought, they would spike themselves if they weren’t careful. She altered her stance a little as she adapted to the changing information, she didn’t want to skewer herself on the horned armour. 
Catherine opened fire with three shots in quick succession. The fighters didn’t even register the bullets as they sped towards them. They didn’t need to, the bullets never struck. The dark mage brushed them aside with a wave of the hand. 
“Oh, tut tut. What are you trying to tell me? I know. You don’t like me? I’m so hurt.” 
“I think you’re right.” 
“And yet you can’t seem to harm me at all. That tells me I’m still the most powerful here. So please, Aevrael, please continue the fighting, I find this amusing. And we’ll let the Shemshael watch because I don’t think she is capable of anything physical. Do you?” 
Cassie would not allow herself to be drawn. Instead, she kept her eye on the fighters and their living armour. She had four to fight, the living armour and the people inside. “This is a challenge.” 
“Be careful,” Catherine called at her rear as they prepared to close in for combat. 
Cassie ducked. A dozen or so quills flew over her head and wrong footed, the two men were upon her. As anticipated the huge hammers were slow to move. Cassie ducked inside their swing range and sliced and thrust in a precise and controlled fashion left and right. All four moves were successful. A piercing strike inside the arm and deep cuts to the abdomen, but they were neither deep enough nor damaging enough to have much impact and the men carried on. She stepped back, as two hammers swung in her direction. Both missed, but she noticed spines moving in her direction. Unable to duck or step out of the way she barely had time to deflect some of them. The rest hit. 
Sharp pain, like fire, lanced along her left arm and blackness seeped inside her. Poison. 
“Damn.” She pulled the spines from her arm, but it was too late. The poison was inside her body and her arm stiffened. She dropped all of the quills onto the floor, except one and even with her blades in hand, managed to tuck it into the pouch on her belt. 
Behind her, the essence of Shemshael grew, like a wall of blazing fire at her back and the fire enveloped her in cool comfort. The pain vanished, and eased to nothing. She smiled as she shrugged her shoulders, no pain and no loss of movement either, she was as good as new. The brutes did not allow her to revel in Catherine’s healing ability. They came at her like a wall of thumping hammer blows and flying quills. She responded with her own wall of swirling blades, and let them come to her. It was easy to duck the full force of the monstrous mauls, but she couldn’t avoid all of the damage. Two glancing blows to her side should have broken her ribs, but even before the damage incapacitated her, warmth and coolness, whichever she needed, filled and healed her. A sense of invulnerability filled Cassie with confidence and swagger, enough that she concentrated on killing the beasts rather than surviving their attacks. 
Two precise thrusts in unprotected areas and the men were down, despite better armour and heavier weapons they were no match for her skill and speed. Death, when it came, had a corrosive touch and the men sizzled into puddles of black goo, then seeped into the rock. The armour however, was far from dead. The moment the men died the armour crawled from the spluttering remains and began to reform. With Aevrael strength, Cassie gripped the armour and with a roar of defiance threw both sets into the pit. 
“Well done, but before you think you’ve won, it is time now to introduce you to my special friend. Special because he bears the power of the Fiery Pit, a powerful domain I’m sure you’ll agree. I suggest you get on your knees and beg now.” 
“No,” Cassie answered. 
One of the robed figures grew taller and taller until mere material could no long contain him. The creature stood at least seven feet tall. With its horned head cocked to one side the creature regarded Cassie with fiery, hateful eyes. His skin like molten rock swept over his body. He lifted his huge two-handed great sword and rested the blade upon his shoulder. He didn’t speak. 
The mage could not remain silent. “I cannot give you his name for fear your Shemshael witch might have more powers than I know. Still, he will be happy to destroy you both.” 
Cassie dropped her short swords and reached for the two-handed blade resting against the wall. “I don’t think I can permit you to do that.” She drew the blade from its sheath. The blade came out of its sheath with a whoosh and she stepped into position. 
The mage clapped. “Oh, this will be so easy now. Disposing of the other Shemshael, the father to this one, was easy, and I have not yet met an Aevrael I could not best either. My will shall triumph.” 
“Yeah, right. You do like to talk. Or is it gloat? I suppose someone has to care about what you’ve achieved, right? And these pit scum have no respect.” 
The mage produced a few vials from inside its voluminous robe. “This is how I broke the seals. Shemshael blood will break anything and soon I will have all the blood I need to break each and every one of the seals.” 
“Bastard,” Cassie howled. 
“Bitch,” Catherine snarled from the rear. 
“Ah, Gatekeeper, so you are capable of speech. I thought you were too weary. Having trouble standing are we?” 
Cassie spun about to face Catherine. She had shrunk in on herself, as though she could not maintain the energy of her own body. Cassie suffered the first stirring of fear. “Catherine what’s wrong?” 
“She’s exhausted. Dear Aevrael, you’re so easy to hit and she is obliged, forced by her heart, and the bond between you, to be the one who heals you. She gives her life to keep you alive.” 
“What are you talking about?” Cassie wheeled to face the mage. 
“This is the price she pays to have you as a bonded Shield. Without her you would be dead from any one of your injuries, or the poison. It is fitting that her diminishment should be to help you. And now you will die and I will take the Gatekeeper for my own and there is nothing you or your filthy kind can do about it.” Laughter filled the air, but there was no humour in the sound. “Go get ’em.” 
The fiery man growled and for a moment he scorned the mage’s control, but after a few hissed words, he strode in Cassie’s direction and she no longer had the time to take care of Catherine. They observed each other. He swung his huge sword in a whistling arc toward her torso. Cassie twisted away, but his reach was greater than hers. She had no more time to ponder his ability, it was blade against blade, the clashing ring of metals echoed through the pit. It was a close match for a few minutes, but it was soon apparent she was tiring and he wasn’t. He was fresh and she had already fought. 
The mage crowed about her performance, baiting her. “Normal metal is it Shield? Could you only manage a few arcane blessings? You are not good enough sweetie, not against my Duke.” 
Cassie growled. 
“Tired are we? Perhaps the Keeper is not so powerful any more. Such a shame. Please die soon, I don’t want the Shemshael to die before we can harvest her blood.” 
Cassie retreated a few steps, and was horrified to see Catherine on her knees panting. “Catherine!” 
“I’m sorry.” Catherine pulled four quills from her body and threw them to the ground. “I couldn’t heal them all...I’m...Done.” 
Cassie rushed to Catherine’s side, paying no mind to the great beast at her rear. Catherine was more important. She was shocked to see Catherine so pale and fragile. Her breathing was shallow and so uneven Cassie feared she’d soon stop. “No, Catherine. No. Hold on my love.” 
“Too late, Shield,” the mage said. “Game over, I think.” 
Cassie howled her rage. The sound filled every nook and cranny of the abyss and everyone and everything heard her pain. Be all you can be, she heard in her mind, but she paid it no heed. In her belly fire ignited. Rage cleared her mind of all things rational. Be all you can be. Fury filled her veins until she knew nothing but fire. “I will kill you all,” she roared so loud the rock itself shivered. “And you know I can.” 
The Duke marched toward her, and then stopped, inches from the point of Cassie’s blade. He stopped because the easy victory was no longer certain, and Cassandra Aevrael was no longer a mere woman. She glowed with the brightness of the morning sun, and her vengeful radiance enveloped everything. Even her blade became a sunbeam and it dripped sunlight like globules of acid. 
He swung his blade at her, but she didn’t move, she leaned out of the way and metal whooshed over her. Pain scoured her back, but she ignored it, pain was mere fuel for her already blazing rage. “I will kill you all.” She swung at the monster who rose in front of her. She screamed as her skin tore open and glowing sunlit wings burst from her back. Fiery sparks spattered all around, turning all that could be burned, to ashes. Cassie didn’t notice, but her nemesis did and so did the Duke. Fortune had changed and the Shield had become what they feared the most. 
The pure wrath of an avenging angel powered her strike at the Duke. He raised his blade and metal clanged against metal, but she swiped away his blade. She swung again and with such speed and ferocity fending her off was all he could do. Clang! Again and again, faster and stronger and with such fury. Her attack didn’t diminish, but instead each strike seemed to ignite her wrath even more. 
She attacked and sliced through his defences and when she expected resistance to her blows, there was none. She grinned as her blade came to rest in his chest and he burst open with the brilliance of an exploding sun. For a moment the whole of the cavern, from top to bottom lit up with the brightness of day and lost souls everywhere smiled with the reminder of what it was to feel the warmth of the sun upon the skin. 
As the solar power faded, what remained of the Duke was no more than a puddle of cooling lava. 
Cassie confronted the three mages, her face grim and threatening. “Now it is your turn to die. First you will reveal who you are so I may eradicate your entire lineage from the planet.” 
“Cassandra,” Azazel called as he landed on the ledge to the rear of the three remaining figures. “Leave them to me.” 
“You! I will have my vengeance on them, and I will have it now.” 
“Listen, Catherine needs you. Calm yourself, or she will die.” 
“They must die.” She glared at him. “This is all of your doing.” 
He didn't deny her assertion. Instead he raised his hands in surrender and walked to the three. He grabbed the cowl of the middle figure and drew the hood back. “I give you your Necromancer.” He said with a flourish. 
She was stunningly beautiful, with coffee coloured skin and dark brown eyes that flashed and shone red. “Michelle Cope.” He announced. “And now she is mine.” 
“Michelle...The flower woman?” 
The Necromancer laughed. “Surprise!” 
“Ralf’s wife?” Her rage began to boil. 
“Oh please, that love struck half-wit hasn’t got a clue. Pillow talk has been highly instructional though, so it wasn’t wasted time.” 
Cassie, shocked, could say nothing. 
“So, my sun, I see your moon is waning. Think on this when you seek vengeance. You are Sun and Moon, but I am the eternal darkness and I never die. I have been here since time began and I will continue long after the light of the sun goes out. I will—” 
“Silence!” Azazel roared and his voice echoed around the pit. As he held his hand up, Michelle and the two with her froze in place. “Time to make a choice. You kill this woman, or you save your Gatekeeper. Choose wisely.” 
“Catherine,” Cassie whispered and her rage eased. She rushed to Catherine’s side and searched for a pulse. She could not find one.
 Azazel spoke, “Take her to the gate.” 
“I can’t open the gate.” 
“Take her to the gate and speak to your father.” 
“I can’t speak to him because he cannot travel through—” 
“The gate. Yes, I know,” he said. “Sing in the way you do and the gate will open. Cassie you’ve found your wings. Now, use them.” 
Cassie gathered Catherine in her arms, spread her golden wings and launched herself into the pit. She flew up in a slow spiral so as not to hurt Catherine and kept her eyes fixed upon Catherine’s face. 
The gate wasn’t open when she arrived, there was no sign of the water within, but still she sang, her voice as broken as her heart. The gate shimmered and a little girl with silver eyes stepped through. “Come, Aevrael, bring my mother now.” 
 
 



 Chapter Thirty-three 
 
 
 
CASSIE RETRACTED HER wings until they were flush against her body. Then they vanished. 
“Cassandra,” the little girl with glowing eyes said. “I must tend to my mother now. You need to put her on the ground.” 
“No.” Cassie kept her eyes fixed on Catherine’s face. Stray hairs plastered across Catherine’s forehead made her appear more vulnerable, and Cassie stared with such intensity that if her energy could be transferred by a glance Catherine would be up and moving. “I will never leave her. Not for a moment.” 
“You’re not leaving her. You will be beside me all the time. But I must heal her now.” 
“Shield,” an unknown voice said. “You must let my daughter do what she can.” 
Cassie sank to her knees and held Catherine’s limp form against her body. She could not leave Catherine’s frail and damaged body on the hard rock. She couldn’t. 
“It’s all right.” The girl placed one hand in the middle of Catherine’s chest, the other she braced on the ground. “Are you ready?” 
Cassie nodded. “Help her, please.” 
Power coursed over the little girl, her skin flashed and crackled like lightning and her eyes glowed. Not like the power she had seen in Catherine, but she was powerful for a child. Her face, so young and unblemished, grew grim as she concentrated and filled Catherine with shimmering light. 
Blackness rose to the surface of Catherine’s skin and the little Shemshael took the blackness into herself and threw the corruption to the ground. Black tinged with green, the oily poison spit and sputtered as it hit the ground. A moment later, it sank away, leaving not a trace. 
When she was done, the light went from Daisy’s eyes as the shades of the seal gathered around. She turned her tear-streaked face to Cassie. “I’ve done all I can, Shield.” 
Still Catherine didn’t move, she didn’t wake up, or show signs of improvement. 
Cassie tried not to cry, as she stared at Daisy, a small duplicate of her mother. The same eyes, the same colour hair, she even had the same shaped face. “She will prevail,” Cassie insisted. “Won’t you?” She laid a gentle kiss upon Catherine’s lips. Still Catherine didn’t stir. 
“Take my life and give it to her,” Cassie instructed Daisy. “I promised.” 
“No,” Daisy said. 
“You must,” she insisted and even in the glow of Shemshael eyes Cassie saw that tears coursed over Daisy’s cheeks. 
“I can do no more.” Daisy turned to her father. “Father. I cannot do anything. I don’t know what to do. I need The Aevrael, his skills are great.” 
Jake nodded. “He is not permitted and has no Keeper nor Guardian.” 
“I will bring him,” Daisy said, “I can claim him and give him my protection.” 
 
 
SETH, THE AEVRAEL, wasn’t happy to be brought through the gate. He peeked into the pit, surveyed the gates, the massed souls and he cussed in the old language. 
Daisy rushed him to her mother. “You need to heal her now Aevrael,” she said. “I can’t.” 
Seth frowned. Then he smiled because everything seemed better with a smile, and he ruffled Daisy’s hair. His eyes, gold at first, and then the colour shifted to midnight blue, the colour of forever. “I see,” he said. “What do we know Daisy?” 
“She is poisoned and I can’t take it away.” 
“Father,” Cassie said. “Heal her.” 
Seth knelt down. “My daughter, Cassandra, is a little impatient, isn’t she Daisy?” 
“Yes,” Daisy replied. 
“Do you know what is wrong?” Seth asked. 
“The poison, I’ve taken it out, but it still does its work.” 
“Daisy, did my daughter tell you what sort of poison it might be? And did she tell you the full circumstances?” 
“No. I didn’t know to ask. I saw poison is all.” 
“Yes, but sometimes it is important. Always be prepared. Cassandra what do you know?” 
Cassie didn’t answer. 
“Cassandra, what were you fighting?” 
She shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
“Cassandra, if you don’t know the name please describe it. You can do this.” 
So Cassie did. She told them everything about the horns, the quills, the colour of the creatures, everything she could recall. Better still, she had a quill tip in her pocket. 
“I know this one. This is a deep pit Chierusus, but I’m not sure about what to do with them.” Seth rested his hand on Cassie’s shoulder. “I’m sorry Cassandra. This is a tough one.” 
To Cassie’s ears, it sounded as though he had already abandoned Catherine as lost. “Don’t you dare give up on her,” she growled. 
“I was about to say the Chierusus is a symbiotic creature that poisons the wearer, eats at the host brain until the creature has no mind of its own. This is different, it is spine poison, but it is as bad.” 
“How bad? Can’t you use one of your ointments or something?” 
“The quill poison contains spores and when injected the victim becomes a host for an all new Chierusus. The poison is removed I think, but the spores are not.” 
“Father, this is Catherine. You can’t let her be a victim to something like this.” 
“Forgive me, but this is beyond me. I’m sorry. There is nothing anyone can do.” 
Silence befell the Gate and the silence was absolute. Until all of the gateways opened at the same time. The people who came through were of all sorts, tall, short, men, women, young, old, and skin of every colour. First came the ones with yellow eyes. White eyes, pink eyes, orange, green and even one with blue eyes. So many it was hard to know who they were. The last through was an old woman with purple eyes and a delicate lavender cast to her skin. She sat upon a litter borne by six warrior women, and everyone, without exception, bowed to her. 
“No time,” she roared. “No time at all.” She waved her arms about and the litter wavered upon the shoulders of the women holding her up. “What on the good earth are you doing standing there?” 
“Sybralline.” Seth bowed to her. “Helen.” 
She ignored him. “I said what on this good earth are you all doing?” She wiggled about on her litter. “Let me down. Let me down.” She pointed at Cassie even before her feet were on the ground. “You. Shield. You were supposed to protect her.” She pointed at Seth. “And you were supposed to prepare your daughter properly, you fool.” She stormed across the edge of the pit, pulling up her robe, muttering and mumbling. Her entourage followed on, but no one uttered a word. 
“So.” She put a bony and arthritic hand upon Cassie’s head and upon Catherine’s head. “Well. Well.” 
“Did you think to make sure all the spines were removed?” 
“Of course,” Seth answered. “But I think a tip remains embedded.” 
“Yes. True.” She smiled at Seth. “You are well for an old man, Aevrael.” 
“And you look old.” 
She laughed. “I like this look. People take me seriously.” She shrugged. “I don’t think this chitter chatter is fixing your Gatekeeper.” 
“Why are you here Helen?” 
“I am here because they are not done.” She gestured toward Catherine and Cassie. “The Keeper is unfinished.” 
“I don’t understand,” Seth answered. 
“Ask the First of the House Shemshael, he knows her work is unfinished.” 
“How can you say she is unfinished? We stopped the threat and Azazel is dealing with the mages,” Cassie said. 
“She is unfinished and it is not her time,” the Sybralline insisted. “For this we have waited and she has been interfered with. We were most explicit about what had to be done and what could not be done,” she growled at them all and from such a tiny old woman it was quite a force. “We agreed, this would be their will only.” 
“But Azazel can do what he likes?” Cassie asked. 
“Tut, tut, Little Aevrael.” The old woman waggled her finger. “Without him you would be dead. The balance between what is and what is not permitted is a delicate one. He knows this.” 
Cassie snorted. 
“Insolent pup,” she said, but there was a fondness in her voice and it was hard to take her words as real admonishment. “Do you know what he has done for you?” 
“Will you include the part where he threw Catherine into the pit and watched her fall?” 
“I know with certainty the balance is not offended, it was a necessity, to balance the fact he is keeping your Gatekeeper alive. Even I don’t know how, but he has her little heart frozen between beats.” She frowned at Cassie. “Under the circumstances a little respect for my brother is in order.” She rolled her shoulders as though getting ready for a fight. “We could do with Azazel to see what he can do. After all, it is one of his beasts that is the cause of the problem.” 
“He can’t get through the gate,” Cassie said. 
“Yes. Thank you, of that I’m well aware.” She glared at Cassie. 
“I think you will find I’m more than able to travel through these gates,” Azazel announced. “Such a simple thing and yet you think me weak and useless.” He sighed. “Once upon a time people feared me to the point of insensibility.” 
Cassie’s skin grew yellow, glowed bright gold. The wings she had retracted, burst from her back and stretched to their fullest extent. Fire danced on the ends of her hair and even her weapons grew fiery in their scabbards. “It is his beasts, worn by humans, causing this. He sets to interfere with the Gatekeeper and so must pay for this. The price is his death.” Anger made golden eyes turn to fire, her wings burst into flame and her rage bloomed. 
“Cassandra!” Sybralline bellowed in a voice more powerful than her aged frame would seem able to supply. “Control yourself. Last thing we need is some avenging lunatic on the loose.” 
Azazel turned to Cassie. “Little Aevrael, I threw you into the pit and yet you didn’t die. It makes me look rather ineffective at killing you, don’t you think? In fact, in so doing I helped you to overtake your enemies. Yet you hate me with such passion. It proves no good deed goes unpunished.” 
“What about the mages, and the Necromancers?” Cassie pushed. “Are they dead yet?” 
“Brother,” Sybralline interrupted. “Stop baiting. She is right.” 
Azazel became serious. “If I maintain her life much more the balance will shift. The Shield should give her life to The Keeper and if the Keeper is able she will complete that which she was born to do.” 
“But the poison will continue and she will die.” 
“Yes, but once this moment is past and The Keeper decides what she will do, I need not fear the balance. I can heal her.” 
“Liar! He radiates lies,” Cassie cried out. 
Sybralline nodded. “The Shield speaks true.” 
“Truth. Lies. All a matter of perspective and from my perspective, the Shield needs to give life to the Keeper,” he insisted. “My actions I must cease.” He waved his fingers and as he did so, Catherine stiffened. 
Her eyes opened and she gazed at Cassie with such obvious pain Cassie wept. Sorrow killed her rage, it dripped away until wrath no longer fuelled her and she was a woman once more. 
“Check your visions,” Azazel called out to everyone. “You’ve missed the point.” His red eyes blazed and for a brief moment became deep blue. He seemed even angrier than Cassie. “Damn you Shield, heal her before she dies.” 
 
 
CASSIE STARED AT Catherine in her arms. “I don’t know what to do,” Cassie said in a small voice. Catherine was dying and there was nothing she could do. “What do I do?” She asked. 
“Do what your heart tells you,” her father suggested. 
“Catherine,” she whispered, but Catherine's heart grew ever weaker. 
“Do it,” Azazel ordered, and for a moment, an element of panic tinged his voice. 
Catherine cried out in pain, her body contorting as spasms wracked her body and Cassie had to hold her even tighter. 
“No,” Cassie cried as felt the time between heartbeats lengthen. “No.” Silver sparkled on Catherine’s skin and began to rise into the air. 
“No! Don’t you dare die on me now Catherine Samuel.” Rage filled Cassie’s heart to overflowing. She radiated anger as she put her hand upon Catherine’s chest and bathed them in a glowing ball of sunshine. Cassie concentrated so hard on Catherine, willing her to live, she didn’t see the filaments of gold extend from her fingertips, into Catherine’s chest. She didn’t feel the energy as it flowed between them. She willed Catherine’s heart to beat and it did. Slow and weak at first, but the beat of her heart grew stronger as she filled Catherine with her golden energy. Muscles strong with Aevrael might, drained into Catherine. She didn’t stop. Bones strong with youth and vitality aged and grew brittle as the life drained from every part of her body. Still she didn’t stop, she filled Catherine and didn’t stop until Catherine took her first shuddering breath and her eyes opened. 
Gone were the grey eyes she knew so well, instead eyes, solid black with corruption viewed her without emotion. Cassie grinned and her heart lifted with relief. Corruption could be healed, and she could save Catherine. With joy in her heart she pumped so much of her own strength into Catherine the two of them sparkled gold and then silver. Exhausted, Cassie laughed, she was no healer, but in her heart, she knew nothing could defy the might and fury of the sun. She’d fill Catherine with her power and everything would be all right. It had to be. 
Catherine’s eyes became blue-black, the colour of Ascension, and Cassie knew she had failed. Her Gold dulled, diminished by doubt. She was exhausted, her skin cold, and there was nothing more she could do. 
“Is that the best you can do little Aevrael?” Azazel asked. 
She didn’t need anyone to tell her not to give up. “Catherine, please don’t go.” She whispered. 
“They call me.” Catherine said in a voice so cold, so distant it was hardly her voice at all. 
“I love you,” Cassie whispered, “don’t leave me here alone. I need you now more than ever. You are my moon and a sun without her moon is nothing at all.” 
Silence answered her. 
“Please, Catherine. Don’t leave me.” 
Catherine took a shuddering breath, her back arched and she scrunched her face so hard the skin stopped radiating her silver and turned red. When she opened her eyes they shone silver. “I hear your call,” she rasped. 
Cassie grinned, Catherine was hers again and no one could take her away. Cassie removed her energy from Catherine’s chest and withdrew a small shard of bone. Not bone, a spine, a tiny and almost insignificant little splinter. She crushed it in her fingers and it crumbled to dust. 
“Now. Daisy, my little Gatekeeper, go help your mother,” Azazel said. “Tell her she has work to do.” He jumped to the nearest open gate. “Oh, and perhaps you should do something about that exhausted Shield, I am not sure she can stand up on her own.” Then he left. 
“Don’t mind me,” Cassie whispered. “I will be fine in a few minutes. Take care of Catherine first.” She didn’t worry about her weakened state. Inside her heart burned, and the heat of her rage flooded her muscles and her whole body filled with anger. She fanned the embers of her anger with hate for Azazel and all of his kind until the strength of the sun filled her body, restoring and energising all she had used. She felt amazing, strong and invulnerable. She could keep Catherine safe with her energy for all time if necessary. 
 
 



 Chapter Thirty-four 
 
 
 
DISORIENTATED AND UNSTEADY, Catherine rose to her feet with Cassie’s help. “So many people,” she said. 
“They came to help,” Cassie explained. 
Catherine's attention was already elsewhere. “Daisy, what are you doing here sweetheart?” 
“I came in case I was needed.” Daisy’s eyes glowed as she rushed to her mother. 
“You should not have come. Your father knows this place is dangerous. We agreed.” 
“It’s all right, Mother,” she said. “Dad takes care of me, and I think the worst is over now.” Her eyes faded and she wrapped thin arms around her mother. Her grip, in spite of her small size, was tight enough to threaten bruises. For a moment Daisy looked like a normal little girl who missed her mother, and Catherine’s heart melted. 
“Will you come home now?” Daisy asked. 
“This is my home honey, but I hope we can see more of each other.” There were so many things Catherine wanted to say, but there didn’t seem time, so she kissed the top of her daughter’s head. “I love you very much.” 
“I know, Mom, I know.” 
Catherine straightened up at all the people gathered. Many of them she had never met and yet she knew who they were. She leaned against Cassie. “You’re changed,” Catherine whispered. 
“Yes.” 
“Is it a good change?” 
“We shall see.” 
Catherine nodded and although she wanted to relax in Cassie’s arms she knew she could not. 
“They are waiting for me.” 
“Waiting for you to do what Catherine?” 
“Cassie, we need to get to the pit gate, the one we went through.” 
Cassie extended her wings and with no discernible effort, carried Catherine all the way. 
“They say you’re unfinished. Do you know what they mean?” 
“I do.” Catherine coughed. “All the time we have been here we have been making choices and there are more choices I have to make. They know what I might do, and they are waiting for me to do it.” 
“And what do you have to do?” 
“It’s simple, but I’m not going to let them know what I will do until I do it.” 
Catherine observed the arch as she pulled a small kitchen knife from her pouch. She took a quick look at Cassie’s face and sliced the sharp blade over her own palm. Blood welled up. “Your turn,” Catherine said. 
Cassie fisted her hands until blood dripped from the edges. Catherine caught every drop in her own bloody palm. “Are you really up for this?” 
Nodding, Catherine started to speak in the old tongue. She marked each stone with their blood, drew bloody symbols and chanted a few words, although nothing happened, Catherine was satisfied. “I need your help Cassie. I need you to lift me up to the top of the arch.” She paused. “I need to put my mark on the keystone.” 
“Catherine. You need to rest. It can wait awhile.” 
“No.” Catherine’s gaze washed over all of those gathered. “I can’t,” she breathed. “This is for them and they have waited long enough.” 
“Waited for what?” 
“You will see. Now if you’d be so kind as to fly me up to the archway. I need to draw my marks with our blood.” 
Cassie lifted Catherine into her arms and with two beats of her wings they were high enough to reach the top of the archway. Catherine activated the gate as she made the last mark at the top keystone of the arch and the shimmering barrier grew bright. When Cassie lowered her to the ground Catherine thrust her blood soaked hand into the centre of the gateway and spoke her words. Red, the colour of blood, leached from her hand and the whole barrier filled with blood red gel. “It is my gate now,” she stated. “They are all mine. Open!” She commanded. Every gate activated, all of them marked with the red of her blood. 
“Stop, Catherine. I know what you’re doing. You cannot spare any more of your life force, not after the Chierusus poison. You’re too weak.” 
“I must do this.” She stroked Cassie’s cheek with the tips of her fingers. “Please help me to finish this. Keep me standing whilst I deal with the gates, please.” 
Catherine raised her hand to shoot silver light from her fingers into the archway. Arcing silver fire shot from gate to gate and linked them all together. “Are you ready Cassie?” 
“Yes.” 
Seven words was all it took. Seven words to make this archway and all the others, tremble and shake. Seven words and Shemshael power loaded until each gate radiated all of the power back. Even then, she gave more. Pale skin made transparent and pulled taut over fragile bones told how much of herself she gave. Still she continued, her mouth set in an obstinate line, this was a Catherine who would tolerate no disagreement. She would stop when she was done, and not before. 
Seven more words and the air vibrated until it seemed as though the world of their gate would fly apart at the seams. Seven times seven were the words she used and when she stopped and withdrew her power, no one moved. No one said a thing. They waited for something spectacular to happen. 
Nothing happened. 
Instead the gate crumpled in on itself. The blocks fell apart with an unexceptional grating of stone against stone and a thud. Around the pit most of the gates fell apart in a similar fashion. A whisper, more like a sigh, breezed between the gates and the pit vanished. Seven gates glowed, their gel-like barrier still red. 
“So ends this gate to hell.” Catherine slumped where she stood, but Cassie was there to catch her. “I’m so tired,” Catherine said. 
Cassie kissed the top of her head. “I know, my love. You’ve done enough. I will take you home now.” 
“Wait.” Catherine held her position and stayed Cassie’s arm. “Look at them.” 
All of the shades of Aevrael and Shemshael faced a solitary winged figure with bright shining blue eyes that popped into being above them. “Your task is complete, Shemshael of this gate, you are released.” The angel nodded to each of them. “Their guardians, the Aevraels of this gate are also deemed to have completed their duty. Their debt is paid and they are no longer earth bound.” 
Released, one by one the shades condensed from insubstantial shades into glowing balls of silver and gold. One by one they rose into the sky and vanished. 
Catherine cried as her family turned to her and waved before they transformed and raced away. 
“We did it, Cassie.” Catherine’s voice broke with emotion. “This is what this was all for. For them.” 
“But at what cost? What cost to you?” 
Catherine turned her tear streaked face to Cassie and her happiness made her glowing skin sparkle even more. “No price is too much for this. Can’t you feel the joy?” 
“Your life is beyond price,” Cassie said. “Catherine. Please tell me you’re going to be all right.” 
Catherine remained silent, but Sybralline spoke on her behalf. Her voice soft. “I’m sorry Shield, but her work is complete and she is done. Now she will Ascend.” 
“No, Catherine. I healed you. I called you back and you came.” 
Catherine smiled, her eyes, no longer Silver, took on a blue cast and her skin sparkled with her departing essence. “You wanted to Ascend and now I can, you will join me when you are done and we will be together.” 
“This can’t be.” Cassie argued. “I healed you. I saw your soul departing, your eyes the colour of the Ascended, and when I called, you came back.” 
Seth rested his hands on his daughter’s shoulder. “I’m sorry Cassandra, your healing was only temporary. Her body fails again and unless you can completely heal her body then this time she will Ascend.” He shrugged and his blue eyes gave nothing away. “Daughter mine, when she fully Ascends she will have her full powers. As you have.” 
“What does that mean?” Cassie asked. 
“When the Empty Vessel and the Last Fallen ride together they will close the Gate of Shemshael for all eternity. So it was written, so it is,” Sybralline intoned. “And when the Empty Vessel Ascends into the arms of her brothers and sisters she will come to the fullness of power and knowing.” 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Azazel strode towards them from one of the remaining gates. “I’m not at all sure if I like the sound of that either.” He winked at Cassie. He bowed, to everyone before he stood before Catherine. “What am I supposed to do about you?” 
Catherine smiled. “As you can see, you only have to wait a while and I’ll be gone.” 
“Well now, you Ascending would be a problem for me.” 
Catherine laughed. “Oh really?” 
“Well it is a matter of practicality. The law controlling our actions ended the moment you closed this gate. Now you’re free, I’m free and we are all free to act as we wish. What they won’t tell you is they already know what will happen to you and muscles here.” He pointed at Cassie. 
“And what will happen?” 
“Many things and all of them unpleasant. I am tempted to let you die, your body is almost done, despite the power of the Aevrael sun, but you’ve caused me much upset. You closed my gate, and you killed one of my compatriots. For that alone, I should let you die, but as I said, this is not in my best interests.” He grinned at Catherine. “You know when I said I’d heal you? Well maybe I will. My word is my bond, and so on.” He stepped closer to the two women. 
“Why would you do that?” Catherine coughed. 
Cassie held onto her and glared at Azazel. “Take a hike.” 
“I’m aware that if I don’t interrupt this Ascension right now, two things will happen.” 
“Stop,” Sybralline commanded. 
“Oh no, sister, there is no need for me to do anything I don’t wish. You’re bound by this one but now I am free from all constraint.” He turned his attention back to Catherine and Cassie. 
“What two things?” 
“Simple.” He answered without showing the least bit of concern about Cassie. “First of all, you will be in full possession of all of your powers and abilities and you will be more Shemshael than even your ancestors.” 
“And that’s a problem?” 
“Maybe you should ask Sybralline about that later,” Azazel suggested. 
“And the second reason?” Cassie prompted. 
“Ah, you’re the second reason, for on the death of Catherine you will be left alone and in your anger you will become the Avenging angel you are. I fear for all of my earthly and not so earthly agents.” He smiled. “You’re not sure what to make of it are you? Never mind. I know you all think you’re marvellous healers, blah, blah, blah, but you know so little it’s quite embarrassing to think I am related, distantly of course, to any of you.” He kneeled down before Daisy. “Little one. When infected by Chierusus, pulling out the spines is good, and removing the poison is excellent.” 
“I did what was right?” Daisy asked. 
“Yes, little one.” He continued, “What they don’t tell you is once infected by a Chierusus drone, you need to kill the Master as well, because the Master continues to poison the soul and that’s why your mom will die.” He held out his hand. “This little fella here is the Master.” The shiny shell shimmered and pulsed, but it was no bigger than the palm of his hand. “Now you want to know how to undo the damage this tiny thing has done?” 
“Yes,” Daisy agreed. “I do.” 
“First you kill this little beggar.” He watched Daisy and crushed the shell in his bare hands. Green sticky mucus poured out between his fingers. “Now that it’s dead he cannot poison your mom further.” He peered at Catherine, but she didn’t move. 
“Of course it isn’t going to make her well, this stops it getting worse. But to heal her I’ve to do this.” Before anyone had a chance to intervene, he grabbed Catherine’s hand in his and kissed the back of her fingers. A moment later she burst into flame, a fire so fierce the flames covered her completely and even Cassie was forced to let her go. 
Catherine said nothing. She stood so still in the middle of Azazel’s blue flames that she barely looked alive. 
“Now if anyone so much as lays a hand on me I will be unable to stop this fire,” he said. “She is in no pain. Well not much anyway.” He held out his hand. Tiny filaments of blackness floated from Catherine toward Azazel, but as they left Catherine’s body the flames caught them and they vanished in little puffs of smoke. “All done.” He waved his hands and the flames vanished. 
Catherine remained still and unmoving. 
“Catherine, are you all right?” Cassie asked, but when Catherine failed to answer Cassie turned to face her father. “What’s going on?” 
“So I need to spell it out for you little Aevrael?” Azazel interrupted. “Must I do it all myself?” 
“What?” Cassie asked. 
“Call her back, kiss her, or shake her so hard her teeth rattle. I don’t care, just remind her of all the things she has here before she is so far gone nothing will bring her back.” 
“Catherine please come back to me.” Cassie started and then she kissed her. “Come back.” 
“If that’s the best you can do, Shield, you’ve lost her.” 
Cassie wrapped her arms around Catherine and held her close against her chest. Her skin, all hot and golden, burned against Catherine’s cold and pale skin. “I am here,” she whispered into Catherine’s ear. “Can you feel me burn for you? Come back.” At first, nothing happened. No one spoke while Cassie waited for Catherine to respond. 
When Catherine stirred, she regarded Cassie with eyes the blue of forever. White feathers burst from her back and silver tipped wings stretched out. 
“No Catherine. Come back to me.” 
Catherine stared at Cassie and then she smiled as her eyes turned silver. 
“I am here, my sun, I am always here.” 
Azazel clapped as he walked toward one of the gates. “So that makes two fallen angels and I’ve angered the Mistress of Prophesy. It’s a good day to be me. I bet you can see all of your futures collapsing before your eyes can’t you? That’s such a shame.” 
“Hey!” Cassie called. “What have you done with the Necromancer?” 
“Oh she is no concern of yours Shield, I told you, she is mine now.” 
“No—” 
“Oh yes.” He waved as he stepped through the gate. “Toodle-loo.” 
 
 



 Epilogue: Six Months Later 
 
 
 
CASSIE ROLLED ONTO her side and watched Catherine sleep. Each little intake of breath was a reminder that they had survived and succeeded. 
“Are you going to watch me all day?” Catherine asked. 
“Yes.” 
“Good. Because I was thinking—” 
“I like watching you think.” 
Catherine chuckled. “I was thinking about Ralf.” 
“How is he doing?” 
“Not good. He’s not coming back,” Catherine replied. “His compassionate leave looks like being permanent. He’s put his house up for sale.” 
“Has he said anything?” 
“No. The poor man is distraught by it all.” 
Cassie snorted. “Poor Ralf my ass, he was the leak, telling his wife everything and then filling everywhere with Witch pouches and corrupted plants.” 
“He didn’t know what Michelle was up to.” 
“I don’t care if he knew or not.” 
“Don’t be mean. Love can make a fool out of anyone.” 
“I know.” 
“At least we’re clean and safe here now, and I think Jake and Daisy are prepared to come visit and help out.” 
“So no more Slow Risers, Catherine, it will be quite slow here from now on.” 
“Perhaps, but I was thinking.” 
“Yes?” 
“Now we’ve closed this gate, there are other gateways you know.” 
“Yes, but they are lesser portals and they don’t have the power this one had.” 
“Never mind such details. Perhaps we should go and close them to make sure.” 
“All of them?” 
“Yes. You’ve new wings. I bet you want to stretch them.” 
Catherine rolled over, and white feathery wings burst from her back. 
“Never mind my wings.” Cassie laughed. “I think you need to stretch your own.” 
“Most of all you’re an Aevrael and after this enforced rest I bet you want to go and hit something.” 
Cassie’s grin grew wider. “When do we start?” 
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