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    A cry that shiver’d to the tingling stars, 
 
    And, as it were one voice, an agony 
 
    Of lamentation, like a wind that shrills 
 
    All night in a waste land, where no one comes, 
 
    Or hath come, since the making of the world. 
 
      
 
    ~ from “Idylls of the King: The Passing of Arthur” 
 
    By Alfred, Lord Tennyson


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ONE 
 
      
 
    It wouldn’t have been honest to call Arthur Becket a legend. More like a cautionary tale; a juicy bit of gossip. A dark truth whispered where Castor couldn’t hear. By the time Lance came aboard with Castor’s elite guard, after he’d lied and killed to prove himself worthy of the position, he’d done his best to fit in with the others: a rough lot, when they weren’t on the job, fond of drinking, and dirty magazines. They spent their free hours gambling, or forcing strippers to service them in the backs of dark clubs. He’d done more listening than talking, only prodding with questions here and there, and he’d heard the stories about Becket.  
 
    Even among the killers and thugs of Castor’s men, Beck was spoken about with horrified awe and open contempt. He’d had a taste for a certain kind of violence that had repulsed the others. He likes carving people up, a fellow guard confessed one night over bitter, cheap whiskey. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it feels good to pop a fucker, but Becket loved it. Caught him licking his knife one time, the sick piece of shit.  
 
    There were codes of behavior, even amongst the worst of criminals, and Becket had broken them, it seemed.  
 
    Lance’s first glimpse of him had been on the factory floor: a flash of flaring black coat and tossing honey hair through a blur of mist. He’d glimpsed the fire in Becket’s eyes, the joy, the thrill. Had seen his teeth bared in a sharp, feral smile.  
 
    The girl had been a shock. Slender, and smaller, but just as deadly, her movements quick, practiced, efficient. A second striking snake amidst the blunt force of the death squad. He’d had an impression of two equally-matched predators in the thick of their element; and then the mist had sealed around them, and pandemonium reigned, and Castor was alive, somehow, and Lance was hustling him out of the building.  
 
    His second glimpse had come a few hours later. Beck unguarded in the dark of his bedroom, sleeping face-to-face with the girl. Their eyes closed, their expressions peaceful, fingers overlapping on top of the sheets. Beck’s hair had lain softly on one lean cheek, wrists nearly delicate inside the overlarge sleeves of his pajama shirt, and he hadn’t looked like a monster or a lover of violence, then; only a rich boy who’d gone astray, all clean lines, and good breeding, and aristocratic bone structure.  
 
    And the girl…she’d taken his breath a little, just for a moment, as they all stood hovering around the edges of the bed. Face silvered with moonlight, her hair a spill of ink across the pillow. She had the faintest dusting of freckles across her nose, and a lush mouth, faintly parted in sleep.  
 
    He’d felt an alarming tug in his gut – it had been a long time since he’d slept with anyone who wasn’t a jaded professional, cash on the table and a dull, dead look in her eyes. For one guilty moment, he let himself imagine.  
 
    But then Becket was startling awake, leaping up with eyes open, and knife bared. Lance had grappled with him a moment – felt the ungodly strength in his whipcord arms and known that Beck intended to kill him messily, intimately, before Harper got the needle in his neck and he went limp.  
 
    His last glimpse had been in the basement ritual room beneath Castor’s mansion. A dead conduit in his arms, and a fist of blood closing around him, dragging him down. The girl, Rose, had kicked and clawed, and screamed; he’d felt her heartbreak in the wild thrash and hum of her body. The way she’d fought to get loose, to join him.  
 
    I did the right thing, he told himself, after. While she pressed her sobs into a blanket in the passenger seat. When she twirled a knife and squared off from him on the mats at the training facility. When they pinned her wings on, and announced her a full-fledged Rift Walker. I did the right thing, saving her.  
 
    She still whispered Beck’s name in her sleep; had kissed it into the base of Lance’s throat more than once, in the throes, while her nails raked down his back, and she wished that he was her first lover.  
 
    He couldn’t refuse her, even though he’d wanted to. Couldn’t dismiss her theory. They were drowning, and they needed help. Needed a trump card: a new weapon in this war. If Arthur Becket could be that weapon, so be it. It couldn’t hurt to try.  
 
    He’d seen Becket a total of three times, but all three moments had been memorable; Beck’s portrait was stamped firmly against the back of his mind.  
 
    A portrait matched by the visage of the winged creature currently holding Rose’s hand, unfolding itself from the flagstone floor with a long, black tail coiling around its leg, and broad, black wings unfurling, stretching wall-to-wall.  
 
    It wasn’t Beck – it couldn’t be. The horns, and the jet-black hair, and the fangs, and the black claws tipping its long fingers. But that was Beck’s nose; Beck’s aristocratic cheekbones and sharp jaw. The predatory tilt of his head as he turned to regard them all.  
 
    Lance had been so stunned that he’d let his attention slip; had let Gallo draw his gun, which was now pointed at the creature’s chest. The barrel trembled; Gallo’s dark curls shivered across his forehead.  
 
    “What is that?” he asked in a whisper, voice shaking as badly as his arms. “Holy fuck, what is that?” 
 
    Lance reached for him.  
 
    Tris got to him faster. “Francis,” he hissed, and caught a fistful of Gallo’s collar. He dragged him backward with one sharp jerk; got his arms around him, and took his gun all in a matter of seconds.  
 
    Gallo resisted – but clumsily, and not very hard. He stood inside Tris’s embrace slack-jawed, staring, fighting for breath. Utterly panicked.  
 
    Lance shifted his attention back to the creature – the one who still held Rose’s hand. She’d placed hers in his right away, without hesitation. She stood beside it – him; it was naked, and definitely male, steaming, still, and it had Beck’s face, and holy fuck was right.  
 
    The Beck Creature tilted his head, black hair sliding across his shoulders. When he spoke, there was an unnatural undercurrent to his voice; the low harmonics of a big cat, something like a growl. “You, I recognize.”  
 
    Lance took a deep breath, his chest tight, his pulse pounding. “Sergeant Lance du Lac, of the company of the Golden Knights. Formerly undercover with Anthony Castor.” 
 
    Newly-black brows jumped over glowing, golden eyes. “Ah. His death squad.” 
 
    Lance resisted the urge to fidget. Whatever Beck had become, he didn’t relish the idea of showing nervousness to it. “Only as an undercover operative.” 
 
    “Yessss…” A long, drawn-out hiss that couldn’t be called pleased. “You held onto Rosie.” 
 
    Rose stepped in closer, within the half-curled wing, and rested a hand on Beck’s bare chest; murmured something that Lance couldn’t hear, but which left Beck smirking darkly.  
 
    He swallowed with difficulty, keenly aware that he’d held onto Rose in more ways than one over the past five years – and now her former lover was not dead, was standing here, and he had wings and a tail and claws. “There was a lot of senseless violence that day,” he said. “I didn’t want to see someone innocent get dragged down into hell with you.” 
 
    Beck’s grin widened, fangs flashing in the lamplight. “Innocent?” He turned to look at Rose, and her face blossomed – opened and melted and shone with a love that was like worship. Wondering, full of awe and doubt like she couldn’t believe he was really here. “What do you think, sweetheart? Are you innocent?” 
 
    They shared a grin that left Lance feeling like an interloper. He felt vaguely sick.  
 
    He thought they would kiss – but then their smiles softened, and Beck lifted his head to survey them all. “Well, then. What have I missed?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    Before 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant du Lac!”  
 
    Lance didn’t slow, but cast a glance over his shoulder at the young cadet rushing down the hall after him. The hall branched, and he took the right fork. “Better make it fast, Adamson, I’ve got a plane to catch.” 
 
    “Sir! I’ve just come down from the recruitment offices…” He panted as he caught up to Lance and drew alongside him. “There’s a girl up there – wants to join – Rift Walkers, she said – and some of the boys – they – sir, she challenged them. Wiped – wiped the floor with–” 
 
    Something pinged in the back of his mind, and he drew up short. Adamson nearly fell. “What’s her name?” 
 
    “I dunno. But she knows your name.” The cadet pitched forward, hands on his knees as he tried to catch his breath. “She said you told her to come join up. And, sir, she’s kicking everyone’s ass.” 
 
    “Rose.” He turned and started back the way he’d come. 
 
    “Sir, what about your flight?” 
 
    “Tell them I’ll catch the next one.” 
 
    Rose stood in the center of the ground floor training room, barefoot, in leggings and a tank top that showed off her lean musculature. She was poised lightly, ready for another attack; one cadet helped another over against the wall, and no one looked ready to have another go at her.  
 
    When Lance entered, she blew a strand of hair out of her face and straightened. Shoulders back, feet squared, chin lifted in challenge. Her eyes sparked, glittering with grief masked as defiance.  
 
    He wondered, briefly, what she’d been like before Becket was taken. If there had ever been anything soft about her.   
 
    “Rose,” he greeted. “How are you?” 
 
    She swallowed, the movement of her throat betraying her nerves. But when she spoke, her voice was steady. “Disappointed in your cadets.” 
 
    He felt a grin threaten. “You and me both. It’s hard to find good soldiers these days.” 
 
    She shifted her stance, ready again. “Maybe you’re not looking in the right places.”  
 
    He unzipped his jacket, and shrugged it off; passed it to the nearest cadet. 
 
    “Sir?” he asked. “She’s nuts.” 
 
    “She’s good,” Lance corrected. He tucked his dog tags down inside his shirt, and stepped onto the mat. “Watch and learn something.” 
 
    Rose’s gaze narrowed, and one corner of her mouth flicked up a second: she was pleased. She wanted a good match, and had been denied one, if the way the cadets stood now on the sidelines, nursing bruises and glaring at her was any indication. One of the girls had an eye swollen shut that was going to turn into a wicked shiner.  
 
    Lance shook out his arms, rolled his shoulders, stretched his neck – and launched his first strike without warning. It was a move he’d used in every cadet training match, and which usually garnered him a few good hits, if not an outright pin.  
 
    But Rose was ready for him. She dodged, and ducked under his guard right away; caught him the throat with a sharp jab from the heel of her hand.  
 
    Lanced choked – but he was well-trained and practiced enough to push past it, reaching for her even as his lungs emptied and his eyes watered.  
 
    She wriggled away, though, slick as an eel, and squared off from him again, her slight smile tight now with satisfaction.  
 
    The cadets around them murmured and exclaimed. Someone hissed an insult.  
 
    Lance took a deep breath and moved in again, more careful this time.  
 
    She was strong – but it wasn’t a brute strength. She couldn’t have bested him at arm wrestling or weight lifting, but she’d been taught well – taught to fight in a way that made the best use of her own unique talents. She was quick, and slippery; could twist out of every grip he tried to apply; could dodge; could chop at his ribs, or the side of his neck; kicked his shins and knees. Flexible enough to bend back at the waist and evade him when he grabbed for her; athletic enough to kick up to her feet from flat on the floor.  
 
    But everyone had weak points. And Lance had the stamina to keep going, matching her with blocks, noting the way she reacted; learning her patterns, her feints. Her weak points. 
 
    She stepped back from his next strike, whirled into a pirouette, spinning around to kick at his chest–  
 
    And he caught her ankle.  
 
    He saw her eyes widen, saw her lips part in shock. Then he yanked her off her feet.  
 
    She didn’t go down easy – thrashed, and resisted, and elbowed him in the ribs, just like she had the night she lost Becket, hissing and cursing and clawing at him.  
 
    But he had her. Caged her in with his arms and bore her down to the mat; pressed her to it face-down, an arm twisted behind her back, his legs pinning hers, his free hand pressed between her shoulder blades.  
 
    She was breathing hard; he could feel the heat coming off her body, smell the sharpness of sweat. He could feel the way she trembled, too. She was furious with him.  
 
    “Yield,” he said, almost gently.  
 
    She bared her teeth like a snarling animal.  
 
    “Yield, Rose, or I won’t let you up.” 
 
    She panted a moment, body tight, resistant. And then she sagged on a deep exhale. “I yield.” 
 
    He released her, and stood, and offered a hand down to help her up, convinced she wouldn’t take it.  
 
    The room was silent around them, the tension of their audience palpable. Rose rolled over, sitting with knees drawn up, still out of breath. She smoothed a stray piece of hair from her forehead, and stared at his hand a long moment, expression guarded, impossible to interpret.  
 
    Then she tipped her head back, and met his gaze. For one second, the flicker between blinks, he could see how badly she was hurting on the inside, and wondered if it was a slip. If she’d let go of her mask a moment – or if she’d wanted him to see. Then she smoothed her face, and took his hand.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Rift Walkers were an elite group; eighty-five percent of the cadets who started in the program washed out; ended up in the regular infantry, got shuttled to scientific or communications duty, or quit the military altogether, based on a variety of factors. The strongest and the sternest stayed on, finished their training, and then got assigned to squads: small, highly-mobile units that could move in and out of an area at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The day he pinned Rose to the mat, he paid a visit to the intake office, made sure all her paperwork was in order, gave a personal recommendation to ensure she began her training with the other Walker candidates, and then he went to the front lines. The world was erupting in fresh chaos and violence in the wake of the Rift reopening; in the wake of the second Rift, the one that had opened in Tony Castor’s basement and closed around Arthur Becket.  
 
    It was four months before he saw Rose again.  
 
    “Fuck,” Tris said, without inflection, straightening and planting the tip of his shovel in the mud.  
 
    Thunder rumbled, and the first, fat drops of rain spattered against the tarp they’d rigged overhead as a precaution.  
 
    Lance lifted his head, gaze sweeping out across the lumpy plain of bare dirt that stretched before them, all the way to the hills. Burial mound after burial mound, all of it ceilinged with low, black clouds. Lightning chased in long, jagged stripes over the distant peaks.  
 
    “Was it…Crawford?” Lance asked, too exhausted to find anything like grief in his heart for their newest loss.  
 
    “Cromwell,” Tris said. “I think.” 
 
    Lance looked toward his teammate, and found Tris’s gaze trained, as his had been, on the distant hills. The churned-up mud of the burial field. Tris had been with him the longest, a survivor, his short beard threaded with gray, his face lined with the strain of service. Lance didn’t know why he’d never made officer – he should have been in charge of this squad, based on experience – but suspected it was the same reason he kept mostly to himself: he didn’t care. Perhaps not about anything. Definitely not about medals, or valor, or personal gain.  
 
    “Did he have any family?” Lance asked of their fallen teammate. 
 
    Tris shrugged. “He was calling for his mother, there at the end.” When he’d been bleeding out all over them. “The captain will let them know.” 
 
    Lance swallowed. “Yeah.” 
 
    They gathered their shovels, and their weary bones, pulled their hoods up, and started back up the hill toward headquarters.  
 
    Life as a Rift Walker had taught Lance to crave only the simplest of pleasures. Right now, he wanted a hot meal, and a hotter shower. But when he poked his head into Captain Bedlam’s office on his way to the barracks, just to let her know that the burial was done, and that she didn’t need to bother any orderlies with it, he found that she wasn’t alone.  
 
    Two cadets in clean, new fatigues sat across from her desk, both young, one boy and one girl. The girl wore her dark hair in a severe braid; she turned at the sound of his light knock on the doorjamb. 
 
    It was Rose Greer.  
 
    He felt a spark of emotion in his gut, and refused to call it eagerness. A frisson nonetheless; a prickling awareness all through his tired limbs that had him standing up straighter, keenly aware of the mud on his face and clothes. It was probably in his hair.  
 
    Her face was narrower; sharper. She’d lost weight, but she didn’t look sick. No, far from it. As she titled her head and scrutinized him with alarming indifference, he saw the strong line of her throat, and the way her shirt clung to the muscles in her arms and shoulders. She was strong; had been training hard.  
 
    The boy he noticed as an afterthought: young, and curly-haired, scruffy-chinned. He didn’t look old enough to be here.  
 
    Captain Bedlam lifted her head from the files she was scanning and clocked him in the doorway. “Du Lac, good, I was just going to send for you. Meet your new teammates: Francis Gallo, and Rose Greer.” 
 
    “It’s Frankie,” the boy said, meekly. “Or Frank.” 
 
    Rose said nothing.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He found her in the mess, later.  
 
    He wasn’t trying to. He took his hot shower – all five allotted minutes of it – and dressed in clean clothes. Lay on his bunk a moment, staring at the low ceiling, until he realized that his stomach was growling, and that his jaw was clenched. That he was angry.  
 
    Tris happened by a moment later, in fatigues and a plain black t-shirt that highlighted the size of his biceps, hair wet from the shower and sticking up at wild angles. “You coming?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    When they walked into the mess, his gaze found her straight off; locked onto her. She sat at the end of an empty table beside the other new, young recruit, Gallo-I-go-by-Frankie. Gallo was speaking to her, but Rose paused, fork hovering in front of her mouth, gaze lifting up through her lashes and fastening to Lance’s. Like she’d felt him staring.  
 
    She stared back, blank-faced.  
 
    It wasn’t fair, he thought, as he followed Tris over to the meal line. They’d just buried one member of their team, one whose name he couldn’t remember; whose face was just a blur, a replaceable set of hands to hold a rifle. Someone’s son, someone’s brother, maybe someone’s father, and he’d been nothing to Lance; was nothing to the military. They threw themselves at this mad war every day, and for what? Could they win? Could they turn back the vicious, world-killing tide of heaven vs. hell? 
 
    Here was the girl he’d saved, come to throw her life away on a battle they couldn’t win. Because he’d suggested it. Because he’d been a part of the group who invaded her home, and killed her makeshift family, and it was all his fault, really. He wasn’t a hero. Wasn’t saving anyone.  
 
    “Lance.” He was aware of Tris calling after him, but didn’t respond. Set his tray of soy-based slop down across from Rose, and sat down hard, unable to keep the scowl from his face.  
 
    “S-sergeant du Lac, sir,” Gallo stuttered.  
 
    Rose broke off a piece of hard biscuit and dunked it in the gravy on her tray, all without taking her eyes from him. “Lance,” she greeted in a flat voice. 
 
    He felt a smirk touch his lips. “Insubordination on your first day, Greer?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Sir?” Gallo asked. 
 
    He ignored him. “You made it through training, then,” he said, nodding toward the jacket Rose had draped across the back of her chair – the one with the silver wings pinned to the collar.  
 
    She popped the bite of biscuit into her mouth, chewed and swallowed before answering. She didn’t even blink. “Top of my class.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it. Why did you want to be a Walker? Because I told you that’s what I was?” 
 
    She broke off another corner of hard biscuit. “No.” That shouldn’t have disappointed him, but it did, somehow. He’d thought he’d lost the capacity for disappointment. “Because it’s the elite branch, and I don’t care about being common.” 
 
    “Rose is really good, sir,” Gallo said in an undertone.  
 
    “She is,” Lance agreed, still without taking his eyes from her. Her eyes were the loveliest shade of blue, and expertly shielded. “There’s no shame in being a soldier. Being infantry,” he said. “And out here, on the front lines – it isn’t like being in class. It’s dangerous.”  
 
    She brought a finger to her mouth and licked a spot of gravy off the tip with what seemed like purposeful slowness. “I’m aware of that.” 
 
    I’m sorry, he wanted to say. I’m sorry about Becket. I’m sorry you’re still so angry about it. But he knew he couldn’t say that, not in front of witnesses, not when she was this guarded.  
 
    But he had to say something. “Listen, about–” 
 
    “No.” One word, but he saw the flash of intense hurt, and intense anger in her eyes. A momentary spark of hate and fury and loss.  
 
    He hesitated, skin prickling beneath his clothes, wondering how one girl could hold so much threat.  
 
    The chair beside him scraped out, and the sound snapped the moment. Rose glanced, once, toward Tris, as he settled in beside Lance, and then dropped her gaze to her plate.  
 
    Lance chose not to label the dropping sensation in his gut as regret.  
 
    “The new kids,” Tris said, his voice flat, glancing between the two recruits. It was a hard gaze, though in a way different from Rose’s; it hinted at too many years seeing too much ugly shit. A disinterest. It wasn’t possible to impress Tristan Mayweather.  
 
    Rose didn’t lift her head; ate her food neatly, efficiently, without expression.  
 
    But Gallo dropped his plastic fork onto his tray and went comically goggle-eyed. “You’re.” He swallowed with a gulp. “You’re – you’re–” 
 
    Tris leaned into Lance’s shoulder. “Is he having a stroke?” 
 
    “Tristan Mayweather,” Gallo choked out, finally, expression one of unmasked awe. “I mean. Sir. Sir Mayweather.” 
 
    Tris stared at the kid a moment, then frowned and shook his head; stabbed his “meatloaf” with his fork. “It’s just Tris. No ‘sir.’” 
 
    Lance found himself biting back a mean smile. “Are you a fan of Sir Mayweather, Gallo?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, right away, and then his cheeks turned pink. Hero worship shone like a beacon on his young face. “I mean. I’ve been studying the Knights for a long time. I always wanted to join up. And I always wanted to be Golden Company. I wanted…” He bit his lip, and trailed off, adoring, disbelieving gaze pinned on Tris – who stared down at his tray, lip curled faintly in disgust.  
 
    “Frank,” Rose said, quietly, without lifting her head. “Cool it.” 
 
    “Right.” He took a big breath and dug into his food.  
 
    Lance regarded his own meatloaf with a queasy feeling in his gut. They were just kids, and tomorrow he’d lead them out into the apocalypse. He wondered if either of them would come back alive.  
 
    For Rose’s part, he wasn’t sure she’d care.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Knight Companies of the Rift Walkers had been created during the First Atmospheric Rift. Formed in crisis, and maintained ever since; the military had known all along that the conduits hadn’t gone. The Knights hadn’t been disbanded, but reassigned. Lance had started as Air Force, and then been recommended to the Walkers. He’d been embedded with Castor’s people, and his mission, at the end, had been a successful one: the conduit dead, Castor out of the picture.  
 
    But, technically, he hadn’t killed that conduit. The man called Daniel. And Arthur Becket had been killed in the process.  
 
    Rose had had her world shattered, in the process. And she stared at him now, in the small ready-room where they were all strapping on their gear and going over today’s op.  
 
    “This is an extraction,” Lance said. “The target location is here.” He pointed to the screen, the aerial view of an apartment building. Even from above, through drone footage, the disrepair of the city was visible. “The Rangers have a man inside who was able to radio out. Before the transmission was lost, he relayed that there’s something like two-hundred people trapped inside. The Army’s going to get them out in troop transport vehicles. We’re tasked with clearing a path for them. We have to find the conduit, and subdue him long enough to get the civilians to safety.” 
 
    He surveyed his team: Tris, Gavin, and the two new ones: Gallo and Rose. Gallo’s face was pale.  
 
    Rose snapped on her flame-retardant body armor with her jaw set, her gaze hooded. She looked ready – in spirit if not in form. She looked too small for her helmet, and boots. For the gun she slung across her back.  
 
    “Green Company is on standby if we need backup, but otherwise, it’s business as usual.” From the table beside him, he picked up the silver sphere of a wraith grenade and showed it to them; showed the clasp, and the release button, and the cross etched into the side. “We’ve only got one this time, and I’m carrying it. It’s a last resort.” 
 
    Gavin and Tris nodded, old hat at this.  
 
    Rose’s gaze fixed to it, though. “It’s live?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “They only had empty shells in training,” Gallo said, voice hushed. “We practiced deploying them.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, the real thing isn’t something for you to practice on,” Lance said, more harshly than he’d intended. He pocketed the sphere, and he would have rather had a real grenade, or any sort of live ordnance, resting there in his tac vest, right over his heart. “The helo’s waiting. Let’s move out.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For general travel, the Walkers relied on old, pre-Rift technology. Blackhawks, and ancient Hueys; Lance had been on more C1-30s than he cared to remember. Newer, more efficient technology was used rarely, and then, only if absolutely necessary. Too scarce and expensive to waste on something as simple as travel.  
 
    Today, this mission, was one of those absolutely necessary moments.  
 
    The Nighthawk Challenger 1-11 could hold up to ten passengers, excluding the gunner and pilots; its blades were near-silent; it had to be right on top of you before you registered its existence. It evaded radar, and its hide was a reengineered, conduit resistant kind of carbon fiber that could resist even the most extreme temperatures, its belly shielded and armored.  
 
    From headquarters, they flew up and over the low mountains, rotors cutting through the mist, the helo holding a steady elevation beneath Lopez and Chandler’s expert control. They rode with the doors rolled back, the chill, damp mountain air pouring all around them, buffeting their clothes and chafing their cheeks.  
 
    Lance gripped the overhead bar and watched Rose, stationed beside him, searching her face as the cloud cover broke, and the helo dropped down into the outskirts of what had once been Salt Lake City.  
 
    He could tell that she tried hard not to let her reaction show; but a tightening of her jaw, and a rippling of her throat as she swallowed betrayed emotion.  
 
    He’d flown this route a dozen times now, and it still tickled his belly unpleasantly. He couldn’t blame her.  
 
    In the months after the Second Rift, the city’s population had come down off the ski slopes; come in from the more remote suburbs, congregating in the heart of the city. Conduit fire had laid waste to buildings; the blackened, skeletal remains of shops and homes and restaurants edged an ever-shrinking heart of overcrowded, sunless, rain-drenched humanity, huddled in crumbling, mildewed homes and apartment buildings, and high-rises. Business no longer existed here. Not the above-board, legal kind.  
 
    Ought to abandon it altogether, Tris had said, on their last mission in.  
 
    Lance had protested – but it was a protest he found harder and harder to offer.  
 
    The clouds rode low and white-gray this morning, blotting out the sun, though it wasn’t raining. Yet. A storm system was moving in on radar, which meant they had maybe an hour before the weather made flying back over the mountains impossible.  
 
    As they drew closer to their destination, Lance spotted the troop transports, stationed a few streets over below, ready for their call.  
 
    The Wraith Grenade in his pocket felt heavy enough to pull him over the edge and out into the open air; a deadly free fall.  
 
    The building appeared, and Lopez circled it, bringing them lower. It wouldn’t land; they would rappel down to the roof, and enter the building that way.  
 
    He touched Rose’s shoulder, briefly, before he got into position. When she glanced toward him, he was shocked to register something like excitement in her expression.  
 
    The rotors droned overhead, and he leaned in close to say, “Just stay by me. It’ll be okay.” 
 
    For a second, he thought she would smile. But then she nodded and turned away, and it was time to disembark.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    If asked, Lance would have said that nothing had the power to surprise him anymore.  
 
    The scene they found in the lobby of the building proved him wrong.  
 
    They’d hustled down through the building, doing sweeps of each floor. Frightened civilians peeked out of doors; some stared, some retreated right away, some begged for help when they spotted the flags and rank insignias stitched onto their tac vests.  
 
    Gavin brought up the rear, and waved them all back. “Lock yourselves in. We’ll send someone for you. Go back inside, please. Wait here.” Sometimes, some brave soul would try to take up a bat or a shotgun and come with them, but today, that blessedly didn’t happen.  
 
    Lance was aware of Rose just behind him, her silent steps, her quiet breathing. He could feel her, though: all her coiled excitement and readiness.  
 
    On the first floor, he heard sounds below. Muted shouts. Thumps and bangs.  
 
    Gallo had their thermal scanner out. “It’s really hot below,” he murmured.  
 
    Their conduit. And someone challenging him, apparently.  
 
    But when they got to the bottom of the staircase, they found two humming, heated, glowing figures squared off from one another in the open expanse of the lobby. The man, as expected: a scraggly ex-junkie sort with tangled beard and patched clothes.  
 
    The other was a woman. A girl. She looked maybe twelve, knobby and gangly, dressed in a flower-printed dress, her hair a sleek, pale bob that framed a childish face with big eyes. Big, glowing eyes, pulsing blue-white and crackling with inhuman power.  
 
    Lance raised his gun, and the two conduits lunged toward one another. They collided with a sound like a thunder clap, one that echoed off the walls and mailbox fronts. The girl raked her nails down the man’s face, drawing blood, and a furious growl. He shoved her hard in the sternum, and sent her skidding back across the floor. She collided with the elevator panel with a quiet grunt of pain. 
 
    “Why are they fighting?” Gavin hissed. They hadn’t been spotted yet, but Lance knew it was only a matter of time. “Aren’t they on the same side?” 
 
    “Shit if I know.”  
 
    Tris shrugged, and lined up his sights on the girl: the nearest, and the one with her back to them.  
 
    The man lunged for her – but the girl dodged; kicked him in the ribs and got hold of his beard; yanked his head back until he yelled.  
 
    “Have you ever seen them do this before?” Rose asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The two conduits tangled together, slashing, and hissing. Each impact sent a shockwave through the floor beneath their boots.  
 
    “Use the grenade,” Gavin hissed. “Get both of them at once.” 
 
    A good idea. But Lance hesitated. He couldn’t have said why, and he knew that was dangerous. Hesitation was a death sentence in the field, and he had two brand new young Knights with him, and he–  
 
    The male conduit kicked the girl free, turned, and spotted them.  
 
    Lance trained his sights on the center of mass, caressed the trigger–  
 
    And Rose jumped into the fray.  
 
    Lance’s heart stopped.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Tris muttered.  
 
    “Holy shit – Lance!” That was Gavin.  
 
    “Rose!” Gallo made an abortive lunge forward, and Tris caught him by the back of his vest and dragged him back.  
 
    “Rose!” Lance barked. He sounded furious. 
 
    He was terrified.  
 
    It didn’t matter, because she ignored him. Rushed right at the conduit, a knife, of all things, bared. 
 
    And not just any knife, he realized with a fresh lurch, but a familiar one. The obsidian and ruby blade that had been the only thing remaining after Becket was sucked down into the open hell portal. The hell blade, the one Castor’s old conduit, Daniel, had possessed.  
 
    It was a big, unwieldy weapon, but she held it in a sure, steady grip, as she ducked the conduit’s reach, spun, and blocked his open-handed strike.  
 
    The conduit – like most people, like Lance, at first – was fooled by her size, by her sex. Wasn’t expecting her to come for blood. His face registered a moment’s startlement – and then Rose plunged the dagger into his heart.  
 
    It was exactly as it had been with Daniel. A blinding flash of light that he was helpless but to squint against. A pulse of a shockwave, a blast of power that went shooting out through the room, pressing them all back against the wall. As the glare faded, he saw Rose standing above the fallen conduit, the dagger in her hand.  
 
    When he could trust his vision enough, Lance charged forward. Rose didn’t shrink back from him when he gripped her arm. Rather, she turned her face up to him slowly, her expression wild with – with something. He refused to call it delight.  
 
    She pressed her lips together, and schooled her features, anyway, when she saw him.  
 
    “What the hell?” He was shouting, and he never shouted, but he didn’t care. “Are you stupid, or do you have a death wish? You could have gotten all of us killed!” 
 
    Murmuring behind him, Tris and Gavin grumbling to themselves, doubting her, probably doubting him.  
 
    She lifted her dagger. “Can your bullets kill a conduit?” she challenged.  
 
    “Lance,” Tris said, low and hard with warning. 
 
    He lifted his head, hand tightening on Rose’s arm, and saw the girl conduit crouching over against the mailbox fronts. She shivered, and stared at them with obvious, open fear – he’d never seen that emotion on a conduit. It had to be an act: a clever angel who’d learned to stall for time. To lure humans in close for the kill.  
 
    He dragged Rose into his chest – and she didn’t come willingly. Planted her feet and tugged – but, again, he outmatched her for brute strength. He got an arm around her, like he had that night months ago, and she finally stopped resisting.  
 
    The conduit had risen unsteadily to her feet, but hadn’t rushed toward them. She lifted a hand – and Lance tensed – but only to brush hair from her face.  
 
    “Why were you fighting with him?” Rose asked.  
 
    The conduit looked at the dagger with naked fear, and then at Rose. He’d never seen one display such emotion; such humanity. Before, he hadn’t even known they’d breathed or eaten – save whatever sustenance they drew from draining the life from human sacrifices.  
 
    The conduit dampened her lips, and spoke, her voice full of an intense, human hesitance – but resonant in a way a human voice could not be. That chime of something celestial and otherworldly that imbued all conduit voices. “He shouldn’t have been holding these people here. Trapped. I told him to let them go.” 
 
    “Why?” Lance demanded.  
 
    Her gaze shifted toward him; the knowledge of centuries shining out of what should have been a naïve face. “Because they’re innocent.” 
 
    He pulled Rose tighter against him; she protested with a full-body twitch, but didn’t try to wriggle free. “I thought you guys didn’t go in for that. We’re all sinners. Nobody’s innocent, right?” 
 
    The conduit cocked her head. “Humankind will always be full of sin. It’s the very nature of humanity. That doesn’t mean all humans deserve to die. You are created, after all, in His image.” 
 
    “You were here to stop him?” Rose asked. He really shouldn’t let her, but he didn’t protest. “You were going to let all those people upstairs go?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And we’re supposed to believe you?” Lance asked. “That you’re different from the others?” 
 
    “I am different.” A challenge, now. “I won’t harm you.” 
 
    Rose still had her arm free, and she twirled the dagger. The conduit’s gaze followed it – not exactly frightened, now, but not indifferent.  
 
    “Stick her and let’s be done with it,” Gavin suggested.  
 
    Lance ignored him, his thoughts spinning. They’d never before encountered a conduit who was willing to speak with them like this. Who professed humanity’s innocence. And maybe it was a ploy, but it was the first time it had been used, and there was something distinctly less eerie about this one.  
 
    “In a minute,” he said, “I’m going to radio for backup, and others like us are gonna come and transport these people out of here.” 
 
    “They won’t have to,” the conduit said. “The threat is passed.” She nodded toward the slumped, very human body that lay on the floor between them. 
 
    “Because you aren’t a threat to them?” 
 
    “I just told you I wasn’t.” 
 
    Lance dragged Rose back another few paces – and turned her loose. He caught her shoulder, though, and gripped until she glanced up to meet his gaze. “What do you think? Is she telling the truth?” 
 
    For a moment, she looked startled that he’d asked. A quick flash, there and gone again. Then her expression smoothed, and she glanced toward the conduit; scrutinized her.  
 
    The conduit stared back. 
 
    “I think she is,” Rose said after a long moment. “And if she isn’t” – she brandished the dagger – “I’ll take care of her.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Captain Bedlam did a lot of shouting.  
 
    “Your first fucking day!” she fumed at Rose, who stood impassive, boots still caked in mud, hands folded demurely in front of her. There was nothing demure about her expression, though; there was nothing about it alive, really. If her eyes had glowed a little, Lance would have thought she was the conduit they’d brought back from the field. “And not only do you operate without orders, refuse to stand down when your superior tells you to, but you engage hand-to-hand with a fucking conduit with a fucking knife!” 
 
    She sucked in a breath, still pacing behind her desk, and Lance knew it was only a pause, that she was gearing up for her next assault. 
 
    But Rose – brave, stupid Rose – said, “It’s not an ordinary knife, ma’am.” 
 
    Bedlam whirled on her. “What did you say?” 
 
    The knife in question lay on the desk, glittering beneath even the dull, energy-conserving lamps mounted to the walls. Rose gestured toward it with two fingers. “It’s not a pocket knife, ma’am. And it was forged in hell. It’s a dagger that has the power to expel an angel from a conduit.” 
 
    Bedlam blinked at her a moment, dumbfounded – no one ever contradicted her. When her scowl returned, Lance could tell she struggled to contain her curiosity. “I don’t care what the fuck it does. You went off book, and, judging by this little bit of insubordination, you’ve not even learned why that was a problem. You are dismissed, Sir Rose. You’ll be lucky if I don’t take your wings.” 
 
    Rose nodded, and though her gaze lingered a moment too long on the dagger – wanting to take it back – she turned and slipped silently from the room.  
 
    “And you.” Bedlam whirled on Lance the moment the door was shut. “You lost your last young one yesterday and you’re letting this one go Rambo on a room full of conduits?” 
 
    Lance took care to ensure that his exhale was not a sigh. “Technically–” 
 
    “Don’t you technically me.” 
 
    “There were two conduits in the room – it wasn’t a room full of them. And they were fighting with one another. To be fair, none of us have ever seen anything like that. We were momentarily shocked. Greer reacted on instinct, and it’s my fault that I didn’t prevent her actions. If you want to blame anyone for it, blame me.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m blaming you alright. Instinct?” 
 
    “Greer isn’t some fresh-faced kid off the farm.” 
 
    “I hadn’t noticed,” Bedlam shot back. 
 
    “She had a lot of prior combat training.” He wondered what had made Arthur Becket look at her and decide she’d make a worthy soldier. She was…but it was hard to imagine his thought process. “And she’s dealt with conduits before – at least one that I know of. She knew they could be killed, and she knew that dagger would do the job.” 
 
    Blind, superior anger warred across Bedlam’s face another moment – and then gave way to exhaustion. She thumped down inelegantly into her chair. “Where did she get it?” She nodded toward the dagger; Lance wondered if she was afraid to touch it.  
 
    “Anthony Castor.” 
 
    “The mobster back east?” 
 
    “The same. Or, well, his conduit had it. They used it to perform a ritual – one I’m guessing Tony thought he’d walk away from.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “But before that, I have no idea. It’s supposed to be hell-forged. All I know is it kills conduits when nothing else can.” 
 
    “Wraith Grenades,” she countered. 
 
    “Messy. Inexact. And lots of potential for collateral damage.” 
 
    She lifted a hand – and then folded it into her lap. Her gaze sought his, penetrating and sharp. She missed nothing. “You recognized her. Yesterday in my office.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    Her mouth twitched. “You walked in here and looked like you’d seen a ghost. One you wanted to see. She’s the girl you rescued from Castor’s place, isn’t she?” 
 
    Lying rarely paid off in these situations. His mouth felt dry with sudden nerves, though. “Yes. She is.” 
 
    Bedlam folded her arms and leaned back in her chair, expression going thoughtful. “Arthur Becket’s little pet.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say pet,” he said, a kneejerk defense, and his captain’s mouth twitched again. “And how do you know about Becket?” 
 
    “You think I don’t read your reports just because I’m up to my fucking ears in them? Also: everybody keeps up with the Eastern crime scene. Everybody who does knows about King Arthur.” She lifted a single brow. “Is he really dead this time?” 
 
    “I watched it myself. If he’s not dead, he’s definitely no longer on this plane of existence.”  
 
    Bedlam nodded, and sighed. “The girl’s fucked up, du Lac. If I can see it, then you can, too.” 
 
    He nodded, with no small amount of regret.  
 
    “She’s the kind of fucked up that wants to throw herself at every big, bad thing she runs into, until they’re all dead, or she is.” 
 
    His throat got tighter. “I don’t know that I’d say she’s suicidal.” 
 
    “I would. Which, given how short-handed we are, and how ugly this damn war is, I don’t see myself turning away a willing gun…or knife,” she allowed with a fast gesture toward the dagger, “just because she’s got a death wish. But I won’t have her in the field if she’s going to get all of you killed. Is she a liability to your company?” 
 
    He knew she wouldn’t accept any hedging, not about this. If he lied outright, she would smell it on him. 
 
    He took a breath and said, “She’s the only person who’s ever been a part of my team who’s killed a conduit outright. No Grenades, no bystanders.”  
 
    Bedlam studied him a long moment; he swore this meeting had added to the little lines that branched off from the corners of her eyes. Then she nodded. “Fine. If something changes, I’m reassigning her. She can have her knife back, I guess. I don’t want it.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” He picked up the dagger – it was heavier and warmer than he expected, than he remembered.  
 
    “Du Lac.” Bedlam stopped him when he was at the door, and he glanced back over his shoulder. “You brought one of those things onto my base.” He heard the faintest shiver of fear in her voice. “Don’t make me regret keeping you around, either.” A clear warning.  
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The infantry stationed here all slept in a communal bunk room, but the Knights had some modicum of privacy: tiny, shoebox quarters, with just enough space for a bunk, and a wedge of floor to stand on. It wasn’t much, but it was better than listening to a hundred other people snore all night.  
 
    Lance rapped on the door of Rose’s room, and waited for her muffled come in before turning the handle.  
 
    She sat on the edge of her bunk, boots already off, in the process of peeling down her thick socks. She paused and lifted her head to see who it was when he leaned in the threshold. Her gaze shifted quickly from his face to the dagger he carried.  
 
    “Captain says you can have this back.” 
 
    She reached for it quickly, like she was afraid he’d try to retract it. Held it a moment, once he’d passed it over, thumb tracing over the largest ruby in the hilt; then she set it carefully aside on the mattress and went back to removing her socks.  
 
    “You know, you coulda pried the rubies outta that thing and pawned them. You could be living in a mansion right now instead of slogging through the trenches with us,” he tried to joke. It would have fallen flat with anyone; with Rose, it fell like a case full of bricks. 
 
    She balled up her socks and tossed them lightly into the laundry sack hanging on the wall. Her feet, when she set them down on the cold, concrete floor, were pale, with high arches, and slender toes. Delicate, girlish feet that clashed wildly with the look she gave him.  
 
    He sighed. “Look. You know that can’t happen again, right? I told Captain Bedlam that you aren’t a risk to the rest of the team, but you can’t go off half-cocked doing your own thing on a mission like that.” 
 
    She stared at him, gaze inscrutable.  
 
    “Rose, tell me you understand.” 
 
    “You think I’m insane,” she said.  
 
    “I think you’re reckless. I think you’re still hurting really bad, and that you don’t care about your own wellbeing.” 
 
    She blinked, a brief surprise flaring in her eyes before she drew it back. 
 
    “There,” he said. “Right there. You’re so clamped down it’s like you’re not even all there.” 
 
    Her brows went up a fraction, mouth setting in a sour line.  
 
    “You have to compartmentalize in this line of work. You can’t feel everything, or you’ll drown in it. Hell, I lost a guy yesterday, and I don’t even remember his name.” He felt an inward lurch of shock at his own confession. He hadn’t meant to say that; hadn’t meant to let frustration bleed through like this.  
 
    “It’s good that you’re tough,” he said, starting again with a deep breath. “That you’re hard. And God knows you’ve got the skills. But you didn’t know what would happen today. You acted on your own, off book, and you could have gotten my whole team killed.” 
 
    Her gaze flicked away, lashes lowering. He chose to see that as remorse, because the alternative – that she didn’t care if any of them lived or died – hit too close to home.  
 
    “I’m glad to have you on board, but if you’re gonna be on my team, you have to be a part of that team, and not a free agent tagging along for the ride. Got it?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Lance,” he corrected. “The Knights don’t stand on ceremony like all the rest. We’re…” And now he felt a pang of regret for the poor boy he and Tris had buried last night. No words had been said over his cold spot in the mud; Lance had no Polaroids or fond memories to carry forward to remember him by. He’d been just another shlub with a set of tags. He wanted to do better; he had to, if he was going to continue to lead this team and keep them from disaster. He knew all too well that there was a gulf of distance between stoic and indifferent. He didn’t want to be the latter.  
 
    Not with Rose, especially.  
 
    “We’re not just a bunch of guys following orders,” he continued. “Small and tightknit. Specialized. We can do what we want without all the pretension. The Knight Companies…they’re like little families.” 
 
    Her head jerked up, eyes momentarily wide – and haunted. So, so wounded. Her throat jumped as she swallowed, and she sent him a fleeting glance, lips pressed together into a single, white line. She didn’t speak – he had the sense she couldn’t – but nodded.  
 
    He swallowed, too, his throat sticking. Dropped his voice to a whisper. “It won’t bring him back.” 
 
    She sent him another startled look, her head kicking back, nostrils flaring. He watched her pull on her mask this time: glittering anger to cover the pain.  
 
    “Being reckless. Taking unnecessary risks. I know you miss him–” 
 
    “You don’t know anything.” Not a hiss, or a snarl; flat resignation. Absolute knowledge.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he pressed on, still whispering. The urge to touch, to comfort in some way, was so strong that he shifted forward, hand lifting. 
 
    But she leaned away. 
 
    He let his hand fall. “I’m sorry you lost him,” he said again, with his own resignation heavy in his chest. “I really am. But getting yourself killed won’t bring him back.” 
 
    She was silent a long time, staring down at her hands where they clutched her knees, slender toes curled up. Then she said, “No. But maybe I could join him.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    The Present 
 
      
 
    It was still raining. Rose stood beneath the relative shelter of a wooden awning, the cold stone of the church supporting her shoulders. Watching. Just marveling.  
 
    Brother Eustace had found some old, soft, but clean clothes for Beck to wear: black pants and a loose white shirt. The wings were an obstacle, but Eustace and one of his fellow monks had tackled the task of cutting the back of the shirt into a series of panels that could be fastened around the bases of the wings with ready aplomb. They’d done this before, she thought. Had dressed a hell-fresh, winged soul, still seaming like a roast come out of the oven.  
 
    Beck stood barefoot in the church courtyard, face tipped back, palms open at his sides. The water slid over his closed eyelids, and down the sharp line of his nose; followed the wicked edges of his cheekbones and jaw. A gentle rain, filling his cupped palms, pattering his shirt with dark spots. Rainwater glazed his new horns, their onyx ridges and contours, so they gleamed. The new blackness of his hair washed all the gold from his complexion; left him pale and unfamiliar.  
 
    But she would have known him anywhere. Knew the line of his throat, and the curve of his spine. Knew his stance, his feet so light on the flagstones it seemed he could have alighted into the air at any moment. He’d stood that way even before the wings, when he’d been ever-ready to leap, and kick, and strike.  
 
    Her heart galloped in her chest, threatening to send her into a swoon. She couldn’t stop smiling, even though her face ached.  
 
    “You’re getting wet,” she called.  
 
    “I know,” he called back. “It’s wonderful.” 
 
    He stood another moment, then straightened and shook his head; black hair tossed, sending crystal droplets scattering; dark strands clung to his cheeks and neck, after, and he reached up with both hands to smooth it back. His fingertips bumped the horns, and she watched him trace their shape, chewing at his lip with one fang. Learning the size of them; carefully brushing his hair back between and around and under them. They were an obstacle to be navigated now, but he didn’t seem troubled, only curious.  
 
    His wings stretched out wide, and then lifted together in the center. The two hooks that were like bat thumbs interlocked, and he had his very own umbrella: a sheltering cover of black, leathery flesh shielding him from the elements.  
 
    Rose kept waiting to be afraid, but it wasn’t possible, apparently.  
 
    Beck was back.  
 
    Beck was here.  
 
    The king to her queen.  
 
    She would have taken him even if no part of him had been human anymore.  
 
    His gaze found hers across the rain-dappled distance, and he grinned – one of those once-rare, genuine fanged smiles that had always come after. Given freely, now, as he stalked toward her, his tail flicking gently back and forth. 
 
    She supposed this was an after of a kind. After escaping hell.  
 
    She reached for him; she couldn’t help herself. It had been five years, and she couldn’t believe that he was here, that she could touch.  
 
    He reached back. His palm found her cheek, when he was close enough; that familiar pattern of calluses, preserved, even after five years of whatever hell had dealt him. And, faintly, the scrape of claws, beneath her ear, down her throat. But she wasn’t afraid; she’d never once been afraid of him, no matter what. 
 
    “Rosie,” he breathed, as his other hand found her waist, and the shadow of his great wings fell over her, enfolded her.  
 
    She put her arms around his neck and pressed their bodies flush together; his arm hooked around her, and held tight. He was still lean, and hard, all sculpted muscle, and not enough meat.  
 
    He smelled different, though, when she pressed her face into his throat and sought the old cedar, ink, and smoke. Now she caught a whiff of brimstone; of ash; of char. A dark spice like incense, musky and heady. His skin was warm, almost too warm, feverish. As was his breath as it rustled through her hair. 
 
    He pressed his face to the top of her head and breathed in slow, shaky draws; a purr rumbled in his chest, vibrating through her own, reverberating along every nerve ending.  
 
    Tears flooded her eyes, and she closed them; she could do that now. She could rest, at least for a moment, for this brief span in the shelter of his wings.  
 
    Beck must have felt them, because he stroked her hair and her neck, and hummed a soothing noise, his purr deepening. “Don’t cry, my darling. Not for me. Not when I’m here.”  
 
    She fisted her hands in the fabric of his shirt, and swayed when he swayed, breathed when he breathed.  
 
    “I found you,” she murmured.  
 
    “Of course you did. My clever girl.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She knew that her team was hanging back – partly out of respect, but mostly out of fear, she figured. They’d worked alongside a conduit, and seen the post-Rift horrors of the world – but sight of Beck had rattled them, she could tell. And so they gave her some time alone with him. 
 
    She knew it wouldn’t last.  
 
    They sat now inside the church, in the chapel, on a creaky wooden pew that smelled of lemon oil and beeswax. On the altar, the candle flames whipped and flickered, the wicks grown long, the dripping tails of wax hanging off the altar’s edge like stalactites.  
 
    Beck sat with his wings carefully folded, draped around him like a cape, tail coiled on the pew beside him. He held her hand in his – hadn’t seemed willing to let go of it, so far – and stared up at the cross on the wall.  
 
    “I thought it might burn,” he murmured. “To look at it. To be in this place. To touch any part of it.” He rested long, claw-tipped fingers on the back of the pew in front of him, staring at his own hand in a kind of blank wonder. “It doesn’t.” 
 
    “Why would it?” She squeezed his hand. “You aren’t a vampire in an old movie.” 
 
    One corner of his mouth twitched upward in the restrained, close-lipped smile she remembered so well. “No. But I’m not exactly divine.”  
 
    “Beck.” 
 
    He turned toward her, and she’d always thought his eyes had glowed before, always gleaming in the firelight, honey-warm and crackling with withheld emotion. They actually glowed now; pulsed with yellow, leonine light.  
 
    “You aren’t a demon.” 
 
    His wings rustled, an abortive move to lift them. His tail flexed, sinuous and muscled as a healthy snake. “Look at me.” His smile was full of self-mockery. “What else could I be?” 
 
    “Brother Eustace said that you would be changed. That being there…” Her throat threatened to close when she thought of it; the fire and pain and torture. She’d seen what had come from the pit; they’d chased its evil back and forth across the country, and that was only after a small portal had been open for a short while.  
 
    “I don’t feel changed,” he said, reaching to touch her face again. He kept doing that, like he was afraid she wasn’t real. “Only tired.” His thumb stroked her cheek, and his smile this time broke softly, gently. “And glad.” 
 
    They tipped together, drawn as if my magnets, and she realized she hadn’t kissed him yet, and that she needed to rectify that right now.  
 
    He angled his head, his breath feathering hot across her lips.  
 
    Someone cleared his throat behind them.  
 
    Rose sat back. 
 
    Beck had a much more violent reaction.  
 
    He stood and whirled in an instant, wings opening wide, blocking off her view of whoever stood in the aisle – protecting her, she realized. He was shielding her from the interloper. His tail lashed against the flagstones, and he growled like an animal; a deep, resonant, big-cat sound. An unmistakable threat.  
 
    “Whoa.” She recognized Lance’s voice. “Easy there. It’s only me.” 
 
    The growl repeated, and Beck didn’t back down.  
 
    “Beck.” Rose ducked under his wing and climbed up onto the pew on her knees. Lance stood halfway down the aisle, both arms lifted, empty palms toward them. Beck had his head ducked, and his teeth bared, fangs long and gleaming in the candlelight. “Beck, it’s okay. It’s just Lance.” 
 
    When she glanced toward him, she saw that Lance was staring at her, brows lifted in silent question. You gonna do something about this? Can you? 
 
    She shuffled around and put her hand on Beck’s chest; she could feel the growl, like the chug of an idling engine. “It’s okay,” she repeated. “He’s a friend.” 
 
    Beck glared at him a moment longer, eyes glassy with aggression; nothing about his expression was human in that moment. It wasn’t even the thrill of the hunt she remembered from before; this was a predator with prey in its sights.  
 
    I don’t feel changed, he’d said only moments ago.  
 
    But he was.  
 
    Finally, Beck snorted, and straightened. Closed his wings. Standing, with the hooks linked behind his neck, it fell around him like a cloak. It made him look imperial, regal; a fitting look.  
 
    He schooled his features to a mask of polite disdain. The growl died away. “Lance,” he said, coldly. “A friend. Of course.” 
 
    Slowly, Lance lowered his hands, but made no move to come closer. He darted another look toward Rose, uncertain, questioning.  
 
    “Tell me, Lance.” Beck said his name like it was a form of bacteria. “How did you manage to go from one of Castor’s thugs to being Rose’s friend?” 
 
    Lance started to answer, but Rose dug her fingertips into Beck’s chest and said, “He was working undercover back then. It’s a long story, but he was never one of Castor’s people, not really. He’s military.” 
 
    “A Rift Walker,” Lance added, “if that means anything to you.” 
 
    “He is.” Her chest tightened, and she breathed through it. “And so am I.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and his gaze slid toward her, gilded and burning. She felt his pulse give a hard bump beneath her palm. “Well, then. I suppose you’d better explain from the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She’d known all along that there were things she wasn’t going to tell him, when he asked about the five years he’d missed. She had always been so honest with him, before, but there were times when secrets were a blessing. When they prevented hurt, and preserved love.  
 
    She’d known that, but she’d been fixated wholly on the ritual. The sacrifice. The crazy chance of it all. And now here he was, and he wanted answers – some of which she couldn’t give him.  
 
    She relayed what she could. Told him about Lance getting her out of Castor’s mansion that night. About the way, even then, the cracks were already appearing in the fabric of the world; hell open, and the Rift on the verge of cleaving the sky again.  
 
    Told him about going back to the house. About finding Kay. She stumbled over that bit when she was reminded of the fact that she hadn’t tried to drag Kay’s body to the car; hadn’t tried to give her a proper burial.  
 
    “It wasn’t her anymore, sweetheart,” Beck murmured, his hand warm and grounding on the back of her neck.  
 
    She told him about Lance’s offer to join up, and about the way, after a few weeks on the streets, amidst the rain, and the screaming, and the fighting, and the ugliness, she’d sought the recruitment office.  
 
    “It was a way to stay alive,” she explained. “A way to maybe, one day, get you back. I knew you weren’t dead.” She lifted her face to seek his gaze, and found it troubled, poorly-disguised. “And now here I am.” 
 
    “Here you are.” 
 
    “I came as quick as I could.” 
 
    “I know you did.” He fingered a strand of hair that had come loose from her braid. Coiled it around his finger, his expression softening fractionally. “You learned that it suited you, though, didn’t it?” 
 
    “What did?” 
 
    “Soldiering.” He let the hair slip free, and drew his hand back into his lap. “You’re a ferocious little thing. You needed an outlet.” He nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “It was something to do,” she hedged, shaking her head. “I was – I was so angry. And I thought if I could just figure out…The military was access to resources I could never have gotten on my own. It’s the reason I’m here now. Why you are.” 
 
    He smiled. “Well, that’s worth something, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s worth everything.” 
 
    He took both her hands into his, staring down at the way their fingers laced. The claws were there, hard and black, in place of his regular nails. But, as she watched, they lengthened, sharpened, and thick, black veins crawled beneath his skin, streaking back across his knuckles, his wrists, disappearing up his sleeves. 
 
    “Well. That’s a trick,” he murmured. Let out a breath, and the veins faded. The claws shrank back to a manageable size.  
 
    “What else can you do?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, yet. Fly, I’m assuming.” His wings twitched, and they sounded like the rustling of her leather coat. “This must be good for something.” The spade tip of his tail lifted up like a periscope, startling a laugh from her. 
 
    One that quickly threatened to dissolve into sobs. He was here, Beck was here, and she couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t believe it had worked.  
 
    When he reached for her, she went readily, let herself be bundled like a little girl onto his lap, her face against his throat again, breathing in the new brimstone and ash smell of him.  
 
    “You remembered Derfel,” he murmured, wondrous, stroking her neck and shoulder. “You found him, and you sent him. My wonderful darling.” He rocked her, his silky hair tickling her face, his heartbeat strong and steady against her. Slowly, his wings curled around her, around them, closing them in together.  
 
    She drifted like that a while. She’d been so tired for so long, sleeping in fitful snatches, never allowing herself any slack with her training. She’d honed her body into a deadly weapon; had studied and studied, until there was no room for anything but tactics and practicality in her mind. 
 
    Beck threatened to shatter her with only this simple touch.  
 
    Nearly asleep in his arms, it took her a moment to register the question he’d asked. “What?” 
 
    “You haven’t asked me yet,” he said, quietly, and she realized that he’d tensed. 
 
    She sat up a little, so she could search his face. “Asked you what?” 
 
    “To join your war efforts.” 
 
    She blinked at him, startled. “But I’m not going to.” 
 
    A small, rueful smile graced his lips. “Maybe not now, maybe not even in twenty minutes. But when Lance returns…eventually, you will ask me.” 
 
    “No, I won’t. All I cared about was getting you back.” 
 
    “Rosie,” he said, chidingly. “You’re a terrible liar.” 
 
    But it hadn’t felt like lying. He truly was all she’d cared about for so long. Finding her way here, to Wales, had been a culmination of all her longing. All her wants and needs.  
 
    He traced the edge of her chin with a claw. Drew her in close; close enough to see each gold filament in his eyes. To see the infinitesimal twitch of his lips that betrayed a resigned sort of sadness. “You want to try to save the world, don’t you?” 
 
    She took an unsteady breath. “I don’t know if it can be saved.” 
 
    “Hm. Maybe not. But there’s no harm in trying, is there?” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to do anything you don’t want to,” she said. “You don’t owe anyone anything. But I don’t – Beck, I don’t know if I can step back. Not right now.” 
 
    “I would be a hypocrite if I expected otherwise. I had a crusade of my own, remember?” 
 
    All too well. His vow of vengeance against Tony Castor. He’d known it wouldn’t bring his brother back, but he hadn’t been able to stop, either.  
 
    “I made a commitment,” she said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” He closed the distance and kissed her.  
 
    She’d imagined this moment a thousand times in the past five years. Had envisioned a desperate pawing at one another; a tangle; a heated race to tear into one another. How many times had she closed her eyes, when there were hands mapping across her body, and lips against her throat, and she was joined with someone – with Lance, only Lance, who had to have so many questions, who’d let her come here, and attempt this. Had walked away earlier when she’d asked him to. How many times had she been with him, closed her eyes, and pretended it was Beck? Beck with her, in the hot throes, skin slick with sweat, whole body throbbing to the pulse of want. 
 
    But this kiss – their first in five years – was gentle as thistledown. A brush of closed lips against hers; the soft, warm rush of a breath across her face, while he held her by the chin with the barest pressure. It was sweet, and bristling with restraint – on both their parts. Like their first kiss ever, in the library of the old Gothic townhouse. When he’d told her to tell him to stop, because he didn’t know if he could.  
 
    She was surer of herself now, though. Wanted to take his face in her hands, and tease his lips with her tongue, and show him that it was okay; that she wanted anything and everything. 
 
    But. 
 
    “Rose,” Lance said behind her, his voice strained. 
 
    Beck pulled back first, eyes narrowed to golden slits as he stared over her shoulder at Lance.  
 
    “We need to go.” 
 
    She sighed, and nodded. “Right.” To Beck: “There’s a plane waiting to take us back Stateside. If you want to come.” 
 
    He shifted his gaze to her face, and studied her a long moment. “Wherever you are, that’s where I’ll be.” 
 
    “The city – our city. Things are really, really bad there. Our orders were, if we could bring you back, to head there next. The military’s all but given up on it. But we – we said we’d try to take it back.” 
 
    “It’s probably a suicide mission,” Lance said, gruffly. She could envision his scowl, and his folded arms, the way his biceps would be straining his shirtsleeves. “Little chance of success.” 
 
    Beck cocked his head, and grinned with all his teeth; a smile that didn’t begin to touch his eyes. “Well. I specialize in those sorts of missions. When do we leave?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    Before 
 
      
 
    The conduit said her name was Morgan. She refused to tell them the name of the angel occupying her consciousness, but not in a defiant way.  
 
    “That’s not important now,” she said, prosaically, with that odd, ringing voice.  
 
    Standing behind their chairs, Rose watched Lance and Tris share a guarded look.  
 
    “Okay,” Lance said. “We’ll skip that for now. Tell me why we should trust you.” 
 
    “Well. I didn’t kill you.” 
 
    “She has a point,” Gavin murmured. 
 
    Lance said, “I heard that.” 
 
    Morgan claimed not to know the specifics of the Rift; it was all very nebulous and idealistic, rather than practical. But she was adamant that she disagreed with the conduits they’d encountered so far: she didn’t feel it was her role to punish mortals for their mortal sins. “It isn’t up to angels to pass judgement and then deal out a sentence. Our feud is with the armies of hell.” 
 
    “You fought with one of your own kind,” Lance pointed out. 
 
    “He was beyond reason.” 
 
    She wouldn’t speak to a master plan. There were no secrets to divulge, she said.  
 
    “I will help you, if I can.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re fighting with hell, too. And have been for a long time. I believe it’s a losing fight, without divine intervention.” 
 
    She showed not one ounce of ill will or violence, but still, Captain Bedlam ordered her contained. She was put in a windowless, lead-lined cell with the barest creature comforts. 
 
    “She’ll burn through that body, eventually,” Rose pointed out. She could still close her eyes and see Daniel phasing his hand into a man’s stomach; could still see the man whither and crumple and turn to greasy ash.  
 
    “I’m not feeding her people,” Lance said, harshly, mouth curved downward in a frown she’d come to learn meant he felt helpless.  
 
    He was pitifully easy to read. 
 
    All of them were: her new team.  
 
    Gallo she’d met in cadet training. With his bouncy curls, and his big, puppy dog eyes, she’d dismissed him straight away. Too soft, too weak; he’d be the first to dissolve into tears in the field; crouched behind a bit of rubble, rocking back and forth and sobbing, crying out for his mother. He looked like someone who’d actually had a mother, rather than a string of terrible foster parents, and then a crotchety old woman, and a killer.  
 
    But his determination had proved unbeatable. Beneath the bouncy curls and puppy dog eyes, she’d glimpsed steel in him. He did get frightened; always the first to jump, to swear, to spook. But he didn’t run away, and he was the first to offer a hand, too. When the others had shied away from her, still nursing bruised egos from the day she’d signed up, openly sneering at her because she didn’t play their little social games, he’d walked right up to her in the gym, and said, “If you’re the best, then I want to learn from you.” His gaze, when she’d finally met it, had been earnest, rather than mocking. She’d begun thinking of him as a barnacle that couldn’t be scraped off. Now, she supposed, he was more like a friend – as close to a friend as she was capable of having these days.  
 
    Different people handled unfortunate circumstances in different ways, and Gavin she’d pegged as the sort to offer a heartfelt pat on the shoulder, but a joke designed to help you laugh off some of the pain. He hadn’t tried to do so with her – she got the impression he didn’t really think much of her, though she detected no outright hostility from him – but he gave off the aura of a man who’d seen a lot, perhaps suffered a lot, but who soldiered on anyway, because it was the only, and the best thing he could do. She respected that. There was a lot to be said for resilience in times such as these. 
 
    Tris Mayweather was an outlying statistic: he’d been a Knight longer than most. In a branch with a high mortality rate, he’d proven tough, and savvy enough to stay alive. Long enough that he had iron streaks in his dark hair and close-cropped beard; long enough that his gaze moved dispassionately over everyone and everything. The instructors at the academy had used old still photos of him and anecdotes to excite the cadets about their futures as Knights, but he’d been younger in those photos, and not dead behind the eyes. 
 
    She’d recognized it in him straight off: the lack of all caring. His gaze had moved over her and Gallo on that first day, and she’d known he was already seeing them with toe tags; had already dismissed them as casualties. She respected that. She felt dead inside, anyway. 
 
    Lance struck her – at least at first – as a painful military cliche. Handsome and strong-jawed, earnest and righteous. The sort who believed in what he was doing; believed he was accomplishing something for the greater good. The first to offer condolences and congratulations, and he tried to make them sound sincere. Someone who stood on ceremony. Someone who thought that holding her back from the portal the night she lost Beck had actually saved her. That he’d performed a good deed. Men like him sickened her: the kind who required those good deeds of themselves in order that they might live with less guilt. 
 
    But. Sometimes. His gaze would slide over, and she’d see the spark of something else lurking behind his Good Soldier Boy façade. Something wilder and thornier, resentful of being contained. She wondered if it could be teased out into the open; if it would even be worth it.  
 
    Regardless, they were a team now – her team. And she had nowhere else to go, no place to call her own, and so she was stuck with them for the time being.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You’re dropping your shoulder before you strike. It gives away your plan of attack.” 
 
    Gallo swiped his forehead with the back of one wrapped hand, nodded, firmed up his expression, and slid back into his ready stance. He was quick, and he took instruction well, but he still hadn’t figured out how to keep from telegraphing his movements when they sparred.  
 
    Rose lifted her hands, and circled him; dropped her own shoulder, and offered a weak spot. He didn’t move right away this time, but she saw the flaring of ah-ha in his eyes. Was ready for his next strike when it came and dodged beneath it. Came up with the side of her hand poised as his throat, the threat of a quick chop that, delivered, would have left him choking and gasping, and totally vulnerable to further attack. 
 
    He groaned and stepped back, dropping all pretense of a fighting stance. “Shit,” he muttered, scraping his hair back of his face with one hand. He winced. “I’m hopeless.” 
 
    “No,” she assured, going to retrieve her water bottle over on the bench. “That time was better – you’re getting better.” 
 
    “Then why are you still kicking my ass?” 
 
    Before she could answer, a voice over by the door said, “Because she knows all your tells. You can’t win a fight against someone who can read you that well.” 
 
    Gallo’s startled expression told her who it was before she turned her head, but a look confirmed it. Tris stood leaning against the threshold, arms folded, gaze impassive as it tracked over both of them. Before Beck, what seemed a lifetime ago, she would have read a threat in that look. You couldn’t trust anyone with that much restraint and control over his face. But Tris’s impassivity was a sheer cliff face compared to Beck’s quicksilver disguise. Nothing about him frightened her.  
 
    “She’s better than you, yeah,” he continued. “That’s why it’s good to learn from her.” He pushed off the doorframe and stepped into the room. Shrugged out of his jacket and hung it up, revealing a black t-shirt, and scarred, muscled arms beneath. “Have a go at me.” 
 
    Rose sat down on the bench to catch her breath, and watch.  
 
    Gallo sucked in a huge, unsubtle breath, face twitching as he fought to smooth it. “Yeah. Okay.” Hero worship, fascination, reverence – call it whatever, but it rolled off of him like steam. This wasn’t going to go well.  
 
    But Gallo proved her wrong, as he so often did. The two opponents circled one another, assessing, and after a few more breaths – no time for that in the field, Frankie, she thought – Gallo settled: his jaw set, his hands up, his body tensed and coiled and ready. Tris was bigger, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Look at the cadets she’d laid out in her time here.  
 
    Tris offered a few feints to start, but he didn’t strike her as the type to toy with his food. She was right: he launched a crippling sequence of blows that would have left any untrained civilian, or a common street tough, halfway unconscious.  
 
    Gallo had been learning and practicing, though. He dodged, blocked, and bent back, catching himself on one hand to avoid Tris’s last swipe – then bending back up in a flash, inside his attacker’s guard, ready with a strike of his own, a chop of his hand like Rose had just used on him.  
 
    Tris deflected it easily – but was forced to take a step back to keep his balance.  
 
    Gallo grinned, his gaze cutting over toward Rose. Did you see that? 
 
    “Dumbass,” Tris muttered, and in a matter of moments had him pinned face-down on the mat, his arm twisted behind his back.  
 
    Gallo’s face went red, and Rose knew it wasn’t from exertion.  
 
    “The second you stop paying attention is the second you’re dead,” Tris said, letting him up. Gallo scrambled to his feet, head ducked, cheeks flaming. “If you wanna celebrate every time you get in a halfway decent hit, you can go serve with the infantry.” 
 
    He shook his head with a mumbled, “No, sir.” 
 
    “Here, let’s go again.” 
 
    Lance settled down on the bench beside her; he walked very quietly, but he wasn’t silent, not like Beck. She’d heard him coming.  
 
    “I told Tris not to kill him,” he said, softly, too low for the sparring partners to hear.  
 
    “He’s tougher than he looks.” 
 
    He snorted. “Like you then, huh?” 
 
    She glanced toward him, and found his eyes on the action, the corner of his mouth curved up in a grim little smile. As she stared, his gaze cut over. He wet his lips, and she thought he meant to say something else, but in the end he didn’t. 
 
    He had no idea what to make of her, she’d realized. She thought a part of him wanted to treat her like any other new, young, inexperienced Knight. To guide her, offer suggestions, share his experiences, and to soothe her with bad jokes and anecdotes. But there was no escaping that night in Castor’s basement. He might not have known what she lost, but he knew who, and she could read the hesitance that flickered in his gaze when he looked at her for too long.  
 
    “That was a good hit,” Lance said, nodding toward the match. 
 
    She glanced that way and saw that Tris’s jaw was clenched, a muscle leaping in his cheek, though no other movement betrayed where he’d been struck. 
 
    Gallo was grinning again. 
 
    “What did I say about celebrating?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Gallo said, not sounding sorry at all, and danced back into the next parry.  
 
    They circled one another a moment, taking stock. There was a stillness about Tris that Rose appreciated; he wasn’t one of those fighters who felt the need to boil in place, a needless expenditure of energy if there ever was one.  
 
    He pulled a double feint, and sent a blow toward Gallo’s ribs – that he blocked with a hiss as their forearms collided. Tris was bigger. But Gallo didn’t slow, and offered a strike of his own, one that was deflected, and the dance continued.  
 
    “Gallo knows he can’t match him strength-for-strength if they keep tangled. Same as me.” The last she added with reluctance, and she could feel Lance perking up beside her. It might have been the first time she initiated a conversation with him, she realized.  
 
    “Yeah, well, no shame in that,” Lance said, eagerness peeking through his casual air. He wanted to talk to her, for some reason. Probably as team bonding or some such rot. “It’s better to know your strong and weak points and learn to use them to your best advantage. We can’t all fight the same way – and that’s a good thing. How is he with a knife?” 
 
    “Not as good as he is with a gun,” she said, honestly. “But I don’t get the impression you guys do much knife-fighting.” 
 
    That earned another snort. “Not with conduits, no. Only crazy people attempt that. But you’d be surprised what sorts of situations we get into on some ops. Cities are full of surprises. The bad kind.” 
 
    She nodded. That was very true.  
 
    “Can I ask something?” 
 
    She stiffened. His tone had gone careful, like the night he’d tried – awkwardly, inefficiently, but sincerely – to offer his condolences about Beck. She nodded. 
 
    “When I told you that you could join up, that was a sincere offer. Things are upside down right now, and I think this is, as strange as it sounds, the safest place to be sometimes. But I didn’t think you’d actually do it.” He paused. “Why did you?” 
 
    She remembered Kay giving her one of those calculating looks through the curls of smoke off her cigarette. He got a taste for it. Beck had killed to get answers; to hurt Castor; to avenge his brother. But Beck also killed because he liked it. She could close her eyes and see him now, head pressed back in his chair, firelight dancing in low-lidded, honey eyes; black-smudged fingers tracing the rim of his whiskey glass. After.  
 
    In the time between her world shattering and turning up at the recruitment office, she’d killed three people. One was a sour-breathed man who’d grabbed at her arm and asked where you going in such a hurry, honey? She’d putting a starving, begging, dying man out of his misery, at his request, when he didn’t want the bread she offered, and instead asked for the knife.  
 
    But there had been that pimp. The one who’d come out of that underground bar; the one who’d slapped a woman. The one who’d sneered in her face and told her to run back home to her mommy. His blood had slid hot and velvety between her fingers. That one had been just for her.  
 
    Because I got a taste for it, she didn’t say.  
 
    But there was another reason. A stronger one. Beck was in hell, and it was down to her to get him out. On the streets, she’d had no resources of any kind. She’d entertained fleeting, wild thoughts of joining the criminal underground; fighting and clawing and stabbing her way to the top. Becoming the next Castor. The, with money and goons at her disposal, she would have the means to figure out how to reopen the portal to hell. Maybe she’d find a conduit of her own. She already had the dagger… 
 
    But, no. Too much risk; too little chance for success.  
 
    The military would be the easiest, cheapest way to gain access to the powers of heaven of hell. Her best chance for answers.  
 
    She’d hesitated too long; could feel the tension vibrating in the air between them, now. Said, “It seemed like the best fit.” 
 
    His gaze weighed heavy against the side of her face, but she didn’t turn her head.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Because the Knights were an elite force, prized, rare, and used only for certain kinds of missions, there was more down time than she’d ever expected to have in the military.  
 
    For the most part, Rose occupied herself with training. There were treadmills and ellipticals that she used every morning before tackling a heavy bag. She jumped rope, and worked through a calisthenics routine. Lifted weights, rep after rep until she could barely lift her arms, her whole body quivering with exhaustion. Her mirror was small, and only offered a view from her chest up, but she could see that her body offered evidence to her regimen. The stark lines of muscle in her shoulders and arms; the slender line of her neck; the hollows below her cheekbones. The transformation that had begun the night Beck pulled her from the pie safe had reached its final peak: she was a weapon now. Fully.  
 
    “Do you ever sleep?” Gavin asked, grinning, one evening in the gym.  
 
    She executed another bicep curl and said, “As much as I need to.” 
 
    His brows gave a little jump in the mirror and he didn’t press. 
 
    She liked him for that – him and Tris. They seemed content to let her throw herself at physical activity and never tried to dissuade her from it; never looked at her with mingled concern and pity.  
 
    Unlike Lance. 
 
    He was better not thought of. 
 
    She missed the library at home, some nights, when sleep was slow to come, and she tossed back and forth on her bunk in the dark. She’d brought only two books with her: the romance about the boy with the wings and his homeless girl, and Jane Eyre, because even smelling the pages reminded her of sitting across from Beck, his eyes glinting, his gaze impossible as she told him she didn’t think Jane was the lamb and Rochester the lion. Two books that she paged through and reread when she needed to feel close to the life she’d lost. But she missed the shelves; the multicolored spines and the paper-dust-ink scent of air saturated with knowledge. The crack of the fire. 
 
    The only thing that cracked here was the poly fill in her pillow when she rolled over.  
 
    It was almost a month before she went on her next op: a clean extraction in the once-dry deserts of New Mexico, now frigid and snow-dusted, fat flakes mingling with ash in a slow, constant drift from the low clouds. The target turned out not to be a conduit: only a human with a grudge and a machine gun. They neutralized him, accepted the thanks from the locals being harassed, and radioed back to Captain Bedlam.  
 
    “We can’t work a transport for you until tomorrow morning. Hunker down for the night. See the sights or some shit, I dunno.” The last she said with what might have been a hint of laughter, or maybe it was just radio static.  
 
    But Gavin slapped his hands together and rubbed them briskly. “You heard the captain, boys. Free night.” 
 
    Lance groaned.  
 
    “What – what does that mean?” Gallo asked, more than a little nervous.  
 
    “It means.” Gavin slung an arm across his shoulders and gave him a friendly shake. “Drinks and dames.” 
 
    “Because it’s the nineteen-thirties out there,” Tris deadpanned, rolling his eyes. “Clean up, nubes, or don’t. We’ll leave in ten.” 
 
    Rose turned to Lance. “We’re going out?” 
 
    It was hard to tell in the dim, flickering light of their night’s temporary base – a rundown infantry facility with water-stained floors and faulty wiring – but she thought his color was heightened, two dark spots on his normally composed cheeks. “This city’s one of the safer ones. No known conduits, and the crime’s not so bad. It’s become something of a carnival spot. Lots of food stalls and nighttime hotspots.” 
 
    “Clubs,” Gavin said. “He means clubs.” 
 
    Lance gave her a considering look. “You can stay back, though, if you want. I’m sure there’s a treadmill around here somewhere you can run the belt off of.” 
 
    Gavin sniggered.  
 
    Gallo chuckled, and then ducked his head, looking guilty.  
 
    It took her a moment to name the precise emotion that churned in her gut. The way she wanted, suddenly, aggressively, to wipe the smirk off his face, and shut Gavin up. The way she wanted to prove them wrong. 
 
    She composed her features and shrugged. Made her voice airy, indifferent. “No, I’ll come.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Gavin said, delighted. “Greer, I can’t wait to get you drunk.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it,” she said, and turned to head for the showers.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Despite the cold, and the constant, gentle sifting of snow, the city did have a bustling nightlife. The larger buildings that had once held offices were now the headquarters of the hydroponic gardens; some floors had been converted for the holding, raising, and slaughtering of livestock. A once-charming shopping district of glass-fronted, first-floor shops had expanded out into alleys and smaller side-streets, set up with semi-permanent stalls, tents, and lean-tos, where you could buy everything from clothing, to cheap jewelry, to produce, to a hot, portable meal. There was still a supermarket, she saw, its façade sad and soot-streaked, but if you didn’t mind walking in the snow, there was much and more to be found in the stalls.  
 
    Rose pulled the collar of her parka up tighter around her throat and followed along behind the rest of her team.  
 
    They were off duty, technically, and while they still wore their boots, they’d pulled plain black parkas on over black tac pants, and, without any patches or insignias, no one could say, definitively, that they were military. They had to look it, though, the way they all walked with that particular, ground-eating, prowling stride. The way they turned their heads back and forth, a constant watchfulness.  
 
    For her own part, she wasn’t going to try to blend in. Better to be observant and alive than inconspicuous and dead.  
 
    Ahead of her, Gavin still had an arm around Gallo’s shoulders, other hand stuck out and gesturing, like a ringmaster presenting a spectacle to his young sightseer. Their breath misted in the chill air, and Gavin pointed to the subtle, purple sign above a closed-off purple cloth tent, the lettering just visible in the glow of the string lights that criss-crossed like netting overhead. Gallo ducked down into his jacket a little, and Gavin’s laughter floated back to her, delighted, but not outright cruel.  
 
    Tris said something to Lance, received a nod, and then strode off on his own, hands tucked in his parka pockets. He ducked his head a little, like he was trying to keep from drawing attention to himself.  
 
    Rose watched him go, curious about his destination; surprised by her own curiosity. She didn’t normally care about that sort of thing, but she tracked him all the way across the street, until he ducked behind a vegetable stand and slipped out of sight.  
 
    “Anything catch your eye?” Lance asked, suddenly right beside her.  
 
    She was too well-practiced to jump, but felt a stir of alarm in her belly. She’d been distracted – and after she’d just been thinking that she couldn’t allow that – and she hadn’t heard him drop back and fall into step beside her. Getting sloppy. She blamed it on fatigue.  
 
    “No,” she said, giving another tug on her jacket collar. “Not really.” 
 
    “Hungry?” he asked, undeterred.  
 
    Her stomach growled, and she hoped he hadn’t heard it. “I could eat.” 
 
    “Come on. There’s a place just up here that does kebabs.”  
 
    Hunger, like fatigue, had become one of those sensations that necessitated action, but which didn’t concern her imagination. When she got hungry, it was a bother; she ate some bland mess hall food to refuel, and kept going.  
 
    But when Lance led her to a stall with its steel panels propped open to let out lantern light, and deliciously fragrant steam, her stomach rumbled not just with hunger, but with want. It smelled heavenly, and she realized her mouth was watering already; that she was sniffing the air appreciatively and anticipating the spice and warmth and grease of the meal to come, just as she had in Beck’s kitchen.  
 
    They settled into the back of the line to wait behind other eager, jacketed patrons, and she realized they’d lost Gavin and Gallo somewhere along the way. 
 
    She craned her neck to look over the bobbing, hatted heads of the other shoppers. “He’s not going to get Frankie into some kind of trouble, is he?” 
 
    “Only the good kind,” Lance assured. 
 
    She sent him a look. 
 
    He smirked. “The fun kind.” 
 
    “Hookers,” she said, flatly. “’Cause that’s a good idea.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Aw, come on. Guys – people – need to let off some steam. Especially with what we do for a living. It’s harmless.” 
 
    “Is that where you’re headed after this? To let off steam?” 
 
    His brows lifted, head tilting. Thoughtful. “And if I was?” When she didn’t answer, he said, “Would that bother you?” 
 
    “No.” But she could hear the way her tone was too sharp; knew she didn’t have her expression under control. Took a breath, tried to school her features, and said, “That’s none of my business.” 
 
    “It’s not,” he said, not unkindly. “But you seem to care.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to respond – then saw the hint of a smile in his eyes, and pressed her own lips tightly together. Felt an embarrassed flush come up in her cheeks. He’d gotten her; she could grant him that. Not that she’d say it. 
 
    “Ha,” he said, letting the smile break through. “So you’re not made of stone.” 
 
    The line shuffled forward, and she stuck her hands in her pockets and faced ahead, face overly warm.  
 
    Lance shuffled beside her, keeping pace. “That wasn’t an insult, you know. It’s a good thing you’re not made of stone. You don’t have to be cold to be a good soldier.” 
 
    She darted him a questioning look, one she retracted when she saw the way he was looking at her: with a patience and gentleness she didn’t have the capacity to handle right now.  
 
    “We do some dark shit, don’t get me wrong,” he went on. “It’ll give you nightmares, no doubt. I figure you’re used to those.” 
 
    She found herself nodding. 
 
    “But we’re also a team. And the only way to be an effective part of a team is to give a damn about the guys – and girls – walking into the fire beside you. It hurts like hell if something happens.” His voice grew soft. “But you have to care. That’s the only thing that makes this job worth it.” 
 
    They moved up again, and when she glanced toward him, he was staring off across the chatting, milling crowd. “I thought you said you forgot the name of the last Knight you lost.” 
 
    A low blow. Vicious, really.  
 
    She didn’t use to be cruel, before Beck died. 
 
    “It was Craw- Cromwell.” She didn’t think he sounded sure about that. “And he was much less memorable than you.” The little smirk that followed confirmed what she’d been suspecting for weeks, now: that he liked her.  
 
    A misplaced sense of guilt, most likely. He felt responsible for her, because he’d been there the night she lost Beck. Because his boss – even if it had been an op rather than a true loyalty – was the reason she was here in the first place.  
 
    She didn’t want him to like her.  
 
    The couple in front of them moved off, food in-hand, and they were at the counter, then. Rose’s stomach gave another growl of interest as she caught sight of cooks turning kebabs on a flaming grill; the up-close scent of cooked meat and vegetables hit her like a slap.  
 
    Lance ordered for both of them, and he pressed a paper boat loaded with kebabs and rice into her hands. There were picnic tables, but Lance headed off at an ambling walk, two bottles of soda tucked under his arm, and Rose was content to eat and walk; sitting down and eating together, just the two of them, would have felt far too intimate. Would have reminded her of dinners with Beck, and all the ways Lance was certainly not him.  
 
    He uncapped one of the sodas and passed it to her.  
 
    “Thanks.” The sharp, sweet taste chased the warm spice of the meat, and she had to actively work not to smile; it was the best thing she’d eaten in months, but smiling around Lance du Lac felt risky.  
 
    “See anything you like?” he asked around a mouthful, nodding toward the stalls. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t think you’ve spent any of your wages on anything. You should have some pocket change to burn.” 
 
    She gave him a flat look as answer.  
 
    He shrugged. “Guess there’s not lots of places to shop at base.” 
 
    “Decidedly not.” 
 
    Her tone had been downright frosty – but he grinned in response. “Let’s have a look around, then.” 
 
    Let’s implied together. Rose didn’t like the familiarity, on instinct, but she took another bite of her kebab and didn’t protest. Walked along beside him down the bustling alley between shop stalls, while snow and ash sifted down around them.  
 
    The thing she kept noticing, again and again, was the way the people they passed – shopping, talking, eating, bundled up against the cold, many carrying umbrellas to keep the snow and ash off their heads – seemed…happy. That was too generous a word, she thought. More like content. Unworried. Back home, in the city where she’d gone to school, and gone to work, and lived beneath Miss Tabitha’s cruel thumb – where Beck had found her, and given her a new sort of home; where she’d hunted with him, and known the warmth and roughness and gentleness of his hands in the tall, canopied bed of his personal suite. There, people had walked with ducked heads, or driven in cars with bullet-proof glass. The poor slept in the gutters, and the rich never stepped a toe out onto their balconies. Misery had lived in the patter of water on flagstones; in the mist that curled her hair and settled deep in her lungs.  
 
    But for all that this city was as derelict as every other, there was an ephemeral sort of warmth and good cheer on the air tonight, nearly contagious when coupled with her yellow, turmeric-tasting rice, and the fizz of cola on her tongue, and the way Lance kept pointing things out to her.  
 
    “I have eyes,” she snapped, once, dropping her now-empty paper boat into a trash can. She wiped her mouth on her sleeve like a heathen, and imagined Beck giving her a sternly disapproving look. 
 
    Beck wasn’t here, though. 
 
    Not yet.  
 
    Lance remained unphased. “You don’t strike me as the jewelry type,” he mused, scanning the booths they passed. “What about – there, that one’s got knives.” 
 
    She sent him a withering look – tried to. He was striding off, and she found herself following.  
 
    The booth did indeed offer knives, alongside an array of other small, personal weapons. Her eyes went first to the blades, on instinct: not the expertly-crafted, gleaming new steel ones of her own, but still serviceable. Smoked, dark metal with sharp edges, jagged with serrated teeth. The longest was half the length of her forearm, and the shortest half the length of her pinky finger. Perfect weapons for someone looking for a bit of cheap protection – or for muggers and petty thieves, she thought, sourly.  
 
    All of them were arrayed in overhead racks, and along the back wall of the booth, but up close, beneath a thick plastic counter to prevent theft, she noted brass knuckles, some blunt, and some sharp. Spiked rings. A blade inside a walking stick, the head an ugly approximation of a snarling bear’s head. Round weights with hollow centers on leather thongs: flails, she realized. Studded gloves and spiked chokers to prevent an enemy from strangling someone.  
 
    Street weaponry. All of it would have been beneath Beck.  
 
    “See something you like?” Lance materialized at her elbow, not touching, but close enough for her to feel the heat radiating off his body, pushing back against the chill of the night; close enough for the steam of his breath to plume in front of her face; close enough to smell spicy kebabs, and his cologne, and for her to feel a small, distant chime inside herself, a faint awareness like a struck bell. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, tapping the plastic counter, arriving at a sudden, fierce decision. “I’ll take these.” 
 
    He snorted.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When the team reconvened, Rose noted that Gavin was tousled and drowsy and beaming, and that Gallo walked with his head down, his cheeks pink from more than the cold.  
 
    “Next time,” Gavin proclaimed, shaking Gallo by the shoulder. “I’m gonna drag you inside.” He laughed, a little drunk and thrilled by his own joke. 
 
    Gallo tried to duck down deeper into the collar of his jacket.  
 
    Tris showed up last, his expression both more tired, and tighter than it had been before. He’d missed a button on his shirt, Rose noticed.  
 
    Gallo finally managed to shake loose from Gavin and put several paces between them. He shot a glance toward Tris, and the way his face fell another fraction told Rose he’d noticed the missed button, too.  
 
    “What did you two get up to?” Gavin asked them. “You find a bar fight to throw Greer into?” 
 
    Rose stared at him. 
 
    Lance chuckled and said, “Nah, did some shopping.” Thankfully, he didn’t elaborate. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Hardly anyone drove in this city, and no one would have cared about a drunk driver besides. Several stalls sold beer, and heated wine in foam cups. Gavin insisted on getting some, and Lance got a cup of his own. By the time they headed back to the base, Gavin was thoroughly wasted, swaying and trying to convince Tris and Gallo to sing some sort of rowdy drinking song with him.  
 
    Lance’s cheeks, Rose saw when she darted him a glance, were stained red from the alcohol and the cold, eyes glittering as he surveyed their surroundings. He didn’t stagger or stumble, but his voice was a little softer and less guarded than usual when he leaned in a little closer and said, “I know you hate us.” 
 
    Unexpected. She felt her brows go up. “What? I don’t hate you.” The protest was automatic, and she wished, after, biting her lip, that she hadn’t offered it. She didn’t owe him that kind of reassurance.  
 
    His gaze slid over, mouth curving into another of those small, amused smiles he’d been giving her all night, unbothered by her venom. “No, you do. Or, at least, you want to hate us. And that’s alright. But I hope you won’t forever. If you let yourself, you might even like us.” 
 
    The nerve of him. She couldn’t find a rational explanation for the white-hot anger that flared in her chest. She faced forward, not wanting to look at him lest he see the furious, stinging tears gathering in her eyes. She managed to choke out, “I like Frankie.” 
 
    Lance laughed. The asshole. 
 
    When they reached the base, she headed straight to the room she’d been assigned for the night, a dorm no bigger than a closet, just like at their home base. She shut herself inside, threw her shopping bag down on the bunk, and stood leaning back against the door a moment, hands clutching tight in the front of her own jacket, catching her breath.  
 
    She hadn’t been this winded on the op – on any op. This wasn’t exertion, but emotion wringing her out like an old dish rag, and she hated it. It was so useless, so childish, so stupid. She wished she hadn’t gone to the market; that she had in fact stayed here and found a treadmill to run the belt off of, rather than be subjected to Lance du Lac’s attempts at friendship.  
 
    Not just friendship, an unhelpful voice chimed in the back of her head, and that was even worse. 
 
    She couldn’t allow these people to make her feel like a part of something. She couldn’t afford to grow complacent here. 
 
    She closed her eyes, and conjured Beck’s voice from memory. Imagined him reading to her, by the firelight in the library, his voice low and velvety and beloved, animating the hearts of the characters on the page.  
 
    Her own heart slowed, eventually. When she had herself under control, she pushed off the door and crossed to the half-sized desk against the wall. Rooted around in her bag until she found the little zippered pouch that contained her most valuable possessions.  
 
    The two pendants hooked on the single gold chain winked up at her beneath the harsh tube lights. The rose and the crown. She didn’t like to wear them for fear the chain would snap on an op, and she would lose them. But tonight, she fastened the necklace around her throat, and let the pendants lay on top of her shirt, where she could see them. Where she could cover them with her hand and feel their familiar points.  
 
    “I’m coming,” she whispered to herself – to Beck, wherever he was. (Hell.) “I won’t get distracted. I’ll find you.” More fervent than any prayer.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    The Present 
 
      
 
    The plane, with its hollow belly and its jump seats and its netting for their baggage, the drone of its engines insanely loud, was no more comfortable on the return flight, but Rose couldn’t be bothered by those sorts of mortal inconveniences. Not with Beck back – and pacing up and down the length of the cargo hold, wings folded back, as steady and graceful as ever, despite being on a moving plane above the Atlantic.  
 
    “He should really sit down,” Gavin said, not for the first time; he was having to shout above the engine noise. At no point had he addressed this remark to Beck himself, but to Rose, instead.  
 
    Lance looked on Beck with mistrust and reluctant awe. The other three, though – even Tris, though he did an admirable job of maintaining his usual indifference – were openly frightened. None of them had made direct eye contact, nor spoken to him.  
 
    Beck, being Beck, had of course noticed. He paused when Gavin spoke, tail whisking side-to-side. He spun, hands clasping behind the small of his back, beneath his wings, and his golden stare zeroed in on Gavin a moment, sharp as a blade – Gavin blanched, throat kicking as he gulped – and then he looked toward Rose. And toward Lance, sitting beside her, his gaze shifting between the two of them. 
 
    She wondered, briefly, almost horrified, if he could tell that she and Lance… 
 
    Probably. He’d probably known back at the church. He’d always been the most perceptive person she’d ever met.  
 
    “Tell me about the city,” he said. “What sort of hell are we walking into?” He grinned quickly at his own joke.  
 
    Rose grinned back, but only because he was here, at last; it faded quickly, when faced with the enormity of their task. “That night in Castor’s basement. When you–” It still hurt to say, even though he was gazing softly back at her, finally, eyes glowing. “When the ritual started, when the conduit Gabriel killed Castor, a gateway to hell was opened. And in the time between it opening and closing, when – when you were lost – things managed to slip out. Lots of things.” 
 
    “Hell beasts,” Lance said. “There are two kinds of conduits, now. The angels that we’ve faced before – and a new kind. A demonic kind. They’re battling each other, and, as you can guess, humanity’s been caught in the crossfire for the past five years.” 
 
    “Humanity’s always been in that position,” Beck said. “What of the demons? Are they any more powerful?” 
 
    “Equally matched, for the most part,” Rose said. “But the war’s on properly now, in a way it never was during the First Rift. The streets have never been this bloody.” 
 
    “And the Knights have never been so busy,” Lance added. “We’ve learned how to engage them more effectively, but we’re still humans messing with a kind of power we can’t understand.” 
 
    Beck showed his teeth, his new fangs flashing, in an expression that wasn’t at all a smile. “And this is where I come in.” He didn’t sound bitter or unhappy – Rose thought he almost sounded eager. He always had enjoyed his hunting. But the way he bared his fangs wasn’t pleasant.  
 
    “I planned to raise you either way,” Rose said, “but the only way I could get assistance” – she gestured to the plane encasing them, the men sitting beside and across from her – “was if I pitched you to my superiors as a weapon.” 
 
    “As well you should have.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Lance’s gaze landed heavy against the side of her face, burning, questioning.  
 
    “Rest assured, Sergeant,” Beck told him. “Rose isn’t thinking of deserting. She feels beholden to her company, now. Doubtless she’d tell me to run off if I chose, but she won’t abandon the mission.” His unsettling non-smile sharpened at the edges, honed like a blade.  
 
    Lance let out a deep breath, but didn’t respond. 
 
    Tris, nearly shouting to be heard above the engines, said, “Here’s what I’m wondering, though. You’ve got wings.” He met Beck’s gaze when he turned to him, his own face impressively unimpressed. The twitch of an eyelid betrayed deeply suppressed nerves. “And horns. But does that make you any better at fighting conduits than us?” 
 
    Gallo’s lips moved, a silent oh, shit. 
 
    Beck chuckled, and the low sound was more smoke than velvet these days. “I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SIX 
 
      
 
    Before 
 
      
 
    Rose shifted the tray she carried to one arm and knocked on the heavy, locked door before her. The lead-lined cell was soundproof, so she couldn’t hear whether she was invited in or not, but it felt like a courtesy. Morgan had said she could feel the vibration, and knew that someone stood on the other side of the thick door.  
 
    Rose counted to five, then spun the wheel, listened to the bolts sliding back, the hiss of depressurized air. She stepped into the vestibule, sealed herself inside, and then went through the second, more normal door, inside the box where Captain Bedlam had housed their captured conduit.  
 
    Morgan – the only name she’d offered, a human name, and surely not the name of the angel possessing the body – had been given a set of fatigues: black tac pants, and gray shirt, lace-up boots. They looked comical on her small frame, her knobby elbows resting on the desk where she sat paging through a book, pale hair fallen in a curtain to shield her face.  
 
    She lifted her head only once Rose had closed the door, fixing her with those wide, strange, glowing eyes. Her mouth twitched in brief greeting. “Hello.” 
 
    “I brought you something to eat,” Rose said, stepping forward to set the tray on a clear corner of the desk. Lots of sugary things, because conduits burned calories so quickly: a dish of chocolate pudding, a slice of cake, a handful of granola bars, canned peaches, and, a nod to nutrition, a congealed scoop of tuna salad in a little plastic bowl.  
 
    Standing this close, Rose could feel the faint buzz that the conduit put out into the air; it was like being able to sense that a TV was on in another room, without being able to hear it. A hum in her joints and back teeth. A prickling at the back of the neck. 
 
    Morgan said, “Thank you.” She closed the book, and set it aside – an old bird-watching manual, Rose saw, from the cover – and reached for the tray. All of her movements were precise and unhurried, just like her speech. The voice and body of the child she had been before, and the tone and mannerisms of an ancient being who would live to see eternity, and who did not flitter or rush. 
 
    “Do you need anything?” Rose asked, surveying the cell. No windows, no furniture save the desk, chair, and cot, its covers pulled up and tucked in with military precision. Books were stacked on the desk, and beneath it, and along the wall. “I don’t know how much more reading material we have around here.” The base’s library was shameful, and mostly military manuals and dry history texts. 
 
    Morgan had already devoured half the dish of pudding. She said, “No, this is all I require.” 
 
    There was no reason to stay, but Rose did, for some reason, shifting her weight side to side, watching the girl possessed by an angel neatly plow her way through thousands of calories of food without spilling a drop or getting one crumb on her shirt.  
 
    Without looking toward Rose, she said, “You’re curious.” 
 
    Busted. “Well,” she said, because she couldn’t very well deny it. 
 
    Morgan set her spoon down and turned to sit facing her, an elbow propped on the back of the chair. “You mistrust me, though – you mistrust all conduits. And you don’t like them, either.” 
 
    “You said them instead of us,” Rose hedged.  
 
    “There are conduits, and then there’s me.” 
 
    “You’re special, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” Said without any boastfulness or condescension. A simple statement of fact.  
 
    Rose held her gaze unflinching, though it took an effort. Sweat prickled between her shoulder blades, and the truth spilled out, unbidden. “A conduit was responsible for the disappearance of my–” She cut herself off. She didn’t have words for what Beck was. Boyfriend sounded paltry and childish. Lover sounded like something from a book. Everything was the only suitable word, and it got stuck in her throat.  
 
    “I see,” Morgan said. “That would create animosity.” She gestured with one tiny hand toward the cot. “Would you like to sit?” 
 
    This wasn’t the first time Rose had come to the cell; she’d brought food, and books, and carried messages from Captain Bedlam. She continually volunteered, every time it was announced that someone needed to act as conduit liaison. She hadn’t examined her reasons for it, so she paused, now, and regarded the cot. Wondered if it would somehow feel different to sit down somewhere where an angel-possessed body slept each night. Did conduits toss and thrash? Have nightmares? Sweat through their pajamas? 
 
    “You may interrogate me,” Morgan said, placidly.  
 
    Rose let out a frustrated breath and sat, quickly, before she could change her mind. The backs of her legs tingled, but she knew that was only her imagination, and not conduit cooties seeping through her clothes.  
 
    “I don’t want to interrogate you.” 
 
    “But you have questions.” 
 
    “Lots,” Rose said with a sigh.  
 
    Morgan made an inviting gesture. 
 
    Had Captain Bedlam known she was here now, being invited to ask questions, there would have been a list involved. Important questions about conduits, their vulnerabilities, the hell beasts and demons. Questions about the war, the potential scope of it. The captain would have wanted to know why Morgan was here, willingly, ready to help them.  
 
    But Rose said, “My – the person I lost. He was standing in a pool of blood. He stabbed the conduit who’d opened it, and there was a flash, and then they were both gone. What” – her breath shivered in her lungs – “what happened to him?” 
 
    Morgan didn’t blink as often as a human. She blinked now, and said, “It was a hell portal.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    “He went down inside it, then.” 
 
    Rose had known that, but it still sent a shaft of pain through her chest to hear it confirmed by one of the few creatures who could know for sure. She nodded, and wet her lips, and tried to come up with something to say.  
 
    Morgan said, “Was he alive when the portal closed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then he lives, still.” 
 
    Rose swallowed around the lump in her throat. “In hell?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can he be brought back?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Rose felt her brows go up, shocked. She started to reply. 
 
    Morgan said, “It is not an easy thing. It requires sacrifice, and great strength of will. It requires a token – a hell token.” 
 
    “You saw my dagger.” 
 
    “Yes. Who will you kill to offer for his return?” 
 
    “That’s not the tough question you think it is.” 
 
    Morgan cocked her head, glowing gaze seeming to pierce through skin and skull, like she could see the inner workings of Rose’s mind. “No. I don’t suppose it is. Not for you.” 
 
    “Do you know how to draw the pentagram? All those symbols? Would you help me?” 
 
    Morgan blinked slowly. “It’s not something I have ever done. It goes against my purpose.” 
 
    Rose gritted her teeth, and fought not to bare them. “What purpose?” 
 
    “Angels are not a monolith. We all have different strengths, and different callings. It goes against everything I am to open a portal and pull something out. I tend to put things back in.” 
 
    “You won’t help me, then.” 
 
    “Did you expect me to?” 
 
    “No,” she admitted, shoulders slumping. “Not really. But I had to ask.” 
 
    “It pains you terribly,” Morgan said. 
 
    Rose sent her a look that said duh.  
 
    “I am sorry for your loss, but I would be poor help.” 
 
    “Meh. I’m not used to having help anyway.” 
 
    “There are other methods, though. Simpler, and more likely to be successful.” 
 
    Rose stared at her, assessing. “Why do I get the feeling you aren’t going to come right out and tell me what they are?” 
 
    Another twitch at her mouth, in what might have been an attempted smile. “Your hunger for the answers will fuel the process. Keep searching. A heart as focused as yours will find what you seek.” 
 
    Frustration sat heavy in her belly; she’d known not to hope, but it had flared anyway, just a little spark of it. Having it doused hurt like a broken bone. She tamped it down, pressed it beneath the rock sitting on the sad stack of her emotions. Snorted. “You sound like a fortune cookie.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Nothing. Maybe I’ll find one and bring it to you, sometime.” Rose stood, and brushed nonexistent wrinkles from her tac pants.  
 
    A thought occurred, as she headed for the door. “Are you ever going to tell us your real name?” 
 
    “When the time is right,” Morgan said, peaceably, and turned back to her lunch tray.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Their next op started hum-drum, and ended spectacularly fucked up.  
 
    A passing helo had picked up a high heat signature in a rural, forested, mountainous part of Kentucky, and Gold Company was called in to handle it. The idea was that the conduit – or conduits, judging by the flare of heat on the infrared – needed to be neutralized now, before they got into a heavily populated area. 
 
    A plane took them to Kentucky, to a tarmac where rain was bucketing down, and white mist was lifting off the grass, shifting like ghosts between the close-set trees. Their helo, an ancient Blackhawk, sat with lights blinking, rotors turning, slinging water that stung her face where it wasn’t covered by goggles.  
 
    She glanced toward Lance, whose jaw was set in that firm, square line that meant he was eager for the job ahead, but that his stomach was probably cramping. She had to shout above the whir and thump of the rotors. “Isn’t the weather too bad?” 
 
    He shook his head, and spared her a quick glance from behind his own goggles. “There’s a storm moving in. We’ve gotta do it now, or we’ll have to wait forty-eight hours before the pilot’s willing to go back up.” 
 
    They climbed aboard, secured their gear, strapped in, and the Blackhawk lurched up off the tarmac and took to the sky with a heavy, unsteady gait that propelled them up into the rain and over the tree line.  
 
    The terrain climbed, and the helo with it, chugging and struggling to find an updraft that wasn’t there and couldn’t help them. The trees were mostly pines, short and sickly, but plentiful, with the occasional white skeletal hands of a hardwood reaching through the yellow-green needles. The mountains thrust up into the underbellies of the clouds, and between them, the land folded in on itself, canyons and ridges with sharp trees along their spines like the knobs of vertebrae.  
 
    Gallo was on the infrared, and as they lumbered over a ridge, and a large bowl-shaped swath of forest greeted them on the other side, he said, “Down there.”  
 
    The helo dropped low enough to allow them to rappel down, and then lifted up and away, scheduled to return in an hour. Rose watched it disappear, head tipped back, raindrops splattering her face and her goggles. Her chest was tight – tighter than normal, a heavy sense of unease she couldn’t shake. This op made no sense: conduits didn’t linger out in the middle of nowhere. What destruction could they wreak there? 
 
    They did a weapons check, and Lance fired off a sequence of hand signals. They split up.  
 
    The rain fell steadily, a quiet susurrus like a veil around Rose as she swung wide of the heat signature. An occasional fat drop would plink off her helmet, or the barrel of her rifle; they pattered on the carpet of old leaves and needles underfoot, a papery skin that gave way to sucking mud with every step. It wasn’t possible to be silent, in that way, and she could only hope that the hiss and shush of the rain drowned out the sound of their approach.  
 
    The helo hadn’t been able to land because the trees grew too close together; she had to turn sideways more than once to slip between trunks; rough bark snagged at her sleeves.  
 
    She ducked around an unusually fat pine and spotted a set of tracks in the leaf mold and mud of the forest floor: large tracks, heavy boot prints with thick tread.  
 
    Rose wasn’t supposed to – Lance would have scowled – but she slung her rifle across her back and drew two of her knives instead. The clean steel gleamed faintly in the gloom, a shine like bared teeth in the gloaming. Her pulse picked up, a ready tick-tick-tick, and the adrenaline that flooded her veins – a tolerable amount – came from anticipation, and not fear.  
 
    She followed the tracks, lengthening her stride so she stepped in the conduit’s prints, rather than leave her own. Seven strides took her around one of the rare hardwoods, its trunk full of knotholes like eyes in the pale bark. Another seven strides led her down into a creek bed, where rainwater rushed up to mid-calf. The tracks disappeared on the bank, but she no longer needed them: a conduit stood in the middle of the thickening stream. A man. Heavy-bodied, muscular, wearing a hunter’s clothes: canvas pants and jacket, a baseball cap with the brim pulled low. He held an old bolt-action rifle in one big hand. 
 
    He turned his head, slowly, and she saw the bright flare of his eyes through the water dripping off the bill of his cap.  
 
    Rose tensed, settling in her hips and ankles, prepared for action. 
 
    The prickling awareness, that turned-on-TV static across her skin, touched her from behind, and she ducked to the side. 
 
    Just as something heavy whistled through the air where her head had been.  
 
    The water dragged at her legs, pulling her off balance; she overcompensated, but swung her arms, caught herself, and twisted around, upright, knives at the ready.  
 
    The second conduit was a woman, a large one, and carrying a woodsman’s axe. That was what had cleaved the air where Rose had stood moments ago.  
 
    Dressed like the man, in rough, sturdy hunting clothes and a cap, the woman hefted the axe and gathered herself for an approach – or maybe an outright attack.  
 
    Water sloshed as the other conduit moved toward them – and he had a gun.  
 
    Rose took a split-second to weigh her options. Took a deep breath. And dropped.  
 
    It was a controlled fall. She slipped down, belly-first, ducked beneath the water, stretched out her arms, and swam.  
 
    It was cold. The shock of it nearly left her gasping, but she bit her tongue and held her breath in, that precious last sip of oxygen. The current helped her along, even stronger as she treaded deeper down into the hollow the runoff had carved through this fissure between hills. Her goggles were fitted, and waterproof, and she could keep her eyes open. The water was dark, and murky with mud from the bottom, but she saw two shadows like tree trunks planted ahead – the conduit’s legs – and she struck as she passed him. She felt the knife bite flesh; felt the judder through her arm as the blade found bone. Felt the splash and displacement of water as he fell, the tendon severed, his balance compromised.  
 
    Then she was by, and rushing on. She kept her head down, clenched her knives tight in fingers rapidly going numb, and kicked and stroked for all she was worth, working with the current.  
 
    When the burn in her lungs became unbearable, she snagged a bit of branch dangling in the water, and hauled her head up above the surface, gasping and sputtering.  
 
    Her surroundings didn’t look familiar. It had been hard to tell how far she’d gone underwater, but the conduits weren’t in sight, and the banks rose steeply on either side of the stream – which was rapidly trying to become a river.  
 
    She took a moment, despite the hard chill of the water swirling around her, to regret the impending lecture: she’d taken her rifle in the drink, and all her gear, besides, Wraith Grenades and everything. Then she took a deep breath, and hauled her waterlogged self up the dangling branch.  
 
    The bank was leaf-strewn, and mud beneath, terraced from years of erosion. But webbed with tree roots, and she used those as toe-holds, and the branch as her lifeline, and she managed to pick her careful way to the top, no longer cold when she reached it, limbs burning.  
 
    She unslung her pack and pulled out her thermal binoculars to scan the area. Nothing at first, and then – a human signature. One of her fellow knights: Gallo, judging by his gait. She dropped the binoculars to dangle around her neck and pulled out her flashlight; fired off a quick signal, and waited. A few minutes later, Gallo stepped between two trunks and came to stand on the edge of the bank opposite.  
 
    He lifted his hands and shrugged in question. What happened? 
 
    She offered the hand signal for conduit. And then held up two fingers, and pointed upstream. 
 
    Angel or demon? he signed.  
 
    It was raining too heavily for her to have caught that distinct whiff of brimstone, but she’d seen the eyes. Demon, she signed back. 
 
    He nodded, lips pressing into a grim line.  
 
    A shadow moved behind him; a figure stepped from the trees. Metal glinted, faintly, flashing amidst the silver raindrops.  
 
    Rose shouted. 
 
    Gallo turned – too late.  
 
    The conduit woman brought the axe down, and took Gallo’s arm off at the elbow, one clean stroke.  
 
    Rose pulled her sidearm – all carbon fiber and polymer, waterproofed – and fired.  
 
    The round caught the conduit dead-center in the forehead. Rose saw the spray of blood and gore that fountained behind her, as the head kicked back, and the hands went limp on the axe. The conduit fell, down for at least a few minutes, as the demon inside the shell fought to repair all the nerve pathways that would allow the body to stand again.  
 
    Gallo had fallen to his knees, clutching the stump of his arm in his other hand; blood spurting through his fingers, spraying down his pants, gathering on the forest floor. He was screaming, a high, wild, animal scream of pain and terror she could just hear above the rain.  
 
    “Frankie!” Rose shouted, already scrambling for the bank. If they didn’t get the bleeding stopped–  
 
    She pulled up short when the low hum of conduit energy prickled up her neck; buzzed in her bones.  
 
    She had a knife in her hand before she turned, and struck before she laid eyes on her target. The blade severed the tendons in the conduit’s wrist; his hand opened, and his rifle barrel dropped to the ground. She saw his eyes flare, some kind of demonic shock, and then she emptied the rest of her magazine point blank into his chest.  
 
    He staggered back, his torso a pulpy ruin, blood and viscera visible through bullet-shredded clothes. He clutched at his wounds with his good hand, the rifle forgotten on the ground, and he glared at her – not with hatred, but with annoyance. He was a hell beast, and she was just a tiny human inconvenience.  
 
    She holstered her gun, and slipped her hand inside her jacket, curled it around the hilt of a different dagger in her holster, and advanced on him with the first.  
 
    When she was within range, he reached out with his good hand and snagged her wrist. She watched the shock and pain bloom across his face. Heard the faint sizzle like bacon fat in a skillet, and saw the smoke boil up between them from the place where he touched her – where he touched one of the trinkets she’d bought at the market in New Mexico with Lance. A cuff studded with silver spikes, hidden ‘til now beneath her jacket sleeve. 
 
    “That’s pure silver, bitch,” she told him, drew her hell dagger from its sheath, and plunged it into his heart.  
 
    Man died and demon fled with one last, startled gasp. The eyes dimmed, and the corpse fell back against a tree trunk; her blade slipped free, dripping red, viscous blood, and she was turning back around before the body had toppled to the forest floor.  
 
    Gallo was still down, and the conduit was twitching. 
 
    Rose loaded her gun with a fresh magazine, holstered it along with her daggers, all save one slender, wicked blade that she kept in her grasp, and plunged down the hill into the stream.  
 
    She fell the last few feet, sliding in the mud, and hit the water with a splash. The cold of it shocked her all over again; she clenched her teeth against it, and set off through the chest-deep current. It wanted to drag her farther downstream; each step was a fight; she lunged through the water, straining for the far bank.  
 
    It seemed to take an age. When she arrived, gripping a tree root with the white knuckles of one hand, body slumping forward with exhaustion, she knew she couldn’t afford to take the rest she needed. Gallo was bleeding, the conduit was healing.  
 
    Where the hell were Lance and the others? 
 
    She started to climb, slipping here and there, not willing to let go the knife, nor to sink its perfect tip down into the mud and use it for a handhold. Beck would turn in his – well, not grave – on his spit? Where he roasted in hell? 
 
    She gritted her teeth against a growl, and kept going, hand over hand, the rifle heavy on her back, the weight of her soaked clothes dragging at her. She reached the top, and called on one last burst of energy to heave herself up and over the edge, muscles screaming where they weren’t numb from cold.  
 
    No time, no time. She rolled to her feet, heaving for breath, knife still clean in one hand.  
 
    Gallo had slid down, sitting on his backside in the mud, spine curved forward in a protective, vulnerable C. He cradled the stump of his left arm in his hand, fresh blood bubbling between his fingers as quickly as the rain could wash it away. His face was bone-white, his eyes wide and hectic; it was with a child’s terror that he looked up and her, and whispered, “Rose. Please.” 
 
    A plea for help? For mercy? 
 
    She knelt and managed to swing her pack around; dug out one of the tourniquets they all carried in their gear. As she cinched the belt tight above the wound where his elbow had once been – he whimpered and closed his eyes – she noted the cleanness of the stroke. If he didn’t exsanguinate, the wound would clean up well. The arm, she noted, as she finished, and stood, lay on the wet leaves, the hand half-curled, its palm full of rainwater.  
 
    The sight of it, the flesh already dead-looking, sent a hard shiver of fear through her. A pulse of helplessness – this was terrible, it was so awful, and she didn’t, she couldn’t–  
 
    She shoved it down, dumped her pack, drew her hell dagger, and stalked toward the remaining conduit.   
 
    The woman twitched in erratic pulses: arms, legs, fingers curling, eyelids fluttering over rolled-back eyes, only the whites showing. Her cap had come off, and she ground her short, pale hair into the mud as she jerked like she was having a stroke.  
 
    Rose went down on one knew, and lifted her dagger.  
 
    The conduit’s eyes reverted to normal, suddenly, gaze hard and fixed on her face, and her hand shot up, no longer twitching, but steady, accurate. She latched onto Rose’s throat.  
 
    She’d bought two bracelets, and a collar that day at the market. The short, but terribly sharp silver spikes pierced the conduit’s palm and fingers. Rose felt the too-hot trickle of conduit-powered blood on her neck.  
 
    The conduit hissed, but her hand tightened, thumb and collar pressing into Rose’s windpipe.  
 
    Rose gasped, unbidden, and felt something in her neck trying to give. Her vision tunneled, a sudden blackness sweeping in at the edges. The conduit’s other hand reached for her wrist.  
 
    But too late.  
 
    Rose stabbed the woman in the belly with her sharp little pig-sticker, and in the heart with the hell blade.  
 
    A sucking inhale, an exhale like a howl, and the eyes flashed. The hand went limp and dropped away from Rose’s throat, and she fell back on her ass, choking on the air that rushed down her throat on the first inhale.  
 
    “Greer!” A thunderous shout, barely heard above the rain – falling harder now, faster, louder. 
 
    She fought her lungs, and managed to get up on her knees, and turn to look. 
 
    Here came Lance, loping effortlessly across the slippery terrain, Tris and Gavin right behind him.  
 
    Where were you? she thought, savagely. Where the fuck were all of you? 
 
    But when Lance skidded to a halt in front of her, hectic gaze visible even through his rain-splattered goggles, she said, “Gallo’s hurt. He’s lost half an arm.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Lance breathed. Tris and Gavin rushed past him, and went to kneel on either side of Gallo, who was rocking back and forth now, whimpering brokenly like a small, frightened animal. “Jesus – are you, the conduits? Are you okay?” 
 
    “The conduits are dead.” She pushed to her feet, and staggered; would have fallen if Lance hadn’t gripped her shoulders and righted her. “And I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Twice, she thought the helo would succumb to the weather on the rough ride back to the tarmac. The wind picked up, the rain lashing sideways, and once, she swore the rotors stalled.  
 
    They’d strapped Gallo in tight. Tris had done a quick field treatment: flushed the stump, bound it up with lots of padding and gauze. They’d piled him with reflective, thermal blankets, and he was blessedly unconscious now. His lips were blue, his skin clammy and waxy-looking. 
 
    Tris sat closest to him, his normally-hard expression locked into newly harsh angles. Rose watched as he pressed a hand to Gallo’s forehead, his frown deepening, muscle in his jaw twitching.  
 
    Medics were waiting when they landed at the base, a gurney ready. The building sat squat, spare and gray against the ever-deepening gloom as evening set on, and the rain gained a whole new intensity: shifting whiteout curtains that blew and rippled across the tarmac.  
 
    “We’ll overnight here,” Lance told her. “With this weather, and with Gallo.” He shook his head, face nearly as gray as the building.  
 
    Rose hopped out of the helo and followed the gurney inside, leaving her superior officer behind.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There was a thick glass window that looked into the operating room from the small lounge beyond it. With all the draping, and medical staff milling about, Rose couldn’t see much of the surgery, but the idea of dinner or a hot shower had repelled her when she watched Gallo’s lifeless form wheeled into the med bay. She sat in a hard plastic chair beside a water cooler, pitched forward, her hands laced together loosely between her knees. 
 
    Tristan sat three seats down, in a similar posture, staring at the window, his jaw carved from marble, save the way it flickered with lean muscle each time he swallowed.  
 
    Poor Frankie, Rose thought. He’d finally captured the attention of his idol, but he’d lost an arm in doing so.  
 
    A clock ticked up on the wall, but she never bothered to check the time. Finally, the hustle and bustle beyond the window seemed to slow. A sheet was pulled up over Gallo – Tris sat up, his chair creaking – but only to his chest, to keep him warm. A tech checked all his monitors, and secured an IV in his arm. Rose saw them prepare to wheel the gurney away – out of the OR and down a far hallway, to the recovery rooms.  
 
    A doctor came out in the act of untying his mask, his face lined and weary, but satisfied, she thought.  
 
    Tris stood, abruptly. Tense all over, as if he’d braced himself. 
 
    The doctor glanced between the two of them. “I was able to save the joint, and about two inches below that. It should make prosthetic attachment – if he chooses to have one – easier, eventually. We cleaned, cauterized, and closed the area with a skin graft from his back. If it takes, he should be ready for a prosthetic fitting in three months.” 
 
    Tris jerked a nod, and left the room. 
 
    The doctor lifted his brows, a single jump of whatever. He’d seen a lot, no doubt, in this line of work. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and turned back to regard Rose. “You should get out of those wet clothes before you catch pneumonia.” 
 
    “Bacteria and virus cause pneumonia,” she said, flatly, stubbornly. “Not wet clothes.” 
 
    He smirked around the cigarette he’d just hung on his lip. “Yeah, but didn’t your mother ever tell you that?” 
 
    She stared at him until he gave another eyebrow shrug and went back into the OR, and through to the recovery ward, pneumatic doors sliding shut behind him.  
 
    Rose remained sitting – because she had to. Battling the conduits, helping get Gallo into the basket the helo sent down, the harrowing flight back: adrenaline had carried her through all of that, better than any external stimulant.  
 
    But now, after sitting so long, chilled to the bone, soaked through to the skin, the strain of all she’d done had caught up with her. For all that it had been raining, she was dehydrated, she knew, and that was making her full-body muscle cramps all the worse. Everything hurt. She was trembling internally, and the room tilted if she turned her head too quickly. She needed to eat, to take a hot shower; pop some aspirin and climb into bed.  
 
    But that meant getting up first, and though she could face a conduit without blinking, something as simple as exhaustion threatened to lay her low, now.  
 
    She gripped the edge of her chair – even her fingers ached, the joints sore and the tips raw from climbing – and was gathering herself, when the outer door slid open, and Lance stepped into the room. 
 
    She whipped her head toward him, ready with all her usual shields – but the room spun, her stomach lurched, and she felt herself sliding out of the chair.  
 
    “Whoa.” Lance appeared before her, blurry and see-sawing as her vision wavered. His hands were large and strong on her arms, and he lifted her easily to her feet – which by some miracle managed to hold her, though all her muscles screamed in protest.  
 
    She hissed in pain, and hated herself for the slip, but she didn’t seem to have much control of her body at the moment.  
 
    “Greer? Rose?” 
 
    She closed her eyes a moment, and when she opened them, she could at least see clearly – the notch between Lance’s brows, the worry plucking at his mouth, and pressed into the lines around his eyes. She took a deep breath, and even if it hurt, she steadied herself. 
 
    He steadied her, too, his thumbs, she realized, rubbing back and forth along her biceps. 
 
    “Why are you still sitting in here?” he asked. “You’re still soaking wet. Come on, you’ll–” 
 
    “Don’t say ‘catch your death.’” 
 
    He frowned. “You’re too cold,” he insisted. “I can hear your teeth chattering.” 
 
    He could? She guessed, upon self-reflection, that they were.  
 
    “I wanted – wanted to make sure – that he pulled – through surgery.” 
 
    His expression softened, and that was dangerous for reasons she refused to examine in her current state, or any state, really. “He did, thanks to you.” 
 
    She frowned at him, and she thought he almost smiled, but checked it. 
 
    “He was down for the count, and you stepped in and got the job done. Got it done impressively. There were two of them.” 
 
    “No thanks to you.” 
 
    She regretted it the moment she said it; it was petty, and unfair, and coming from her own fatigue and pain, and the ghost of grief that boiled up. Because when she’d heard Gallo screaming, she’d wondered if Beck was screaming now, down in hell; if every day he was being torn apart and put back together just so it could happen again.  
 
    But the way his face fell, expression cooling and closing off, pushed her to add, “You’re really good at that: showing up after everything’s gone to hell – sometimes literally.” 
 
    His hands tightened on her arms. 
 
    “Showing up after the fact to fix things doesn’t count for much. Some things can’t be fixed.” 
 
    He stared at her a long moment, jaw clenching. She watched him swallow. Watched his gaze track back and forth across her face, searching; whatever he hoped to find, she wasn’t going to give it to him willingly.  
 
    Finally, he nodded, and moved around so he could slide his arm around her waist.  
 
    “What are you–” she started to protest.  
 
    “I’m guessing if you can’t stand up, you’re not in any position to walk,” he said, curtly. “We’re going to get you a shower.” 
 
    Her face burned, and she wanted to upbraid him for making such an assumption – but she really wasn’t in any shape to make it there on her own. She staggered forward, letting his arm support a shameful amount of her weight, and pressed her lips shut tight against a torrent of insults.  
 
    This base wasn’t heavily-populated – was really more of an outpost, a fueling station, and a facility where military medical research could be conducted in relative peace – and, thankfully, they didn’t encounter anyone else on their slow, unsteady progress down the concrete and metal corridors. They reached a unisex locker room that offered walled-off showers and changing rooms for privacy’s sake; toilets were all tucked away in their own individual closets. The rest of their company must have already showered – Lance included, judging by his clean fatigues and the faint scent of their harsh, chemical soap – because the air was warm and humid, and wet footprints had been tracked across the tiles, leading from the changing rooms to the lockers. 
 
    He helped her to a dry section of floor, and pushed the swinging door to a changing room open. Inside it was small, with a bench, and pegs for clothes, and a mat to stand on. Beyond, through a frosted, sliding door, was the shower.  
 
    She noted a folded set of dark blue sweats stitched with the Gold Company emblem waiting on the bench. A wrapped bar of soap, a bottle of shampoo. And, on the ground, a pair of orthopedic flip-flops. The flip-flops were much too small for any of her fellow Knights. They were for her, and she knew the clothes were, as well. They’d been set out for her: warm and comfortable things, soft and welcome after being bedraggled.  
 
    At another time, Gallo would have been the one to think of her. But Gallo was waking up from anesthesia. And she knew that neither Tris nor Gavin had done it. Which left Lance. Lance had found clothes, and those absurd and rare flip-flops, and shampoo, and soap, and had come to fetch her, to make sure that she showered.  
 
    It would have been so easy to chalk it up to duty: a commander had to look out for the rest of his company. What good was a Knight too feeble and sick to wield a weapon? But she knew, in this instance, that the gesture had been meant as a kindness. 
 
    And she hated that. 
 
    Her anger came to a sudden, red-hot peak – and then burst, and fell, and faded, leaving her only shaken, and grateful, and hating him for the simple fact that he wasn’t Beck, and that he hadn’t saved Beck, and that he would never have been able to at all.  
 
    Her eyes and throat burned, and she swayed within his grasp. 
 
    “Do I need to help you?” he asked, tone still gruff, still mad at her – but worried all the same. 
 
    “No,” she said, not sure at all if that was true.  
 
    But when he carefully withdrew, she was able to shuffle forward, and reach for the buttons of her jacket.  
 
    “I’ll be out here,” he said, like a warning. “If I hear you fall, I’m coming in, naked or not.” 
 
    Too weary to even nod, she kept working on her buttons, aware of his deep frown before he closed the outer door. 
 
    It took an age to undress, her fingers clumsy, her clothes half-dried to her skin. She nearly fell, stepping out of her pants, and slapped a hand against the wall to catch herself.  
 
    “Greer?” Lance called. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Teeth chattering even more violently, covered in gooseflesh, she hobbled into the shower stall and cut on the water.  
 
    She groaned in relief when the hot jets hit her body. Took longer than she ever did, the handle cranked all the way to hot. Fuck waste, fuck indulgence. She’d watched her friend get his arm lopped off today, and she felt wretched, and damn if she wasn’t going to stand under the hot water until she thawed. By the time she set about washing her hair, her fingers had loosened, and it was easy to pick the knots and tangles loose. She woke up, a little; the despair and grief pressed back by simple human comfort.  
 
    When the water threatened to cool, she shut it off, and dried off with the towel Lance had left her. There was even a pair of underwear, she noted, when she unfolded the sweats: simple black cotton. She pulled them on, and then the sweats, stepped into the flip-flops, and left her wet hair in waves down her shoulders, as she finally left the safety of the changing room and shuffled out toward the lockers.  
 
    Lance was still there, as promised, sitting on one of the long benches, head tipped back against the locker faces. He straightened when she emerged, and his face was softer, now. His pique had melted, just as hers had in the shower. Now he only looked tired, and melancholy.  
 
    His brows lifted. “Better?” 
 
    “Much better.” She plucked at the hem of the sweatshirt. “Thank you, for this.” 
 
    He shrugged with one shoulder. “They had ‘em in the stockroom.” 
 
    “But you went looking for them.” 
 
    “I did.” His gaze turned appraising, a gentle challenge.  
 
    She sighed, and went to sit on the bench opposite him. Her muscles were still deeply sore, and would grow more so over the next few hours, but she was looser from the heat of the shower, and could settle with only a little wince, and no chance of passing out. Her stomach growled, though. 
 
    Loud enough for Lance to hear, apparently. He leaned sideways and snagged something she hadn’t yet noticed: a steaming cup of instant noodles with a plastic spoon stuck in them. 
 
    She accepted them without any pride or resistance, too hungry to protest, and fell on them like a starving woman. The broth was beef-flavored, and a few sad peas and carrots bobbed along the top, and it was the best thing she’d ever tasted. 
 
    While she shoveled noodles into her face, he said, “You know Gallo better than the rest of us. The doctors say there’ve been some incredible advancements with prosthetics, and that, in a few months, they can outfit him with one that will enable him to stay in service as a Knight.” He tilted his head. “Do you think he’ll want to?” 
 
    She considered a moment, chewing, but didn’t have to think long. Gallo was, as blunt as it sounded, simpler than her; his motivations were purer. “He has no family to go back to; no money saved up. This is his end game, for better or worse. And he’s got major hero-worship for Tris. He’ll stay; he’ll say it’s what Tris would do.” 
 
    He frowned. “He really admires Tris, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “In boot camp, he had magazines. And more than one poster.” 
 
    “Shit.” He sighed again, and let his boots slide outward across the tiles, until their toes nearly touched. “Is it – more than strictly professional admiration?” 
 
    “Yes, but if you tell him I told you that–”  
 
    He offered his palms in surrender. “I won’t. That’s none of my business.” 
 
    She frowned – but mostly to herself. She was too tired, and, in the moment, too grateful to be warm and clean and fed, to glare at him. “You think I’m your business, though.” It sounded faint and petulant, and she was exhausting herself with all this anger she couldn’t let go of. 
 
    Her words didn’t seem to offend him, like they had before. “It’s not my business if one of my Knights has a crush – especially if that isn’t the thing that jeopardizes missions,” he said, evenly. “But it is my business when one of my Knights is on a suicide mission, hellbent on getting herself killed any way she can.” 
 
    She drank the last of the broth from the cup and set it aside. “Right. If I died, who would kill all the conduits?” 
 
    His smirk was edged with fatigue – and not only from today. This was soul-deep. Rose knew she was exhausting for him. “You are surprisingly ferocious. You have a knack for this. But, believe it or not, I don’t want you to die because – well, because I like you.” 
 
    “You don’t.” Faint protest, because she could tell that he did, and had known it for a while now.  
 
    He said, “I’m sorry about the way things played out today. It made sense to create a net around those two, and slowly close it. I didn’t think that you and Gallo would be the first ones in contact, not with our angles of approach.” He wiped a hand down his face, gaze shifting inward in a moment of reflective regret. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Simple words, and ones she’d felt owed – up ‘til now. Seeing the way his face changed, that flash of doubt and hopelessness, made for a hollow victory. “I engaged with them before ending up downstream with Gallo. I knew what they looked like, and what they were armed with. I should have radioed.” 
 
    “Yes, you should.” His face blanked with surprise. “Engaged with them how?” 
 
    She gave him a brief run-down of the chain of events. 
 
    “That idiot,” he said of Gallo, without malice. “He didn’t sense her behind him?” 
 
    “It was raining hard. I didn’t sense them until they were right on top of me.” 
 
    He nodded. Studied her for a few beats. Said, “Will you call me an asshole if I say that this is a dangerous job, and sometimes shit happens?” 
 
    “It is a dangerous job, and shit does happen.” 
 
    “He’ll be a better soldier after this, if he stays. Hardship makes you smarter, and more careful.” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    He cocked his head, expression softening. “But that doesn’t mean you should deny yourself basic comfort.” 
 
    Back to her again, always back to her; back to wanting to fidget and divert his attention.  
 
    “You don’t like it when I’m kind to you,” he observed, and it was her turn to be surprised. “Why?” 
 
    Her belly shriveled up around the food she’d eaten. She felt caught-out, arrested in the act of doing something wrong.  
 
    She could only be honest. “Because the only person who was ever kind to me went to hell.” She stood, before she could see whatever his face did in response, and left the locker room, flip-flops slapping over the tiles. 
 
    “Rose,” he said, once, quietly, behind her, but didn’t offer any greater protest.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The Present 
 
      
 
    The airfield was outside the city, in the middle of a barren field, surrounded by razor wire fence, and an assortment of ditches, manned bridges, and booby traps. They’d learned that silver and blessed objects could hold off the hell beasts, at least. The angel conduits were harder to keep out, but some of the ditches were lined with Wraith claymores and obsidian spike strips.  
 
    The rain was only a mist, and as the plane descended, the scattered, yellow and blue lights of the city lay like sick fireflies in the distance, beneath the press of stacked, black clouds. Rose was tired, hungry, sore from the five-hour flight, and felt a sick lurch when she saw those lights, and thought about going back into the city.  
 
    It would be different this time, though; she was going back with Beck in tow. 
 
    Or, rather, Beck was towing her. 
 
    He’d stood most of the flight. The moment the plane taxied to a halt on the runway, he offered his hand to her, lifted her elegantly and effortlessly to her feet, and they were the first ones down the ramp. She heard Gavin muttering about the fact, but he didn’t dare protest too loudly. 
 
    With a soft sound like leather gloves sliding against one another, Beck lifted a wing and cupped it over her head in an umbrella of sorts. She bit her lip against a giddy smile, and when she glanced at him, she got one of his old, small, close-lipped grins, the kind that lit up his eyes – even brighter, now.  
 
    She heard a gasp, ahead of them. She squeezed Beck’s hand and turned her attention to the young officer who’d come out to greet them.  
 
    He was, in truth, Rose’s age, if not a few years older, but he looked boy-green and unsteady, mouth hanging open, as they approached. He didn’t have wings pinned to his fatigue jacket – not a Knight, then. If he’d seen action, it hadn’t been anything like that of the Gold Company, and he’d certainly never seen a horned, winged man walking toward him.  
 
    “Sir Greer,” Rose introduced herself, when they reached him. “From Gold Company. They’re expecting us?” 
 
    The boy blinked, shook his head, and refocused. “Yes, ma’am. Sergeant du Lac’s company?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lance said, stepping up beside them. “Has Captain Bedlam arrived?” 
 
    “She’s with my captain, sir. If you’ll follow me?” 
 
    The airport had once – pre-Rift – been the sort of sprawling, mini-metropolis that saw hundreds of thousands of travelers every day. Its main structure was a wedge of gridded glass, an open atrium from which terminals extended like the spokes of a wheel. Newsstands, shops, and restaurants had existed here, before. All of them dark, now, empty. Paint had flaked off, and bits of molding and decoration sagged like limp arms. The newsstand they passed offered a view of tipped-over shelves, and a few scattered, waterlogged paperbacks.  
 
    “Hm,” Beck hummed, and she knew he was lamenting the waste of perfectly good books.  
 
    Another young officer stood at the entrance of what had once been, according to its damaged signage, a Pizza Hut. He saluted them, for some reason, and Rose watched him quail in the face of Beck’s…everything.   
 
    “Sir. Sirs.” He quivered head-to-toe. “Sir du Lac and his company?” he asked, gaze pinned on Beck.  
 
    “Yes,” Lance said, stiffly.  
 
    Beck’s wings rustled.  
 
    “This way.” 
 
    They went through the Pizza Hut, past old ovens and shelves dripping moss and algae, and through a heavy steel door into a concrete and metal corridor like those in all the other bases she’d seen since joining the Knights.  
 
    A young Army sergeant waited there; snapped a salute without ogling Beck too badly, and led them farther down the hall, through several open pneumatic doors and back into the old airport proper, into a room with one glass wall that overlooked the tarmac, and an old parking lot: its pavement cracked and weed-choked, its spaces filled now with armored military vehicles rather than passenger cars.  
 
    Rose noted young officers floating at the edges of the room; she smelled coffee and bad donuts. And in the room’s center, a long table, at which sat Captain Bedlam, an unfamiliar woman wearing captain’s bars on her fatigue jacket, and a man who was unmistakably a general. Army, going by his jacket, with a single star stitched on each epaulette.  
 
    “Du Lac, good,” Captain Bedlam greeted. Her gaze shifted to Beck, and her usual stern mask flickered, just a moment, as she took in the sight of him. Wings, horns, and all. For Beck’s par, his own mask cloaked his thoughts, Rose noted, with a glance. That perfect, skin-tight marble that clung to ever feature, clothing him in bland interest, and inoffensive pleasantness. His eyes were hooded, low-lidded, that withdrawn look she’d seen so often in the first few weeks they’d known one another – but there was no disguising the way they glowed like backlit gems.  
 
    “This is Arthur Becket?” Bedlam asked, looking toward Rose. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “I’ve had a makeover,” Beck deadpanned, his wings rustling. “As you can see.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    They sized one another up like two tigers who’d crossed paths in the jungle.  
 
    The general said, “It has wings.” The man’s face was slack, but his eyes sparked with alarm. Surely he’d seen what they’d all seen in the last five years: a lot. The old rules no longer applied; whether they claimed to be good or evil, impossible creatures stalked the forests and streets of the world wearing human skin. Beck defied logic in much the same way – and was even more visually intimidating besides.  
 
    Beck turned his head a fraction to face the man. “It does have wings, yes,” he said, deceptively light. “And eyes and ears. And critical thinking abilities. Would you like a full inventory?” 
 
    The general hitched himself up higher in the chair with a disgruntled huff, brows slanting down in an expression that screamed I’m the general, damnit. “Captain Bedlam,” he said, sternly.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” Bedlam stood. “My knights, sir, of Golden Company. Sergeant du Lac, Sir Greer, Sir Gavin, Sir Gallo, and Sir Mayweather. They requested a short leave in which they could attempt a soul retrieval – the soul of Mr. Becket, here. As you can see, it was successful – in a way.” Her brows lifted on the last, in silent question.  
 
    “The procedure went smoothly,” Lance said. “Though there appear to have been some – side-effects.” 
 
    Beck’s wings rustled again. “Oh, now they’re side-effects.” He sounded faintly amused.  
 
    Rose touched his hand, briefly, comfort and reassurance. She couldn’t bring herself to censure him, not even in front of a general.  
 
    “How did you do this?” the general asked.  
 
    Rose hesitated, because she didn’t feel like giving away what felt like a secret. She imagined the military en masse, lined up outside the modest gray church in Wales, a line of requests; that great, swirling mist figure on his stag diving and reappearing, until the whole room was boiling and blue with his holy magic. The idea repulsed her, viscerally, even as she acknowledged her own selfishness. Weren’t there others, down in the pit, who’d left those behind who loved them and would sacrifice to get them back? 
 
    Gallo, of all people, spoke up: “It was Rose – that is, Sir Greer, sir, who knew how to do it. A saint, and an offering. The saint brought him back.” 
 
    The general’s gaze sharpened. “What was the offering?” 
 
    Rose said, “A few drops of my blood. And an artifact.” 
 
    “What sort of artifact?” 
 
    “A dagger. Forged in hell.” 
 
    Again, his gaze blew wide with shock – and again he tried to suppress it with bluster. “Where did you get it? Is there another?” 
 
    “No, sir. There was only the one.” She left the other question unanswered. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “General Waits is old-fashioned,” Captain Bedlam said, a few minutes later, when she had Rose and Lance seated opposite a desk in a tiny, cramped broom closet of an office. “He’s a good man, but all of this” – she made an impatient, all-encompassing gesture – “frightens him, I think.” 
 
    “Everyone’s frightened,” Lance said. 
 
    “Careful,” she warned. Then fixed Rose with a look. “Why the hell does he have wings?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose said. “He hasn’t told us anything about his time down there.” 
 
    “And you haven’t asked?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said, firmly – more firmly than was respectful.  
 
    Captain Bedlam’s brows lifted. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it was hell. Ma’am. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good.” 
 
    She held her captain’s gaze unflinching, until Bedlam’s flickered away, muscle in her jaw clenching. “Why the wings?” she asked again, to both of them. “Is he a demon?” 
 
    Lance fidgeted in his chair, a little, and then sat up straighter. “He wasn’t dead when the portal closed, ma’am. I wonder if that makes a difference.” 
 
    “But is he a demon?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said, sharply.  
 
    Both of them turned toward her; Lance’s chair creaked as he leaned; she saw his hand start to reach, and then clench into a fist instead.  
 
    “I’ve fought demons, and I’ve killed them,” Rose said. “He isn’t one.” 
 
    “You’ve killed demons in human skins,” Bedlam corrected. “Conduits. What if he’s a demon in the flesh? Would you recognize it then?” 
 
    “Yes, and he’s not.” 
 
    But he was different. In small ways – besides the wings and horns and tail.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Lance asked, and his tone had shifted. He wasn’t asking as her superior, but as her lover, almost hesitant, laced with sympathy.  
 
    She sent him a glare – and watched him pale and shrink back in the face of it. “I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She went looking for Beck, after, and found the other three members of her company in the mess, huddled around one end of the table and eating ugly, rehydrated food with the unhappy efficiency of hungry soldiers. They all glanced up at her when she approached, all of their faces wary in different ways.  
 
    They’d thought they’d known her – she’d started to think they might even like her – but then she’d pricked her finger on a hell dagger and sent a ghost down into the bowels of hell to drag back a steaming, winged creature that she called the love of her life. She regretted the way they looked at her now, but only a little.  
 
    “He’s not here,” Gavin said, lips twitching like he wanted to scowl, or maybe snarl. “Try outside.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He was outside. On a flat section of roof, beneath the windbreak of the great glass angular roof panels of the main atrium, gazing toward the dim lights of the city, wings held up as an umbrella, again. His head turned in acknowledgement, as she approached, and she ducked beneath the cover of his wings to find his nostrils flared – scenting her, she realized. The idea sent a strange bolt of warmth through her belly, and she became aware all over again of the fact that they hadn’t had any considerable time alone yet.  
 
    “Can you smell me?” she asked. 
 
    “I can smell – so many things,” he said, wondrously. His golden eyes seemed to swallow her. More penetrating than they’d ever been before. Could he see what she’d done in the years since? Could he tell that she and Lance…was he angry? Jealous? She felt shame, and knew she shouldn’t.  
 
    She swallowed and said, “I’m sorry about my captain. And General Waits. They weren’t expecting…” She trailed off, and gestured instead.  
 
    He grinned, tight and small. The rain had spangled his hair before he put his wings up, and a thick, black lock slipped from behind his ear and plastered itself to his cheek. It was so dark against his skin; washed all the gold out of his complexion. “I don’t think you were expecting it, either.” 
 
    “Well. I’ve never brought anyone back from hell before. I didn’t have expectations.” 
 
    His smile widened, truer now. He reached to touch her face, lightly, just the pads of his fingers. She couldn’t get over the new heat of his skin. “That’s a clever answer.” 
 
    She smiled back. “I try to be.” 
 
    “No, you are.” His hand slipped down to her neck; his claws scraped lightly over her pulse, and she shivered. “What did they send you to tell me?” 
 
    She felt her smile slip, even as she leaned into his touch. “I just came to see you.” 
 
    “With a message,” he pressed. His breath steamed in the air between them, a thicker, whiter cloud than her own. “It’s alright, sweetheart. You’re a soldier now. I understand that.” 
 
    She sighed. “They’re getting a helo ready. They want to take us up and over to survey the city before tomorrow morning’s deployment.” 
 
    “Helo,” he echoed, smiling again, with teeth this time. The fangs were still startling. “How military.” 
 
    “Beck–”  
 
    His hand withdrew. “Tell them there’s no need.” His wings stretched wide, scattering raindrops. “I can survey it myself.” 
 
    “Beck,” she tried again. 
 
    But he stepped back, still holding her gaze, still grinning. His wings stretched, lifted, dropped, cupping and catching air. And then they were flapping, and he was lifting, hovering. And then he tipped his face up to the rain, and his wings gave a great thrust, and he was off. Flying. 
 
    Flying.  
 
    Away from her, as gracefully and lithely as he did everything.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Before 
 
      
 
    “Will he accept a new limb?” Morgan asked. She considered the board set up on the cot between them, then carefully took her rook between two small fingers and moved it.  
 
    “I don’t know.” Rose sighed. “We all want him to. Tris has been – especially encouraging about it. The doctors and scientists here have made some major progress with the tech. But. He says he doesn’t want to have something clunky that hinders more than it helps.” 
 
    Gallo had been more stoic and gracious about his injury than any of them could have hoped. He’d tried to downplay the pain, even when he was white-faced and sweating with it. Insisted that he didn’t need help, though God knew it had been offered. He had a new stubborn set to his jaw that made him look older, harder in a way he never had before. So many would have wept and despaired, but Gallo had absorbed his trauma and it burned hot in his chest, fueling him the same way that Rose’s fueled her.  
 
    “Hm,” Morgan hummed. “Maybe I could help.” 
 
    Rose paused with her hand on her knight, and glanced up. “Help how?” 
 
    Morgan was examining her own fingers. “I’m not sure. But I could try.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not,” Captain Bedlam said, shaking her head for emphasis. “Greer, are you insane?” 
 
    Rose bit back a sigh of frustration. “Ma’am, what could it hurt to try?” 
 
    “She could kill him, for one,” Bedlam snapped. “Or have you spent so much time with her that she’s turned you against us?” 
 
    “Captain,” Lance said, firmly, before Rose could respond. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “Did you forget what she is? This is a conduit, Sergeant!” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “Last time I checked, we kill conduits – we don’t invite them to perform medical experiments on our Knights!” 
 
    “This one’s different,” Rose said, and earned a scathing glare of challenge from her captain. “She helped us. She’s cooperated with every one of our requests. She stays locked up in that cell and never complains, even though she could burn this whole place to the ground if she wanted to.” 
 
    You could have cut glass with the clenched edge of Bedlam’s jaw. “And who says she won’t?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Rose heard Bedlam and Lance inhale at the same time.  
 
    Lance said, “Captain–”  
 
    Gallo interrupted. He stepped forward and inserted himself into the conversation, where before he’d been hanging back near the door. 
 
    “Francis,” Tris hissed. 
 
    He was ignored. “I want to try it,” Gallo said, boldly, chest thrust out, cradling his stump with his good hand. “I want to stay, and I want to fight, and the current prosthetic isn’t good enough. If…” He glanced toward Rose for confirmation. “Morgan?” 
 
    Rose nodded. 
 
    He nodded in return, and looked back to the captain. “If Morgan can help make it more efficient, then I want to let her try. My choice. I’ll sign whatever waivers I need to.” 
 
    Bedlam pressed back into her chair, and stared at him. Nodded toward Rose. “Did she put you up to this?” 
 
    Rose opened her mouth – and Lance closed a hand around her wrist, squeezing tight.  
 
    “No, ma’am,” Gallo said. “But if this can work, then I want to try.” 
 
    “We’ve seen how powerful conduits are,” Lance said. And rushed to add, “They’ve blown shit up and tried to kill us, yes. But. Maybe they – maybe she can do more with her power.” 
 
    Bedlam surveyed each of them in turn, and then flopped back in her chair with a defeated sigh. “I guess I’m outnumbered, then.” 
 
    Out in the hall, once the door was shut, Rose turned to Gallo. “Are you sure, Frankie?” She couldn’t help but notice Trist standing behind him, nearly hovering, his gaze concerned. Sweet Frankie, it only took losing an arm, didn’t it? she thought.  
 
    “I’m sure,” Gallo said, with a nod. She saw a tremble in his throat that was nerves, but his face was all bravery. He lifted what remained of his left arm, the sleeve of his jacket pinned up neatly. “I want to get back to real action, and really be useful on ops.” 
 
    Over his shoulder, Tris’s mouth twitched. 
 
    Rose said, “I’ll go and set it all up with Morgan. Do you know when the doctors will be ready?”  
 
    “This afternoon, I think.” 
 
    “Good. Text me with an exact time.” 
 
    When he turned away, Tris fell into step beside him; they didn’t touch, but Rose could see the pressure of the wanting to.  
 
    Rose turned, too–  
 
    And Lance blocked her path. After the night in the locker room, his kindness, yet another glimpse at his true caring, she couldn’t bring herself to snap at him. It felt like weakness when she simply said, “What?” her tone soft as ever.  
 
    He was as surprised as her, if his lifted brows were anything to go by. He lowered his voice, and leaned in close – too close, but she didn’t want to shrink away. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “You heard him. He wants to try, and I think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Do you really?” The tilt of his head sent a warning skittering across her skin, one she bulled past and ignored.  
 
    “Do you think I’m lying?” 
 
    “I think you hate conduits more than any of us,” he countered, smoothly.  
 
    She started to protest. 
 
    And he said, “But I also know you care about Gallo, and I don’t think you’d let him get hurt on purpose.” 
 
    She took a measured breath. “It’s nice to know you don’t think I’m a traitor to my own team.” 
 
    “I never said that.” 
 
    “Yes, you just did.” 
 
    He blinked first, during the stare-down that ensued. His lashes flickered, and his gaze dropped; it didn’t strike her as a submission, exactly, but more like a refusal to challenge her any further. “I’ll talk Bedlam into being more on board. You and Gallo can talk to – Morgan” – everyone still tripped on her name; the idea of a conduit being a person, in that way – “and set things up on her end.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Rose jerked a nod and spun away.  
 
    She didn’t mean to look back; didn’t want to, and had no reason to. But something pricked at her, when she reached the bend in the hall. Another tingle across her skin, like a warning, like moments ago. 
 
    Her steps faltered, and she pressed a hand to the wall, and she glanced back over her shoulder.  
 
    She’d expected Lance to be scrubbing at his hair the way he did when he was frustrated, staring off into the middle distance, his jaw tight. 
 
    His jaw was tight, but he was staring at her. Hands balled into fists at his sides, body tense all over, muscles pulling his jacket taut in the arms and chest.  
 
    She didn’t want to, but she couldn’t help but read his expression. She’d seen it directed at her before – though Beck had hidden it so much more cleverly, at least at first; when he’d let it bleed through, it had been tinged with a predatory, animal intensity. Lance’s hunger, by contrast, was edged with a sharp sadness, desperation evident in every tense line of his body, in the way his throat jumped as he swallowed.  
 
    Rose whipped back around, and kept walking, heart knocking wildly at her ribs. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Three junior Knights bearing guns, stun batons, and with Wraith Grenades dangling like clusters of grapes from their belts, stood behind Morgan, all stricken and nervous; Rose swore she could smell their fear sweat. It was ridiculous overkill, but on order of Captain Bedlam. “The first time a conduit gets invited to walk down these hallways, do you think I’m gonna let her have free reign?” she’d asked with a condescending snort. Morgan wore heavy, silver-and-lead cuffs, anklets, and even a torc. The chains clanked and slithered every time she moved, and the image she presented was absurd: the slight, unthreatening body of a teen girl swallowed up by all that metal, gun barrels pointed at her back.  
 
    Rose felt a hot spike of anger on her behalf, a surge of aggression that surprised her. Lance hadn’t been wrong when he’d said she hated conduits.  
 
    But Morgan was different. 
 
    And as for Lance…well, she’d managed not to make eye contact with him today, so that was something. She didn’t count on the situation lasting, though.  
 
    They stood in the med bay, one curtained-off part of it, Gold Company, Captain Bedlam, Morgan, and her escort. Gallo was sitting upright on a bed, rotating his left arm, working the awkward, articulated fingers of his new prosthetic: a matte black carbon fiber creation, its waterproofed panels lifted to allow Dr. Hodgkin access to the wiring inside.  
 
    “Hi, Morgan,” Gallo called, waving with his flesh hand, offering a smile. 
 
    Morgan smiled back, that faint, mild curving of her lips that left no one in any doubt that there was no longer a human at the helm inside her body – but which was pleasant and reassuring all the same. “Hello.” 
 
    Dr. Hodgkin said, “Well, if we’re gonna do it, let’s do it.” An effective tension-cutter.  
 
    Rose had the keys for the cuffs, and she started unlocking them – all of them, even the torc.  
 
    “You’re taking all of it off?” one of the guards asked with alarm.  
 
    “The lead dampens her energy flow,” Rose said, her tone matter-of-fact. She’d already discussed this with Bedlam, and she wasn’t going to justify anything to a green kid with an itchy trigger finger. “She’s going to be touching a man’s nervous system: might as well make sure she’s firing on all cylinders.” 
 
    Lance made a noise, a little grunt of muted emotion. Rose darted a glance toward him, before she could catch herself, and his gaze slid away before it could lock with hers. His jaw looked carved from granite this morning.  
 
    The torc came unlatched, and Rose handed it to one of the guards, along with the rest of the chains and cuffs. 
 
    Morgan touched her throat, briefly, and flicked another small smile. “Thank you,” she said, softly, just for Rose. Then, head lifted to a proud angle, her movements slow and deliberate – no sudden moves for the scared kids behind her – she headed toward the bed, and Gallo, and the doctor – and Tris.  
 
    He stood on the far side of the bed, on Gallo’s good side, hand resting at the edge of the pillow, right by Gallo’s head. He watched Morgan approach with stern trepidation, and he gripped the pillow tighter, knuckles paling. Worried, protective, ready to intervene, if he thought he needed to.  
 
    Gallo looked only hopeful, though. “What do you think?” he asked, brandishing his prosthetic. “Kinda has a Terminator vibe, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Pretty badass,” Rose agreed. 
 
    His smile slipped. “It’s slow, though. Dr. Hodgkin said it would get better, but…” 
 
    “You’ve only had it attached for a day,” the doctor said. To Morgan, he said, “We attached the nerve hookups last week, and it takes time for them all to heal and start working properly. This is really too soon to have the arm in place,” he said, with a disapproving glance toward Gallo, who only grinned up at him.  
 
    Morgan gestured to the arm. “May I?” 
 
    Gallo shifted it toward her readily. “Sure. That’s why we’re all here, right?” 
 
    Morgan didn’t answer. She took the opened, carbon fiber limb into her small, neat hands, and studied it a moment, rotating it by degrees. Then she stilled, fingertips pressed to the cool metal. Her eyes slipped closed. “The nerves are hooked up to electrodes: living, human flesh tied to machine.” 
 
    “The technology continues to advance,” Dr. Hodgkin said.  
 
    “It’s primitive,” Morgan said, tonelessly. “Crude.” 
 
    “Well,” Hodgkin started, affronted.  
 
    “Please,” Morgan said. To Gallo: “Hold very still.” 
 
    A faint, blue glow appeared between the gaps of her fingers. It swelled, pulsing out in little ripples. 
 
    Gallo gasped, quietly, but did hold still, as told.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Tris demanded. His hand shifted from the pillow to Gallo’s shoulder. “What’s she doing to him?” he barked at Rose, gaze bright and frantic.  
 
    “Let her work,” Rose shot back. She wouldn’t have been able to get away with that, ordinarily, but this wasn’t an ordinary moment.  
 
    From a silence punctuated only by nervous breathing, a low hum started up. It swelled as the blue glow swelled.  
 
    “What is that?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Gallo gritted his teeth, and swayed forward without moving the arm – encased in blue, now, buzzing. Sweat gleamed on his face, and Tris’s hand spasmed on his shoulder.  
 
    “Francis?” he asked, low, rough, so worried. It would have been sweet at another time. Now, it only told Rose that if something went wrong, they’d have a fight right here in the med bay.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Gallo said, panting. “It’s – it’s okay. I’m fine. Please don’t stop, Morgan.” 
 
    She didn’t – nor did she seem to hear. The glow got brighter – too bright to look at it, and Gallo’s new arm seemed to change. It blurred, and shifted –  
 
    And then Rose had to close her eyes against a sudden, bright flare of light. A hard pulse of energy pushed out through the room – like the night Beck went to hell; some breach in the mortal plane that rippled out like a blast wave; shoved her back into the wall – no, into someone. Someone tall, and hard, and strong. Lance, she knew, without looking. She recognized his arms, heavy and sturdy with muscle, as they went around her waist and held her upright.  
 
    The light faded, as fast as it had appeared.  
 
    Rose opened her eyes, the edges of her vision dancing with sparks, and found everyone else in the room regaining their balance in the wake of the energy pulse.  
 
    Morgan stood with her hands clasped together, looking serenely at her patient.  
 
    Tris gripped Gallo’s good arm with both hands, one at the elbow, one at the shoulder, fingers knotted in the fabric. He looked ready to drag him down off the bed and cover his body with his own, a human shield.  
 
    But there was no need.  
 
    Gallo held his prosthetic up in front of his face; gazed at it with open-mouthed wonder. The panels were closed – no, there were no panels, now, just smooth, now-shiny black metal, articulated at the wrist, and down the length of each finger. He closed his hand into a fist, and the response was immediate, and smooth. No whirring servos, no click of artificial joints working against one another. He opened his hand again, rolled his wrist, gave a thumbs up, and then shot the bird, and then laughed, delighted. The limb moved just as a human one would. 
 
    Rose stepped forward, and Lance’s arms fell away. “Can I?” she asked Gallo, making an aborted reach.  
 
    In answer, he took her hand in his. The metal was smooth – impossibly smooth, and warm as human skin. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” she murmured, drawing another laugh from him.  
 
    He ran his thumb across her knuckles, and said, “I can actually feel the texture of your skin.” 
 
    “Here.” Dr. Hodgkin pushed his way in and took Gallo’s forearm into a careful grip. “Is there any pain?” 
 
    “No.” Gallo’s smile was of the uncontainable sort. “There was a kind of sting, at first. Like when you electrocute yourself.” 
 
    Gavin snorted. “Oh, well, as long as it was only that.” 
 
    Hodgkin probed the prosthetic. “It’s warm.” He sounded more than a little awed himself.  
 
    “I strengthened the internal connections,” Morgan said, voice quavering with fatigue. She was gray-faced, now, Rose saw, swaying slightly. When she blinked, her eyelids were slow to reopen. “There aren’t wires any longer; the limb will react just as a real one. It’s warm. He can feel sensation as normal. It will be as strong as the other – perhaps stronger. There will be no need for maintenance.”  
 
    Hodgkin’s fingertips traced smooth metal, searching for panel openings no longer there.  
 
    “Morgan,” Gallo said, still smiling, his tone profoundly grateful. “Thank you. You have no idea.” 
 
    Morgan nodded, and her too-pale face twitched like she might have attempted a smile. 
 
    Rose put hands on her shoulders. “Here, let’s get you back to your room so you can lie down.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What about all this?” The guard holding the restraints thrust them toward Rose, the chains clinking together.  
 
    “She’s not allowed to roam the halls without security measures,” Captain Bedlam said, sternly.  
 
    “She can barely stand up,” Rose said, and urged her toward the door. “What can she do?” 
 
    “I’ll go with them,” Lance said. He jerked a nod toward the three terrified guards. “Go back to your regular posts. I can handle this.” 
 
    Bedlam sighed, but didn’t argue further.  
 
    A path cleared to the door, and Rose managed to get Morgan out into the hall and headed in the right direction without any more obstacles. She was keenly aware of Lance’s quiet, steady tread behind them.  
 
    “The process was more complicated than I anticipated,” Morgan said as they walked. “Healing is not my specialty.” She tripped, and Rose gripped her arm to stabilize her–  
 
    Just as Lance appeared on her other side, and steadied her easily. “What is your specialty?” he asked. Curious, but not accusatory; not fearful.  
 
    “I’m a warrior. Like you.” She paused, and turned to regard him. “Well. Perhaps not like you. But a warrior.” Her knees gave out on her next step, and Lance and Rose all but carried her the last distance into the cell.  
 
    They eased her down onto her cot. “I’ll have someone bring you some food,” Rose said. “Anything in particular?” 
 
    “Something sweet, I think.” Morgan slumped back against the wall, lashes fluttering as she fought not to drop off to sleep. “The sugar helps.” 
 
    “Coming right up.” 
 
    Lance followed her out, sealing the two layers of doors behind them as they went.  
 
    Rose sighed as he fell into step beside her. “Where do you think she’s gonna go?” 
 
    “I don’t want to build bad habits,” he said, sternly. “She can’t think we’ll let our guard down, just because of this.” 
 
    Rose halted, and turned to him, unsurprised that he mirrored her – although with more posturing through the shoulders. He looked braced for a physical blow, and at another time, she would have laughed at him. 
 
    Now, though, she was weary. Ever since that day in the hall, when she’d looked back, when she’d finally gotten a good glimpse at just how much he wanted her, though God knew why…she’d found it hard to laugh about anything.  
 
    “She’s the only reason Gallo can stay a Knight,” she said. “She saved his career – fuck his career. She’s kept our company together, and God knows Francis is the best part of it.” After, she again asked herself why she kept trying to wound him with her words. She never could seem to help it, though he’d only ever been kind, and occasionally stern. He’d acted as her leader – which was appropriate, because he was. Her superior.  
 
    But he wanted her, too, and that was…she couldn’t… 
 
    His brows drew together now, and he sighed out a slow breath. Not wounded exactly, but tired, suddenly. He had to be so tired of her. She wanted him to snap already. To scream at her, and tell her to show some respect. “No offense to Francis.” He kept his voice low. “But he’s not exactly the most valuable member of my team.” 
 
    She couldn’t deny that – she knew that had it been Gavin or Tris on the opposite bank of the flooded stream with her that day, things would have played out differently. But it struck her as a cruel admission. She said, “I think Tris would disagree with you at this point.” 
 
    His nostrils flared, betraying his frustration. “Tris is – emotionally invested.” 
 
    “And I guess that’s not allowed, right? Are you going to report them to someone?” she said, hotly. Too hotly.  
 
    His expression smoothed in response – he was getting to her, and he knew it, damn him. “No. There aren’t any rules against fraternization. Not after the first Rift, and definitely not after the second.” He paused. “Let people find peace where they can. If they can.” His head tilted to that imploring angle that was really starting to get on her nerves. Searching for something, trying to draw her out. A subtle invitation.  
 
    It provoked her to say, “Oh, well, good. Then you can take out one of those junior officer girls in the mess who are always batting their lashes at you, Sergeant Tightass, and stop looking at me.” 
 
    It was the boldest she’d ever been about addressing the tension that lay between them. Afterward, she felt her face heat, and she retreated down the hall before she could see his reaction.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The truth – which plagued her at night, when she tossed and turned until the sheets were twisted up around her waist – was that she did in fact like Lance. Honest, generous, fair, and blessedly uncomplicated, he was the sort of decent man – good man, even – who didn’t require interpretation. He meant it when he smiled, and when he frowned. He’d brought her folded clothes, and instant noodles, and sat on a bench while she showered, in case she fell.  
 
    He’d saved her life, even if she often wished he hadn’t. Had been impossibly gentle with her the night of the second Rift; had offered her the chance to become a Knight, stood up for her with his superiors. Had taken her on into his company, and withstood all her nastiness with quiet, supportive patience. The uglier she was to him, the worse the guilt, and the more she didn’t want his kindness because she hadn’t done a thing to deserve it.  
 
    Then there was the issue of his…looks.  
 
    In a life that hadn’t involved Beck, she would have thought Lance very handsome. She thought that anyway, because he was – but she was always comparing. Beck had been so lithe and lean, while Lance was broader, and more obviously muscled: the big shoulders, the big biceps; thighs and ass that gave evidence to his devotion to leg day in the training room. Beck had been a dancer, and Lance was built like a brawler, down to the big hands with their broad palms and blunt fingers. He had a square-jawed, masculine face, but open, brown eyes. He could look angry, could look furious, but it was never the low-lidded, sharp gaze that Beck had slid across the library in the firelight.  
 
    Rose had shaped her whole conception of sex and attraction around Beck; she gritted her teeth and fought against her imagination’s efforts to reshape it now – or to at least make room for attraction of another variety.  
 
    She had dreams, though. Woke sometimes in a sweat, her skin humming, her pulse throbbing between her legs. And sometimes, when she let herself look at him, she found herself imagining the rough grain of his stubble against her palm; watched his hand flex around the grip of a gun, and wondered what it would feel like to have his fingers fitted to the spaces between her ribs.  
 
    Only natural, only animal, she told herself. It had been a while.  
 
    But tension had a way of coming to a head.  
 
    The helo shuddered as another sharp updraft hit it, and the pilot wrestled with the controls. Rain spattered in through the open hatches, freckling their faces with cold droplets.  
 
    Rose touched the collar of her tac jacket, zipped to her throat, and the small, hard shapes of her pendants beneath. Her crown and her rose; her lucky talismans.  
 
    Lance met each of their gazes in turn. Above the chop and whine of the rotors beating overhead, he shouted, “Stick to the plan. Everybody, stick to the plan. If you go off script, and get your other arm cut off” – this for Gallo, whose cheeks reddened – “you’re not getting another fancy conduit-made one. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they all chorused.  
 
    He nodded, leaned out to snap his carabiner to the line, and dropped out of the helo and out of sight, toward their target destination.  
 
    Rose attached her harness to the second line, and followed.  
 
    The city into which they rappelled was more of a town – a mining town. It had been years ago, before the pre-Rift environmental movement had closed it. The town had all but faded into obscurity, all but the oldest and most stubborn residents packing up and searching for work and lives elsewhere. But when the First Rift devastated…everything…coal mining rebounded. It flourished still. 
 
    Rose caught a glimpse of the landscape as she descended, an impression of squat, ash-dusted cottages, and muddy yards; shotgun houses along a wide gravel lane that led to the yawning maw of the main mine shaft. A grand, tumbledown house sat at the opposite end of the clearing, a place where the foreman or mayor or some such important person must live; light blazed yellow through the windows, energy wasting bulbs that should have been swapped out long ago.  
 
    The rain stung her face, and she dropped her head to watch the ground rush up to meet her. She landed lightly, disengaged, and stepped clear so that Gallo could land behind her.  
 
    A man waited for them, dressed in plain, dirty clothes, an ivy cap crammed down on his head and doing little to keep the rain out of his eyes. “Are you the Gold Company?” 
 
    “We are,” Lance confirmed, as the helo winged away overhead, retreating until their scheduled rendezvous.  
 
    He nodded. “Mayor Bixby wants to talk to you first.” 
 
    The big house was a mayor’s mansion, then. Up close, Rose could see the way leafless brown vines and lichen choked the red brick, soot-streaked in the places where it showed through, like bloody scabs on necrotic flesh. The windows bore thick coats of grime, the light behind it greasy and blurred.  
 
    The inside was better, but only a little. Floorboards cupped and warped from the damp; mold crawling up the wallpaper, and creeping along the edges of bookshelves that held canned goods rather than books. She smelled the rain, and felt a breeze where a window or bit of roof had failed, and was letting in the grimy outdoors.  
 
    The man who’d come for them, and driven them up the hill to the house in an old Jeep, walked them down a wide entry hall and into a room with high, moldy ceilings, and a massive fireplace, where a roaring fire provided the only bit of warmth and comfort she’d seen so far in this desolate place. More electric light burned, standing and desk lamps; she could hear the drone of so many bulbs above the crackle of the fire.  
 
    Mayor Bixby was a small, ferret-faced man with fear shining in his eyes as he turned away from the hearth and surveyed them all. Lance and Tris got the longest, most apprehensive looks, given their size and obvious musculature. Then he looked at Rose with goggle-eyed shock. 
 
    “Never seen a woman in uniform before?” Gavin drawled, and Rose was surprised – and a little pleased – to hear him come to her defense, even in so slight a way.  
 
    “Mr. Bixby,” Lance greeted.  
 
    “It’s ‘mayor,’ actually,” Bixby said, drawing himself up to his full, unimpressive height, puffing out his chest.  
 
    The world could be ending, and people like this would still get high on their own importance. Nothing ever changed.  
 
    “Mr. Bixby,” Lance repeated, and Rose bit her lip against a sudden chuckle. A quick glance at Gallo proved he was struggling to hold back a smile. “Did you want to brief us on the conduit before we get to work?” 
 
    He frowned at them all, but nodded. “How much do you already know?” 
 
    “It’s down in the mines,” Lance said. “And it likes to come out at night.” 
 
    “Like a fucking old school cyrtid or some shit,” Gavin said.  
 
    “Gavin,” Lance warned. 
 
    “No, no, that’s not right.” Bixby sighed, and deflated; Rose’s first impression felt a little ungenerous now, as she watched the firelight play in the deep grooves that worry had carved into his small face. “Let’s eat – I’ve asked Mrs. Avery to make up some sandwiches – and I’ll fill you in.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Mr. Mayor,” Lance started. 
 
    Bixby stepped forward. “Please. I know this isn’t – well, it’s not like the old days, is it? No one entertains people and they don’t talk about things in a civilized way.” He attempted a smile that looked like more of a grimace. “But the situation’s a little more delicate than the usual sort of stuff you encounter, I think.” 
 
    Lance traded looks with all of them. 
 
    Rose shrugged.  
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    The dining room boasted a long table that sagged in the middle. Chairs sat clustered around one end, and the five of them took seats to either side of the chair at the head, where Bixby settled like a puppet with cut strings, sighing deeply. A woman only slightly cleaner than their chauffer – Mrs. Avery, apparently – brought out a tray of sandwiches, a mix of near-colorless ham and cheese, and plain butter. Rose wasn’t hungry, but she ate a butter sandwich to keep the food from going to waste.  
 
    “After the First Rift,” Bixby began, “our town was revived. I wasn’t mayor, then, but thinking of throwing my hat in the ring. The town was alive again – people moving back toward us instead of away. I know it sounds awful to be glad about sending men back into the mines again, especially after everything the world had been through. But they were desperate times, and there was demand for coal, and we were – well, we were booming, frankly. The people here could afford to buy livestock, and to import goods and groceries. Even if it was always raining, and there was ash, the air wasn’t fit to breathe, we were warm, and clothed, and fed, and that was worth so much, in a time when we all had so little.  
 
    “But things started to change about seven years ago.” 
 
    Before the Second Rift. Before Beck died.  
 
    “We were taking in refugees from surrounding cities,” Bixby continued. “We had enough miners, but we needed schoolteachers, and other sorts of tradesmen. Everyone was welcome. 
 
    “That was when he showed up.” 
 
    “The conduit?” Lance asked. 
 
    “We didn’t realize that’s what he was, at the time.” Bixby’s food sat untouched on his plate. He scrubbed a hand across his bristled chin. “He seemed so normal: tired, dirty, hurting for work, same as everyone. He said he was a carpenter.” He offered a grim smile, and Rose felt a lurch in her stomach that had her setting her sandwich down. “I think you can guess where this is going.” 
 
    “I think so,” Lance said, “but why don’t you tell us.” 
 
    The other three sat forward in their chairs, expressions hardened for readiness. No one looked anxious to dismiss the mayor and go charging into the fray, now. 
 
    “It started slowly,” Bixby said. “We found him a cottage, and he started working with one of the roofing crews – you can’t keep a roof on a house in all this damn rain. I spoke with his foreman; he was kind, and obliging, and he got along well with everyone. 
 
    “Then the first miracle happened.” 
 
    “Miracle?” Rose asked, thinking of Gallo’s arm. A darted glance proved that Gallo himself was thinking of it, his gaze on his gloved left hand – Tris was looking, too, mouth set in a flat, unreadable line.  
 
    “A little boy – one of our metalworker’s sons – took a fall. Climbed up on one of the water towers and then fell. His leg was broken, and he was unconscious. A crowd gathered – by the time I got there, it was nothing but a sea of umbrellas and crying – and John – the conduit – was there at the center. He had the boy in his arms. He touched his forehead, and then his leg. There was this – it was a flash. And I thought I was being pushed down, for a second there. But when I could see again, the boy was awake, and his leg was healed.” 
 
    Rose traded glances with Lance, saw the grim set of his eyebrows.  
 
    “Maybe he wasn’t hurt as badly as you thought,” Tris suggested.  
 
    “No. The angle.” Bixby swallowed and shook his head. “You could see that it was, but that then it wasn’t. Not anymore. He stood up, and hugged John. The boy’s mother shoved through the crowd, and then she hugged John. She thanked him for saving her son’s life.” 
 
    “I imagine he was pretty popular after that,” Lance said. 
 
    “He all but put the local clinic out of business. People went to him for everything from papercuts to dysentery. If he put his hands on you, and you started to glow, you were better. They really were miracles. That was when I realized.” Bixby sighed heavily. “Miracles weren’t impossible anymore, not like they were when I was a little boy. Conduits could do things that mortals couldn’t. I knew it, the whole town council knew it. We called him in to ask him some questions.” 
 
    “Was he honest?” 
 
    “Yes, actually. He wouldn’t give us his true name, but he said he didn’t agree with his fellow – higher beings.” He stumbled, and didn’t say angels, Rose noted. “He said he only wanted to live as one of us. To be helpful and to be accepted. The miracles continued.” He sounded bereft, and not like a man who’d benefitted from said miracles.  
 
    “But something changed,” Lance said. “I’m sorry, but: at least from the air, it doesn’t look like a prosperous town.” 
 
    The house shifted around them, a faint, damp creak, driving home the point.  
 
    Bixby took a deep breath, and reached for his glass – red wine, by the look and smell of it. Rose wondered how much he had left in storage at this point. “John hadn’t done anything wrong, but…conduits weren’t supposed to be around anymore. When the Rift closed, they all went away – went back. Whichever. There had been sightings, but the media wrote them off as hoaxes. I wanted to believe they were, but here was our very own conduit, and if he was fooling us all, I hadn’t figured out how.” He glanced down at his hand, and rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. “He closed a cut on my hand. A deep one. I watched my skin knit back together.” 
 
    “Mr. Mayor,” Rose prompted. 
 
    “I tried to report him. I contacted the military. I reached out to Washington. I talked to the governor, and, eventually, a few senators. I kept saying there was a conduit here in town, that he was using his power, that he wasn’t cut off and he definitely wasn’t human. No one believed me. They thought I wanted attention. 
 
    “And then, three years ago, the mine shaft collapsed.” 
 
    It had been wholly unexpected, he said. All the safety protocols were being followed. There hadn’t been unsanctioned blasting. But, suddenly, the ceiling was coming down on the miners’ heads. Seven had been trapped, and estimates on the time it would take to dig them out were bleak; they’d been running out of air.  
 
    And then John, the conduit with a man’s name, had walked into the shaft, his hands glowing blue, and he’d walked out with the men, dirty-but-whole, and he’d left the ceiling of the mine shaft healed, just as he’d left human flesh reknitted.  
 
    “He was a true hero after that. There was even talk of naming him mayor – no election, no process. They wanted to install him, because he could do what no one else in the town could.” 
 
    “Are you only the mayor in spirit, now?” Lance asked. 
 
    “No, I’m still technically mayor. John doesn’t want any titles – though he has them, I think. The people here treat him like a deity. Like their god.” 
 
    “He is an angel,” Gallo pointed out.  
 
    Bixby turned a savage, pained look on him. “And what sort of angel wants to be worshiped like a false idol?” 
 
    “If we figure out how conduits think, we’ll be sure to let you know,” Lance said, wearily. “Where can we find him now?” 
 
    “At the scene of the miracle. The mine.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Mayor Bixby went on to tell them that a witness had come forward after the miracle in the mine, one who claimed to have seen John cause the cave-in before he then saved the minors from it. In the years since, Bixby had tried to resist without overtly accusing the man – conduit – but that John had basked in the adoration, the people had shirked their responsibilities, and the weather had turned even nastier. John saved the town from another conduit, during the Second Rift, but Bixby feared it was too late, that the town was dying.  
 
    “If you go up to him dressed like that, brandishing weapons, he’ll kill you,” Bixby informed them. 
 
    “He’ll have seen the helo,” Tris pointed out. “He’ll know someone’s here.” 
 
    “But you might be diplomats, instead of soldiers,” the mayor suggested, and that was how they found themselves upstairs in the crumbling mansion, digging through warped and swollen chests and armoires, dodging roof leaks and trying to see if there was any way to disguise themselves.  
 
    “Oh my God.” Gavin held up a green blazer. “Did this guy play in the Masters?” 
 
    “The what?” Gallo asked. 
 
    “You’re disgustingly young,” Gavin said.  
 
    Tris smacked him in the face with a handful of threadbare white linen, and Gallo laughed.  
 
    Rose left the bedroom and went down the hall to the next, carrying the oil lantern Bixby had given her. This room was packed with more trunks, though the floor looked less damp, and the scent of mold wasn’t as strong.  
 
    She set the lamp down in a clear space, where its light could spread out toward the walls, and began opening trunks.  
 
    Bixby was a widower, he’d said, and Rose quickly realized she’d found the late wife’s things. She’d been slender, and only a little taller than Rose, judging by her hemlines. She found pants, and shirts, and skirts, and dresses, and sensible boots good for muddy streets; sweaters, sweatshirts, ponchos, and coats. All of it smelled of mothballs – but not unpleasantly so. Probably conduits had no concept of mothballs, nor what the scent of them would mean.  
 
    Rose chose a gray turtleneck that would go with her black pants and boots, and a black, collared, waxed wool coat with brass buttons. A little formal and military chic all together, but none of it screamed “soldier,” and the jacket had plenty of cover and pockets for weapons.  
 
    She stripped down to her tank top and stood holding the sweater a moment, longing for her black leather coat with the hood and flared hem, back at home base – and when had base started to feel like home? 
 
    A throat cleared at the door, and she whipped her head around to find Lance standing there, shoulders nearly too wide for the jambs.  
 
    She resisted a sudden, stupid urge to cover herself with the sweater. She was covered. The tank top was hardly indecent, and she had a sports bra beneath.  
 
    She couldn’t help the prickling of goosebumps down her arms, though, nor the sense that she was allowing him to see her vulnerable, again, like the night he’d waited outside her shower.  
 
    His expression was caught somewhere between readiness for the job that lay ahead – and something softer. Something that felt like another intimacy. He just kept wanting, and he didn’t push, but he also just kept – being there. Being good. Being nice to her.  
 
    And she was…lonely. Hungry. 
 
    They were about to walk into a totally new, totally uncertain, totally dangerous situation, and so that was her weakness, she reasoned, as she allowed herself to enjoy the sight of him there, poised on the edge of a question. Allowed herself to imagine.  
 
    Envisioned throwing down the sweater and crossing the room in a few hurried strides. She would have to go up on her toes to get to him, and if she was off-balance from that, and from hurrying, then his arms were more than sturdy enough to grab on to her and grip tight. Her eyes would already be closing as she tipped her head back, and she would get to see the fast flare of surprise in his gaze before he threw caution to the wind and pressed his mouth to hers. She wondered how he would kiss: if he’d be gentle and careful at first, or if he’d plunge right in and fuck her mouth with his tongue.  
 
    The pulse of hot want that flared in her belly shocked her. Left her shivering, a little.  
 
    “Find anything?” he asked. 
 
    She tugged the turtleneck on. “Yes,” she said. “I think it’ll work.” She turned her head, so he wouldn’t see the heat in her face, and picked up her holsters.  
 
    He breathed a quiet laugh as she shrugged into it. “Plenty of knife room?”  
 
    “Yes. The jacket should cover everything.” She slid knives and guns into their appropriate slots, and finally looked up to meet his gaze again when she felt like she had her expression under control. “What about you?” 
 
    He stepped into the room, into the puddle of lantern light, and she saw that he wore his black pants and shirt, but that he’d traded his boots for a pair of too-small looking Oxfords, and that he’d pulled an ill-fitting gray suit jacket over it. “His dad was taller than him, apparently.” The jacket was at least twenty years out of style, same with the shoes. The effect was – less than stellar.  
 
    “You still look like a military guy,” she said, after tilting her head to the side and giving his slow twirl serious consideration.  
 
    “Really? With this?” He plucked at the jacket and made a face.  
 
    “It’s not the clothes,” she said. “It’s just – you. The hair, and your face, and your arm situation.”  
 
    His brows went up. “Arm situation?” 
 
    “They’re – large.” His biceps strained the jacket’s sleeves. Bixby’s father hadn’t been half as fit, judging by the pinched lines across the jacket’s shoulders. One wrong move would have burst a seam.  
 
    Lance’s brows climbed a notch higher. “And my face?” 
 
    “It’s–” She felt her own heating again, damn it. “Angular,” she said. “Square.” 
 
    “Squares have angles, yes,” he said, and sounded like he was choking down a laugh.  
 
    “You look like you beat people up for a living,” she corrected. “Not like a doughy lawyer or ambassador or…whatever.” 
 
    Her tone – forcefully stern, accompanied by a scowl – didn’t deter him. “Uh-huh.” He smiled. “We leave in five.” He turned around with one last lingering look, and she wished she had something to throw at his back. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A lack of appropriate clothes decided it, but it was a good idea, anyway: Lance, Rose, and Gallo were set to approach John, while Gavin and Tris stayed dressed-out and fully armed. They would hang back, circle the perimeter, and stay on the radio, ready to intervene when the time came. Tris had a frankly stupid amount of Wraith Grenades, and both of them had obsidian-tipped rounds in their sidearms.  
 
    The rain had picked up, by the time they walked the last stretch up a low rise to the gaping black mouth of the mine shaft. Bixby had offered umbrellas, and Rose didn’t like the way the rain drumming against them drowned out all other sound. She could hear the squish of their boots in the mud, and the occasional low, moaning call of the wind in the pines, her own heartbeat, but nothing else. A series of gas lanterns hung from the support joists at the head of the shaft, bobbing in the wind like fireflies. Beyond lay shadow; the deep of the earth.  
 
    She wasn’t afraid, often; had never truly felt fearful on an op. But fear bit at her now, sharp and unwanted, its teeth sunk deep behind her ribs.  
 
    She didn’t realize she’d come to a halt until Lance touched her arm, and then she startled hard.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, frowning.  
 
    She forced herself to take a slow breath. “Fine.” 
 
    Except the earth wanted to swallow her whole; drag her down to the pit. Where at least she would be with Beck, again… 
 
    Lance stepped in closer – had to walk to her, because she’d halted and fallen behind them. He lifted his umbrella up over hers and leaned in, breath puffing as white mist between them. “If something’s the matter–” 
 
    “Nothing’s the matter. I’m fine.” 
 
    He searched her face a long moment – a wasteful moment. “I trust your instincts.” 
 
    “My instincts are saying we need to get a move on.” 
 
    He sighed, another boiling puff of vapor, but nodded, and pressed forward.  
 
    Thankfully – and she hated the way she’d gone cold and clammy inside her borrowed clothes; the way her breath was unsteady and her legs wobbly – they didn’t have to go down into the mine. Lights glowed from inside the office: a mud-spattered double-wide trailer, outside of which the citizenry had heaped offerings: wilted bouquets, waterlogged stuffed animals, snuffed candles in glass votives.  
 
    “Damn,” Gallo murmured. “It’s like a shrine.” 
 
    “A false idol,” Lance said, darkly, and started up the short, wooden stairs.  
 
    They knocked, because they were playing ambassadors here. A moment later, the door was opened by a young woman in a flowing cream dress, her hair in loose, frizzy waves down her shoulders. She wore a massive silver cross on a cord around her neck, and her pupils were dilated.  
 
    Cult, Rose thought, immediately, a surge of assuredness. This conduit was running a damn cult out of this town.  
 
    Lance introduced them, flashed his credentials quick enough to impress, but not long enough to reveal that he was a Rift Walker sergeant, and after a long moment of consideration, the girl nodded, and stepped back, opening the door. “You may come in.” Her voice had a low, dreamy quality to it, and Rose realized just why when they stepped in and were assaulted by the cloying scent of opium.  
 
    All resemblances to a mining office had been cleared away from the interior of the trailer. Sad, upholstered furniture had been crammed into all the corners; Rose spotted bookshelves, and a small dining table, crystal decanters that looked pilfered from the mayor’s house. Steamer trunks, and wardrobes, and rugs layered one atop the other across the whole floor, once-white shag, and modest woven rope, and faded Persians. Young people dressed in cream and brown, men and women, sat cross-legged on the floor, a haze of smoke above them, passing a hookah pipe back and forth. And beyond them, sprawled elegantly in a wingback chair, watching, was a conduit.  
 
    Even above the fug of opium, and body heat, and damp, Rose picked up on the conduit buzz; she clenched her jaw against it, and fought not to reach for her dagger, because this man? This heaven-sent body stealer? He was powerful.  
 
    Morgan was powerful, too, she reflected, but the energy lifting off of her had never set Rose’s teeth on edge like this.  
 
    “Steady,” Lance whispered.  
 
    The conduit who called himself John spotted them, tilted his head in mild interest, and unfolded himself from the chair with quiet poise. He skirted his – followers, they could only be called followers – and approached them with a serene smile pinned to his otherwise unremarkable face. His beard was brown and shapeless; his short hair was all that prevented a Jesus comparison, but even this close a resemblance felt like heresy.  
 
    “Hello,” he greeted, and his voice was so – soft. The aural equivalent of rubbing just-washed skin with fine velvet.  
 
    Rose fought back a shudder.  
 
    “Sybil,” he asked, inclining his head a fraction toward the girl. “Do we have new friends?” 
 
    Definitely a cult.  
 
    “They’re ambassadors,” the girl, Sybil, said. “From Washington, they said.” 
 
    “Oh.” John’s brows lifted a fraction. “We don’t usually have visitors from quite so far away.” 
 
    Lance offered a smile – and his hand, for a shake. Rose nearly grabbed him. No, she thought. Don’t let him touch you. She wanted to insert herself between them, dagger drawn.  
 
    Lance said, “I’m Dr. Lancet, and these are my colleagues: Dr. Rosings, and Dr. Galway. We’ve heard about you, Mr…?” 
 
    “John, please.” The conduit took Lance’s hand – Rose bit her lip – but it was only a handshake, harmless and unremarkable, though her own palm burned as if she’d been the one to touch him. “Though I confess I’m not sure what to make of that: you having heard of me.” His brows went concerned, his smile questioning. An innocent look – calculated innocence. Conduits didn’t react like humans, and the perfection of his human façade was unsettling. To say nothing of the high-as-a-kite young people strewn about his living room.  
 
    “Well,” Lance said, smiling like a politician, with lots of teeth and too-obvious polite enthusiasm, “as you can imagine, most of the stories of – well, higher authority – that make it back to Washington are of a tragic nature. We’re always sending the military off to…well, to handle things. It’s rare that we hear of actual miracles.” 
 
    John’s face smoothed. He folded his hands together in front of him. “I wouldn’t say miracles…” 
 
    “Oh, but you should,” Sybil said. “There’s no other word for what you do.” The adoration shining in her eyes was repellent to Rose. “My arm,” she said, thrusting it toward them for inspection. “I burned it terribly. Dr. Watts couldn’t do anything! But, then, John…” Here she blushed, and bit her lip.  
 
    John touched her shoulder, and she shifted so she could press more firmly against his palm; his fingers flexed.  
 
    Rose knew, then, that he wasn’t merely helping these people. She traded a glance with Gallo, whose brows jumped once, suggestively, a smirk teasing at the corner of his mouth. She rolled her eyes.  
 
    “You’re under no obligation, obviously,” Lance said, “but I wondered if we could maybe talk somewhere a little more private. The three of us. This world is a battered place. If possible, I’d like to see if powers like yours could be used to help rebuild it – rather than burn it to the ground.” 
 
    John tilted his head, so the light glinted in his eyes, a quick pulse of a blue glow, there and gone. He seemed pleased. “Of course. Whatever I can do to help.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They went into the mine shaft.  
 
    That fucking mine shaft.  
 
    Only a little way, beneath the swaying lanterns, still within sight of the wide, pale rectangle of the opening.  
 
    But Rose’s chest felt cinched with steel bands. The air was damp, and cold on her face, a poor comfort against the stress sweat sliding down her temples, and beneath her clothes. Her pulse pounded, and her palms itched, and if pressed she couldn’t have said what was wrong, only that she didn’t want to be down here.  
 
    She’d never felt this way, and she hated it.  
 
    Gallo and Lance seemed unbothered, though.  
 
    “This was where the collapse happened?” Gallo asked, gaze trained on the rocky ceiling.  
 
    “No, that was deeper in, at the first offshoot,” John said. “But I can take down one of these lanterns and we can see it.” 
 
    “No,” Rose said, before she could stop herself. 
 
    Lance shot her a concerned glance over his shoulder, before he put his smile back in place for John. “No, we believe it occurred, there’s no sense hiking all the way back. I’m curious, though, how you managed it.” 
 
    John’s brows went up, his smile small and almost embarrassed. Are you really going to make me say it? his expression asked. 
 
    “I’ve met conduits who can heal flesh – and who can render it to liquid,” Lance elaborated. “Who can wield fire. I’ve never met one who can lift a ton of rock and dirt off of a group of miners. I’m impressed, is what I’m getting at.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we aren’t all the same, you know.” 
 
    “I know. Of course.” 
 
    You’re frightened. 
 
    The voice seemed to come from behind her. John’s voice, though he was still actively speaking to Lance.  
 
    Rose whirled around, flashlight beam swinging wildly across a dirt floor, and a rock wall, and nothing else.  
 
    “…inanimate objects,” John was saying.  
 
    In the blank space in front of Rose, John’s voice said, You are, aren’t you? I can feel it. 
 
    His voice, she realized, going cold all over, was coming from inside her head.  
 
    She turned back, but slowly. Gallo caught her gaze and mouthed you okay?  
 
    She nodded, and tried to control her expression.  
 
    “You lifted the debris back into its original place and fixed it there?” Lance asked.  
 
    “Not exactly,” John said. “It was more a case of making it as if it had never happened.” 
 
    That caught Gallo’s attention. “You can reverse time?” 
 
    John’s expression turned pained. “Not time as a whole. I can alter the particular timeline of an object. Or of a person. That’s what happens when a conduit heals someone. The damage isn’t stitched; the body reverts back to its previous state.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Rose said, earning startled looks from all of them. “If it was, Gallo would have his old hand back. It would have regrown.” 
 
    John stared at her a long moment. “You have experience with miracles yourself, I see,” he said, smiling.  
 
    Gallo, the voice said inside her head, and she realized her mistake with a lurch.  
 
    “Dr. Galway,” Lance said, sharply, shooting Rose a glare, “was involved in an accident not long ago. A conduit was able to provide advanced motor function for his prosthetic.” He turned back to John, trying to recapture his attention. “But it seems like your brand of healing works differently. We’re only trying to understand so that we can help more people – just like you’ve helped them.” 
 
    John wasn’t listening, his gaze fixed on Rose.  
 
    I could heal you, you know, his voice said, silky-soft inside her skull, almost like – no, no, she wouldn’t allow herself to make the comparison. She wouldn’t even think his name.  
 
    But it was too late. John’s smile widened. Your precious King Arthur. Roasting in hell. I could make it so you don’t remember. You’d never have to shove thoughts of him aside again, because you wouldn’t have any thoughts of him at all.  
 
    Rose reached inside her jacket. “Shut up,” she hissed through her teeth.  
 
    “Rose,” Lance said, his tone commanding. He took a step toward her, all bowed up and about to rip his jacket seams. She was putting the op in danger; she was ruining everything.  
 
    Not that it mattered, at this point.  
 
    “He knows who we are,” she said. “He knows why we’re here.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He’s inside my head.” She was shaking, but her grip was sure when she curled her hand around her dagger. “He’s talking to me in my mind.” 
 
    “They can do that?” Gallo asked. 
 
    Rose held the conduit’s stare, refusing to flinch. His irises had started to glow blue. “This one can.” 
 
    “Rose,” Lance warned again, taking another step, hulking and authoritative in her periphery.  
 
    If he reached her, he could stop her. She wasn’t strong enough to break loose from his grip, she knew.  
 
    But she was faster than him.  
 
    Out loud, John said, “It’s very charming how you still grieve for him. That you think he was worth it.” 
 
    Rose moved.  
 
    Lance made a grab for her, but she evaded him with a quick duck and whirl, crouching low beneath his swipe. When she came up, John had raised both his hands, glowing blue fire kindling in his palms.  
 
    But she already had her own weapons drawn. The hell dagger in her left hand. Her gun in her right. She fired before she’d finished turning, and the obsidian-tipped round caught him square in the chest.  
 
    He looked smug, in that first second of impact, but then his eyes popped wide as an exit wound painted the wall behind him with blood, and the obsidian hit his blood stream. Then he staggered back, hands falling to his sides.  
 
    Rose wouldn’t get a better chance than this; she pursued. Dimly, she registered Gallo behind her, shouting into his ear piece, telling Tris and Gavin that they needed backup.  
 
    In the three strides it took to reach John, she holstered her gun and pulled another knife. She led with it, punched it between the conduit’s ribs, pinning him back, and shifted her grip so she held him with her left, and took the hell dagger in her right hand, ready for the killing blow.  
 
    She didn’t see his hand until it was too late; until it was closing around her throat, and his bloodied lips curved upward in a smile.  
 
    “Rose!” Lance shouted, panicked.  
 
    My spikes, she thought, when she felt his fingers curling, tightening. She knew when they bit into him, because she felt the hot trickle of blood. But they were iron and silver, meant for hell spawn, and this was no hell spawn here in front of her now, hand tightening, tightening.  
 
    She thrust the dagger forward.  
 
    He deflected it, at the last second, his other hand gripping the blade with inhuman speed.  
 
    The hand around her throat tightened, and tightened again.  
 
    Rose gasped – she knew she shouldn’t, because when the hand kept tightening, she couldn’t draw another breath. The spiked choker dug hard against the fragile tissues of her throat; his blood ran hot down the back of her neck. She kept pressing forward with the dagger, hard, as hard as she could – but though his skin bled and smoked where the blade cut, he prevented it from penetrating his breast.  
 
    He bared his bloodied teeth at her in a semblance of a grin. “Do you want to join him?” 
 
    She choked; gagged. Who are you? She tried to say it, but she had no air. Black spots crowded her vision, and she saw his smile stretch an impossible fraction.  
 
    “I am the angel Raphael, you pathetic child.”  
 
    As the world dimmed, she felt a presence at her back, heat, and movement. Saw, before her eyes slipped shut, John’s – Raphael’s – face evidence shock.  
 
    Rose saw the knife plunge through his right eye. Felt a big, strong, callused hand close around hers, in the moment Raphael’s hand went slack, and the presence behind her helped her stab the conduit right through the heart with the hell dagger.  
 
    Lance, she realized, and then passed out.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t have been out long. She came to to a rocking motion, steady and soothing. Blinked her eyes open to find that she was being carried, and that though she could feel the cool mist of the rain pounding all around them, someone was holding an umbrella over her.  
 
    They were out of the mine, and walking through the gloaming – or, well, the others were walking. Lance was carrying her bridal-style in his arms, her head tucked up carefully on his shoulder, and Gallo walked alongside, holding the umbrella. Gavin walked ahead of them, his rifle unslung, flashlight beam bouncing across the road in front of them.  
 
    And lining the road: people. Citizens.  
 
    Angry citizens. The din all around them wasn’t only the rain, but mutters and shouts and curses.  
 
    Rose craned her neck – gasping a little when a bolt of pain raced down it – so she could look up at Lance. She could see the underside of his jaw, the tension in its strong lines. He’d felt her stir, heard her small, pained sound, and glanced down at her. The anger in his gaze startled her.  
 
    “What’s happening?” she asked, shocked again by the awful rasping of her voice. It hurt when she swallowed.  
 
    “Well.” He took a short, sharp breath that expanded his chest against her side. “We killed their cult leader, or god, or whatever the fuck he was, so now we’ve got a mob forming up on our hands, and a long fucking hike back to the mansion.” 
 
    He rarely swore like this. She could feel the tension in his body – and the strength, in the way he held her.  
 
    “You can let me down,” she said.  
 
    “Not a fucking chance.” 
 
    “Lance–” 
 
    She heard a motor, a wet slap of tires sliding to a halt through mud.  
 
    “He sent the Jeep down,” Gavin said.  
 
    “Thank God,” Gallo muttered.  
 
    The man who’d driven them up from the first was behind the wheel, with his dirty clothes, and little cap. “Hurry,” he urged, as they bundled in.  
 
    Lance held her the whole short, rough trip. She was in his lap, and wanted to get down – but didn’t fight it. She couldn’t have broken his hold anyway, not in this state, and she knew that she deserved every ounce of his anger. She’d acted rashly; she’d thrown off the whole op. And who might have been killed if Lance hadn’t been able to help her overpower Raphael? 
 
    Bixby came out with a lantern to meet them when they arrived, looking even paler and more frightened than he had before.  
 
    “The conduit’s dead,” Tris told him, “but your townspeople are very pissed off.” 
 
    Bixby glanced toward the lights of the town – brighter than before; more lamps on, more lanterns. Rose wondered if there would actually be torches wielded. “I can see that. Damn. But.” He made a brave face as he lifted his lantern higher. “Come inside.” 
 
    “Where can I take her to lie down?” Lance asked, still fucking carrying her.  
 
    “I can walk.” She pushed at his shoulder, and tried to swing her legs down out of his grasp.  
 
    His grip only tightened. “She was attacked,” he told Bixby, his expression harsher than she’d ever seen it. “A bed? A couch?” 
 
    “Of course. Mrs. Avery will show you.” 
 
    They stayed on the first floor, but wound up in a small back sitting room with tall, arched windows where the rain pattered steadily. There was a low couch, not too ruined from the damp yet, and Lance laid her down on it like she was a swooning princess.  
 
    She sat up the moment he stepped back, and got a stern finger shoved in her face.  
 
    “Do not get up.” 
 
    She offered him her most mulish look, still quailing inside at the sight of his fury. “I’m not an invalid. I only blacked out for a second.” 
 
    “He almost snapped your neck!” he roared.  
 
    The shout echoed off the walls, the floor; boomed back from the high, moldy ceilings.  
 
    Mrs. Avery muttered a quiet curse and slipped out, closing the door on them.  
 
    Lance bared his teeth in a silent snarl, and then started pacing. Pushing his hands roughly through his hair, tugging at it where it was longer on top.  
 
    Rose took a breath.  
 
    “No, shut up,” he snapped, and continued to pace. “You don’t – You can’t–” He halted, and stood a moment, hands linked together over the top of his head, chest heaving as he fought to catch his breath. Not from exertion, but from emotion. From anger. He was so furious with her… 
 
    But then he turned his head, and their gazes locked, and it wasn’t fury she saw burning in his dark eyes. Not anymore.  
 
    The weight of his helplessness, his worry, his desperation pressed her back against the sofa back. Her head hit the wooden border with a dull thump, and she winced.  
 
    His hands fell to his sides, and he took a step forward, close enough to touch her if he wanted to – but he held still, breathing, staring at her with a baffling degree of anguish. It stirred something warm and mostly-dormant in her belly, rekindled that sharp spear of want she’d felt earlier, when they were dressing, before they left.  
 
    She could resist general kindness, and a big-brotherly sort of attention. But true caring – the kind he’d been showing all along, more and more, less carefully…that she couldn’t fight. That was a black hole she wanted to fling herself into, if only to forget for a little while.  
 
    He took a deep breath, and his jaw firmed. He seemed to settle; she saw his raw expression begin to close off. “I’ve known the whole time that you have a death wish. I’ve watched you do really stupid, dangerous things – take risks none of the rest of us would. You’re good, I’ll give you that. You might be better than all of us. But tonight was the last fucking time you move without orders.” 
 
    Her whole body felt like a bruise, sensitive, her pulse throbbing through every inch.  
 
    “Is that understood?” he asked – demanded.  
 
    She swallowed. “Yes. Sir.” 
 
    He nodded, not pleased, far from satisfied, but glad of her acquiescence. He cleared his throat, and his voice came out too gruff. “Let’s look at the damage.” He pointed to his own throat. “Take that off.” 
 
    She complied without argument, unable to hide a wince as even the process of undoing the buckle tugged at her bruised neck.  
 
    He swayed a half-step closer – and then knelt down at her feet when she pulled the choker away. His eyes went to the damage, and she could only guess, based on his gaze, how bad it must already look.  
 
    “How is it?” she asked. 
 
    He wet his lips, and cleared his throat again. “There’s blood.” 
 
    “It’s his.” 
 
    “Still. It needs cleaning up. Stay here.” He stood, and looked down at her sternly. “I mean it.” 
 
    “I’ll stay.” 
 
    He lingered at the door a moment, before he finally went, and was back right away with a bowl of steaming water, and a towel.  
 
    “No showers in this dump?” she tried to tease. It would have been easier and less – intimate – than having him wash her neck.  
 
    That was what he seemed intent on doing, though, as he knelt again, easing her knees apart with a quick, non-suggestive touch of one hand so he could move in closer. He set the bowl on the sofa at her hip, and dampened the towel; wrung it out; lifted it toward her neck.  
 
    Just before the warm, damp cloth touched her skin, he reached to steady her head. He took her jaw delicately between thumb and fingertips. 
 
    They both froze. She heard him take a quick breath the same moment that she did. Their gazes locked. She watched his pupils enlarge – not unlike the dilated, desirous awe she’d seen in John’s followers.  
 
    Then he dampened his lips, his gaze dropped to his task, and he began to carefully clean the blood from her throat.  
 
    It was soothing, once she got over the fact that it was Lance doing it. He dipped the towel again and again; the only sounds were their breathing, and the drum of raindrops on the window pane, and the tinkle of water droplets back into the bowl when he wrung the towel out. The warmth of it lulled her. When his hand shifted downward, and gently cupped the side of her neck, her eyelids fluttered and she leaned into his touch. 
 
    They froze again – or, he did. She didn’t feel the flicker of doubt this time. Not even when he set the towel aside with a murmured, “That’s all of it.” His gaze went to his own hand; to the thumb he rested hesitantly in the hollow of her throat. “Sorry.” 
 
    Her voice sounded uncharacteristically low and smoky. Probably from being strangled, she tried to reason. “For what?” 
 
    “This is probably – I shouldn’t touch you here. After…” His hand flexed. 
 
    “No,” she said, quickly, before he could draw back. “It’s fine. It – it feels nice.” 
 
    His eyes widened.  
 
    “I’m not afraid of you. Of you touching me.” 
 
    His next breath shuddered. “Not even here?” 
 
    “No. Not anywhere.” 
 
    His gaze flicked up, touched her eyes, her mouth, searching, then slid back to where he cupped her throat. His thumb stroked up and down, up and down. “It’s not just bruises. It looks like he burned you.” His tone hardened at the end; a muscle in his cheek twitched.  
 
    “It doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    “It doesn’t?” 
 
    “Only a normal amount.” 
 
    He snorted. His thumb trailed up, hand shifting with it, until the pad of his thumb rested against her chin; until she felt his fingertips flirting against her nape, stroking at the baby-soft hairs that had fallen out of her braid there.  
 
    Amusement blossomed on his face, and then bled into sadness, more of that desperation she kept seeing him direct toward her. “I meant it,” he said softly. “About not trying to get yourself killed.” It wasn’t an order this time, but a plea. “Stop throwing yourself into bad situations like that. Please.” 
 
    She didn’t answer. She couldn’t.  
 
    His thumb shifted, skimmed slowly down her jaw. She wasn’t sure he was conscious of doing it; his gaze mapped her face, and he looked enthralled. “You said he was inside your head. That he knew who we were.” 
 
    It was hard to concentrate with his hand on her, his thumb doing that, drawing little thrills across her skin.  
 
    But she managed to say, “He knew about Beck.” 
 
    Again, Lance stilled. He withdrew his hand. His lips pressed together, and she could see the shutters coming down behind his eyes. Beck. She loved Beck, she missed him, was trying to send herself to hell to be with him, and Lance knew that, and he wasn’t going to press, to overreach. Was going to respect her grief, even if he didn’t agree with it, even if he wanted her.  
 
    She was going to blame it on blacking out. On being afraid. On the bruises on her throat, and the new, terrifying knowledge that some conduits were apparently psychic. She would blame it on some or all of that if he asked her why she did it. 
 
    She pitched forward, gripped his face in both her hands, and kissed him.  
 
    Fitting, she guessed, since she’d had to make the first move with Beck, too.  
 
    Thought of him didn’t have her rocking back and reeling, not like she’d expected. She closed her eyes, and opened her lips against Lance’s; let him feel the hot, soft flick of her tongue.  
 
    He stilled a moment, breath held.  
 
    And then, blessedly, reacted.  
 
    His first breath was a groan. His mouth opened against hers, hungry and wet and so eager right away. He gripped her waist, and urged her back onto the sofa. In moments he had her stretched out across it and was poised above her, kissing her ravenously, one hand braced on the sofa arm above her head, the other splayed across her ribs, as big, and heavy, and strong as she’d imagined.  
 
    She’d spent so long denying herself so much as a fantasy, steeling herself, steeped in her grief and determination, that she’d forgotten how good it felt to kiss. To sink her fingers into broad shoulders and lift up into a man’s touch. 
 
    No, not just a man. She couldn’t have enjoyed it if she was offering herself up to just a man.  
 
    This was Lance. Lance who wanted her, Lance who’d saved her tonight. Who had looked at her with such longing, and, tonight, such care.  
 
    She raked her blunt nails down the back of his neck, slipped beneath the collar of his shirt to feel the warm, flexing muscles of his back. He was shaking.  
 
    “God,” he breathed between kisses. He skimmed damp lips down her cheek, kissed her jaw, the tender skin in front of her ear. “God, Rose…” He sealed their mouths together again, his tongue plunging deep. 
 
    Her legs had fallen open, somehow, and he settled heavy between them. When his hips kicked, an involuntary thrust, she felt the bulge hardening behind his fly.  
 
    Rose dug her nails into his skin and hooked her leg around his hip, lifting into that first thrust, inviting another. Heat bloomed beneath her skin, between her legs; she could feel herself growing wet, was gasping against his mouth, breathless between deep, drugging kisses. God, he was a good kisser; she was drowning in it.  
 
    His hand shifted up, and covered her breast – and then he stilled, and his head lifted.  
 
    “No,” she protested, hand sliding to his neck, trying to pull him back down to her.  
 
    His face hovered above hers, his eyes closed, his lips swollen and shining. His lashes were very long, she noticed for the first time. She’d told him he looked like he beat people up for a living, but he really was beautiful, a carved Apollo come down off his marble pedestal.  
 
    She touched his face, felt the tension in his jaw. “Lance.” 
 
    A hard shudder moved through him at the sound of his name. His eyes opened, arousal and pain warring in their depths. “You don’t want me.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Right now, maybe. But you’ll regret it, after.” 
 
    “No, I won’t.” She felt her brows drawing together, knew she was frowning, and saw a fleeting smile touch his mouth.  
 
    “I’m not him, Rose. I know you want him.” 
 
    “If you’re saying you think I’m pretending right now, you’re wrong.” She traced the hard line of his cheekbone with her thumb. “There’s no mistaking you for him, not in any way.” 
 
    He blinked at her.  
 
    “I love Beck more than anything” – she swallowed the lump that formed in her throat and pressed on – “but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you, or that I wish you were him. Give me the credit that I can make my own choices.” 
 
    He sat back on his heels, though, shaking his head. “I want you to be sure.” 
 
    “I am,” she insisted.  
 
    Someone knocked on the door.  
 
    They regarded one another a long moment. There was no going back from this, she knew, and she didn’t want them to anyway. She’d been celibate for a long time, but now that she’d had a taste, she wanted more. And he was wrong: she did want him. Not sex in general. God knew Gavin would have a go at anyone offering; there were places she could go, particular houses where the right password and some cash would buy you a whole night with whatever you fancied.  
 
    But she wanted Lance.  
 
    “I want you to be sure,” he repeated, adjusted his pants, and got to his feet.  
 
    Rose sighed and sat up.  
 
    The door opened, and Gallo poked his head in. “We got word from the helo. ETA’s five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Leaving felt wrong, with the town in an uproar, and Mayor Bixby most likely in danger. But handling the fallout wasn’t the sort of thing Rift Walkers were deployed to handle. Resource officers and foot soldiers would be sent in, Lance assured her – and all of them. As their helo lifted off, she saw the headlights of troop transport vehicles below, heading into town, and she felt a little less shitty about killing a whole town’s god and then abandoning them all.  
 
    She didn’t regret the killing itself, though.  
 
    Raphael. She turned the name over in her mind while she showered back at base. An archangel, she knew, like Gabriel. Though he’d gone about gaining power in a more subtle way.  
 
    She pictured herself in Beck’s library, the lovely-smelled stacks of old, paper books heaped around her. Remembered turning pages, and studying reprints of oil paintings. Raphael – the angel of healing. As John the conduit, he had healed. He’d also brainwashed, and ruled.  
 
    She sighed and finally shut off the water when it began to cool.  
 
    When she was dry and dressed, she left the dressing cubicle and went out into the locker room to put her soap and shampoo away.  
 
    Gallo was sitting on a bench in front of their section of lockers, pulling on socks, shirtless, the light playing down the gleaming black metal of his new arm. He was humming under his breath, smiling to himself, and she didn’t think the faint pink stain on his cheeks was solely from the heat of the shower.  
 
    “What song is that?” she asked.  
 
    “Something old. My sister used to sing it.” He continued, a few low bars; even without knowing it, Rose thought it sounded soft and romantic.  
 
    She stowed her things and turned to lean back against the locker fronts, facing him. “A love song?” she teased.  
 
    He grinned, and his blush deepened. “Maybe.” He sat back and braced his hands on the bench, meeting her gaze unselfconsciously. Blush or no, he wasn’t embarrassed; he’d always been sweeter and more honest than any of them deserved.  
 
    Rose smiled. “You look happy.” 
 
    “I’m happier than I’ve ever been in my life.” He breathed a disbelieving laugh, and reached to scrub his new hand through his damp hair. “That sounds dumb, doesn’t it? With this.” He lifted his hand and regarded it. “And with everything that’s going on.” 
 
    “The world’s been shit my whole life,” she said. “You’ve got to find happiness where you can.”  
 
    “Guess so.” 
 
    “Is he good to you?” she asked, going serious. “I’m so glad you’re happy, but he didn’t seem to know you existed before you got hurt.” She hated even saying it, but if Tris was indulging Gallo out of guilt, if he wasn’t sincere, he was going to have to reckon with her.  
 
    Gallo didn’t seem bothered. His smile was soft, and fond, and reflective. “No, it’s not just guilt. He’s – well, I wear my heart on my sleeve, everybody knows that. But Tris is more guarded. He knew I existed.” He sounded sure, and she supposed she had to take his word for it. “But he’s buried a lot of people in his career. I think he was afraid of getting too close, and then…” His metal fingers tapped along the bench, eloquent of all that could happen when you got too close in this line of work.  
 
    “He’s a secret romantic, huh?” 
 
    “He’s…God, Rose.” His sigh was positively lovestruck. “You have no idea. He’s so…so.” 
 
    She could feel the bitter edges of her smile. “I know the feeling.” 
 
    His brows drew together, concerned. She’d told him about Beck, a little. He at least knew that she mourned him. 
 
    But then his expression cleared. “Speaking of feeling…and secret romantics…”  
 
    Her face heated immediately. She knew, from the sly twist of his smirk, exactly where this was headed. “Oh, Frankie, don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t deny it! He carried you. It was straight out of a movie, I swear.” 
 
    “Stop.” But she was chuckling, his glee infectious.  
 
    “Carried you in his big, strong arms. How were his pecs?” He pantomimed resting his face on them, cheek cupped in his own hand. “The stuff of dreams?” 
 
    “Francis.” 
 
    “He’s totally in love with you.” He looked shocked after he’d said it, his brows shooting up. “Shit. I didn’t mean–” 
 
    “He is, isn’t he?” Rose wasn’t shocked, not at all. She’d known for a while, even if she was only just now acknowledging it.  
 
    Gallo winced. “I know he doesn’t try to be obvious. But tonight was…” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    He tilted his head. Come on. “Do you like him?” 
 
    “He’s a good leader.” 
 
    “Rose.” 
 
    She sighed, and managed to breathe out some last thread of tension. “Yeah. I do. I don’t–” She bit her lip.  
 
    “It doesn’t mean you love Beck any less,” Gallo said, his smile understanding – as understanding as he could be, without crawling inside her head and seeing all the dark clutter there. “Wouldn’t he want you to be happy?” 
 
    She gave him an unimpressed look. 
 
    “As happy as possible,” he amended. “I mean, obviously, Lance is no Tris–” 
 
    She shot him the bird, and then they both laughed.  
 
    “He does care about you,” Gallo said, when they’d settled. “I think it might – help you, I guess. Giving him a chance. Just…maybe don’t break his heart. If you can. He’s a good man.” 
 
    She nodded. “He is.” 
 
    They shared a last smile, and when Gallo stood, and offered a hug, she found herself stepping into, and hugging him back.  
 
    “You smell nice,” she said, her face smushed into his bare chest. “Is that vanilla?” 
 
    “Tris likes it.” 
 
    “Mm. Thanks for the blackmail material.” 
 
    They headed down the hall together toward the Walker wing of the barracks, where each of them had their own small, but private room.  
 
    Gallo went to Tris’s door, and threw her one last smile over his shoulder before he slipped inside. Rose heard the low rumble of Tris’s voice as the latch engaged.  
 
    She was happy for her friend. Her sweet, decent, loyal friend, who’d set out to befriend her when the rest of the cadets wanted to wipe the floor with her. He deserved to get what he wanted. She wondered, with an inward smile, if he’d shown Tris his collection of posters. She thought there might have been an action figure, too.  
 
    She turned toward her own door – and stopped with her hand on the latch. Lance was two doors down. The overhead cage lights caught the brass gleam of his name plaque there. Sgt. Lance du Lac, Gold Company. 
 
    He wanted her to be sure.  
 
    She was.  
 
    He was in love with her, Gallo had said.  
 
    He was. She knew that.  
 
    It felt strange, to be on the flip side of the coin. By the end, she hadn’t questioned Beck’s love and devotion, but at first, before he’d ever caved to her kisses, she’d known that she loved him more.  
 
    At least for a while.  
 
    Nothing was ever really known, was it? 
 
    She took a deep breath, turned, and walked down to Lance’s door. She knocked.  
 
    In the ensuing wait, silence reigning from the other side of the door, she doubted – but only a little. She wasn’t sorry for knocking, nor for the offer she’d make if he answered. But maybe he’d gathered the composure he’d abandoned back at the mayor’s mansion. Maybe he’d thought better of his own vulnerability, and he wouldn’t–  
 
    The door swung open.  
 
    Her breath caught.  
 
    Lance stood with one hand braced in the doorjamb, barefoot, in Company issue sweatpants and a tight, white t-shirt, his dog tags gleaming against his chest. His dark hair damp from the shower, slicked back; his skin glowing golden, his biceps testing the tiny sleeves of his shirt.  
 
    He was glorious. Gorgeous. 
 
    And he looked at her with a kind of held-back hope, a doubt, a fear to want, that twisted her heart in her chest.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, quietly, his voice a little rough.  
 
    She said, “I won’t regret it.” 
 
    He studied her a long moment, holding her gaze, asking – and then his gaze shifted down to her lips. “You’re sure?” he asked, airless.  
 
    She had to bridge that distance, because he was so afraid of overstepping. She took a deep breath. “Lance, I’m sure.” 
 
    A breathless moment hung between them.  
 
    Then he reached for her.  
 
    Oh, thank God, she thought, as he caught her wrist and reeled her in – into the room, into his chest, into his arms. He kicked the door shut, hooked an arm around her waist – but then he was all of tenderness as he cupped her cheek with his free hand and kissed her.  
 
    His lips pressed hard to hers, and his thumb flexed against her jaw. She felt the flicker of his lashes against her cheeks, the press of his nose to hers. Felt his rough exhale as his tongue probed the seam of her lips. Question and capitulation at once.  
 
    She fisted her hands in the front of his shirt – felt the heat and heft of the muscle beneath – and opened to him. Invited him. He sucked in an audible breath through his nose, and his tongue flicked deep into her mouth.  
 
    Rose dropped the last of her mental armor, and surrendered to it: to the simple, wonderful pleasure of his slick, hungry kisses, kissing as good herself in return. She mapped his chest and stomach with her hands, feeling the way his hard, sculpted body flickered beneath her touch, the way he leaned into it and kissed her harder, deeper, their breaths coming ragged in the space between kisses.  
 
    He touched her in return. Stroked her ribs, her waist. Cupped her breasts, briefly, through her loose cotton shirt, and groaned against her lips when he felt that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Then he dipped down and slipped his hands beneath the hem of her shirt, so he could get to her skin. His calluses caught at her, rubbed rough and thrilling across her stomach, and up to her chest, until he could finally touch her breasts skin-to-skin.  
 
    A low, involuntary sound built in her throat, and his tongue dipped deeper in response. He circled her hardening nipples with his thumbs, until they were drawn up tight and aching.  
 
    “Rose,” he murmured against her cheek. Her jaw. “Sweetheart.” 
 
    She strained up on her toes, pressing into his hands, his wonderful, knowing touch. “I’m not sweet,” she protested, breathlessly.  
 
    His teeth grazed her earlobe. “Agree to disagree.”  
 
    She stepped back – the way his face fell would have been hilarious if it wasn’t both touching and sad – but only long enough to pull her shirt off over her head, and shove down her sweats and underwear in one efficient movement. Then he went goggle-eyed.  
 
    “Not sweet. Take off your clothes.” 
 
    “Shit,” he breathed, and complied.  
 
    She knew a moment’s fleeting regret that, in her haste, she didn’t get the chance to properly admire him. She had the impression of shifting, bunching muscles, smooth, sun-starved skin, and coarse, dark hair on his chest, arrowing down his belly to his cock – the sight of which left her reeling in a good way.  
 
    Then he kicked away his own sweats, sat down on the side of his bunk, and reached for her.  
 
    She climbed into his lap gladly, thrilled by the hard steel of his thighs beneath her own, swaying forward to grip at his shoulders, bare now, flexing under her hands. His cock brushed her belly, and she ground forward into it; watched his eyes flutter shut in response, watched the tendons leap in his throat. His skin twitched beneath her palms.  
 
    He was so sensitive. And that was before she took hold of his cock.  
 
    “Jesus,” he hissed. He banded an arm around her waist, dragged her in even closer so she didn’t have much room to work. He reached up with his free hand, tangled it in her wet hair, and hauled her into another kiss.  
 
    She lost herself to it, for a little while. Her hand loosened, and her body took on that numb, melting feeling, like she was drunk.  
 
    She whimpered when he finally broke away from her mouth and trailed hot, slow, open-mouthed kisses down her throat. “What do you want?” he murmured. His hand closed over hers, where she still gripped him loosely. They stroked his cock together, fingers overlapping and interlaced. Rose tipped her head to give him better access to her pulse point and swiped her thumb over the head of his cock, smearing the moisture there, feeling his breath hot and unsteady against her throat. “Rose. What do you want?” he asked again, and set his teeth at the join of neck and shoulder, a gentle press that couldn’t be called a bite.  
 
    Everything had gone cotton-candy soft in her head, her body awash with sensation. She wanted more of that. More acute pleasure; didn’t want to think of anything except feeling good. “I want to get fucked,” she said. “I want you inside me.” 
 
    “God.” His hand lifted from hers – and slipped between her legs.  
 
    The first touch – the pads of his fingers skimming down her wet folds – left her cursing, and clutching at his shoulders with both hands again. She tipped forward to press her forehead to his, neck impossibly weak now, and spread her thighs wider, silently asking for more.  
 
    He gave it to her, fingers pressing more insistent, dipping down, spreading the wetness that welled there. “I can fuck you,” he said, his voice low and rough. “I can make it good for you.” His index finger found her entrance, and pressed in.  
 
    “Oh.” This was what she’d wanted – what she needed. The slow, delicious stretch as he slipped in inch by inch. All the way in to the knuckle, and then a clever flex of his finger that left her gasping.  
 
    She wanted more, though.  
 
    “Come on,” she whispered. “I’m ready. You don’t have to” – another flex – “be so careful.” 
 
    He shifted his face so he could kiss her, another heated coupling of lips and tongues as he pressed in with a second finger. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
    But he prepped her anyway, gently insistent, until he was three fingers in, and she was all but writhing in his lap. “Lance.”  
 
    “Alright, alright.” He tipped her back across the bunk, cupped the back of her head and set it gently down on his pillow, like she was something fragile and precious. That little act, and the look in his eyes, nearly undid her. She couldn’t handle tenderness; she wanted him to be rough, to turn loose of all the pent-up ardor she felt rippling beneath his skin.  
 
    “Please,” she said, and heard the desperation in her voice. “Lance, I can’t – please.”  
 
    He looked nearly pained, just a second. A flash of longing and hurt that she didn’t want to think about. But then he spread her thighs, and settled between them, and his gaze was hot and devouring as it skimmed across her body.  
 
    “Look at you.” He smoothed his hands up her belly, and cupped her breasts. “You’re gorgeous.” He wet his lips, and she feared he would lean down to kiss her breasts, to play with them some more. He wanted to go slow; he liked foreplay, and now wasn’t the time for that.  
 
    Biting back a huff of annoyance, she sat up, and gripped his cock.  
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    “You’re very romantic, and it’s very sweet–” she started.  
 
    His gaze snapped up to hers, and the flare of heat in his eyes rendered her silent. He put a hand to the base of her shoulder, and pushed, though gently, until she’d lied back down. He kept his hand there, over her hammering pulse, and kept his gaze locked with hers, as he smoothed his other hand down the inside of her thigh, spreading her wider. As he let his cock drag through the wetness along her folds, teasing her. The blunt head pressed at her entrance – and then pressed in.  
 
    He was big, but it didn’t hurt. The stretch and pressure freed up something inside her, something packed-down and clawing and raging. Her breath left her lungs on a harsh scrape, and she felt the heated rush of his breath as he bottomed out, and they were locked together.  
 
    “We’ll do it your way tonight,” he gritted out. “But it’s my turn to set the pace next time.”  
 
    God. She pulsed around him. Heat flooded her stomach.  
 
    He dropped down over her, braced on his arms, and started to move. Pulled nearly all the way out, a slow drag, and then thrust back in again. He did it again, again; put his face in her throat and breathed raggedly there while he picked up a rhythm – brutal and fast, just like she’d wanted.  
 
    Rose dug her nails into his biceps, locked her legs around his waist, and held on for dear life.  
 
    She’d known he was strong, but now she could feel it. In every flex of his biceps, and hips, and back. It was good the bunk was cast plastic bolted to the wall, because a real bed with a headboard would have rattled and banged against the wall. She could feel him deep inside her, sparks crowding her vision, lighting up her nerves every time he hit that place, each time he was buried to the hilt and his hips slapped bruises against the insides of her thigh.  
 
    It was good. So good. Pleasure wound with painful tightness in her belly. She was making little wounded sounds with each relentless thrust, struggling to meet him stroke for stroke, pinned down by his weight above her.  
 
    So good, so good… 
 
    Release slammed into her. Hard, wrenching spasms that left her shuddering and gasping. She closed her eyes and tried – and failed – to catch her breath as he thrust a few more times, and then tensed up and came with a low moan. Her sex gripped him, pulsed around him, as the heat of his release spilled inside her.  
 
    Thank God for department-mandated IUDs. 
 
    His arms gave out, and for a handful of seconds, he lay full atop her, heavy and crushing. Not that it mattered; she couldn’t breathe anyway.  
 
    “Oh,” she murmured. “Oh, God, oh…oh…”  
 
    He pushed up again, so he hovered over her on shaking arms, his face a wrung-out blur above hers.  
 
    “Rose?” His brows drew together. He reached with one hand and touched her face. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “No.” Her voice came out choked. Lance’s hand, she saw as he withdrew it, caught the light, his fingertips wet.  
 
    Because she was crying, she realized. A truth that, once acknowledged, broke her completely.  
 
    “No,” she said again, and closed her eyes, and then covered them with her hands for good measure. But it was no use. The tears had started, and couldn’t be stemmed. They slipped between her fingers, and rolled down her temples, and a sob hitched in her chest. It was terrible, just terrible – and then it got worse.  
 
    “Sweetheart, come here.” Lance slipped free of her, and his hands found her arms and pulled her upright.  
 
    “No,” she protested, weakly, but went unresisting when he sat back against the wall and pulled her into his lap. He bundled her in close – cuddled her – with her head tucked beneath his chin, and his arms warm and strong around her. They were sweaty, skin slipping and sticking, but he didn’t seem to care as he rubbed her back and murmured soothing noises against her hairline. She tried to fight the tears – but finally gave into them. Better to get them out and be done with it. She pressed her face to his warm, damp chest and let them come, messy, breathless sobs rattling her whole body.  
 
    She cried for Beck, for his stupid bravery, and his blind thirst for revenge, his utter devotion to a cause that had taken him from her.  
 
    She cried for Frankie, and his inherent sweetness, his insistence on befriending her; cried for his lost arm, and his newfound, well-deserved happiness – bought with flesh and blood, and a stern man’s too-late self-awareness.  
 
    She cried for the Rift, for the constant rain, and the unending battle. For the innocents displaced, and killed, and tortured.  
 
    Cried for Lance, who loved her though he shouldn’t, who’d been kind to her when he hadn’t needed to be. 
 
    And she cried for herself. For her shriveled, broken heart, and all the grace she’d lost along the way – if indeed she’d ever had any to start with.  
 
    She cried until her eyes were dry, and gritty, and her sinuses were swollen, and she felt like a boil that had been lanced – the word play there brought a quick, cold smile to her lips, one he must have felt against his chest, because he said, “Better?” 
 
    She sat back, slowly, reluctant to meet his gaze – but when she did, he only looked at her worriedly, softly – still, after everything, with great fondness.  
 
    She didn’t deserve him.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” She wiped at the tear tracks she’d left on his chest. “That was stupid.” 
 
    “It was normal. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “I grabbed you by the dick and told you to just put it in me when you were trying to be good to me,” she argued.  
 
    He snorted. “Oh no. How will I survive?” 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    “So am I. I know you’re not done grieving him.” His smile managed to be wry and supportive at the same time. “You probably never will be, and that’s okay. I understand.” 
 
    She lifted her brows.  
 
    “I understand better than you want to give me credit for. But. It’s okay. This is what I was afraid of.” He cupped her cheek, and wiped the tears there with his thumb. “I didn’t want to push you if you weren’t in the right headspace for this.” 
 
    “But that’s just it: I think I am, now.” 
 
    He cocked his head to a questioning angle.  
 
    “Keeping my walls up. Isolating myself – being, frankly, a bitch to you – hasn’t made anything better.” 
 
    His thumb made another pass across her cheek, his throat working as he swallowed.  
 
    “You’re a good man, Lance.” 
 
    His eyes widened.  
 
    “And I…I hope I didn’t ruin things between us. Tonight.”  
 
    “No. Never.” He leaned in and kissed her. Softly, chastely. “Let’s get some sleep.” 
 
    She started to offer to leave and go back to her own room, but his arm was still snug around her, and the thought of pulling away from him left a physical ache in her chest. She nodded instead, and let him stretch them both out and pull the blanket over them; shivered gladly, because the sweat was starting to dry. He reached up to the wall and switched off the lights, plunging them into a dark broken only by the soft glow of the security light up in the corner.  
 
    She settled in on her side, facing him, and the arm across her waist felt sheltering, rather than restraining. She’d thought she’d lay awake, questioning, feeling guilty – but sleep came quick, blessed oblivion.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It was a common occurrence to wake in the middle of the night – but she was usually alone when it happened. This time, she opened her eyes to the dark, to the faint glow of a night light slanting across a bit of unfamiliar wall: a calendar she didn’t recognize tacked up to the concrete. Woke to the heft of a large arm across her waist, and the heat of a body against her back.  
 
    In the first moment of awareness, she thought, Beck. But the shape of him was all wrong, as was the scent of sheets, and sex, and skin. Comforting, yes, but not Beck. 
 
    Lance, instead.  
 
    She let out a slow breath and settled into the knowledge. Found that she didn’t hate it; it didn’t fill her with longing. The grief was still there, because it always would be, but it was compact and containable, bundled up in the back of her conscience. Now she was alone in the dark with someone else – someone good, and kind, and sexy, who cared for her. And she was sore in all the right places, deliciously languid, and everything was alright. For now.  
 
    She hadn’t thought she’d made any noise, but Lance stirred behind her. Let out a deep, tired – but awake – breath against the back of her neck that left her shivering pleasantly. His arm tightened a fraction, hand pressing flat to her stomach. “You okay?”  
 
    She laid her hand over his; felt the faint, steady bump of his pulse through the veins that laced the back of it. “Yeah,” she said, and meant it.  
 
    They lay like that, fitted together like spoons, for a few long, quiet moments. It didn’t feel awkward, like she’d expected. Fucking had been an admission and a necessary crescendo of tensions all at once. There was no pretending now that they weren’t attracted, that there wasn’t some caring on both sides – though she suspected more on his than on hers. Still. It felt like an accord had been settled. Felt like it was okay when she started to trace the backs of his fingers with the tips of her own.  
 
    “What you said before,” she broached, “about next time…” 
 
    He thought a beat, and then snorted against the back of her head, his breath ruffling her hair. “I shoulda known.” His voice was different like this, freshly awake; rough and throaty in a way that made it hard to concentrate on what he was saying.  
 
    She twisted around, still under his arm, so she lay on her back and could look up at him, his hand sliding to fit into the inward flare of her waist. The nightlight’s glow caught the edge of his nose, his cheekbones, the curve of his lower lip; shone faintly in his eyes. “Should have known what?” 
 
    He teeth gleamed white when he grinned. “What is it they say about it always being the quiet ones? You’re already asking about the next round?” 
 
    She punched him in the shoulder, which was like hitting a brick wall.  
 
    He laughed. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding.” He shifted over her, hand tightening subtly at her waist, and his voice shifted into an even lower gear, smoky and full of promise. “You won’t hear me complain.” 
 
    “You say that now,” she muttered, before he kissed her.  
 
    It was unhurried this time. After coming together once, they already knew that they could, that it was good, and they could take their time, now – just as he’d promised he would, hours before.  
 
    Heat kindled in her belly, but Rose followed his lead, gladly.  
 
    He explored her mouth, alternating bold, deep strokes of his tongue with gentle teases of his lips against hers. He was playing with her, his fingers strumming lightly over her ribs like guitar strings, and he was damn good at it.  
 
    Her contentedness quickly turned to impatience, as heat and tension built in the pit of her stomach. She pressed her thighs together, and strained upward into the next kiss; caught his lower lip between her teeth.  
 
    He chuckled against her mouth and pulled back far enough to say, “Holy shit, I was kidding before, but it really is the quiet ones, huh?” 
 
    “Asshole,” she accused, without heat.  
 
    His grin was a wide, glittering slice in the shadows. He kissed her again, harder, nipping at her lip in return on the pull-back. “Here. Turn over.” 
 
    The way he said it, the way her belly clenched in response, left her wanting to comply immediately. But she said, “Why?” 
 
    “Just do it.” He patted her hip. “I know what I’m doing, trust me.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes theatrically – but turned over onto her stomach. “You don’t strike me as the creative type.” 
 
    His hands smoothed up her back, thumbs digging at the tension beneath her shoulder blades a moment. “Well, I’ll take that as a chance to prove you wrong about something.” 
 
    “That’s not a challenge: don’t get too creative.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” 
 
    He spent a few long minutes giving her a back massage. A good one, actually. Despite the size of his hands, his touch was precise, and he applied just the right amount of pressure. He quickly had all her muscles unlocked, until she went limp, and thought she might melt right down through the mattress, or fall asleep again.  
 
    Then his touch shifted lower. He kneaded at her lower back, where she carried tension after the end of an op; where she ached after too many hours on her feet.  
 
    “Oh,” she breathed out, as his thumbs pressed hard into the twin dimples there.  
 
    “Good?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah – yeah, that’s good.” 
 
    “Good.” He sounded almost smug, and his thumbs pressed again, and then circled outward in expanding loops, the pressure firm.  
 
    Her muscles relaxed – but she could feel her ass and thighs flexing; feel her sex growing tender and wet. Goosebumps broke out across her skin. If he would only go a little lower… 
 
    He smoothed his palms down to cover her ass. Cupped it, squeezed it.  
 
    Pleasure speared through her, and she opened her legs wider. Fuck it, she thought, let him get as creative as he wanted to.  
 
    He didn’t go further, though. Kneaded and shaped her for long moments, alternating firm squeezes with feather-light touches, until she was squirming and grinding against the mattress, seeking friction for her throbbing clit.  
 
    “You like this,” he observed.  
 
    She was too turned on for a proper retort. Only panted, “Yes,” and ground down hard, wetter, needier.  
 
    When he gripped her hips, and urged her up onto her knees, she went gladly, arching her back automatically, seeking more.  
 
    “Christ,” he whispered. He petted her hips, her waist, and down her thighs, outside – and finally inside, teasing at her wet sex with only his fingertips when he reached it, before gliding his hands back down again.  
 
    “Oh, you’re mean,” she protested, surprised by the quiet laugh that built in her throat. She liked sex – loved it, really – but it hadn’t ever left her laughing before. Not like this.  
 
    “Sorry, baby, but I’m about to get even meaner.” 
 
    Baby. That was okay. That was – good, even.  
 
    She took a quick breath, an unbidden reaction, and he must have heard it, if the tightening of his hands on her waist was any indication. The mattress dipped as he shifted in closer, the sheets rustling. She felt him crowd in behind her, the brush of his thighs against her ass, and she clenched in anticipation.  
 
    But he was being mean, he said. Meaner. Teasing, still. She had the sense of his weight covering her; felt the heat of his breath before he kissed her spine. Soft and chaste, but it had her toes curling.  
 
    He worked his way up every vertebra, dropping a kiss on each, his breath hot and humid against her skin, his lips only flirting. By the time he buried his face in her nape, he was curled completely over her, his chest to her back, and she could feel his cock, thick and hard against the inside of her thigh. 
 
    “Lance,” she breathed out, unsteadily. She couldn’t believe how wildly turned on she was from so little contact.  
 
    “Hm,” he hummed, nosing at her hair. He braced one hand on the mattress beside her own, and palmed her breast with the other. “What was that?” 
 
    Ass, she thought, but fondly, and pressed back against his hips, trying to entice him to move faster.  
 
    He inhaled, chest swelling against her back, but he continued to pet her almost leisurely. Weighing and shaping both of her hanging breasts in turn, plucking at her nipples until she squirmed and ground her ass into his hips.  
 
    “Lance,” she tried again.  
 
    His movements were deliberate and controlled, but his voice was anything but when he spoke. “I know, I know,” he murmured, and he kissed his way down the side of her neck to her shoulder. His hand smoothed between her breasts, down her breastbone and belly. Down, down, until he reached her sex. “You wet for me?” 
 
    “Yes.” She widened her stance, knees sliding on the sheet, so he could feel the evidence for himself.  
 
    He cursed, softly, when he touched her. His fingers parted wet folds, and he wasn’t teasing anymore, it seemed, sliding right in with one finger and setting up a rhythm, thrusting it in and out.  
 
    Rose chased it, rocking forward and back, dropping down onto her elbows for leverage.  
 
    “Are you good to go?” he asked, voice wrecked.  
 
    “Yes. Come on.” 
 
    His hand withdrew, and he crowded in close behind her. Gripped her hip tight with one hand, and she knew the other he used to guide his cock, because she felt its blunt pressure at her entrance, and then he was pushing in, all in one go, one long, thorough thrust that left her gasping.  
 
    He didn’t make her wait. His other hand found her hip, and he pulled back, and thrust forward again. Again. Slow, but deep, steady, grinding that last scant fraction each time he bottomed out; so deep she felt each motion in her gut, in the base of her throat. She dropped her forehead to the mattress and moved with him, chasing the slow, relentless mounting of pleasure as he rode her.  
 
    It was delicious: hard, thorough thrusts that drove her steadily toward orgasm, the friction and heat and the slap of his hips against her ass perfection all on their own, with the promise of even better to follow. So much better than the mad, frantic tangle of earlier.  
 
    “I’m close,” she managed, when she was. 
 
    “Me, too,” he gritted out. Then he pitched forward, one hand braced beside her, and reached around to touch her clit while his hips continued to thrust, hard and short kicks now.  
 
    The pleasure spiked – peaked – orgasm rolled through her like thunder, all electric flashes and deep pulses. She slumped down to the bed; was dimly aware of Lance pulling out, and of his harsh breaths, and of the hot spray on her back as he came all over her.  
 
    He stretched out beside her with a groan, hand landing in the middle of the mess he’d left on her spine. “Damn. I’ll get a washcloth.” 
 
    “In a second,” she said, turning her face toward him, seeking–  
 
    He kissed her, just as she’d wanted, heated, and lazy, and with too much tongue. Rested their foreheads together, after.  
 
    Sleep claimed her for the second time that night, and the mess was tomorrow’s problem. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    NINE 
 
      
 
    The Present 
 
      
 
    Rose heard the door squeal open behind her, and then the sound of footfalls – a heavy, booted tread. Everyone here wore boots, but she knew this particular gait. Knew it well.  
 
    She sighed to herself.  
 
    “Where’d he go?” Lance asked, drawing up beside her.  
 
    “Into the city.” She nodded toward the lights – toward the stretch of gray, cloudy sky she’d been watching for at least ten minutes: the last place she’d seen Beck as he winged away from her, his silhouette like a condor, black against the charcoal and dust of the cloud cover.  
 
    “He what?” Lance asked, sharply. “Shit, did he – did he fly?” He sounded disbelieving, like he hadn’t seen the wings for himself.  
 
    “Yeah. I told him they were going to prep a helo for us, and he said there was no need.” 
 
    Lance huffed a shocked, angry breath. “The nerve of…did he even have a weapon? A radio? He’s not wearing body armor.” 
 
    She turned her head to regard her lover – one of her lovers, she supposed with an unpleasant twist in her gut. Lance stared out across the wasteland between the airport and the blurred lights of the city, brows drawn sharply together, jaw clenched. He had a smudge on his cheek, some bit of soot off a glove, or his own sleeve, maybe from the plane.  
 
    He was so unhappy. So worried. And holding all of it in – or, most of it. 
 
    She reached out to brush the smudge away with her thumb.  
 
    His head snapped toward her. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Her fingertips hovered just above his skin; she’d captured part of the smudge with her thumb, but a shadow of it remained. “You’ve got something.” She gestured to her own face with her free hand. “But if you don’t want me to touch you…?” She let the question hang, vaguely sick to have even asked it. She knew that this had been hard on Lance, she truly did, and she’d meant to pull him aside, speak to him privately, and make sure that he was alright, but things had been moving at a breakneck pace ever since Bedlam gave them the all-clear to depart for Wales. She felt like she hadn’t taken a proper breath in days.  
 
    His gaze lingered on her face a moment, poorly-disguised hurt shining in his dark eyes, before he turned away with a snort. “More like you don’t want to touch me.” 
 
    “I never said anything like that.” She had so much patience with him now, when she never had before. Beck was the thing that kept her kind and courteous, she thought. Her conscience – an assertion that would have left Beck laughing, eyes and canines flashing.  
 
    His mouth pulled sideways in a poor attempt at a smile, one edged starkly with bitterness. “What would you need to touch me for? Now that you’ve got him back.” 
 
    “Lance–” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re still here, honestly. That you convinced him to come work with us. I thought you two would just go running off into the wilderness of Wales, never to be seen again.” 
 
    “Lance,” she said again, as gently as she could. “If you really thought that, why did you help me bring him back?” 
 
    His eyes cut toward her – unwillingly, she thought – and when he swallowed, it looked painful. “Because I want you to be happy.” 
 
    She closed the small distance between her fingers and his face, cupped the hard line of his jaw. “Lance.” 
 
    “And I didn’t think you ever would be as long as he was gone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” It felt wholly inadequate, but she didn’t know what else to say. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He made another go at a smile, a sad failure. “I can’t exactly blame you for the breakup when I helped you get there, can I?” 
 
    “But I’m not breaking up with you.” 
 
    His brows went up, expression mocking. “You’re not? What, you’re gonna date me, and tell the love of your life ‘thanks, but no thanks, I found somebody else’?” 
 
    “I’m not–”  
 
    A sharp fwap, like the closing of an umbrella, and a showering of cold water droplets was their only warning before Beck dropped down to stand in front of them, shaking rainwater off his wings and then folding them neatly so they lay down his back like a cape.  
 
    Startled, Rose’s gaze went to him – was snatched toward him. She felt a pull like gravity, like a hook in her chest. She pulled her arm back from Lance, and nearly reached for Beck instead, instinct strong as compulsion.  
 
    His black hair was windswept and wild, a few strands clinging to his neck, his cheeks, his horns. He reached to tidy it absently, and already his hands seemed steadier around the horns, like he’d learned their shapes and knew how to smooth his hair around them.  
 
    He wore one of his smooth, pleasant masks, the sort he would offer to a shop keeper, or a stranger, the effect made more alarming by the gleaming gold of his eyes. “Hello,” he greeted. “I’ve just been surveying the city – or, rather, what’s left of it.” 
 
    “We were going to take a helo,” Lance said, tone hard and cold. “Go as a company so we’re all on the same page.” 
 
    Beck shrugged. “I won’t mind going along again. But.” He flexed his wings, and they rippled against his back. “No sense letting assets go to waste, and all that.” 
 
    “Yeah. No sense.” 
 
    “Rosie.” Beck turned to her. Extended a hand; palm-up, his black claws were less noticeable, the creases and calluses in the center just as she remembered, evidence of his weapons proficiency.  
 
    Her heart bumped in the same old way, flooding her with love, and heat, and the awe – the disbelief that he was here – she wasn’t sure would go away anytime soon.  
 
    “Would you like to see something?” he asked, his expression softening, mask slipping just enough to allow her a glimpse of the hot-blooded creature he’d always been beneath.  
 
    She was sliding her hand into his before she could even say, “Yes.” 
 
    He grinned, quick and sharp, and drew her forward as his wings unfolded; he turned them, spinning her effortlessly into place in front of him, and his arms closed securely around her waist as she felt the air displacement of the first few preparatory beats of his wings. “Ready?” he asked, breath hot in her ear.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Rose!” Lance shouted.  
 
    “He’s a dullard, your army man,” Beck sighed, and then with a great thrust, and a leap, they were airborne.  
 
    In that first moment, after he’d jumped off the roof, and she saw the tarmac far below – when the cold, wet wind touched her face, and lifted her hair, and the ground went out from under her – her stomach lurched like it did when she rappelled down out of a helo. The crazy, sickening realization that you were about to fall, and that a harness and bit of metal were all that would prevent you from crashing down to earth and splattering against the rocks.  
 
    But Beck’s arms were tight and strong, and a few great flaps of his tremendous wings had them lifting up, and up, and there was no danger of her falling; she knew he’d never let her fall, and that trust smoothed her initial nerves.  
 
    He climbed until they reached an altitude that he seemed to like, and the beat of his wings settled into something steady and regular, like the beat of a heart, or the measured rhythm of drawn-out sex. Her belly tightened, but only with excitement.  
 
    She turned her head a fraction, feeling his lips and chin against her temple. “This is incredible!” she shouted over the rush of the wind.  
 
    His laugh was low and rich – delighted. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    The rain slackened the closer in they got. Beck flew them through a thick screen of low cloud, and then the way ahead opened up, and Rose could see the lights of the city up close.  
 
    Some were electric lights burning in windows.  
 
    Some were cold, blue security lights. 
 
    Some were candles and gas lanterns.  
 
    But most of the light came from fire. 
 
    Beck’s wings stretched wide, and he swooped down lower – her stomach swooping along with them – and more details came into focus.  
 
    The city’s edge was built of crumbling strip malls, and two-story homes built on slabs, cheek-by-jowl, ringed by rusted metal fence. A house was on fire. A car was on fire. In deeper, over the cracked pavement tangle of the Interstate, where tiny cities unto themselves of tents, lean-tos, and tarp-covered sleeping bags crowded the once-green spaces; fires burned in metal drums, and in rings of stones and aluminum cans. Fires built for warmth, spitting steam in the aftermath of the drizzling rain. She saw a few faces lift toward them, mouths falling open as they beheld the silhouette of a winged figure. She could see the shadow of the wings on the ground, and the buildings, and the people below, despite the lack of sunlight; the points and arches; no mistaking them for the feathered wings of the angels of history books.  
 
    When they got into the city proper, the fires were on the street: in drums, in cars, in dumpsters, even in a few windows. An apartment building blazed, its heat blasting her face before Beck flapped his wings hard, tipped back, and lifted them up, up, over the rooftops. People walked along in hurried, huddled groups. Some ran. She saw the muzzle flash of a gun going off, and watched someone fall. She saw a figure glow blue, fire leaping from its hand. 
 
    “Shit, there’s one,” she said, pointing, but Beck kept going, faster now. The conduit saw them, she noted; its head snapped around toward them, its pale hair flaring in the firelight. But it didn’t have wings, and it couldn’t give chase.  
 
    Her eyes watered, as the air streamed around them, damp, and hot, and smelling of char. Beck cleared the burning building, his arms tightening a fraction around her. He hit an updraft, wings opening like sails, and they jetted up and up and onward. Over the tall, darkened shoulders of other buildings. High above the chaos on the streets below, the violence and turmoil playing out in specks of light. 
 
    The city had never been picturesque in her lifetime, but it still astounded her how very terrible things had gotten since she lived here last – first with Miss Tabitha, and then, blessedly, in the townhouse with Beck and Kay.  
 
    Kay. It hurt to think of her, and so she hadn’t, not most of the time. She refused to acknowledge the fact that it was easier to set thoughts of her aside than it had been with Beck.  
 
    Another draft caught them, a cool one. Rose was starting to get the hang of this; her nerves – about flying – had settled fully, and her senses were attuned only to the ground they covered. And their destination. 
 
    Which she finally understood when Beck sent them winging over a cemetery full of crooked obelisks and crumbling mausoleums.  
 
    They lifted over a final few rooftops – rain-slick tiles, steep gables, widow’s walks, old Gothic mansions – and there it lay, as sprawling and intimidating as before…despite its half-gone roof and shattered façade. 
 
    Anthony Castor’s mansion.  
 
    She gasped.  
 
    If the way Beck’s hands tightened on her was any indication, he heard her.  
 
    He flew them straight up again, a dizzying vertical climb, and when she glanced down, she saw the gaping maw of the destroyed roof. It didn’t look burned, but like it had been ripped away by some giant set of claws. Hunks of roofing and stone lay scattered across the lawn, still encircled by its razor-tipped iron fence. Through the damage, she could glimpse moldering finery, three layers of lavish rooms, and even the black and white check tile of a lavish main floor.  
 
    Beck squeezed her around the middle, tucked his wings, and dove.  
 
    The fall was too quick and sharp for her to exclaim in alarm. Shadows enfolded them; cool, damp, mold-scented air rushed into her face, set her eyes to streaming. She saw the flash of black and white floor tiles, the grand entryway and front hall of the mansion, she thought, and then Beck opened his wings, slowing them. He executed a few small circles, and hovered, briefly, before he dropped them down to stand lightly on the tiles.  
 
    His arms loosened, but stayed around her, cradling her to his chest. She felt the point of his chin on top of her head; felt the hard surge and retreat of his ribs as he fought to catch his breath. 
 
    His voice was steady, though, when he said, “Extraordinary, isn’t it?” 
 
    She could only stare.  
 
    The night of Beck’s – descent, she supposed it was, because it hadn’t been a death – Lance had hustled her out of the mansion in a mad rush; her surroundings had been blurred, by exhaustion, by grief, by tears. Even so, she thought she would have remembered this place – this great hall, that was the only name for it.  
 
    The checkered tile stretched wide and deep; the ceilings, when they’d been in place, had been as high and arched as cathedral rafters, and just as ornate, if the remaining, painted tatters were anything to go by. Dark wood paneling, damaged by the elements, still gleamed faintly along the walls; studded with sconces, and ruined paintings.  
 
    A stained-glass window, miraculously intact, marked the end of the hall. Her breath caught when she looked at it, and recognized what it showed. In resplendent color, artful fractures of mortar: an archangel, clothed in white and crimson robes, golden hair flying, white, feathered wings stretched wide, a sword in his hand – a sword driven into the breast of a dark, coiled, cowering winged figure all in black.  
 
    “Saint Michael,” she breathed, and shivered.  
 
    Beck’s arms tightened around her. “Champion over Lucifer,” he mused. “He put his fellow angel in the pit.” 
 
    “A fallen angel.” 
 
    “Is there any difference?” 
 
    She shivered again.  
 
    In front of the window, secondary to its splendor, she noted a raised dais, and a heavy, black wooden chair. A seat. A throne, she thought, with a lurch. It was carved, and grand, and could be nothing less, at the top of three wide, ebon steps.  
 
    “He thought himself a king,” Beck said. He kissed her temple, her cheek, lingering, inhaling – as though he could smell her better now, or perhaps had merely missed the scent of sweat on her skin. Then he pulled back from her, and walked toward the dais, wings folding elegant and cape-like down his back.  
 
    Rose watched as he climbed the stairs, turned, and then sat, as graceful as ever, wings adjusting with a few flicks and a smoothing of his hands. They folded behind him in a way she hadn’t expected, looking even more like a cape. He crossed his legs, propped an elbow on the arm of the throne and rested his chin on his fist. With his sharp face, and the elegant, coiled-spring strength of his lean body, he looked every inch the negligent royal. The horns caught a stray bit of light from somewhere, gleaming like a crown.  
 
    “Oh,” she murmured aloud, unable to help herself. In the five years since she’d lost him, she’d become near-expert in controlling herself, but he was back now, and she felt unmoored, and out of control.  
 
    He tipped his head back, so he regarded her from low-lidded, glowing eyes. “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    She snorted – but then sobered, because he wasn’t joking. “I think the chair looks better on you than on Castor.” 
 
    He grinned, a fast flash of teeth. And fangs. “You never saw him here.” 
 
    “No. But I saw him. He doesn’t compare.” 
 
    His grin stretched. “Thank you, sweetheart. I’m quite flattered.” 
 
    Sweetheart. Lance called her that, too. Sometimes.  
 
    She’d spent the past five years perfecting the masks she wore, learning to cloak and guard her expressions. Sometimes she caught her reflection in a bit of glass, and was startled by how lifeless she looked.  
 
    But Beck could read her. His head tilted a fraction. “He really is your soldier, isn’t he?” 
 
    Shit. For one awful moment, he looked like a stranger. Perfectly composed, curious, questioning – she searched for little signs of tension in his face, and could find none.  
 
    Belatedly, she realized she was searching for Lance’s usual tells. In Beck’s face.  
 
    She took a breath, and shifted her focus. Searched for the old, familiar, well-loved, long-grieved tells. The little flickers she’d glimpsed in the library firelight once upon a time. She found Beck’s tension in the whiteness of his knuckles, in the way his claws bit into the black wood of the throne, and in the slight flaring of his nostrils on each inhale.  
 
    She took another breath, and felt steadier. “I didn’t start out wanting to join the military, after…everything. But Lance had made me an offer, and after a few months of roughing it on my own, I decided it was safer and easier with them than it was out on the streets.” 
 
    His lips pressed together, a considering half-frown. “The military, sure. But you signed up to become a Rift Walker. That’s above and beyond.” He didn’t sound disapproving – but not approving, either.  
 
    “I don’t like the idea of being average,” she said. “If you’re going to do something, you might as well be the best at it.” 
 
    He grinned, a fast flash of teeth. “There’s my girl.” 
 
    “And I am. Good at it, that is.” 
 
    His brows lifted. “The best?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He shifted in his seat, posture relaxing, crossing one long leg over the other. The way his boots fit – a spare pair of lace-up combats loaned courtesy of Gavin – over his trim ankles and strong calves was distracting. She’d missed this so much – looking at him, the elegant, purposeful way he moved and held himself.  
 
    His grin softened, and his head tipped the other way, damp hair sliding across his shoulders. “I’m not angry,” he said, softly.  
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “You’re a beautiful, healthy young woman. You have appetites. And you had no way of knowing if you’d ever see me again.” 
 
    She sucked in a breath. Five years ago, she would have gone down on her knees and asked for his forgiveness. I’m so sorry I slept with someone else. It didn’t mean anything. I love you. 
 
    She did love him, still, fiercely, violently. But his smooth assurance left her hackles lifting. “You say that like I can’t control myself.” The hardness of her tone had him stilling a moment, expression freezing.  
 
    His claws tapped on the armrest and he said, “No. Quite the opposite in fact.” 
 
    “If you’re hoping for an apology, you aren’t getting one,” she said, kicking her chin up. She felt a bit like a child, defending her actions; by the end, she and Beck had felt like equals, partners. But in the beginning, he had glistened like an untouchable statue on a pedestal, fascinating and unknowable. She was reminded of that, now; it brought out her stubborn streak. “Lance is a good man. He’s a good fighter, and he’s fair, and he’s been kind to me. He helped me bring you back even though…” She trailed off before she said too much, and how strange to keep things from Beck of all people.  
 
    His smile was small, and tight. “Even though he’s in love with you.” 
 
    She couldn’t deny that. 
 
    Beck sighed and turned his head, presenting his beautiful, now-horned profile. His black hair set off his sharp features in even greater relief. Harsh and lovely, that was Beck. “Of course he is,” he murmured, tone lower, rawer – more honest. “I’m sure he’s wonderful, and you of course care for him in return. I’m not – listen, when I say I’m not angry, I’m not trying to be dictatorial. I’m truly not angry. But I’m it saying wrong, like always.” He turned back to her, gaze open, now; broken-open, tinged with deep sadness. “I’m sorry that I left you before, sweetheart. But I can’t say I would go back and do it differently.” 
 
    She swallowed, a lump forming in her throat.  
 
    “And I’m not sorry that you were spared – that he saved you. There is no way possible to thank him for that. But I can stay a step back. I won’t ask you to choose. I forfeited any claim on your heart the night I chose revenge for the past over a life with you in the future.” He attempted a smile, a wobbly, pathetic thing.  
 
    Her eyes stung. She blinked, and stepped toward him – heart breaking when she saw the surprise flicker through his gaze, the doubt. His hands tightened on the arms of the chair, claws squealing faintly against the wood.  
 
    “You’re an idiot,” she told him, voice choked. “You’re the most brilliant man I’ve ever met, but you’re also an absolute idiot.” She leaned forward and put her hands on his shoulders, having to clutch to him for balance thanks to the awkwardness of the angle.  
 
    He blinked up at her in a moment of blank incomprehension. Then he let out a breath, and she saw his throat move, saw the flex of tendons there. He uncrossed his legs, carefully, made a space for her between them; gripped her waist and reeled her in, until she lost her balance totally and was forced to straddle his lap.  
 
    A very rewarding development, actually.  
 
    “I am an idiot.” He sounded pained. He reached to cup her cheek with one hand, so carefully; she felt the scrape of his claws down the side of her neck, and leaned into the heat of his palm. Trusting.  It was important to her that he know she wasn’t frightened or disgusted by the changes in him.  
 
    “I won’t apologize,” she said again, voice unsteady now. She smoothed her hands across his chest, its muscled planes achingly familiar beneath the soft cotton of his shirt. He was warmer, though, nearly hot, as if feverish. “But I am sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Hush, sweetheart,” he whispered, and pulled her mouth down to meet his.  
 
    It wasn’t their first kiss since his resurrection, but it was the most private, and the most honest, too. His tongue teased at the seam of her lips and she opened for him right away, welcoming the hot slide of his tongue against hers. She could feel the points of his fangs, against her lips, and her tongue, an electric scrape amid the lush softness of the act.  
 
    It was as consuming and dizzying as kissing him had always been. It wasn’t just about the care and talent, the gentle rasp of his thumb over her cheek, coaxing her jaw wider, the sly flex of his tongue; there was something deeper to it, something soul-shattering that had rocked her foundations from the outset – that had given her the nudge to reach out of the pie safe and take his hand that very first night.  
 
    She became gradually aware that she was kneading at his chest like a cat – and that she was sitting on his crotch, and that he was growing steadily harder beneath her. She gave an experimental circle with her hips, and he groaned into her mouth.  
 
    And purred. The sound rippled out from inside him, vibrating through his chest, and through her hands. 
 
    She pulled back with a shocked gasp, and felt wetness flood her sex.  
 
    He was panting, his pupils expanded into tall, vertical slits that threatened to swallow all the golden glow. “I always was an animal dressed up like a man,” he said, ruefully. “This makes sense, I guess.” 
 
    “I like it.” 
 
    He groaned again, his purr swelling into a growl in the air between them, and he dragged her back for another kiss. Wet and messy, fangs scraping hard across her lip. When she circled her hips again, he lifted up to meet her, the ridge of his hard cock grinding along the center seam of her tac pants. Then it was her turn to groan, breaths harsh and quick against his lips.  
 
    “Rose. Rosie.” He raked his claws back through her hair, and down her throat, petting at her almost frantically. His chest and his belly heaved as he fought for breath. He was straining against her, wings rustling. Something coiled around her ankle – his tail, she realized, pulsing in time to his ragged breaths. “Please don’t tease me, sweetheart. Not if–” 
 
    She kissed him hard. “Not teasing.” And started fumbling at the zipper of her jacket with clumsy fingers.  
 
    He helped her push it off her shoulders – nothing mask-like about his face, now, its lines taut with anticipation and want, his eyes blazing, his mouth soft and wet and gleaming from kissing. The sight of it had her stomach tightening almost painfully – and that was before he took the hem of her shirt in both hands – claws scraping teasingly against her skin – and pushed it up.  
 
    When she’d pulled it off over her head, and dropped it behind her on the dirty floor, uncaring, she glanced down to find Beck staring at her chest. At the two pendants hanging there from the chain around her neck: the rose and the crown.  
 
    He reached out slowly, his hand trembling at the last, and pressed one clawed finger to the pendants, one and then the other. “You kept them,” he breathed.  
 
    “I wanted to keep more, but there was too much…so I took what was most important.” She covered his hand with hers, pressed it more firmly to her chest. “These are the most valuable things I’ve ever owned.” 
 
    “No, the dagger–” 
 
    “The dagger was a useful tool. And an even more useful offering to help me bring you back. But it wasn’t valuable. It wasn’t a token of love, like these.” 
 
    He stared another moment – and then lifted his hand away, drawing hers with it. She saw his long lashes flutter down on his cheeks as he closed his eyes and tipped forward to rest his forehead at the base of her throat. He nosed faintly at the pendants, his breath rushing warm down her breastbone, tightening her nipples inside her bra.  
 
    She touched his shoulders, his neck – and then, drawn by its silky softness against the backs of her hands, his hair. It was a different color, but it felt the same sliding through her fingers, heavy and slippery and addictive.  
 
    He opened his mouth against her sternum, tasted her skin with his tongue. Shifted downward, his hands tightening on her waist until she felt the prick of his claws.  
 
    She pressed her fingertips to his scalp, cupped the back of his skull in both hands. 
 
    He dropped a row of heated kisses across the top of her breast – and then hooked his claws in her sports bra, and ripped it down the front.  
 
    “Beck.” It came out more plea than reprimand, and she could read the satisfaction in the low growl he rumbled against her skin.  
 
    He tongued at her nipple, and then drew it into his mouth. Careful, claw-tipped hands cupped her breasts, squeezing and shaping.  
 
    Rose clutched at his hair and surged forward against his mouth, silently asking for more.  
 
    Every inch of her he touched – with mouth, fingers, claws – burned. By the time he’d bent her back over his arm, and his lips were trailing down the center of her stomach, she was grinding shameless in his lap, rubbing herself against the proud, hard line of his erection. He was purring constantly, now, hips twitching. 
 
    “Beck.” 
 
    “I know, I know, baby.”  
 
    She stood at his urging, wobbly and unsteady, her vision swimming she was so turned on. He tore at the fastenings of her pants, shoved them down her hips. They both fumbled at her bootlaces, but finally, blessedly, she was naked, and he was hauling her back into his lap with one hand, while the other went to his own fly.  
 
    She helped, their fingers catching; one of his claws left a scratch on the back of her hand.  
 
    “Oh, sweetheart.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” She got the zipper down and reached in to curl her hand around his cock; her palm remembered its particular hot, hard heft. “It’s fine, just–” 
 
    “Rose, I–” He touched the inside of her thigh, and then hesitated, and she realized when she felt the prick of his claws again, digging into the soft flesh there. He had his teeth bared, his gaze wild, caught between doubt and wanting.  
 
    She shuffled forward, lined them up, and sank down onto his cock in one slow press, no prep, both of them hissing at the stretch.  
 
    She held still a moment, adjusting, and tipped forward until their foreheads rested together. She could just see the unfocused gold of his eyes, could read the adoration and wonder in them.  
 
    “You’re a marvel,” he breathed out, reverently, “just as ever.” 
 
    The praise moved through her like a shockwave. When she could, she started to move – slowly. Lifting up and settling again, just gentle rocking motions of her hips that shifted his cock where it was buried deep inside her.  
 
    “Yes,” he breathed, hands shifting up her waist, her ribs; covering her breasts and plucking at her nipples, the light scrape of his claws sending darts of pleasure along her nerves. “Take what you want. What a good girl.” 
 
    “Beck.” Her hips hitched, and she lifted a little higher, and settled down a little harder. “God.” 
 
    “Not him, I’m afraid. Never now.” His hand settled loosely at the base of her throat, a faint pressure rather than a squeeze. She felt his tail wrapped around her calf, mimicking the movement, but firmer, squeezing the way she squeezed around his cock on every thrust.  
 
    It struck her, through her mounting haze, that he was more in-control than she’d ever seen him like that. Even at his most careful – the night she’d first kissed him, the night of their first kill together, in the house, when he’d towed her into the bathroom with him – there’d been a shakiness to him. He’d held onto his self-control with teeth and claws – figurative, back then – and she’d felt the tremors in him, the harshness of his breath. Known that he was only seconds, one bold touch, away from snapping and mounting her like an animal. 
 
    But for all his animal adaptations, now, he only looked pleasured, and smug, and not teetering on the brink of anything.  
 
    With a fresh flush of heat through her insides, she decided she needed to change that.  
 
    He still wore the horrible, cobbled-together shirt the Welsh monks had given him, one of the buttons already slipped-loose at the top from their flight through the city. She tipped forward – far enough to change the angle and leave her panting, and him hissing and grinning – so she could unfasten the rest.  
 
    His chest and stomach were the same lean, statue-carved works of art they’d always been, but so much hotter beneath her hands as she stroked him, breastbone to navel, long, sweeping drags of her palms and fingers. The air that swirled down from his bellybutton and furred the base of his cock was black, now, too, and she watched his abs flex as she raked her nails through it, until she could touch the base of his cock, and herself, a little, too, slippery wet now, all of it.  
 
    He pressed his head back, tendons stark in his neck, and that was a better reaction. She braced her hands on his chest, and picked up her pace, clenching around him on every upstroke, arching her back and making a show of it.  
 
    That earned her a growl, a flash of eyes and teeth. He sat up, suddenly, arms closing tight around her, one hand spread against her ass, and he fused their mouths together and urged her faster.  
 
    This.  
 
    His other hand gripped her braid and tugged it; then cupped her nape and held her fast to him, as his tongue fucked her mouth, and the pressure of his other hand pressed her down onto his cock again, and again, and again.  
 
    This was what she’d wanted, needed, missed.  
 
    He stood. The world tilted. She clutched at his shoulders, legs locking tight around his waist on instinct. Then her back was against a cool, hard section of wall, and Beck was fucking her relentlessly, hammering into her hard.  
 
    His mouth broke from hers and he trailed wet, uncoordinated kisses down her jaw and throat, and fastened his mouth there. She gasped, and clung to him, and her eyes slitted open – to see that they were against the wall, yes, but about five feet off the ground. He was hovering, his wings thrusting as viciously as his hips, his whole body one tangle of flexing muscles.  
 
    “Oh, God,” she murmured, because they were the only words she could find, overwhelmed, overheated, her climax coming on like a freight train.  
 
    He sank his fangs into her throat, two bright sharp points of pain, and that tipped her over. She gripped tight to one of his horns, closed her eyes, and let the pleasure drown her.  
 
    It was devastating in all the best ways. Her head thunked back against the wall because she couldn’t hold it up any longer, all of her weak, and shaking, and awash in glorious sensation. She was aware of his ragged breath on her throat, the sweep of his tongue – lapping at her blood – and the final sharp thrusts that finally left him coming with a ragged growl, cock kicking inside her, head flooding her insides.  
 
    He held them there a long moment, catching his breath, and then, still inside her, he let them drift slowly down to the floor, until his feet touched, and his wings stopped beating; swept forward to close them in together, instead, blotting out all light save the vivid, golden glow of his eyes.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    By the time the call finally came from Rose, even Bedlam was in an uproar about the disappearance.  
 
    “She’s with Beck,” Gallo tried to reason. “He won’t let anything happen to her.” 
 
    But, if he was honest with himself, and his team, Beck was the thing that worried Lance the most. 
 
    But, just as Bedlam was screaming about a rescue mission, Rose radioed in. Left them coordinates – and an address to meet. A place to rendezvous.  
 
    Lance hadn’t seen Anthony Castor’s mansion since he’d last served in it as an employee. It was no less unsettling now, even gutted and crumbling, its windows dark save the glow of moonlight reflecting off the glass. Fleeting moonlight, at that; more clouds threatened on the horizon, a dark, fluffed-up bank of them ready to cover the night.  
 
    “Why here? This place is a dump,” Gavin said.  
 
    Lance pushed the gate with his fingertips, and it swung inward with an ugly squeal of unoiled hinges. “It didn’t use to be. And it’s the place where he went to hell.” 
 
    Some things thrived, even in this bleak landscape; weeds would always find a way, he supposed, as they waded through them up the front walk, and climbed the lichen-crusted, palatial stairs that led up to the grand front doors. They were locked – but, worse, swollen shut from moisture coupled with disuse. Lance shot off the lock, and Tris kicked them open.  
 
    The great hall stretched before them, just beyond the entryway: black and white checked tiles, as he remembered, still grand, despite a scattering of leaves, and mold, and even a few pigeons who winged up through the holes in the ceiling. A fine mist had started to fall, covering what furniture remained in a crystal glaze. The sconces on the wall were gas – always had been, because Castor had spared no expense when it came to making sure his electrical comforts had backups – and usually those had backups, too. A flickering glow warmed the walls, danced across the floor. Illuminated the ridiculous throne upon which Castor had once sat – and upon the man, the creature, who occupied it now.  
 
    The torchlight illuminated the stained-glass portrait of St. Michael behind the throne, his wings and sword and his putting-down of the devil. A devil whose dark, leathery wings matched those of Arthur Becket, slumped down with spread legs, chin propped negligently on his fist, more a king than Castor had ever hoped to be. His hair was wild, and his shirt rumpled. Rose sat on his thigh, fully dressed, her hair braided – but there was something languid about her eyes and mouth, and Beck smirked as they approached, a small but malicious twitch of his mouth that flashed a single fang.  
 
    You idiot, Lance scolded himself. He’d been an idiot to ever agree to the scheme of resurrecting him.  
 
    “Hello,” Beck purred. “Good of you to join us.” 
 
    “Hope we’re not interrupting,” Lance said, unable to keep a frown off his face.  
 
    Beck’s smirk became a smile, and his tail – draped over the arm of the throne – flexed like a cat’s, its spade tip catching the light. “No, not at all.” He lifted his chin long enough to flick his fingers, beckoning them. His other hand remained at Rose’s back. “But I thought: if we are to work together as a team, we should have a headquarters.” 
 
    Lance frowned.  
 
    Tris said, his voice gruff, “We have a base. We have several bases.” 
 
    Beck’s gaze slid to him, golden and impossible. “It’s Tristan, isn’t it? Yes,” he said, before Tris could answer. “You do have bases. Military bases. But I’m not in the military.” 
 
    Lance took a breath and tried to tamp down his hot surge of anger. God, he hated this asshole: all smug and superior, like he was smarter and better than everyone else…and that wasn’t counting the fact that he looked like a demon from a storybook. “If you’re working with us, then you’ll have to obey the military, like it or not.” 
 
    Beck tilted his head, the movement not quite human, his gaze one that sought to understand – and which sent a hard shudder down Lance’s spine. Rose had always been a little out of reach, enigmatic and stoic and an island unto herself – it pained him to see how she slotted together with Beck, to know that this was the man who’d helped to shape the mystery of her, when Lance loathed him in all the ways that mattered.  
 
    “Am I working with you?” he asked, innocently. “Or are you working with me?” 
 
    Gallo took a sharp breath and muttered, “Shit.” 
 
    Beck grinned, and looked at him, in turn. “Quite. You’re Francis, aren’t you?” 
 
    Tris shifted his weight, his rough palms sliding audibly on his rifle.  
 
    “Frankie,” Gallo said. “Or Gallo.”  
 
    “And only Francis to your lover,” Beck said. “Understandable.” 
 
    Tris took a breath.  
 
    Lance said, “It won’t be safe to stay here overnight. The helo that dropped us took off, but I can call another. Or armored transports.” 
 
    Beck waved dismissively. “We’ll be perfectly safe here. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “You saw the city,” Lance pressed. “It’s a fucking disaster.” 
 
    “Yes. And you want me to fix that, don’t you?” A hint of steel in his voice, now, a threat in the hard curve of his lips. “That’s why you went along with Rose’s plan. You don’t care about me. Only what I can offer you.” At this his wings spread, deep black, blotting out the stained-glass mural behind him, overlaying St. Michael’s wings with his own.  
 
    Lance fought the urge to grind his teeth. “This city is the most infected in the country. If we hope to turn the tide of war, we can’t save the worst sore spots for last.” 
 
    “I agree,” Beck said, easily. “It’s better to lance the ugliest wounds first.” 
 
    “Then, if you’re going to help us–” 
 
    “This is shaping up to be a threat, Sergeant.”  
 
    “Guys.” Rose slid off his lap and to her feet, her expression hardening – all save her eyes, and those Lance had never seen so full of conflict, as she glanced between them, a silent plea. “Let’s not do this. Beck, you agreed to help – that means helping under our conditions.” When she turned to regard her former – probably current, again, given the state of Beck’s shirt buttons – lover, Lance couldn’t see her face any longer, but he could see Beck’s. He looked nearly amused, eyes glittering like backlit gems.  
 
    “Alright,” he said, softly, after a moment, and reached to press her hands – quick but gentle, intimate – between both of his. He stood with the grace and poise of a king. “You’re right, sweetheart.” 
 
    Then he looked to Lance, and a challenge shone clear in his expression, one Lance felt was mocking. Baiting. “Lead on, then, Sergeant du Lac. I put myself in your capable hands.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    Before 
 
      
 
    Lance stared up at the ceiling and fought to catch his breath. Rose lowered herself to the mattress beside him, her head resting on his shoulder, and even though he was overheated and tingling all over, he lifted his arm so she could settle more closely, and so he could hold her, his hand tucked into the tight, inward flare of her waist. She liked to cuddle, afterward, he’d learned; one of those small, endearing, wholly unexpected details he’d come to know in the last few months.  
 
    Just like he now knew the particular way she sighed when she’d pushed herself too hard, and exhaustion was dragging at her – and the way she sighed when he touched her just right. Knew when she shivered from cold, from fear, from pleasure. He knew the way she murmured in her sleep, the way nightmares pressed a groove between her brows. He knew the scrape of her nails, and the press of her heel, and the clench of her body around him, when he was buried deep. 
 
    He knew her now. 
 
    But there were so many moments when he was struck with the cold assuredness that he didn’t know her at all.  
 
    Now felt like a knowing time, though.  
 
    “So,” he huffed. “Like I was saying.” 
 
    She chuckled. “If you can remember, then I didn’t do my job right.” 
 
    “Oh, no. I can’t remember shit. Just stalling.” 
 
    She breathed warm and amused across his chest, raising goosebumps there.  
 
    He really had meant to keep things professional this evening. He had a stack of reports, and he’d picked up two cups of gross, instant coffee, and he’d invited her in thinking about the tasks that lay ahead, rather than other distractions.  
 
    But she’d sat down on the end of his bed, crossed her legs, leaned back on her hands, and sent him this look. He was only human, after all.  
 
    “The…” He lifted his hand only long enough to flap it toward his tiny, wall-mounted desk. “The thing. You know.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Insightful.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said, without heat, smiling to himself. “I think my brain came out through my dick.” 
 
    “That’s charming.” Rose gathered herself, and sat up, and he immediately regretted the loss of her heat and weight at his side.  
 
    Unbothered by her nakedness, she climbed out of bed – on gratifyingly unsteady legs, he noted – and snagged the files of the desk. She sat on the edge of the bed and flipped through them.  
 
    She stilled. He saw tension streak up her back, the lean muscles along her spine tightening beneath her skin.  
 
    Lance sat up.  
 
    “This is New York,” she said, turning the pages more slowly.  
 
    “It is.” He’d asked her to his room to begin with because he’d been afraid she would have a reaction – even if it was only to close off and go quiet and tight-lipped enough that he felt compelled to try to coax her back to a softer place.  
 
    He shifted across the mattress so he could sit beside her, and set his feet down on the floor, corner of the sheet pulled into his lap because this didn’t feel like a dick-out sort of conversation. “To be honest, I’m a little surprised we haven’t been sent in there since you joined up.” 
 
    She stared at the paperwork she held – a printed-out, infrared, aerial map, white circles marking potential target sites. Blinked, after a long, still moment, and then looked up at him, gaze as hard and closed-off as he’d feared. All the warmth of the past half-hour had drained out of her. The flush of pleasure, the spark of humor, the satisfaction – gone, replaced with cold wariness. “I thought New York was a lost cause. That’s what they said in Basic: that it wasn’t possible to retake it.” 
 
    He took a breath, and saw her brows lower in reaction, a ratcheting up of her tension. He stroked her back – and she didn’t respond to the touch, not even to avoid it. Okay… 
 
    “In the immediate aftermath of the Second Rift, right after we left the city, the mob war blew up. Castor’s death left a big hole in the hierarchy, and a half-dozen smaller-time thugs tried to take up his throne.” 
 
    “Right.” She had a gimlet stare worse than any captain or general he’d ever reported to.  
 
    “Right. So. There was that. And then there were conduits from both camps: outright biblical war in the streets, gangsters choosing sides with them. It’s – well, it’s like hell there.” 
 
    She kept staring, and he was reminded, unwelcomely, of Arthur Becket, burning now in actual hell. Still, he wouldn’t have traded his metaphor; it was the best he could think of.  
 
    “If any civilians are left there,” he said, they’re either enslaved to, working for, or at least working at the mercy of the top dogs there – whoever they are. An evacuation would be ideal, but we’re not just talking about one or two targets to eliminate here. It would be a full-out war, and the casualties would be…unimaginable.”  
 
    “We don’t deal in full-out war,” she reminded, frostily.  
 
    “I know. Which is why I’m proposing, now that there are other companies to relieve us out here, and fewer conduits besides, that we treat it like an op. Us. Golden Company. We’ve got your dagger, and lots of experience under our belt. And, hell, we’ve got Morgan. We’ll be careful, and covert, and…” He trailed off when she frowned. “What?” 
 
    “If a company of Walkers could take care of it, why has the army waited until now to put that forward?” 
 
    “They didn’t put it forward. I did.” 
 
    Her brows finally lifted, high up on her forehead, the rest of her expression smoothing. “Why?” 
 
    He sighed. This was the part that she really wouldn’t like. “I don’t suppose you keep up with the news?” 
 
    “It’s all shit. What’s there to keep up with?” 
 
    “Do you at least know that the British Prime Minster was in town a month ago? Or, well, in DC?” 
 
    “Vaguely.”  
 
    “It’s the first PM they’ve had since the London gangs wrested control from the government. The first since the First Rift.” 
 
    “Lance.” 
 
    “Right, well, he brought his family. It was a lot of trouble and hassle, and the government was trying to keep it all under wraps – but the vehicle was attacked on the drive between bases. The Prime Minister’s son, Logan, was kidnapped. He’s being held for ransom by a New York gangster named Timothy Shubert.” 
 
    She sighed. “And they want him rescued.” 
 
    “They asked if anyone had the skills to rescue him. Shubert and his people are demanding a ransom. The PM is willing to pay it, but Shubert said the best they’ll do is turn him loose.” 
 
    “Which puts a civilian walking through hell, as you put it, alone and unarmed.” 
 
    His pulse beat faster telling her than it had while proposing it to Captain Bedlam. “I suggested an extraction. And, before that, an assassination.” 
 
    Her gaze narrowed. “Of Shubert, or his whole outfit?”  
 
    “As many of the bastards as we can take out.” 
 
    She studied him a moment, then nodded, and turned back to scan the map. “When?” 
 
    “We’ll spend a week preparing. Draw up a strategy, make sure we’ve got enough weapons.” 
 
    Another nod. “What about Morgan?” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    Rose looked at him again, scrutinizing. “You brought her up. I think we should at least ask her if she’d be willing to come along and help.” 
 
    “Bedlam won’t like that.” 
 
    “Bedlam’s willing to let us walk into a shitshow. If we want to take our own secret weapon, where does she get off telling us no?” 
 
    He couldn’t help a chuckle. “You know, sometimes I don’t think you understand how this whole being in the military thing works.” 
 
    She snorted, and glanced toward the wall, her shoulders settling; a subtle squaring-up that, even naked and rumpled, left her as regal as a queen. “There’s a difference between understanding and approving.” 
 
    He wanted to tuck her hair behind her ear – but didn’t. “Yeah. I guess you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Present 
 
      
 
    Tris slapped his hands down on the opposite side of the table, sending up a wave of dust and mold spores. His expression, when Lance met it, sparked with uncharacteristic aggression. “You understand this is fucking stupid, right? Or did you hit your head?” 
 
    Lance took a slow, measured breath, in and out. His nerves were already buzzing, and if he let it, Tris’s obvious, outwardly-projected anger would touch his own carefully-banked fury like a match to paper. “Look, I know it’s not ideal–” 
 
    “It’s fucking suicidal.” 
 
    “We agreed,” Lance snapped. “We took a vote before we ever left for Wales, and you, and Gallo, and Gavin all put your hands up and said you’d come along, and you’d help, and that you wanted to stay a part of this company, no matter what happened with Becket.” 
 
    A muscle in Tris’s jaw worked. “I didn’t think she’d actually be able to bring him back.” 
 
    “Well, she did, and he’s here, and we asked him for help, which means we’re not calling the shots anymore. I’m not – I’m not in command.” His breath caught at the end, chest squeezing tight. Holy shit, he’d thrown away his own command, and for what? To make Rose happy?  
 
    No, he told himself. Because they were in over their heads and needed help, even winged, tailed, potentially demonic help who’d most definitely just had sex with his girlfriend.  
 
    “If you want out, then radio base,” Lance said, more harshly than intended – harshly enough that Tris’s face blanked. “But I’m staying here, and figuring out how to - to–” He gestured helplessly to the map he’d spread out. “Do something about all this. Fuck. I don’t know. Whatever.” 
 
    Tris straightened. His voice lowered – footsteps sounded outside the massive dining room, echoing in the broad hallways. “I know that you like her,” he said, “but don’t let that – some kinda jealous, dick-measuring shit get your head–” 
 
    “Do not lecture me about where my head is,” Lance said – ordered. “You haven’t been impartial where your own love life’s concerned, so don’t you dare tell me to be.” 
 
    Tris let out an unhappy breath, but didn’t respond.  
 
    The others entered the room, Gallo leading, rifle held at the ready across his body, goggles pushed up on top of his helmet. “All clear on the first floor. The stairs don’t look strong enough to hold anyone. We can get the grappling hooks out to check the upper floors.” 
 
    “No need.” Beck was bringing up the rear, wings trailing through the dust behind him like a cape, his tail crooked up in a loose hook at his hip. He’d smoothed his hair, and fixed his shirt buttons, his expression cool and removed. Calm and in control. “I’ll inspect them in a moment. Sergeant?” he prompted, arching a single brow and looking to Lance.  
 
    Lance allowed himself a darted glance toward Rose, equally composed, walking at Beck’s side. She had her knives and her sidearm, but not her rifle, nor even her helmet. They were no doubt sitting back in the meeting room they’d used at base, where she’d taken them off before seeking Beck out on the roof. 
 
    He swallowed, cleared his throat, and tried to focus on the task at hand. “I have a map, here.” He settled back in front of it, and Beck took up Tris’s place across the table – the long, once-polished dining table where Castor had hosted all his lavish dinner parties while the regular citizenry starved and shop-lifted scraps. “These are the places” – circled in white – “where heat signatures have indicated a concentration of conduit activity. Based on recon of the periphery of the city, heavensent production is at an all-time high, and probably a third of the city is taking it. 
 
    “We can confirm that there are two main factions of power feuding with each other, supported by smaller crime families and gangs. Timothy Shubert” – he touched the last-known headquarters of the kingpin, the infrared scan a blaze of bright light – “and Adam Lassiter.”  
 
    “Humans working alongside conduits?” Beck asked. “Or…?” 
 
    “Shubert – and he still calls himself Shubert – is an angel conduit. No one’s been able to determine which heavenly being is wearing his skin, but his behavior and motives are shockingly human.” 
 
    Beck nodded. “And Lassiter?” 
 
    “Hell beast.” He paused. “No offense.” 
 
    Beck grinned, quick and sharp. “I’m flattered you think I’m that dangerous.” 
 
    Gallo cleared his throat. “Um.” 
 
    Tris hissed his name.  
 
    “No, it’s okay.” Gallo patted the air toward him, a comically soothing motion, given the obvious contrasts between the two of them. “Um. I’m just curious – and I don’t mean any offense, obviously.” 
 
    Rose sighed. “Frankie, just ask.” 
 
    “Mr. Becket–” 
 
    “Beck, please.” 
 
    “Beck. How did you go to hell, but you aren’t a conduit now?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Gavin deadpanned quietly. “He’s gonna get us all killed for real one of these days.” 
 
    Tris punched his arm. 
 
    “Ow!”  
 
    “It’s a valid question,” Beck said, seeming to take him seriously. He linked his hands together behind his back, tucked into the shelter of his wings. “I’m afraid I don’t know the exact science of it.” He cocked his head, thoughtful – almost scholarly, despite the black horns curving back sinisterly above his ears. “But I do know that I was very much alive when I was pulled under. That I was…” He hesitated, and Rose took a half-step closer, her expression pained as she watched his profile. “Tested, I’ll say. The urge to break was immense, as you can imagine. But I held on, somehow. Time had no meaning, and most of the time I didn’t know up from down, nor the extent of my own body. But I knew that I was me. And when the blue light appeared, and Derfel came – wraiths scattering from him like rats against a flashlight – I knew that it was me he was taking topside, and no one else. Not even a version of me.” 
 
    He grinned, close-lipped and rueful. “I suppose you’ll just have to take my word for it that I know my own mind, and I know that I am not a demon wearing this skin – do your conduits have wings?” he asked, rippling his own at the ends.  
 
    “No,” Gallo said. He didn’t exactly sound convinced.  
 
    “If there’s some test you’d like to administer…?” 
 
    “Rose knows conduits,” Lance said. “Both kinds. If she says you aren’t one, then that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    Beck nodded. “Very well.” 
 
    Lance said, “We’ve had a run-in with Shubert and his people before.” He gestured back to the map, and the others crowded in to examine it as well, though they already knew about the headquarters – had barely escaped it on that disastrous op. “An extraction mission. At the time, we didn’t understand Shubert’s – condition.” 
 
    When Lance glanced up from the map, his gaze collided with Beck’s. God, but that glowing gold was unsettling; like wading through the tall grass of a field and finding yourself face-to-face with a lion – or maybe even a dragon.  
 
    “Care to debrief me?” Beck asked. 
 
    Lance took another deep breath – he wasn’t sure when his chest would stop feeling so tight. Maybe never. “Yeah. It was our last major op…” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Before 
 
      
 
    “You won’t need those,” Morgan said of the infrared binoculars Lance pulled from his pack. 
 
    He paused. “Why not?” 
 
    “I’ll be able to sense any conduits – heavenly or hell-spawn,” she said, in that placid, monotone voice that still left his hair standing on end. She offered him a semblance of a smile, though, like she was trying to put him at ease. “You’ll be more agile with less equipment in your hands, yes?” 
 
    Slowly, he stowed the binoculars, and watched the others do the same with obvious reluctance and uncertainty. “Yeah. That’s true.” 
 
    The child-sized conduit was dressed as they were, in fatigues and tac gear, gray/white/black urban break-up camo flecked with fire-red, a helmet, goggles, boots, gloves. She carried no weapons – Bedlam had been firm on that – but Lance figured her own powers were more effective in this instance than any of their guns, knives, or grenades.  
 
    “If you can detect them, can’t they detect you?” Tris asked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.” She nodded. “But that’s one of the risks of bringing me along.” She looked to each of them in turn, those big, cornflower-blue, guileless eyes assessing without betraying any of the thoughts happening inside the borrowed skull.  
 
    “It’s worth the risk,” Rose said, firmly, pulling her goggles down over her eyes. The rain was picking up. “You ready, Sergeant?” 
 
    Gavin snorted at the honorific. “She call you that in bed?” 
 
    “I call your mother that in bed,” Rose fired off, without inflection. “Lance?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Gavin was squawking in dismay – only that he’d been bested at his own joke, while Tris and Gallo sniggered at his expense.  
 
    “Let’s move out, as planned.” 
 
    They’d flown into the base – formerly a civilian airport, and now an army headquarters – and moved into the outer fringes of the city on camo-painted dirt bikes. They’d stopped a half-mile out, in a dark abandoned lot between two boarded-up houses, where the garbage lay thick as snow drifts, slick with algae and mold, and where stray cats yowled like babies crying. There might have been actual babies. A scan of the city from here, just across the bridge, revealed the glow of fires, the faint yellow squares of electric and candle light in windows, and lots and lots of darkness.  
 
    Lance wished for a helo, and a line dropping down onto a rooftop, and the assurance of a lone target, and a departure time. He wasn’t afraid – he refused to think of himself as that, no matter the odds – but they’d not tackled an op this dangerous, with this much possibility of disaster, in a long, long time. He felt green and unsteady again, like the newly-minted officer he’d been when he’d been assigned to infiltrate Castor’s operation. 
 
    The city was three times as dangerous, now.  
 
    They swung back onto their bikes, the rain pattering against their helmets and goggles; Morgan climbed on behind Rose, tiny arms linked tight around Rose’s waist. Rose glanced back, Lance nodded at her, and they cranked the motors.  
 
    The bridge had fared better against the corrosive rain and ash of both Rifts than the city’s skyscrapers – but it had been over thirty years, now, and Lance thought he felt it shiver beneath their bikes. A glance down at the water revealed white-capped, black chop, rain-lashed and seething. Things moved beneath the surface, cresting in flashes of sleek bodies, hard scales, and gleaming plates.  
 
    Better not to look down.  
 
    There were people on the streets, as they rode past shuttered windows and blackened shop fronts. Strong-shouldered men in black coats: the dealers. The sad, scrawny tweakers in patched clothes, dirty faces whipping toward them, dilated eyes full of fright.  
 
    Shubert’s headquarters was a narrow, three-story townhouse in a part of town that had probably been posh once upon a time. Now, it was only slightly less sad than the rest of the city – as well as guarded day and night, at both ends of the street, by heavily-armed, armored thugs with night vision goggles. Doing a drive-by wasn’t an option.  
 
    They parked two streets over and left the bikes behind a burned-out dumpster.  
 
    “They’ll be stolen,” Gallo said, looking at his own with wistfulness.  
 
    “Ha,” Gavin said, unwinding a length of wire. “If they wanna get blown up.” 
 
    As far as deterrents went, rigging an explosive device up to all their bikes wasn’t the best way to preserve them – but it was better than hoping for the best.  
 
    Lance scanned their surroundings through his goggles, noting dark windows, and empty, slimy sidewalks. There was no way of knowing if there were human eyes, or even cameras watching them.  
 
    He’d had his misgivings about the idea, at first, but it was with a large dose of relief that he said, “Morgan? Can you tell if anyone’s looking at us? Even with cameras?” 
 
    When he glanced toward her, she had her eyes shut, and her head tipped back, breathing deep – searching, somehow, supernaturally. He’d spent plenty of – too much –  time around Castor’s pet conduit, once upon a time, but it still rattled him to see one use her senses in this way.  
 
    “There are cameras at either end of the street,” she announced, when her eyes opened. She blinked a few times, as if clearing her vision. “But they aren’t pointed toward us.” 
 
    “Guess that’ll have to do.” He met Rose’s gaze, and she nodded, ready, a length of cable attached to a grappling hook already coiled around one wrist. “Are you good to climb?” he asked Morgan. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The building was three stories, old, weathered brick gone slippery from years of water, algae, mold, and ash. The hooks went up cleanly, firmly attached, and they had gloves, and boots with thick, rubber tread; safety carabiners. Still, it was hard going. By the time he finally reached the top, Lance all but dragged himself over the parapet, and flopped inelegantly down on his stomach, shoulders and arms burning, breath coming in sharp pants. He was lying in a puddle, could feel it soaking into his fatigues, but he shut his eyes a moment, let the rain pelt the side of his face, and pretended he couldn’t feel how disgusting the texture of the roof was against his other cheek.  
 
    When he pushed himself up, he wasn’t at all surprised to find Rose on her feet already, stowing her rope, Morgan standing beside her, placid and unbothered, and not even out of breath. At least Gavin and Tris and Gallo looked properly winded.  
 
    “There’ll be guards on the roof,” he said. “Make sure your suppressors are on. Let’s move.” 
 
    They picked their way carefully over the rooftops, leaping narrow gaps, and slipping on rare steep slopes. When they were behind the townhouse block, amid the rear units, they crouched down behind an air conditioning unit that didn’t look like it had worked even before the First Rift. Shubert had enough money to burn electricity, apparently: in the house, beaming up through a skylight, and down on the street, a yellow glow off the building facades opposite. It backlit the men prowling the roof, hulking silhouettes with slender rifle barrels sprouting over their shoulders.  
 
    “I count four,” Tris said. 
 
    “Five,” Gavin corrected. “The one over on the corner.” 
 
    Lance took a steadying breath and tried to form a strategy. Once the first one was hit, the others would know something was up. If they had radios…or if one of them shouted, and alerted the troops on the street, who most certainly had radios…Lance didn’t want to open things up with a firefight; it would give Shubert a chance to flee, and if he was like Castor at all, he had secret doors, stairwells, and tunnels that would get him off property while they were busy mowing through hired goons.  
 
    Morgan said, “If I may?” 
 
    Lance turned his head to regard her, met only by a small, serious face, flyaway white-blond hair glued to her cheeks with rainwater.  
 
    Over her head, he met Rose and then Tris’s gazes. Tris shrugged. Rose nodded.  
 
    He said, “Go for it.” 
 
    “Alright.” The girl took a deep breath, pressed her hands flat to the AC box, and shut her eyes. After a moment, she shuddered.  
 
    Lance glanced up and over, just in time to see the five guards freeze, and then fall, boneless, to the rooftop. Above the patter of rain, he could hear the clack of their rifles hitting gravel. None of them had bothered to catch themselves or slow their falls.  
 
    Gavin let out a low whistle. 
 
    “Shh.” Lance said, “Morgan?” 
 
    She swayed a moment; Rose caught her shoulder and steadied her. Then she sighed and opened her eyes. “That should keep them out for about twenty minutes, I think.” 
 
    “That’s a helluva trick,” Lance said. “Can you keep doing it?” 
 
    “She’s getting tired,” Rose cautioned.  
 
    But Rose squared up her shoulders and looked steadier on her next inhale. “No, I’m fine. I can do it. That’s why you brought me, after all.” 
 
    Rose’s lips pressed into a thin line, but she didn’t argue.  
 
    “Let’s go over, then,” Lance ordered, and they moved.  
 
    When they’d leaped over to the correct roof, he paused to nudge at one of the guards. The man’s head lolled, and his eyes stayed shut, his hands lax where they’d landed at his sides.  
 
    However she’d done it, it was a very useful skillset to have on hand.  
 
    “Bastard,” Gavin muttered, over the by skylight.  
 
    Lance joined him. Through the pollution-clouded glass, he caught a glimpse of a wide, high-ceilinged room cleaner and more decadent than any they’d set foot inside in recent memory. Gleaming hardwood floors, pale couches and chairs with dainty legs; gilt mirrors on the walls, and he spotted the intricate arms of a crystal chandelier. The room blazed with expensive electric light, and a woman in a white dress reclined across a chaise lounge, reading a magazine while a TV played to itself on the wall, unwatched.  
 
    “Nice to see he’s sparing no expense,” Lance muttered. 
 
    “That his girlfriend?” Gavin asked.  
 
    “One of them, at least. Morgan?”  
 
    She was already drawing up beside him, hands pressing to the glass.  A moment later, the magazine hit the floor, and the woman slumped down on the chaise, eyes fluttering shut. A black-clad security thug hit the hardwood like a felled tree. 
 
    The door was locked, but easily jimmied; Shubert had been confident in his staff, and in his own power. A common mistake among this crowd, in Lance’s estimation. A stairwell led down into the beautiful room where the girlfriend and her guard lay unconscious. It smelled of chemical lavender, and spilled wine. The furniture all over, Lance thought, was mismatched. A rich man buying up things he thought looked lavish, without an eye for cohesion or style.  
 
    Morgan froze in the center of the room, stark still, head cocked at an angle. “There’s a conduit here,” she said, tonelessly. “Heaven-born. Like me.” A beat. “Not like me at all.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lance said, tension winding in his gut. “We can handle that. Stay behind us, help where you can, and keep clear if we have to deploy a Wraith Grenade, okay?” 
 
    Morgan didn’t seem to hear. 
 
    Rose went to her, touched her shoulder; he still marveled over the fact that Rose, his best conduit-killer, so readily made physical contact with this one.  
 
    “Where?” she asked.  
 
    “Ground floor. He’s – something’s – different.” 
 
    “Different how?” Lance demanded. 
 
    Rose shot him a warning look. “Different how?” she repeated, much softer.  
 
    “He’s…I don’t know.” Again, more faintly, “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Are we proceeding or not?” Tris asked.  
 
    Morgan shivered all over, and said, “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Proceeding,” Lance said. “Rose, stay in the back with her.” 
 
    Rose shot him a glare, but didn’t argue, for once, hand still on Morgan’s shoulder. 
 
    Lance drew his suppressed gun, and a knife. Tris did the same, took up the point position, and they went through a door. One that led out into a hallway.  
 
    A guard turned toward them, opened his mouth to shout – and went down, eyes closed. Men went down in great, limp tangles as they found a second stairwell, and went down two more floors, to the ground level.  
 
    That was when felt the unpleasant, electric tingles down the back of his neck that meant a conduit was near. He felt them in Morgan’s presence, but they had their own particular thrum, and he’d learned to ignore them.  
 
    This, though, this – pulse. A ripple like an unsteady heartbeat, a push and pull rather than a static humming. It set his teeth on edge.  
 
    They stood in a grand foyer, its slate floors polished to a shine. A clock on the wall chimed the hour, and through arched doorways he heard the murmur of voices, and the steady tread of unhurried feet. Someone laughed – loudly, and wildly. Crystal shattered with a bright, tinkling sound, but there were no screams or rushed steps. A normal occurrence, then: the breaking of things.  
 
    A glance toward Morgan revealed she was bone-white, and trembling, whether from exhaustion or fear, he had no idea.  
 
    At her side, Rose gripped the hell dagger, the hilt’s rubies winking like blood drops in the glow of the chandelier.  
 
    “He’ll have the hostage with him,” Rose said, sure of herself. “That’s where he can guard him the closest.” 
 
    Lance nodded. They’d peeked in a few bedrooms upstairs on their way, and found all of them empty. There would be only one surefire way to ensure a hostage stayed carefully-watched. 
 
    He faced forward–  
 
    “Hey!” someone shouted behind them.  
 
    A moment later a thud registered as Morgan collapsed the body, but the shout had been loud. It would have been heard – and had been, if the sudden silence from deeper in the house was any indication. 
 
    Lance took off at a run.  
 
    A short hallway led into a massive dining room dominated by a long, gleaming table. Candlesticks marched down its center – for ambiance, rather than practicality, a chandelier burning overhead. Lance registered guards – reaching for sidearms, barking into radios, lunging toward the door, and him. His attention skipped over a skinny-necked, big-eyed teen who could only be Logan, the Prime Minister’s son, but his attention snagged on the man sitting at the head of the table, the stem of a shattered wine glass held negligently in one hand.  
 
    There was a reason Timothy Shubert was the head of his criminal organization, and not merely a hired thug: he had the looks for it. Tall, elegant, his short, ash-blond hair combed neatly to one side, in a style reminiscent of a century ago. He wore a suit, and a blue silk tie that matched his eyes – his white-blue, glowing eyes. That glow was unmistakable, as was the way the back of Lance’s neck burned now that he was in the conduit’s presence.  
 
    Too late – Lance cursed himself for the lapse – he lifted his weapons as the guards closed in. 
 
    But Shubert said, “Stop.”  
 
    The guards halted. 
 
    Shubert grinned, head cocking to the side, gaze fixed on Lance. “How cute. A rescue mission.” Then his expression flickered, and smoothed, and in an entirely different voice – the flat, toneless voice of Morgan, and every other conduit he’d ever faced, said, “That was foolish.” 
 
    Two voices. Two expressions. Two entities controlling the body. Sharing.  
 
    The burn on his neck shivered all down his back, leaving painful gooseflesh in its wake.  
 
    The wineglass stem snapped neatly in two between Shubert’s fingers, and he stood, graceful and human, without any of a conduit’s usual blank efficiency of movement; it was showy, the way he unfolded himself, and buttoned his suit jacket, and stepped around the corner of the table to rest a hand on Logan’s shoulder. “What’s your name, soldier?” he asked Lance, pleasant and warm.  
 
    Lance felt the rest of his company crowd in behind him; heard a few muffled curses as they assessed the situation.  
 
    “Feeling shy?” Shubert asked, putting on an overdramatic pout.  
 
    Then his expression veered again, and the conduit’s voice rang out from his mouth: “He has an angel with him.” 
 
    “Does he really?” Shubert again. He smiled. “This should be fun.” 
 
    The guards’ eyes rolled back and they dropped.  
 
    “Logan, duck!” Lance shouted, just before a blue glow exploded through the room, and an invisible force shoved him back.  
 
    He toppled backward through his own company, all of them scattering like bowling pins. He twisted, got his feet under him fast, coming up with his gun aimed down the length of the table, to the place where Shubert had been – sites falling on the back of Morgan’s helmeted head.  
 
    “Shit! Morgan!” 
 
    She ignored him. Shubert stared down at her, his gaze flickering between human delight and conduit impassivity, changing second by second, and back again.  
 
    Logan was out of sight, at least. Under the table, Lance figured. 
 
    “Morgan!” he tried again. 
 
    A stirring on the floor caught his attention; then a groan: the guards snapping out of their fugue.  
 
    Movement beneath his elbow: Rose flashing past him, ducking low, keeping beneath the table as she raced down the long length of it.  
 
    Lance had never felt so helpless and stupid.  
 
    Morgan’s hand flew out, a fast, white flash like a bird winging up from the reeds. Straight toward Shubert’s chest. He caught her wrist – but bared his teeth, hissing, blue eyes flaring. Steam boiled up in the air between them.  
 
    Rose reared up behind him, unseen, and stabbed him with her hell dagger.  
 
    The blow hit him from behind. Had to slide between ribs and muscle and she wasn’t used to aiming for the heart in reverse like that.  
 
    It didn’t kill him, not in the way that Lance had seen time and again. But it had to hurt like a bitch.  
 
    Shubert dropped Morgan’s wrist and bent forward at the waist, bellowing. White steam curled up from his lips, and from his back, and his eyes went supernova.  
 
    Time to go. 
 
    Lance stepped forward and shot him at point-blank range in the temple with an obsidian round. The shot wasn’t loud, but the spray of brain and blood was as obscene and messy as ever, spattering against the wall paneling. He crashed sideways, and fell in a tangle of twitching limbs.  
 
    Behind him, he heard the suppressed gunshots of his company as they dispatched the waking guards.  
 
    Rose stood with the dagger dripping steaming blood, poised like she was ready for the kill shot.  
 
    “Rose,” he barked. “Is the kid under the table?” 
 
    She glanced that way, briefly, and nodded. “Yeah.” Looked back to Shubert. “Let me finish him.” 
 
    “Wait,” Morgan said, her voice a high, clear note like a bell. It echoed through the room, chiming off the walls, leaving a ringing hush in its wake.  
 
    Then the wall exploded.  
 
    Not a bomb, Lance thought, stupidly, as he dropped to his belly. There was no flash, no great boom – save the brick and studs and drywall bursting apart under great force. Dust burst through the air in gritty clouds. Debris rained against every surface; he heard the table groan as bricks tumbled down on top of it.  
 
    He glanced up through the forest of mahogany legs – table and chair both – and saw Logan crouched down, silent tears tracking down his face.  
 
    Lance reached out for him, and the boy came readily, shuffling along on his hands and knees, gasping.  
 
    Overhead: a rush of wind. A gravelly voice said, “Two for one. What a bonus.” And chuckled.  
 
    Logan took his hand, and Lance dragged him the rest of the way, and twisted around to shove him into Gallo. “Get him out of here,” he hissed. He watched to make sure they were safely out through the doorway into the hall, then he crawled out from under the table, and stood.  
 
    The wall had been punched inward, a gaping hole letting in rain, and wind, the scent of a damp, fire-filled evening – and a man dressed in black motorcycle leathers, heavy boots, and with eyes that burned a deep, pulsing amber.  
 
    A hell beast.  
 
    Shubert continued to twitch against the wall, pulsing with light and crackling like bacon in a skillet: healing, but not there yet, not conscious and able to act. That left the demon conduit squared off from Morgan, alone.  
 
    Morgan and them. 
 
    Lance reached for his belt and the cache of grenades there. Not a Wraith, that wouldn’t work on a wraith-possessed creature. But he had holy water; he had blinding silver and consecrated iron shrapnel. 
 
    A hand gripped his arm, tight: Rose. “Wait,” she hissed.  
 
    “We have to go,” Gavin barked behind them, uncharacteristically savage. “Leave the little bitch, and let’s move. We’ve got the hostage.” 
 
    Lance wasn’t in disagreement, but before any of them could act, Morgan flew at the demon, whose glowing amber eyes widened in comical shock. When she collided with his chest, both tiny hands against his black leather jacket, a sound like a thunderclap echoed through the room, loud enough to leave Lance wincing.  
 
    Morgan shoved him back, back, back, like he wasn’t a grown man against her adolescent girl weight – but, well, conduit. Powerful conduit, going by the ease with which she backed him out through the hole in the wall, across a bit of alley, and into the street.  
 
    When they stood in its center, Morgan gripped his jacket in one tiny hand, and opened the other toward the street, palm flat, fingers crooked at the last knuckle. Another sound – a low, deep rumble, a vibration that came up through their boots.  
 
    “Is this a fucking earthquake?” Gavin asked, shouting over the noise.  
 
    But it was Morgan, Lance knew – could feel. Just as he could feel the earth shudder, right before a massive crater opened up in the street. Deep, black, the asphalt splitting in jagged lines, it yawned, and spread, and pavement crumbled away down into its depths, depths not visible from here, maybe not from anywhere.  
 
    The demon scrabbled at Morgan’s hand, kicking and cursing, but she lifted him with seeming ease, and tossed him down into the hole.  
 
    Light flared – white-hot, buffeting their faces with an acrid wind.  
 
    When Lance opened his eyes, the street was whole again. 
 
    Morgan turned to face them, ashen, swaying.  
 
    Rose took off running toward her, but too late, before the girl’s eyes rolled back and she toppled sideways to the pavement.  
 
    “Shit,” Lance breathed, stunned. “I guess she’s that kind of conduit.” 
 
    He thought he might know her true name, now, but he didn’t dare say it aloud.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Present 
 
      
 
    Lance was convinced Beck had blinked only twice during the telling of their last mission into New York, head cocked at a birdlike angle, gaze fixed somewhere in the middle distance, glowing unnervingly. When Lance’s speech halted, he blinked for a third time, tilted his head the other way, and said, “You have a pet conduit?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call her a pet–” Lance began. 
 
    “A pet, yes,” Rose said. “That’s what we’ve kept her as.” Her face showed clear disgust. “After that op, our captain still kept her locked up in the lead-lined cell. She got better snacks, though.” 
 
    Beck regarded her, and nodded. “It sounds like she saved all your hides on that op. Why the sudden need for me?” 
 
    “After she” – bodily threw a possessed man into a hole in the ground and sealed it up – “did that, she passed out, and didn’t wake up for a week,” Lance explained. “I had to carry her out of there. Someone had managed to unrig our bomb and take the bikes. We were on foot. It was – ugly, getting out of the city.” 
 
    He still had flashes of it in nightmares: the choking stink of ash and charred wood, trying to cradle Morgan in one arm and wield his gun with the other. Gavin had been set upon, his legs burned; his screams still haunted Lance’s memory. Morgan had healed him, finally, when she’d been awake for a few weeks – she’d eased some of the worst damage, at least, though he still carried scars all down his thighs and calves, and limped, sometimes, when the weather was especially humid.  
 
    By the time they’d gotten across the bridge, they’d all been stumbling, shivering wrecks. They’d holed up in an abandoned house with its entire rear façade blown out, and called in for an evac. Lance had slept face-down in his bunk, still in his soot-smeared fatigues, for fifteen hours, his boots hanging off the end.  
 
    “It’s a miracle we all made it out,” he said. “I’m still not sure how we managed.” 
 
    “You have the conduit still?” 
 
    “Yeah, but – you know conduits.” Lance tried and failed to tamp down a mounting impatience. It felt like Beck was being dense on purpose. “They do their magic tricks, and then they pass out. If they aren’t draining the life out of people on the regular, they have to take breaks, or risk burning up the body they’re inside.” 
 
    “Yes.” Beck’s gaze sharpened; his tail twitched. “Were you hoping to summon a pet demon, then, when you sent Derfel to fetch me?” 
 
    “No. But we thought you might know something about fighting them. We can handle one or two individually, but clearing out the city is going to take a helluva lot more firepower than what we can muster.” 
 
    “And you need to clear out the city why?” 
 
    Lance huffed in annoyance.  
 
    Rose said, “Three months ago, two companies went out on what they thought was a regular op. All of them were killed. The conduit who did it left a calling card.” She produced her phone, and showed its screen to Beck. 
 
    Lance remembered all too well the great glowing S that had been stamped in the pavement, visible from the air as they’d leaned out of the helo, its edges faintly smoking.  
 
    “Shubert’s war with Lassiter is expanding. The city keeps boiling over, and now Shubert’s putting hits out on our companies in other cities. This isn’t just a case of isolated incidents anymore: this is orchestrated, calculated terror and slaughter. We have to end it now, and it has to start in New York.” 
 
    Beck’s lips spread in what wasn’t a smile, teeth glinting. “I’m flattered you think I’m so powerful.” 
 
    Lance felt the urge to bare his own teeth in return; to lift his hackles and deepen his stance as he was examined by a predator.  
 
    “Believe me,” he said, “I wish I didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Before 
 
      
 
    Rose had just finished taping her knuckles when Lance walked into the training room.  
 
    No, not walked. Slouched. He looked beaten-down and exhausted, his shoulders slumped, his eyes pouched with sleepless bags.  
 
    He’d taken the lost companies hard, even though he hadn’t been their commander, and hadn’t been the one to send them into action. He was wallowing, and she thought a distraction would do him some good. 
 
    “I was going to hit the bag,” she said, “but we can spar if you’re up for it.” 
 
    He’d been in the process of sitting down on one of the benches against the wall, and paused, hovering – she would have laughed at the picture he made at another time.  
 
    “I’ll go easy on you,” she teased, and even managed a smile. Despite the pall that had fallen over the base – all bases – in the past few days, she found it easier and easier to smile these days. To laugh at a joke Gavin told, to give Gallo an encouraging grin. To offer a bit of softness to Lance, who trusted her judgement, and didn’t shy away from her fierceness, and who could make her feel good in a way she hadn’t thought would be possible again, after Beck.  
 
    He lowered the last bit, and sat, and offered her a sad attempt at a smile in return. “Not sure how much fun I’d be, in this state.” 
 
    “It’s always fun to kick your ass.” 
 
    He snorted, and reached for the roll of tape.  
 
    Rose worked through her stretches and light warmup while he taped his hands: jumping jacks, squats, planking. Just enough to get her loose and hyped, but not overtaxed. A routine as familiar as breathing by this point. She jogged in place while Lance went through a halfhearted sequence of stretches. He truly was in a state, if the heaviness of his movements were any indication.  
 
    When he finally settled into a ready stance across from her on the mat, she felt a stab of doubt. “We really don’t have to if you aren’t up for it. I can–”  
 
    He sent a jab at her face. That was that, then.  
 
    They fell into a familiar dance, and she watched the heaviness lift off him like steam as their skin began to glow with sweat, and they circled one another with increasing energy. They traded jabs, easily dodged. Traded feints.  
 
    Then Rose hit a glancing blow off his ribs, and they closed in: time for the real tangle.  
 
    He never pummeled her like he would a true opponent, but he didn’t go easy on her, either; forced her to dodge, and duck, grunting, falling back and catching herself on the mats with a hand before she sprung back up. She met him strike for strike, hitting his shoulders, his ribs, his stomach.  
 
    She leaped, launched off with a foot on top of his thigh as he lunged toward her, braced a hand on his shoulder, and ended up on his back, a strangling arm hooked around his throat.  
 
    He didn’t try to pry her loose: dropped, tucked, and rolled, flattening her beneath his back in one quick, panic-inducing moment. When her elbow collided with the floor, it jarred her grip loose, numbed her arm, and she lost her chokehold on him. By the time he rolled upright again, he had the upper hand; pinned her down by both wrists, braced above her.  
 
    “Yield,” he suggested. There was something almost like his usual mischievous glint winking in his eyes.  
 
    She kneed him in the balls – tried to. Wound up catching him on the inner thigh, hard enough to have him grunting, his grip loosening just enough that she could wriggle loose.  
 
    She was grinning, heart pounding, thrilled, as she flipped onto her stomach and scrambled to her feet again. They faced off once more, hands at the ready.  
 
    “Getting tired, old man?” she asked. 
 
    His answer was a fast flash of teeth, and a lunge.  
 
    A feint, she realized, too late, shocked at her own lapse in judgment.  
 
    He got an arm around her waist, and dragged her in close; crushed her against his chest. She swung at his face, but he turned his head, and her blow skimmed past his ear. His free hand caught her wrist, after, pinching in just the right place, twisting – and she was forced to twist with it, or risk a dislocation or break. Had she been fighting a conduit, she would have let it break her wrist while she stabbed it with her other hand. But in Lance’s grip, she whirled around, put her back to him – and let him crowd up against her, the arm around her waist shifting so his hand was spread flat over her stomach.  
 
    His hips tucked forward, and she could feel his erection brushing at the small of her back. His face dropped, so he nosed at her ear, his breath rushing quick and warm across it. 
 
    She shivered.  
 
    “You are the most infuriating person I have ever met,” he whispered, “and I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
    She shivered again – and leaned back into him.  
 
    The door on the training room didn’t lock, but it was late, and they were alone, and would probably stay that way.  
 
    When she pulled loose, he let her go, so she could spin, stand up on her toes, throw her arms around his neck and kiss him.  
 
    They stripped off sweaty training clothes, hands sliding and skidding over slick skin, and crashed together in passion just as they’d crashed together in their match – a different, but equally fierce kind of violence. She started out on top, but then he flipped them, gleaming muscles flexed and straining, and pinned her like he had before, between her legs this time, hips driving, until she came with a cry she muffled around her bitten palm, and felt him shuddering through his own release above her.  
 
    They lay slumped and tangled, after, skin gluing together, and to the mat. The competing push-pull of their breathing echoed off the concrete walls.  
 
    Eventually, he took a huge breath and said, voice full of doubt, and even fear, she thought, “We’ve called it a war this whole time. Through two Rifts. And in a lot of ways it’s felt like one. But I don’t think it’s actually been one until now.” 
 
    “Hm,” she hummed. “The conduits from the First Rift wanted to exterminate humanity. Punish us for our sins.” 
 
    “But we were like roaches to them. They blindly destroyed whatever fell into their paths.” 
 
    “Except Gabriel.” 
 
    “Except Gabriel,” he agreed. “Working with Castor the way he did didn’t fit the mold. And this time around, conduits are gangsters themselves – and they’re targeting our military people, and then bragging about it afterward. That’s war in the literal sense: sending your best fighters after ours, rather than merely targeting humanity itself.” 
 
    “Shubert and his conduit are sharing the body. They’re working together.” 
 
    “So it makes sense some of Shubert’s plans and ideals will rub off on the angel. Jesus.” He rubbed at his eyes, and when he pulled his hand back, his expression was writ with a dozen kinds of worry, and the sort of fatigue that sent people into nervous breakdowns. “We can’t keep doing things the way we always have. We have to step up our game. Now we’ve got angels and demons to fight, and one conduit to our name, who passes out for a week after fighting one hell beast.” 
 
    Rose stroked his chest, soothing up-and-down drags of her nails. “We’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were an optimist.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    She wasn’t and didn’t think she ever would be – but innovation had always been fueled by vengeance, for her, and she wanted another crack at Shubert. Even worse: she wanted to understand how it was possible for a human and angel to share the host body equally, and speak through the mouth with two separate voices.  
 
    Morgan seemed equally baffled the next day, when Rose went to have lunch with her.  
 
    The conduit still looked too-pale and unsteady, and she only picked at her food, though Rose had brought all her favorites: pudding, cake, French fries. “I’ve not ever seen the like,” she said, shaking her head, dragging a lone fry listlessly through a ketchup puddle. “But the line between possible and impossible is flexible and inconstant for my kind.” 
 
    “Is that what was happening? Could you tell? That they were sharing the body?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe so. A true symbiotic relationship.” She frowned, the grave expression at odds with her young face. “I did not recognize the angel in residence.” 
 
    “Not one of the big ones, huh?” Rose asked, half-teasing. 
 
    But Morgan shook her head, still coldly serious. “No.” 
 
    Huh.  
 
    “That hell beast,” Rose started. 
 
    Morgan set the fry down and gave over her full attention.  
 
    “What did you do to him, exactly?” 
 
    “I sent him to hell.” 
 
    “Body and all?” 
 
    “Extracting the demon and preserving the conduit takes time and a great amount of energy – energy I did not possess at the time, after having dealt with the guards.” 
 
    Rose let out a breath. “Right. Well. I’m not criticizing.” The girl’s gaze was fixed on her, so blue and deep and inhuman. The prickling buzz of awareness on the back of Rose’s neck had never been the needling of other conduits; never felt like a threat. Carefully, she said, “Are you sure you don’t want to tell me your real name? It can be just a secret between us. I don’t have to tell Lance and the others.” 
 
    But Morgan shook her head, and picked up the cake.  
 
    Rose spent the next few days throwing herself at the treadmill and various training dummies – and at the problem at hand. Bedlam had been in constant contact with the higher-ups, and there was lots of noise about needing to ramp up the war effort. They needed new weapons, new tech, new armor, new troops, new ideas.  
 
    One came to Rose one evening on the treadmill, and she nearly fell off.  
 
    Several attempts had been made over the last few years to capture and interrogate a hell beast conduit. It had never ended well, and nothing had been learned. Heavenly conduits saw humans as beneath notice, but weren’t shy about sharing their plans for humanity: namely, extermination. But Beck had always thought that hell was the key – his pet hell theory, as Kay had called it. They needed angels fighting demons, instead of people, and she’d always had the impression he thought hell was, somehow, more easily understood. 
 
    Humans were no strangers to sin, after all.  
 
    What they needed was a window to hell. An informant. Someone who could prove to be an ally. But where would that lead? Not all demons were created equal; how could they choose a likely, and reliable hell ally? 
 
    She did know one person in hell. 
 
    It hit her like a slap. Or like a truck.  
 
    She managed to switch the treadmill off with shaking fingers, stagger off of it, and go sit down against the wall, all but falling the last few inches. She pressed her face into her hands, heedless of the Knight from Blue Company asking if she was alright.  
 
    She’d joined the military with the intent of using it. She’d not come to it like a lamb to slaughter; she’d not been aimless, and searching for an outlet. The military had what she hadn’t, then: resources. Resources she could use to figure out how to go down to hell and fetch Beck. A fire that had burned in her for months and months…until she’d banked it. Until the missions had become too dangerous and time-consuming to be brushed off as inconveniences to her research.  She’d thrown herself at her work, because she’d had to – and then she’d been so good at it that it had started to become a kind of outlet for her grief and rage. She’d been swept up in a tide of busyness; the Companies’ goals of stemming the war had become her own. 
 
    And then she’d gotten swept up in Lance.  
 
    She felt sick and dizzy, as she stared down at the rubber mat between her sneakers, heart squeezing. When she thought of Beck now, it was with an ache, and a clench, and a grief mellowed by time and new experience. But she’d lost the fervor of trying to find him. 
 
    She’d all but abandoned him. While she fought monsters, and worked alongside a conduit, and fucked another man.  
 
    When she could, she stood, and walked straight to the library – a sad name for the concrete-walled space with the harsh lights; where metal shelves held some books, but mostly files, and metal tables offered uninviting places to sit and pore over them. A few computers sat along a bank on the far wall, and that was where she went.  
 
    Between possibly illegal searches on conjuring spells, pentagrams, and hell portals, she was slapped full in the face with a memory: Beck’s warm and woodsy library, a fire crackling in the hearth, ink-scented books spread out before her.  
 
    King Arthur. His knights. His legacy. His saints.  
 
    She sucked in a breath, and typed Saint Derfel into the search bar.  
 
    She spent three days researching, and then she took her findings to Captain Bedlam. 
 
    Who arched a single brow and sat back in her chair, absently clicking the top on a pen with a raised hand. “A saint? In Wales? King Arthur?” 
 
    “I know it sounds crazy,” Rose said, hyper-aware of Lance’s gaze pinned sharply to the side of her face. She ignored him. “But it’s something he told me about before the Second Rift – a theory that he, and others, had even then. And according to what I discovered in the chat rooms–” 
 
    “You want me to send you to Wales based on what you found in chat rooms?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” she said, undeterred, chin lifting to a stubborn angle. “I want you to send me to Wales because there aren’t any other immediate options for advancing this war, and because, chat rooms or not, this is the first new idea anyone’s brought you.” 
 
    Her look plainly said watch it. “Why Becket? He wasn’t military. In fact, he was a goddamn criminal, if I’m reading this report right.” 
 
    “Never officially charged, only suspected,” Rose said, and earned an eye twitch and another warning glance. No verbal reprimand, though. “And Beck is the right choice because I know him. Very well. It takes a strong, personal connection to bring someone back like this. A great force of will.” 
 
    Bedlam snorted. “I can’t argue with your will, at least. But what’s to ensure he isn’t another conduit, same as all the rest?” 
 
    This was the part she was still uncertain of; an uncertainty she wouldn’t betray, not to anyone, not if it meant the chance to try. She said, “He wasn’t dead when he went down, ma’am. He didn’t die.” 
 
    Her face went momentarily blank. “He’s alive down there? That’s possible?” 
 
    She didn’t know. Perhaps being sucked through the portal would kill him; perhaps Derfel – if he could even be compelled to stir at all – would bring back a ghost, one in need of a vessel. But, again, she poured on the bravado and said, “Yes. And, let me say: I know he isn’t military, but Beck is a better, smarter fighter, and better-versed in killing conduits than anyone I’ve met in my time here.” 
 
    She heard Lance take a sharp breath in through his nose beside her, and pointedly didn’t look at him. 
 
    “Better than anyone,” Bedlam echoed, expression verging toward offended. “Well. I guess we’ll see about that, won’t we?” 
 
    Rose went on to explain some of Beck’s research, what she could remember: explained his hell theory. 
 
    “It isn’t the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    In the end, permission was granted, pending approval from the higher-ups. Rose left Bedlam’s office with something like a bounce in her step, and a lightness in her chest she hadn’t felt in years. She had a plan. Beck was coming back – no matter what it took. 
 
    Lance caught up with her around the next bend in the hall. He snagged her jacket sleeve and pulled her around to face him. “You’re bluffing,” he said, like an accusation.  
 
    Only a little. She said, “I told you the night Beck went under that I was going to get him back.” 
 
    He made a frustrated sound. “You were in shock. That was the grief talking. But after all this time, you can’t be serious right now.” 
 
    A small voice in the back of her mind informed her she should feel sympathetic here. She was talking about resurrecting her former lover, right in front of her current one. But most of her brain space was devoted to BECK, BECK, BECK, and she couldn’t find that softness she needed for this moment.  
 
    “You said yourself you had no idea how we were going to win this war. We needed something different, something we haven’t tried before.” 
 
    “Yeah, I meant a special kind of grenade, or a conduit-proof tank or something.” His eyes were wild. “Not your old boyfriend back from the dead!” 
 
    She took a breath. “He’s not dead.” She couldn’t bring herself to address old boyfriend without saying something terrible.  
 
    “You don’t know that! And even if he isn’t, he’s just one man!” 
 
    “You’re shouting.” 
 
    “And you’re being insane! I thought you’d gotten past this, Rose.” He wiped a hand down his face, and shook his head. “Jesus…this isn’t possible.” 
 
    “You fight angel-possessed people for a living, and you want to lecture me on what’s possible?” 
 
    His lips pressed into a tight line. “This is a stupid idea.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” she said, tonelessly, turned and walked off.  
 
    At the end of the hall, before she turned the corner, she heard him whisper, “Shit.” 
 
    She didn’t sulk. She went back to the research room, took out a whole box of files, and went to talk to Morgan.  
 
    Morgan took one look at the printed out, grainy, black and white illustration of Saint Derfel astride his stag, and her head snapped up, the movement quicker and more human than any Rose had ever seen from her. “Who are you trying to fetch back to the mortal plane?” Her voice even sounded human: strained and urgent. 
 
    Rose didn’t like the thought that even an immortal being thought she was being stupid. “You know Derfel, then.” 
 
    “I know that he was a knight of the Round Table.” 
 
    “If it existed.” 
 
    “It did,” Morgan said, seriously. “And I know that Derfel can achieve what you’re asking of him – if the offering, and your concentration, are great enough.” 
 
    Rose tried not to sigh. “If you knew he was a viable option, why didn’t you tell me before?” 
 
    Morgan didn’t evidence any contrition. She met Rose’s glare unblinking, eyes glowing blue. “Because I think it’s an incredibly reckless thing bringing a soul back from hell, and, frankly, I don’t think you’re ready for it.” 
 
    “Ready for it?” Rose bristled. “I’m sorry, is there a training course I missed?” 
 
    “There’s a number of ways to bring a soul back from hell, each riskier and uglier than the last. Derfel can fetch your Arthur, yes, but will his soul come with a body? Or will the soul already be corrupted? Will he even resemble the man you lost five years ago?” 
 
    “He will.” Rose stood, and paced away from the table where they’d been sitting with the files between them. She straightened her fingers to keep from balling her hands into fists; fought not to grind her teeth. “He’ll be the same. Beck’s strong.” 
 
    “There’s human strong, and then there’s hell strong.” 
 
    Rose whirled to face the conduit again, brought up momentarily by the innocent picture she made, in her soft white scrubs, with her white-blond hair – and by the contrast of the ancient gaze staring out of her baby face.  
 
    “He’ll be different,” she said, quiet, sure – certain. Not a human’s certainty, but the combined, first-hand knowledge of the ages. “I believe you’re strong enough to bring him back. But you should prepare yourself: he won’t be the Beck you knew before. No one could be, not after that.” 
 
    Rose didn’t nod, didn’t agree with her in any way, but disquiet shifted through her, because of course the conduit was right. No living creature could spend that long in hell without being deeply affected by it – not even Beck, in whom her faith was unshakeable.  
 
    She managed to excuse herself politely, left the cell…and then, with a sinking feeling in her gut, went to find Lance.  
 
    He didn’t have an office, because the base couldn’t accommodate one and provide private sleeping quarters for the Knights, too, but he kept his room door open in the evenings as a sign that he was willing to meet with whomever wished to speak with him. It was open tonight, but his manner was decidedly unwelcoming. He sat with his elbows braced on his small desk, a scowl marring his forehead, signing reports with so much force she thought the pen might go through the paper. 
 
    She knocked on the doorjamb, and waited for him to lift his head; when he did, the scowl deepened.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    She offered her empty palms in a show of peace. “I just wanted to talk.” 
 
    “Talk? Or refuse to listen to reason?” 
 
    Earlier, she would have snapped back at that, but she knew he wasn’t speaking from a practical place right now. Captain Bedlam had questioned her theory, but given in because her back was against a wall, and if one dumb Knight wanted to get herself killed attempting to raise a secret weapon, it was worth the risk.  
 
    But for Lance this was personal. This was her bringing Beck back, when he’d been the one warming her bed.  
 
    More than that, if she was honest, which she thought she had to be, now. “I’ll listen,” she said, keeping her voice calm – soft, even. “You aren’t going to dissuade me, but I will listen.” 
 
    He sat back in his chair and rubbed at his eyes, sighing deeply. “Of course I won’t. Who could ever?” He waved, still rubbing his eyes. “Come in. Close the door.” 
 
    She did, and sat on the edge of his bunk. After a moment, the line of his shoulders tense, bunching the back of his t-shirt, he spun the chair slowly around and faced her. He looked exhausted; apprehensive; defeated.  
 
    “You went to see Morgan?” he guessed.  
 
    “I did. She says it’s possible – that it will work. Derfel isn’t just a statue in Wales. He really can fetch souls out of hell.” 
 
    He studied her a moment, lips pressed thin. “What else did she tell you?” 
 
    She’d never given him credit for being brilliant, not like she had Beck, but he wasn’t an idiot. But she couldn’t tell him everything – not about Beck possibly coming back…changed. 
 
    She said, “It takes a generous offering, and a very strong will. The person who makes the request has to want the soul back very badly.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth twitched in an attempted smile. “Well, you won’t have any trouble with that.” 
 
    “Lance. I’m not trying to hurt you.” 
 
    “I’m not hurt.” He was a terrible liar. 
 
    “Still. I’m not trying to. Our backs are against the wall: you know that. Morgan will keep helping, but she has her limitations.” 
 
    He tilted his head. Come on. “Let’s not pretend this is about you being patriotic.” 
 
    “Have I ever denied that I wanted to find a way to save Beck?” she challenged. 
 
    He glanced away from her, throat jumping as he swallowed. “No.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean that I don’t care about–” 
 
    He silenced her with a raised hand, one that trembled faintly. “Don’t,” he said, voice thick.  
 
    Rose knotted her fingers together in her lap, torn. She really didn’t want to hurt him – but she wouldn’t bury the idea of saving Beck, not even for him.  
 
    Finally, she stood, crossed the small space between them, and carded a hand through his thick, dark hair.  
 
    He tipped forward so he could press his face into her stomach, breath rushing against her skin through the fabric of her shirt as he let out a gusty sigh.  
 
    She kept petting his hair. “You don’t have to come with me. No one does. Bedlam will send me on my own.” 
 
    “No,” he said, after a minute. “No, I’m coming. We’ll all come.” 
 
    They took a vote the next day, and everyone voted yea.  
 
    They left for Wales a week later.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The Present 
 
      
 
    “Where is Shubert now?” Beck asked. He paced slowly down and back the length of the table, tail twitching behind him, wings mantled above him with the little thumb claws hooked together.  
 
    “He’s taken over the top floors of one of the gardening high-rises,” Lance said. His voice was hard and flat, too-professional, and simmering with badly-disguised distaste. It had occurred to her more than once that, had they known one another as mortal men, they still wouldn’t have liked one another – Beck would still have had the upper hand, all sharp smiles and coy manipulation.  
 
    Manipulation. The thought shocked her. She’d never thought of Beck as manipulative. He certainly never had been with her.  
 
    Of course he hadn’t.  
 
    Of course.  
 
    “Hmm,” he said, stroking his chin thoughtfully with one claw. “Rooftop access?” 
 
    “For you, maybe,” Gavin said with a snort. “But there’s no scaling it, and we don’t have a helo at our disposal, not that deep in. He’d hear us coming a mile away.” 
 
    “Right, right.” More pacing. A pause. Beck turned to them with the air of a man who’d made a decision. “We’ll just have to walk in the front door, then.” 
 
    Lance made a rude, dismissive noise. “Right. Straight in the front door.” 
 
    Beck sent him an incalculable look, a pulse of gold in the gloom. “If you’re worried, you shouldn’t be.” 
 
    Lightning chose that moment to illuminate the window; thunder followed closely, a low rumble.  
 
    Gavin swore under his breath. 
 
    “I didn’t think kicking in doors was your style, back in the day,” Lance said. “I thought it was all about sneaking in the back way. Or was it through air shafts?” 
 
    Beck grinned. “An effective strategy. But I’m afraid my wings wouldn’t fit.” He spread them in demonstration, as lightning flashed again, blue limning the black, bat-like scallops of them. “Won’t you trust me, Sergeant? This is why you brought me back, after all. To solve your war.” 
 
    “Wars are won,” Lance gritted out. “Not solved.” 
 
    Beck shrugged eloquently. Then his brows lowered, his smile becoming more a baring of fangs. “What’ll it be?” 
 
    Lance studied him a moment; Rose saw the pulse of a vein in his temple, and the beading of sweat there, too. He was nervous – very nervous. More so about Beck than the mission he was proposing, she wagered. “Through the front door, then.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “We still don’t know how he’s doing it,” Rose said, a few minutes later. Everyone had gone off for final, private preparations. She and Beck stood at the head of the dining table, the map still laid out before them. Beck was tracing city blocks with the tip of one claw. “He’s still sharing the body with his angel. Two voices.” 
 
    “Hm.” He was distracted, lips moving soundlessly as he recited street names to himself, nearly wondrous.  
 
    “Beck?” 
 
    He lifted his head, finally. “No worries, sweetheart.” He offered her a smile that was truer than the ones he’d given the others, but no less quick. “I can handle him.” 
 
    She worked not to frown. “You’re not being overconfident, are you?” 
 
    His expression froze. A split second, easily missed if she hadn’t been watching him so closely. “What’s this I hear? Doubt?” 
 
    Despite the crumbling mansion around them, his black hair, his horns, she was transported back to the basement of his townhouse, that day during their training, right near the end, when his obsession had become feverish. Right before they went after Castor.  
 
    Right before he was taken from her. 
 
    She felt that way – but he looked different. Not only the wings, and the eyes, but there was a steadiness, now. Not obsession, not the fevered madness of a goal nearly achieved. His energy was all very carefully contained; he looked nearly peaceful – save for the way he gazed at her now, assessing her faith in him. 
 
    She sucked in a breath, and couldn’t have said why. 
 
    “Beck, I just got you back,” she whispered. “I don’t want to walk into a shitshow and lose you again right away.” 
 
    The line of his mouth softened. He cupped her cheek, claws teasing at the soft skin behind her ear. “Sweetheart,” he purred. “You won’t lose me. Not ever again.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The rain beat steadily on the pavement. Faint bluish-purple light glowed in the windows on the center floors of the building. Up top, white-gold light beamed out into the night, another sign of Shubert’s excesses.  
 
    Rose stood beneath the umbrella of Beck’s spread wing and took a steadying breath.  
 
    From Beck’s other side, Lance said, “If you’re trying to get us killed, there are easier ways to do it.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Beck said lightly. He folded his wings up – the rain pattered on her helmet – and strode to the heavy, chained and bolted steel doors that allowed street-level entry to Times Gardens.  
 
    Gavin had bolt-cutters. He lifted them –  
 
    Just as Beck took the chain in his hand, and broke the links like they were nothing.  
 
    No, Rose saw, as she rushed up behind him – he’d sliced them. With his claws. The same claws that had brushed so gently across her skin less than an hour ago.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Gavin breathed, joining them.  
 
    The chain slithered through the door handles and hit the ground. Beck gripped one handle, and tugged – Rose heard the lock give with a grind, and a squeal, and the door opened, a steamy, botanical scent rolling out to greet them.  
 
    Beck opened the door wide with a gallant motion. “Ladies first.” 
 
    Lance barred her way with a hand – Beck grinned in amusement – and swept in first. Rose followed.  
 
    The ground floor housed generators and servers: the electrical and mechanical guts of the hydroponic greenhouses above.  
 
    “Should we take the stairs?” Gallo asked.  
 
    “No.” The door crashed shut behind Beck. “The elevator is more practical.” 
 
    “They’ll know we’re coming, then,” Lance pointed out. 
 
    “They already know. Why tire yourselves climbing twelve stories?” 
 
    They piled in the elevator, Beck’s wings carefully folded, though it was still a tight squeeze. 
 
    Rose leaned forward and ran her hand down the button panel, lighting all of them up. “They won’t know which floor we get off on,” she reasoned. 
 
    Beck chuckled. “Clever as ever.” 
 
    Lance muttered something she couldn’t make out.  
 
    The glided up smoothly, the elevator as well-maintained as everything else in the building. It came to a polite halt on floor two, on three, on four…Each time, the doors slid apart to reveal wide, open spaces bathed in blue and purple UV light, the air swirling with mist, plants hanging from the ceiling, white roots trailing down toward the floor like balloon strings at a party. Row after row after row. 
 
    When they stopped on the eighth floor, Beck said, “Let’s get off here.” 
 
    The misters were actively going, angled jets spraying the exposed roots of the bean and squash and lettuce plants dangling from racks attached to the ceiling. Visibility was low. The drone of the UV bulbs and the hiss of the misters beat down all other sound. Rose couldn’t hear her own footfalls, or the creak of her gear as she advanced slowly down a row, knives drawn, already beading with moisture. She didn’t want to start firing rounds like crazy in here: for the noise, yes, but also because she didn’t know where the pressurized tanks were for the misters, and hitting one with a stray round would be a very bad idea.  
 
    Lance was behind her, crowding her, really. She didn’t see Beck. Glimpsed Tris as only a shadow on the next row.  
 
    “Why are we here?” Lance hissed behind her. “Why this floor?” 
 
    The answer came boiling out of the mist in front of them: a thick-necked guard all in black, gun catching the light as it fell toward them.  
 
    Rose lunged forward, low and fast, and surged up, quicker than the guard had expected. She got inside his guard, inside the reach of his big arms, and she saw a fast, white flash of startled eyes before she drove her knife up to the hilt into the soft flesh below his chin. 
 
    She had to twist her wrist to pull it out as he toppled backward, spluttering and dying. His gun clattered to the floor.  
 
    Around her, she heard grunts and impacts. A shout somewhere farther ahead.  
 
    She turned to find Lance grappling with another guard, just in time to see Lance get a grip on his jaw and snap his neck. He let go, and the body fell with a heavy thud. When Lance turned, her eyes went straight to the shiny patch down low on his jacket, below the reach of his Kevlar.  
 
    The dead man held a knife dark with blood.  
 
    “You got stabbed,” she said, reaching for him, flooded with horror. 
 
    “Bastard got the drop on me. I’m fine, it’s fine.” He gripped her shoulders and spun her back around, but not before she saw the lines of pain etched in his face. “Keep moving.” 
 
    She swallowed down a surge of fear-sickness – fear for him, for the damage, fear she couldn’t allow herself right now, in the thick of things – and pressed onward, knives at the ready.  
 
    She expected to encounter more guards, all down the long length of the row, roots catching at their elbows, trailing over their shoulders. But they didn’t, and when they reached the end of the row, and the open lab space there, she realized why.  
 
    Beck stood amid a tableau of bodies. Seven, she counted quickly, all heavy, black-clad hired muscle. All dead. One’s head looked to be on backward, and a black tide of blood was rapidly spreading from beneath the twist of limbs and newly-slack faces. Eyes stared sightless; fingers twitched open around unused weapons.  
 
    He turned to them, flicked blood delicately off one claw – it landed in a scatter of droplets on the pale tile – and said, “Well, that takes care of at least most of our welcoming committee, I imagine.” 
 
    Gavin skidded into sight and blurted, “You did all that yourself?” 
 
    “He can cut chains in half,” Tris said, arriving alongside Gallo, expression made somehow grimmer by the blue and purple light. “What’re a few goons?” 
 
    “Good,” Rose said decisively. She started to turn back to Lance. “You–” 
 
    “We should keep moving,” he said, firmly.  
 
    She glared at him, but he stepped past her, and headed for the stairwell. 
 
    She went to Beck’s side, not bothering to step around the expanding puddle of blood. She was no stranger to standing in blood. “He’s hurt,” she whispered. 
 
    “And being proud about it, I see,” Beck said. “Well, it can be seen to later.” 
 
    She gripped his sleeve. “Our conduit, Morgan. She could heal it.” 
 
    “And will, when we return to base,” he said. “I don’t think there’s a chance of them flying her in now, is there?” 
 
    His expression, and tone, were pleasant, reasonable. Devoid of all worry. 
 
    Again, she found herself inhaling deeply. 
 
    “Let’s go, Rosie,” he said, touching her shoulder. 
 
    She went.  
 
    They encountered another team of guards on the stairwell. It was an open, tall, concrete set of stairs, and while Tris dispatched the first man in the knot, Beck spread his wings and flew up and over, landing in the midst of them. His movements were a blur, even surer and quicker than they’d been pre-fall. Blood sprayed up the walls in red-black arcs. The men fell. Again, Beck flicked blood off his claws, a fastidious little movement, and invited them to follow with a glance.  
 
    “This is…unbelievable,” Gallo said beside Rose, awed.  
 
    She could believe it, though. This was Beck. He’d always defied explanation.  
 
    When they reached the door that let out onto the twelfth floor – the floor that was Shubert’s personal domain – Beck paused, his hand on the door handle, and turned to give them all a toothy grin. “This is going to be fun.”  
 
    Rose’s nerves crackled with anticipation; her hand tightened on the hilt of her knife. She tried to glance toward Lance, to check on him, after that climb– 
 
    But Beck turned the handle, and it was go time.  
 
    The stairs fed into a narrow foyer of sorts, its floor tiled in slate, just as Shubert’s old townhouse had been. The décor was modern and sleek, though, more cohesive – at least until Beck bodily picked up a guard and smashed him through a glass side table.  
 
    “Beck–” she shouted, as another guard came at his back. 
 
    But he’d noticed. He still held the collar of the man he’d swung like a bag of laundry, and he didn’t even turn toward the second; his tail shot out, lightning-quick, and the spade tip punched into the man’s chest. The man fell forward into it like a puppet with cut strings, blood exploding out of his mouth. Beck’s tail flexed, cracked like a whip, shaking off the now-limp guard. Then he strode forward into a massive, open-air space littered with couches, chairs, chaises, and even a large dining table.  
 
    Rose followed him. She caught a fast, confirming glance of Shubert: as tall and golden and elegant as she remembered, dressed in an impeccable suit, his eyes glowing blue. He was wrist-deep in a screaming woman’s stomach, phased right through her dress and skin as he drained her of life in prep for the battle to come. He glanced toward them, quickly, as her eyes flared, and she died.  
 
    But this was where he’d kept back most of his troops, and as they closed in on them, Rose lost herself to the fight.  
 
    She still didn’t dare draw her gun, not with all of them back-to-back: too much chance of hitting one of her fellow Knights. She fought with a knife in each hand, a jagged, fat blade in the left good for hacking and blocking, and her favorite slim stabbing blade in her right. She dodged slow, inelegant jabs, and struck again, and again, drawing grunts, wetting her blades in crimson up to the hilts. A gunshot cracked over her head, and she ducked and rolled, hamstringing a guard as she somersaulted between his legs. He went down hard just behind her, and she used his back as a stepstool to leap at another, catching him in the throat with her bigger knife. Blood sprayed hot across her face, salty on her lips.  
 
    Behind her, she heard the crack of Beck’s laughter, and it could have been five years ago, the two of them in a warehouse, cutting down bigger, stronger, better-paid thugs like it was nothing. Like it was a dance.  
 
    He’d been right: it was fun.  
 
    She heard sounds of male effort around her.  
 
    Gallo said, “Tris?” tight with alarm.  
 
    “I’m fine. Watch out.” 
 
    The thuds of bodies hitting the floor, and bodies colliding. She became aware that her opponents came slower, and more reluctantly. They were thinning the ranks.  
 
    Then Gavin said, “Lance!” 
 
    Rose halted, and then pulled her knife out of the belly she’d stuck it in. She blinked, and felt like she was surfacing after a deep dive into dark water. Turned, and there, across a sea of felled guards, she saw Lance, on his knees on the floor, swaying, a hand clutched to the wound in his gut; blood ran over and between his fingers, a shiny patch like an oil slick down his shirt, and the whole leg of his pants. Gavin stood over him, gripping his shoulders. 
 
    He glanced toward her, face tight with fear. It was the most afraid she’d ever seen him. “He’s gonna bleed out!” 
 
    Rose ran to them. Went down on her knees beside Lance, and up close, she could see how pale and clammy his skin was; saw the way his lashes fluttered. “Shit. Shit, shit. Lance? Can you hear me?” 
 
    He didn’t respond.  
 
    She sheathed her knives and fumbled in one of her cargo pockets for her portable med kit. “Watch our backs,” she said to Gavin. “Don’t let anyone…” 
 
    Gavin said, “Oh my God,” in an entirely different voice.  
 
    Rose tore open a packet of gauze with her teeth and pressed the whole wad of it to Lance’s wound, over the hole in his shirt. He needed to be laid down, to have the area flushed; needed firmer pressure than her bare hand could provide. She heard running footfalls; glimpsed Gallo and Tris heading for them, Gallo already unslinging his pack. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Gavin repeated.  
 
    She twisted her head around, an order she wasn’t entitled to give poised on her tongue… 
 
    One that promptly flew out of her head.  
 
    She had a clear profile view of the unfolding tableau. Beck had backed Shubert up against the dining table, was bending him back across it with one clawed hand at his throat, and his tail stabbed through the conduit’s belly, out the other side, the spade tip buried in the wood, pinning him in place. Shubert had phased his hand through Beck’s chest. 
 
    Rose gulped. 
 
    But Beck’s eyes weren’t burning out, and he wasn’t screaming or shuddering, the way the woman had. In fact, he was smiling, fangs bared right in Shubert’s face. 
 
    Shubert’s terrified face.  
 
    All the color had bled out of it, and his lips trembled. “Why…why isn’t it…what are you?” 
 
    And then, in the deeper, resonant voice of the angel inside him, with a hint of something almost like dread: “King Arthur.” 
 
    Beck’s grin widened. “Exactly.” Then he ducked his head and bit Shubert’s throat.  
 
    Rose gasped, and heard Gavin, Gallo, and Tris echo it.  
 
    Lance’s blood tickled her palm, hot, terrifying.  
 
    Beck…Beck seemed to drink. His throat worked as he swallowed, again and again. His black hair trailed over Shubert’s slackening face, and his wings flexed in small increments, echoing the rhythm of his drinking.  
 
    It seemed to go on for only a moment, and for forever. Rose wasn’t sure she breathed the whole time. 
 
    But, then, finally, Beck lifted his head, his mouth red and steaming. He tipped his head back, eyes closed a moment, sighing. His tongue darted out, cleaning the blood from his lips, from his fangs.  
 
    Shubert wasn’t moving, but that didn’t stop Beck – once he’d straightened – from gripping his head in both clawed hands and wrenching it to the side, so he faced them, glowing blue eyes blank and sightless. The crack of the body’s neck breaking echoed through the otherwise silent space, rebounding off the windows.  
 
    Beck withdrew his tail from the body with a sick squelch, stepped back, and lifted Shubert up with a hand beneath each of his arms. “That should buy us some time,” he said, brightly, turning to them. “Long enough to get him back to base and properly bound. You have lead and iron, right?” 
 
    After a long beat, Gallo said, “Y-you. You killed him.” 
 
    “No, dear,” Beck said, smile slipping, sighing impatiently. “I’ve incapacitated him.” His gaze skipped to Lance. “Hm. He doesn’t look good.” 
 
    Rose waited a beat for someone, anyone to take charge. To start barking orders.  
 
    In the end, she was the one who said, “We have to call in a helo.” 
 
    “Excellent idea, sweetheart,” Beck said, smile returning. “Get your soldier stitched up. I’ll take this back.” He hefted Shubert’s limp corpse – or, weakened body? – over toward the windows.  
 
    “Beck!” 
 
    He glanced back over his shoulder, wings low so their eyes could meet.  
 
    Her chest ached. “Beck. What are you now? What are you really?” 
 
    He tilted his head to that new, birdlike angle that wasn’t quite the same as it had always been. 
 
    Different, Morgan had warned.  
 
    Yes, yes, he was different.  
 
    “A little of this, a little of that,” he said, sing-song. “But mostly…you heard the man. I’m King Arthur.” His fangs flashed. “Welcome to my Round Table, at long last.” 
 
    Then he gathered his burden, and leaped, head ducking. His horns broke the window, and it shattered in a dazzle of flashing crystal shards as Beck jumped out into the rain, his wings unfurled, and he disappeared into the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    To be Continued… 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Up next:  
 
    Book Three 
 
    And a tie-in short story about Tris and Gallo 
 
    Stay tuned!  
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