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    “He passes to be King among the dead, 
 
    And after healing of his grievous wound 
 
    He comes again; but – if he comes no more – 
 
    O me, be yon Dark Queens in yon black boat,  
 
    Who shriek’d and wail’d, the three whereat we gazed  
 
    On that high day, when, clothed with living light, 
 
    They stood before his throne in silence, friends 
 
    Of Arthur, who should help him at his need?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    From: 
 
     “Idylls of the King: The Passing of Arthur,” 
 
    Alfred, Lord Tennyson


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Llandderfel, Gwynedd 
 
    Wales 
 
      
 
    She turned her coat collar up against the rain, shoulders hunched as she walked the last distance to the church. The end of a long journey finally in sight. Streaky light glowed in the windows, and this was her endpoint, at last. Here, she would succeed or fail, and if it was failure that awaited, she had no plans for a future beyond it.  
 
    “It’s smaller than I expected,” Lance said beside her, keeping the rain off his face with a raised hand. She heard all the things he wasn’t saying: that they’d come a long way for a wild chance; that if this didn’t work, time would have been wasted. She heard his fear, too, carefully disguised – but not from her. She knew too much of fear to miss the faint, pushed-down note of it in his voice. The others had their doubts, but Lance had been there that night, years ago, when the world had cracked apart underfoot, and he knew what was possible. 
 
    She heard the tread of heavy boots behind them, the rest of the team: stern, quiet Tris; easy-going and seemingly-unbothered Gavin; Gallo, young and nervy. Captain Bedlam had stayed behind, her single arched brow bristling with doubt. 
 
    She’d let them come, though.  
 
    Lightning forked overhead, bright and white as the Rift – but fleeting. Chased by a sharp crack of thunder that rolled, and rolled, and rolled, vibrations felt through the soles of her boots.  
 
    Gallo swore softly.  
 
    A few paces from the door of the church, it swung open, and emitted a hunched, robed figure that lifted a hand in greeting. When she’d called, earlier, she’d been surprised and pleased to have her questions passed along to a brother who spoke soft, lilting French; the local Welsh accent had been impossible for her to understand. Brother Eustace, he’d said his name was, and that was who was coming toward them now, if the French greeting – shouted to be heard over the weather – was anything to go by. 
 
    Rose stepped forward and took his hand, met by small, but bright, keen eyes set in a homey, weathered face. “Brother Eustace?” she asked in French. 
 
    “And you must be Rose. Come in, come in, out of the rain.” 
 
    He led them into a cozy, dimly-lit chapel, its pews gleaming, dark wood, its altar blazing with candles. Through it, and to a door that led down a flight of stairs, belowground, and into a stone kitchen with a roaring fire and long, plank table.  
 
    Another brother was there, laying out bread, and cheese, grapes, steaming cups of tea.  
 
    “Sit, please,” Eustace encouraged. “Eat. You must be cold, and the tea is strong.” 
 
    They settled at the table. Gallo reached immediately for food, which caused Tris’s mouth to tighten in silent reprobation.  
 
    Gavin cast a glance around the room and said, “How many rooms do they have down here, you think? It’s a lot bigger than I thought.” 
 
    Rose accepted a mug of tea, to warm her hands, but didn’t drink. She hadn’t had tea since Beck last served it to her, hot and too sweet and perfect. Keenly aware of Lance beside her, his elbow pressed to hers, she turned to Brother Eustace and said, “I want to be blunt, Brother.” 
 
    He smiled, not unkindly. “You rather were over the phone, dear. I admit I was surprised: we don’t get too many visitors anymore, much less requests such as yours.” 
 
    “Is it possible?” 
 
    “Oh, quite. But you should understand that it’s no small thing, fetching a soul.” 
 
    Lance cleared his throat. “Even if it works, and his soul comes back…will he be…useful?” 
 
    Rose stiffened; bit her lip hard to keep from lashing out. His elbow pressed in hard, and then pulled back, a silent apology. To Brother Eustace, she said, “Will he be alive?” 
 
    His brows lifted. “Oh, yes. Very much so. He will have a body.” 
 
    She nodded, relieved.  
 
    “Though, in my experience…raised souls are a bit…changed.” 
 
    “Changed how?” 
 
    “Stronger, often. Touched by their time in the pit. He will have been through…great trials. Impossible pain.” 
 
    She nodded again. She’d tried not to imagine, over the years, but the nightmares had crept in anyway. Visions of flames, and of torture; of madness; of the dark, Biblical horrors from old Victorian illustrations.  
 
    “We can prepare the ritual,” Brother Eustace said. He laid his hand beside hers on the table, but didn’t touch her; respectful, or frightened, she wondered. “The Saint of our Order can journey into places no mortal ever could, and return this damned soul to you. But I will ask you this, before we begin: Are you sure? It’s no small thing snatching a soul from Hell, my dear. When you go before Saint Derfel, and ask this of him, can you tell me that you’ve weighed this decision carefully?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said in English. In French: “This is the only thing I can do. The only.” 
 
    He nodded. Stood. “Very well.” Over his shoulder, to his fellow monk: “Go down and begin preparations. Tonight a saint walks, and a soul rises.” 
 
    Outside, thunder rumbled.  
 
    Hold on, my darling, Rose thought. I’m coming.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



ONE 
 
      
 
    Before 
 
      
 
    The first time Rose met Beck, she was locked inside the pie safe. It was a tall piece of furniture, with wire-enclosed racks up top for the cooling of the pies Miss Tabitha never baked, and with a lower cabinet just big enough for a coltish eighteen-year-old to fit inside with her knees drawn up. Miss Tabitha had slid a lock through the handles after Rose crawled into the dark, clicking it shut with an instruction to think about what she’d done. 
 
    In the pitch blackness, stomach growling, hands folded up at the bend of her waist, Rose scolded herself for leaving the wash out on the line, her latest pie-safe-worthy transgression. One in a long line over the past four years. Had the world been a different sort of place, she might have complained, but the world was what it was, already dim and fuzzed at the edges with ash, already harsher, bleaker, more dangerous. No one cared that Miss Tabitha had forged the paperwork to say that Rose was only sixteen, and still able to earn a foster parent government funds. No one cared that she was locked here in the total dark. 
 
    Rose waited, breathing shallowly, and listened to Miss Tabitha light one of the cigarillos she smoked and pour herself a glass of vodka. Listened to that familiar heavy body strain the seat of a dining room chair; the drone of the fan in the corner, and the murmur of the TV when it clicked on: Miss Tabitha’s favorite evening “stories.” She tried not to think about the fact that she couldn’t turn up at work like this; that Mr. Fisher would finally fire her over this failure to show.  
 
    Then: unexpected sounds.  
 
    Miss Tabitha said, “Hey! What the hell? Who are you? You can’t…” And then there was a muffling, a garbled scream, a thump. A wet sound, like rain spattering against a window.  
 
    Footfalls: light, precise.  
 
    A clink, a rattle; sound of the lock on the pie safe falling, and then the cabinet doors swung open, the dim lamplight washed over her, and she saw a man, crouched there in front of her.  
 
    Her first instinct was to scream. Miss Tabitha invited men over sometimes, men who… 
 
    But this man didn’t look like any of them. No, he looked far different.  
 
    His eyes caught her first, and held her attention, a warm honey color, green-brown like river water. His hair, silk-soft and wheaten, fell to his shoulders, artful across his brow, behind his ears. He had a face of sharp angles: cheeks, jaw, chin.  
 
    “Hello, little one,” he said, and his voice was velvet, was silk, was sinuous and slippery and good. He tipped his head to the side, which sent his hair sliding over his shoulder with a soft rustle. “What are you doing in here?” 
 
    Strangers always meant danger in this city, and fine tremors had hold of her. But Rose swallowed, and managed to say, “Miss Tabitha…” 
 
    “Ah. She won’t be locking anyone else in a cabinet, I don’t think.” 
 
    Rose shifted as much as she dared, skin prickling with goosebumps, and peeked over his shoulder. He even shifted, obliging her, and she saw Miss Tabitha at her kitchen table: slumped forward, eyes open, unseeing. Red on the table, all down her front; a puddle in her lap, dripping down onto the floor. Blood. Rose could smell it.  
 
    “Tabby and I go way back,” the man said. “I can’t say we were ever friends.” He held out a hand, palm-up, in offering. It was speckled with blood. When Rose looked closer, she saw that he wore a stippling of red on his face, across the bridge of his nose. “Would you like to get out of here, darling?” 
 
    Rose swallowed. Considered. Placed her hand in his. “I’m Rose.” 
 
    “Simon Becket,” he said, and drew her forward, and up, out of the cabinet. When her knees threatened to give out, he steadied her with a hand at each of her elbows.  
 
    He was very tall, she noticed. Very lean. He smelled like dusty old books.  
 
    “Can you walk?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” And she did. Across the room, past the corpse of her foster mother. Up the stairs, and out into the street, behind Simon Becket, and out of her old life forever.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    His friends used to call him Beck, he told her, though he didn’t really have any of those left, but she was welcome to use the nickname. His house, when they reached it, loomed tall and sinister up out of the shadows, a dark-painted, three-story Gothic townhouse in a line of others not quite like it. He had a tall iron gate that he opened with a key – one on a ring full of many, another of which he used to unlock the front door.  
 
    A long hall with rooms opening off on both sides. Rose had the impression of dark wood paneling, and furniture with curved legs; rows of bookshelves and, when lightning flashed outside, mounted animal heads on the walls. Things with horns and tusks and black glass eyes.  
 
    Only a few lamps burned, and those dim, energy-conserving. He flipped a few more on when they reached the kitchen: a low, timbered-ceilinged space with brick floors, wood cabinets, and a fireplace at one end. Everything had the air of being old, almost shabby, but well-loved; nothing broken or falling-down.  
 
    Beck made tea: a quiet, comfortable sort of bustling about. And it was only when he slid a chipped blue mug across the island to her that she realized she was standing mute in the center of the room, fingers knotted together, wondering if she ought to be frightened, or give in to the greater, stranger urge to feel comforted by these circumstances, and the company in which she’d found herself – quite suddenly and impossibly.  
 
    She stepped forward, and took the cup in both hands, savoring the warmth that seeped through the porcelain. “Thank you.” She didn’t just mean about the tea. 
 
    Beck dipped his head in a deep nod, and she thought he understood. “So. Rose.” He poured himself a cup and added several spoonfuls of sugar from the bowl. “How long were you with Tabby?” 
 
    The tea was earthy, and almost too sweet, and wonderful. “Four years.” 
 
    “And how many years has it been since you aged out of the system?” When her brows went up, he said, “I have a sense for these things.” 
 
    “A year.” 
 
    He nodded. “Well, then. You’re a free woman. Free to go wherever you want, and do whatever you’d like.” 
 
    She’d never considered such a thing. It terrified her, honestly.  
 
    Warmth touched her hand, and she realized she was trembling so badly that she’d slopped tea out of her mug. She set it down with a harsh breath.  
 
    “That’s a lot to realize all at once,” he said, voice still low, silky, soothing. “You don’t have to make any decisions yet. I have spare rooms.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her pulse gave a hard little bump. “Oh, well, I don’t want to bother you.” 
 
    He met her gaze, and again his arrested her. Deep-set eyes, clear, and so very alive. They fairly sparked, though his posture spoke of calm rationale. “It’s no bother. I have the room. And company is nice.” He paused. “The right sort of company.” 
 
    Rose thought of Miss Tabitha’s blood. Its path across the table, and down the front of the rumpled old dress. It still freckled Beck’s nose and cheeks; small, dark dots like true freckles in the low light.  
 
    Thought of the still-healing welts on her own back. Of the bruised fingers. Of the hours spent in that pie safe – overnight, once, hours and hours, until she’d grown so frightened she beat against the walls of it and a staggering, sour-breathed Miss Tabitha finally unlocked it.  
 
    She took a steadying breath and reached for her tea again. “I think so, too.” 
 
    He smiled, then, flashing canines sharp as fangs. “It’s nice that we agree.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When her stomach rumbled, he pulled the makings of sandwiches from the fridge: thin, marbled ham, and swiss cheese, and thick, salty pickle wedges, all on seed-topped bread that he said he’d made himself. Rose offered to help, but he waved her off, and she was trembling with leftover nerves. She climbed onto a stool at the counter and watched him work; his long, golden fingers moving deftly as he assembled sandwiches, slicing them both on the bias with a flourish that twirled the knife in his hand.  
 
    A clean, bright knife, winking in the lamplight. 
 
    “What did you use?” she asked, when curiosity proved too strong. 
 
    He slid a plate in front of her with tawny brows lifted in question. Thunder rumbled outside, the low, faraway kind that had become nearly constant. The occasional flash lit up the mullioned windows.  
 
    “On Miss Tabitha,” she clarified. She didn’t want to say when you killed her.  
 
    He nodded, though, understanding. “A knife.” He lifted one arm, and flexed it, and the blade slid out from a holster hidden inside his sleeve. A long, slender, clean-edged thing with a carved handle that made her think, oddly, of him. His honey-brown hair and his sharp, clean lines. The blade was already clean, gleaming before he retracted it. “You have to take proper care of your tools,” he said, and picked up his sandwich. 
 
    She picked hers up, too. The first bite was all salt-sharp-vinegar, delicious. All she’d had for three days was a bite of stale bread and milk, and she knew she couldn’t eat this delicately, elegantly. Knew she would shame herself in front of his strange and delicate, elegant man. 
 
    But he smiled at her as she ate, eyes crinkling at the corners. “Eat up,” he said, between his own bites. “There’s plenty more.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When her belly was full, and the tea was gone, she helped Beck with the dishes. He washed and she dried; white and blue china printed with flowers, and horses, and carriages. They went in the rack, and then he turned out the lights, ignited a small oil lamp, and lead her back down the hall and up the stairs. 
 
    The light flickered and swelled as they ascended, up two switchback landings, and she glimpsed the gilt frames of old oil portraits: men and women with stern expressions, severe clothes, and hands folded in their laps. She didn’t have time to stop and study them, but she recognized Beck’s cheekbones in several, those honey-colored eyes; a mysterious set to the lips that was neither smirk nor smile.  
 
    He led her down a long, carpeted hall, and through a heavy, solid wood door, into a room that smelled cool and dusty – but, like the rest of the house, not unclean. Nothing like Miss Tabitha’s, with its mold and boiled cabbage.  
 
    She lingered in the doorway, though, until he’d clicked on the bedside lamp. Revealed a curtained window, and a four-poster bed with a blue velvet coverlet. An ornate dressing table with a flaking mirror. All of it old and lovely.  
 
    Beck held the lamp high in one hand and pulled back the coverlet with the other; fluffed the pillows; picked a spot of lint off the white sheets. Stepped back and surveyed the room.  
 
    “I’m sorry it isn’t fresher, but I think it’ll have to do for tonight.” 
 
    “It’s fine. It’s better than fine,” she rushed to say. She didn’t want to offend. 
 
    He went to nudge open an adjoining door. “This bathroom is an en-suite. All for you. There’s soap and such under the counter.” He leaned in with his head and arm, scanning it, voice echoing off tile and porcelain. “I’m afraid the towels are a little musty, but no one else has used them. We can wash them fresh in the morning.” He pulled back, and walked toward her, surveying the room once more. It gave Rose a chance to study him, briefly, as he approached. 
 
    He wore thick-soled boots that laced halfway up his calves, his pants black and clinging, accentuating the length of his legs, the graceful way that he walked. He’d taken off his jacket, a black leather thing that flared around a waist that she could now see was sharply narrow, clothed only in clinging black cotton. She’d admired his bare arms, before, when they were washing dishes at the sink, when the suds had dripped down the veins and knobs of his wrists.  
 
    It was his face that entranced her, though. She wasn’t used to seeing anyone so calm. So very composed and buttoned-up, unbothered by what was happening around him.  
 
    “There’s extra blankets in that trunk, if you need them.” He drew up in front of her, lamplight wavering, gilding his nose, his forehead, those sharp cheekbones. He stared down at her a moment, expression inscrutable. “Do you think you’ll be comfortable for the night, Rose?” 
 
    Up close like this, he smelled like the tea he’d brewed, and the lavender soap they’d used on the dishes. Not like blood. Not like Miss Tabitha’s body, sitting in its own blood, slowly rotting a few streets over.  
 
    The blood was still on his nose, barely visible. Little flecks. She resisted the sudden urged to reach up and scrape at them with a fingernail; clean the marks of her foster mother from him. See if his skin was as smooth as it looked beneath the evidence of his violence.  
 
    Her pulse fluttered in her throat, nearly choking her, but she wasn’t afraid. Not at all. “Yes.” The word came out a whisper. “I will be. Thank you.” 
 
    He smiled, faintly, close-lipped, and it didn’t touch his eyes. “Sleep well, then. Breakfast is seven sharp.” 
 
    He stepped around her, out into the hall.  
 
    She stood a long moment, leaning against the doorjamb, breathing through her mouth, listening to his soft footfalls fade down the carpet, and then hit the wood of the stairs.  
 
    “She’s dead,” she whispered, when he was gone. She felt a smile split her face, and tears sting her eyes. “She’s dead, she’s dead, she’s dead.”  
 
    Whatever happened now, she’d never have to see the inside of that pie safe again.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    Rose didn’t expect to sleep through the night, but once she settled between the sheets, soft from many washings, cool, the mattress plush, sleep dragged her under, and the next thing she knew she was blinking against a silvery, rainy dawn. She lay still a moment, getting her bearings, watching rain sluice down the bit of window she could glimpse through the curtains.  
 
    A small, old-fashioned clock on the bedside table informed her that it was six-thirty. 
 
    Breakfast was at seven. Sharp.  
 
    In the bathroom, she found the promised soap and towels – a bit musty, yes, but cleaner than anything she’d had at Miss Tabitha’s – along with shampoo, and bath salts, disposable razors, deodorant, and moisturizer. The deep-bellied claw foot tub was clean, with only a thin film of dust that she rinsed away before she started the shower. The water was deliciously hot, and the soap smelled like herbs.  
 
    It was the most luxurious experience of her existence. She lingered, and felt like a thief for it; felt like Miss Tabitha would come banging in at any moment, screaming, and drag her out by her hair, add to the welts on her back. She shivered at the thought, and shut off the taps. 
 
    She’s dead, she told herself. She can’t hurt you again.  
 
    Dead because Beck had killed her. Beck of the tea, and sandwiches, and the herb-scented guest soap.  
 
    There was a hairdryer under the cabinet, too, and she stood in front of the mirror wrapped in a towel while she used it, running a borrowed comb through the heavy dark mass until it was mostly dry. It would take too long to dry it all the way, and breakfast as at seven sharp, after all. 
 
    She didn’t have a change of clothes, and so she pulled her old things back on, grimacing at the feel of sweat-stained fabric clinging to her clean, warm skin. But there was nothing for it.  
 
    She examined herself critically one last time – still pale, still with shadowed eyes, still bony-thin – and decided her hair was clean, and that was at least something. Beck hadn’t been bothered by pulling her out of a pie safe, so it was silly to want to impress him now.  
 
    6:58, the bedside clock read.  
 
    She hurried downstairs.  
 
    The scent of bacon frying reached her before she reached the kitchen; real, fresh bacon, savory and hissing. She found Beck standing over the range in the island, dressed in a thick, olive turtleneck, jeans, and cozy-looking socks. His hair, shiny and gleaming under the lights, fell forward in his face as he turned bacon slices with a fork.  
 
    She paused partway across the room, staring at him, an ache building in her chest. He was beautiful, and this couldn’t be real, absolutely couldn’t. He would take one look at her, and boot her out into the rain. Or he would pull one of the gleaming knives from the magnetic strip beside him and turn it on her, spill her blood all down her front, and freckle his nose with it. He would… 
 
    He lifted his head, shook his hair back from his eyes, and offered another of those small, enigmatic smiles like he had last night. “Good morning, Rose. Did you sleep well?” 
 
    She started moving again, creeping really, drifting toward the island, feeling pulled along by his silken voice. “Very well. Thank you.” 
 
    His smile widened the tiniest fraction as he plucked the bacon out onto a paper towel. “Wonderful. How do you like your eggs?” 
 
    “Oh. Um.” She only ever had eggs the way Miss Tabitha wanted them: hard boiled. And before that, however her previous foster parents prepared them. No one ever asked her. 
 
    As if he sensed her predicament, Beck said, “How about if we try them a different way each morning, and then you can pick your favorite?” 
 
    She nodded, a lump forming in her throat. A simple kindness. An unbelievable kindness she’d never hoped for. “That sounds good.” 
 
    “We’ll tried fried today, I think. Fetch the juice, please.” 
 
    The fridge wasn’t new, but it was spacious, and clean, and, when she opened it, full of a shocking amount of food. She’d never been in the home of someone not living week-to-week off allotment coupons. There were meat and produce shortages in the city, but no one would know it looking in Beck’s fridge. 
 
    She grabbed the carton of juice, and turned back for the island – and saw that they were no longer alone.  
 
    A woman had entered, silent on slippered feet, wrapped in a floral bathrobe, her iron-gray hair in curlers. She was a tiny, elderly thing, with a full face of makeup, and a cigarette smoldering between two fingers. 
 
    Rose drew up alongside Beck, who was cracking eggs into the skillet he’d cooked the bacon in. “Rose,” he said, “this is Mrs. Kay. My third-floor tenant. Mrs. Kay, this is Rose.” 
 
    The woman waved a dismissive hand and blew out a stream of smoke. “Just call me Kay, honey. I ain’t been anybody’s missus in a long time.” She chuckled, the sound dry and crackling. She wore deep wrinkles and laugh lines, and the triangle of chest visible showed old sun spots from years outdoors, but her eyes were flint-sharp and Rose could tell they missed nothing as they shifted over her, assessing. “Aren’t you a pretty thing? What’s your story?” 
 
    A story that Rose neither wanted to relive nor give voice to. Awful, she thought, stomach churning. Awful, until Beck killed Miss Tabitha and I fell into this strange dream.  
 
    Before she could scrape together an answer, Beck said, “She was one of Tabby’s.” His expression didn’t change, but his voice hardened noticeably.  
 
    “Hmph,” Kay said on another drag, brows jumping. “Was?” 
 
    “Past tense.” 
 
    “You took care of it, then?” 
 
    “Yes. Rose, the glasses are in that cabinet over by the sink.” 
 
    “Good,” Kay said, nodding.  
 
    Rose went for the glasses, glad for a moment to turn away from them, to think. Kay knew what Beck had done to Miss Tabitha? And approved?  
 
    By the time she returned to the island juggling three glasses, she hadn’t found any trepidation beyond the vague social sort, wanting not to say the wrong thing. 
 
    To her surprise, when she glanced up, she found that Kay’s expression had softened, and grown serious. “You okay, honey? You get out without being too beat up?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Kay’s gaze narrowed. “She get you with the cigarettes?” She waved her own, smoke curling off the cherry in ribbons.  
 
    Admitting felt like weakness, but Rose said, “No, ma’am. The belt.” 
 
    Beck flipped the eggs in the pan and turned to her, honey eyes glittering, not smiling now. “Where?” It wasn’t an order or a threat; his voice was soft.  
 
    But she didn’t feel she could lie. “On my back. But it’s fine–”  
 
    He took her gently by the shoulders and turned her. The lightest touch, but she could feel the strength of his fingers; a strength he didn’t need to use. His fingertips skimmed down her back – she shuddered in automatic reaction – and came to rest at the hem of her shirt. “May I?”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    Slowly, with a care that she could feel in every tiny tug of his fingers, he peeled her shirt up. Not all the way, just far enough to reveal the welts that now seemed to throb beneath the scrutiny. Far enough for Kay to hiss and say, “Goddamn. Good riddance to that bitch.”  
 
    It was only a moment, and then Beck smoothed her shirt back down.  
 
    But he didn’t pull away immediately. Lingered, just a moment, fingertips splayed across her back: ten points of burning contact of which she was hyper-aware.  
 
    When he exhaled, his breath shivered; she felt it at the back of her neck, raising the fine hairs there. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “Nothing like that will ever happen again.”  
 
    Then he drew back, and when she turned, he was fussing over the eggs, steady again.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rose was put on toast duty while Kay set the long, scarred plank table over by the fireplace – where a fire crackled merrily, pushing back the gloom of the rainy morning. Beck sliced a cantaloupe, and then a handful of green onions that he sprinkled over the eggs, fried up with lots of pepper. To Rose, it all looked like a feast.  
 
    When they carried the serving platters to the table, she realized that Kay had set three places close together, and was already stationed to the left of the head of the table. Rose’s first instinct would have been to sit at the far end, so as not to crowd these kind strangers. No sense bothering them; presuming and wearing out her welcome.  
 
    But moving a plate would look like avoidance, and that was its own kind of presumption. It would look like fear, ungratefulness. Bad manners.  
 
    She settled in across from Kay and watched from beneath lowered lashes as Beck set down the platters and then slid elegantly into his own seat; he flicked open his napkin and spread it across his lap with a flourish. “Rose, if you’ll start?” 
 
    The heaping platter of bacon was right in front of her, and the idea of serving herself from it, taking however much she wanted… 
 
    A glance revealed a small smile from Beck, and again he seemed to read her thoughts. “There’s plenty.” Same as last night. 
 
    She let out a breath, shifted three pieces onto her plate, and passed the platter across to Kay.  
 
    When they’d all filled their plates, and Rose was trying not to inhale her perfectly fried eggs, Kay said, “Okay, honey, if you’re gonna be staying with us…” 
 
    A glance proved that Kay was shooting a questioning look toward Beck, fork in one hand, a fresh cigarette in the other.  
 
    Beck offered a barely perceptible nod, and Rose felt something unclench in her stomach. A flutter of hope and nerves and that same disbelief that had dogged her all morning.  
 
    “…then we’ll have to get you your own things,” Kay continued. “Did you bring anything with you?” 
 
    “Um. No, ma’am.” 
 
    Kay set her cigarette down on the edge of her ash tray so she could backhand Beck lightly in the arm. “You didn’t even let the poor girl pack a bag? You pig.” 
 
    He shrugged and swallowed. “I don’t imagine there was much of anything in the house she wanted to bring with her. Was there?” He glanced over for confirmation.  
 
    Rose shook her head. “No, sir.” 
 
    Kay snorted.  
 
    Beck’s expression didn’t change, save his brows, which went up a fraction. “You don’t have to call me sir.”  
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    “Why not?” Kay chuckled. “You’ve got twenty years on her, sir.”  
 
    “Eighteen, but who’s counting,” he said crisply, and selected more toast from the platter. “Anyway. We can certainly go back to the house and retrieve anything you’d like to keep. The police will have probably found Tabby by now, but it’s nothing we can’t work around.” Another questioning glance at Rose. 
 
    She thought of her spare outfit, as grubby and threadbare as this one; her small collection of oddities: a few pretty, striped rocks, a ball of twine, a glittery hair clip she’d found in the gutter one day. Childish things, useless knick-knacks like a crow would collect. She shook her head. “No, there was nothing.” 
 
    Beck sent Kay a mild look that seemed to say see? “Excellent. We’ll go this afternoon and see about getting you a new wardrobe and whatever toiletries you’d like for yourself. A phone, too, probably.” This last as he popped a bite of bacon into his mouth, unbothered, like buying a stranger a phone was no big deal. “I have a spare laptop you can borrow, but you might like your own. One with more storage space.” 
 
    Kay was nodding along in agreement.  
 
    Rose’s head was spinning.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    After breakfast, Beck excused himself to his office with a quick little bow and a sincere thanks to them for doing the dishes. Rose pushed up the sleeves of her grubby shirt and plunged her hands down into the suds, absolutely bewildered at this point.  
 
    Beside her, Kay had another cigarette bobbing on her lower lip; she tapped its ash out into a crystal tray on the window ledge between drying plates; managing it didn’t seem to slow her hands or affect her ability to chatter up a storm. At some point, she seemed to realize that Rose was staring out the rain-slicked window at the wet courtyard behind the house, and not listening all that well.  
 
    The soft press of an elbow in her side brought Rose back to the moment. “Sorry, sorry.” She nearly dropped the plate she was holding, and scrubbed at it vigorously to hide that she’d been startled.  
 
    “Poor chickie. Ain’t nothing to be sorry about. If you were with Tabby for a while, it’s no wonder you’re jumpy as a cat. If Beck hadn’t already – well, and if these old bones were up to it.” She coughed a laugh. “Let’s just say it’d be nice to see her back looking like yours did.” She dropped a hand onto Rose’s shoulder, and it wasn’t very hard not to shrink from it; it felt nice there, warm and grounding, like when Beck had gripped her by the elbows last night. 
 
    “You’re safe here,” Kay said. “That I can promise you.” 
 
    People lie, Rose thought. But no one had ever promised her she’d be safe. Not ever.  
 
    She let out a breath. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure. Here, you done with that? I’ll rinse it.” 
 
    It helped to keep working; to not have to make eye contact. Still, she swallowed a lump of nerves. “Yesterday…Beck said he and Tabby – Miss Tabitha. That they go way back. How did he know her?” 
 
    Kay chuckled. “That’s not the question I was expecting, kiddo. But it’s a better one. Let’s just say Tabby’s always had a habit of trying to make money off kids in some way or other. And she’s always been absolute shit at it.” 
 
    A memory assaulted her: Miss Tabitha’s hand clamped to her chin, squeezing tight enough Rose felt the bones grind together, her foster mother furious and spitting. “You’re damn lucky, you little shit. Three years ago, I would have given you to one of my boys for talking back like that.” Rose had said stop when the belt crashed against her back; a tiny squeak of pain she hadn’t been able to hold in. It was a mistake she hadn’t repeated.  
 
    She shuddered.  
 
    “No need to worry about that now. Beck’s damn good at taking out the trash.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Kay gave her a tour of the first floor. Several sitting rooms, all with furniture in various states of dustiness. A few held showpiece furniture that looked antique and untouched, but one boasted more modern leather sofas that bore the distinct impressions of human inhabitance on the cushions. There was a TV in that room, one Kay waved toward with an explanation about technology and picture quality that Rose didn’t follow.  
 
    Beck had a study, its door shut. Kay advised that he needed time alone to work on his “projects,” and that he was best left alone unless the door was open.  
 
    Then came the library.  
 
    Rose had never seen so many books all in one place. Heavy, leather-bound tomes with gold lettering on the spines. And small, cracked-spine paperbacks stacked haphazardly in every direction on the shelves. The fireplace mantle had been carved with snarling lions, and a hunt scene done in dark oils hung above it. Two chairs were positioned at angles by the hearth, each big enough for two, and with their own tufted ottomans. A table stood by one, littered with a few empty glasses and a small stack of books. The room smelled of dust, and ink, and ash in a wonderful way.  
 
    “If he’s not working, this is where he spends all his time,” Kay said, voice fond. “I have no idea how many books there are. Thousands, I guess. I know he won’t mind if you want to read some of them. Heh. Or all of them.” 
 
    Rose didn’t realize she’d walked deep into the room until she turned and found Kay still at the threshold. She felt like she’d intruded, but Kay was grinning at her.  
 
    “You like books?” 
 
    “I never had any of my own.” One of the other girls who worked for Mr. Fisher, Claire, had owned a battered old secondhand Kindle, and she’d read romance novels on it in the break room in back of the grocery store. She always let Rose crowd in close to her, and waited to swipe to the next page when Rose nodded that she was ready. That wouldn’t happen anymore, Rose supposed with a swift tug of sadness…but here was a whole library of books. “But I love stories,” she said, voice hushed against the weight of all the volumes around them.  
 
    “You look like you do,” Kay offered, not unkindly. “Everybody with eyes as haunted as yours likes to get lost in other people’s stories. You and he’ll get along real well, I think.” She offered a smile that was knowing, smirking, and which Rose didn’t understand at all. 
 
    She was still stuck on haunted. She looked haunted? By what? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    Kay invited her to watch TV in what she called the “comfy parlor,” but Rose chose to stay behind in the library. She explored, tentatively at first, and then, fingertips electrified by the feel of fine leather on the spines, more boldly. She made slow laps around the room, titling her head side to side, reading titles. There were dictionaries and encyclopedias, atlases; nonfiction titles on cities, and animals, and rock formations; biographies, and books about battles from history. Books about anatomy, and psychology, and astronomy. Many, many books about the history of England; seven titles alone about the fabled King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table.  
 
    She paused there, hand hovering, ready to pull a book down. She supposed Beck was like a knight – like her childhood imaging of one. There’d been no white horse, only blood, and his armor had been combat boots and leather. But. He’d saved her.  
 
    She kept moving, though, and finally found the fiction. A wild and varied assortment of it. Poetry, and slim Shakespeare volumes. Classics and fat, dusty paperbacks from the middle of last century. Popular fiction, New York Times hits, and old romances with embracing couples on their faded jackets. Fantasy, and murder mysteries, and mythology retellings. She finally selected a small paperback with a muted, pastel cover and went to snuggle down in the chair that didn’t have a table beside it – that one she’d marked as Beck’s straight away.  
 
    The rain drummed outside, on the sidewalks and window ledges, a soothing backdrop of white noise, and it was easy to slip inside the book and forget who and where she was.  
 
    It was the blurb from another author whose name she recognized that had urged her to pick this one: epic love. But she hadn’t known what to expect. The protagonist was a girl her own age, homeless, hungry, on the run, living in a kind of terror that had Rose hunching over in her chair, her stomach tight with empathetic nerves that were all-too-familiar. The girl learned to fight, and scrap, and stay alive, but just barely…and then she met the boy with wings. A beautiful boy with white hair, and white, feathered wings. I’ll keep you safe, he whispered, and when the girl shuddered, Rose shuddered, too.  
 
    “Good, Kay showed you the library.”  
 
    Rose jumped when Beck’s voice sounded behind her. She was half-out of the chair, clutching the book guiltily when he stepped around into view, hands clasped behind his back, a pair of reading glasses perched on his nose. It was…a distracting visual, in the gray, rainy light.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she blurted, feeling caught. This wasn’t her house, or her library, or her chair, or her book, and even though Kay had said… 
 
    But he waved her back down and settled in the other chair. “Sit, please.” Offered another of his small smiles that she was beginning to think of as normal already. “I’m glad someone’s in here keeping the books company.” His honey eyes sparkled, and she finally relaxed back into her chair. “Which one did you choose first?” 
 
    She showed him the cover, face heating with embarrassment.  
 
    But he said, “That’s a good one.” 
 
    “You’ve read it?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Twice. It’s got a nice mix of action, romance, and angst.” He rested his elbow on the arm of the chair, and propped his chin on his fist, shiny lock of hair falling over one eye. “Has Emily met Pietro yet?”  
 
    “She just did. That’s the scene I’m reading now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt, then.” 
 
    When he smiled this time, she found herself returning it. It felt strange; she wasn’t used to her lips curving upward.  
 
    “I thought we might go shopping now, if you’re amenable,” he continued.  
 
    She still couldn’t wrap her head around the idea that he would take a stranger shopping for luxuries. Offer her a place in his home – a permanent one, if the breakfast conversation was anything to go by.  
 
    She thought to refuse. It was too much. It was ridiculous. But a yearning, hungry part of her won out. If he was offering, then she would take and say thank you. 
 
    She nodded. “That sounds good.” 
 
    He didn’t move to get up right away, though. Stayed sitting, studying her, his gaze weighty and impossible to decipher. Rose wanted badly to know what he was thinking. No one had ever looked at her this way, and he had a face worth studying, beautiful but enigmatic.  
 
    A long few beats passed in which she didn’t breathe, and then Beck came to life, like a video un-paused, and he sat up, stood up, brushed the creases from his jeans. Offered her a hand. “Shall we?” 
 
    It was the second time she’d placed her hand in his; his skin felt warmer this time.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He pulled two jackets out of the hall closet, oilskin rain slickers with deep hoods and deeper pockets; both obviously his, if the way the one Rose’s swallowed her was anything to go by. It smelled like him, she thought, as she tugged the hood up over her head: that woodsy, cedar, smoky smell she’d caught whiffs of last night and today in the kitchen.  
 
    Through the back door off the kitchen, they went across a brick courtyard full of puddles, and into a detached garage. She hadn’t known what to expect from him as far as cars went, but the old, green Jag with spotless tan leather seats suited Beck perfectly. He cranked the heat up once it was started, and put up the garage door with a remote. He twisted around and rested his hand on her headrest as he backed out into the alley, the scent of him stronger on his wrist, when she inhaled, more smoke up close than anything.  
 
    Rose tried to be subtle about taking a deep breath of it – and of noticing the little cut on his forearm when his sleeve rode up. From his own knife? she wondered. When he slid it in and out of its holster?  
 
    Was he carrying it now? If she gripped his arm, would she feel the hard shape of it under his coat? 
 
    “Music?” he asked, when the door was down and they were headed down the alley, lights on, wipers going steadily.  
 
    No one had ever asked for her opinion so much. “Sure.” 
 
    The car was old enough to have a CD player, and when he pressed it on, the soft strains of string music flooded through the speakers. Again: she hadn’t known what to expect, but it suited him.  
 
    It was different seeing the city from inside the warm, plush interior of a car, the rain beading down the windshield rather than down an old patched umbrella. An old patched umbrella if she was lucky. Like everyone else who lived in the Bends, Miss Tabitha had walked everywhere she needed to go. To Fisher’s Grocery, and Zelda’s salon – not that her hair had benefitted from Zelda’s efforts. To the social workers’ office where she collected her checks for housing and feeding Rose, though Rose had done most of the shopping and all of the cooking.  
 
    It was a drab city, soot- and rain-streaked, its gutters perpetually full of running water…among other things. Sad storefronts with dim lights beyond the windows. Families walking under umbrellas, and hoods, and newspapers, most of the time. Miss Tabitha had a friend, Lenny, who’d kept insisting that real, physical newspapers were going to disappear one day, but they persisted, littering sidewalks and side tables and newsstands. Digital media had been booming and replacing print media before the Rift. But a primitive way of life had returned after it. Papers, candles, oil lamps, cars that ran on gasoline, and the rain – always, always, always the rain. A sunny day was a rare thing not to be wasted. A day for hanging laundry outside, and for employees and students getting off early.  
 
    Today it rained. But Rose was warm, and comfortable, and listening to violins, with a full belly, a book waiting on her return, and a shopping trip to look forward to.  
 
    Beck piloted him through the narrow, townhouse-lined streets of his Gothic neighborhood, all of it fabulous and grungy and old and strange in the most charming of ways. Seeing something charming in this world of low, dark clouds, and gutter trash was a rare thing; she drank it in.  
 
    Then the townhouses were replaced with shops and apartment blocks. The park where she sometimes sat under her umbrella and just breathed a while, listening to the patter of drops in the sad, yellow leaves overhead.  
 
    They rode in silence, save the music, and it didn’t feel awkward or fraught. Beck hummed along occasionally, fingers drumming on the wheel, and the grubby shopping district she knew well was gradually replaced by sleek high-rises, parking garages, and swanky shopping complexes; buildings where the stains had been scrubbed off the buildings, and shade-loving, water-happy plants fitted in alongside the typical fake foliage.  
 
    “Where are we going?” she finally asked, curiosity getting the best of her, when they turned into a shockingly well-lit garage.  
 
    Beck buzzed down his window to wave a pass at a scanner, and the gate slid back to allow them up a ramp. “Steinman’s,” he said, easily. Casually. Like people just shopped at Steinman’s every day. 
 
    Well, some people did, she supposed, forcing her mouth closed.  
 
    The garage was full of sleek, well-kept cars, most of them imports, a few even brand new. She watched a woman in a white wool coat step out of a Mercedes and marveled at the woman’s spike-heeled white shoes, and her elaborate hair style. This was someone who had no expectations of setting foot out in the rain.  
 
    They parked between two BMWs and Beck came around to hold her door, offering her a hand again. She took it, and wondered if this would become a habit. And how she could politely tell him that there was no way she could step foot inside Steinman’s.  
 
    He must have read the hesitation on her face. One brow cocked upward in polite inquiry. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “I can’t – I mean. This is Steinman’s. And I’m…” She gestured vaguely down her body. The borrowed rain coat was the nicest thing about her ensemble. The nicest thing she’d ever worn. “You’re…and I’m…” 
 
    His brow smoothed with understanding. He still held her hand, and towed her forward by it, closing the car door behind her. “I’m a very loyal customer from a family of loyal customers, and you’re my guest for the day.” He drew her up alongside him and started for the elevators, his touch gentle, but inexorable. “If anyone says anything unkind to you, I’ll handle it.” 
 
    The way any wealthy person would, with a sharp reprimand and a request to speak to management. 
 
    Or…in the way he’d handled Miss Tabitha? 
 
    She didn’t ask for a clarification, but her nerves settled a little.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She’d seen a grainy photo of the inside of Steinman’s once. It had failed to capture the real thing. The terrazzo interspersed with black carpets. The comfy chairs in convenient corners. The coiffed employee who kept offering to take things to the counter or bring them espressos. Her fixed smile had terrified Rose at first – no one in the Bends had reason to smile that widely and it looked manic – but so far, the woman hadn’t so much as curled a lip in distaste when addressing Rose.  
 
    Not that Rose could respond very well. She was too overcome by…everything. Counters of perfume, counters of jewelry, counters of cosmetics. And the clothes. Everything from underwear to evening wear, from the dark and tasteful to the glittery and ostentatious. A display of wild hats, shaped like boxes and bowls and adorned with feathers and ribbons, dazzled beneath carefully placed track lights.  
 
    It was so much. Too much. 
 
    Rose found herself clutching the sleeve of a sweater with white-knuckled force, eyes closed, breathing harshly through her mouth.  
 
    “Is she alright?” she heard the employee ask; her voice sounded like it was coming down a tunnel.  
 
    “She’s fine. Just a bit overtired,” Beck said. And then strong, warm hands closed on her shoulders, and her eyes flew open, body coiling up tight. Run. Not safe. But he said, “Shh, it’s alright. Keep them shut. Breathe with me. In, and out. In, and out. That’s right.” Even softer. “You’re safe. No one will hurt you.” 
 
    She breathed. In and out. It helped. 
 
    “Have you ever had an anxiety attack before?” he asked, still just whispering. Just for her, not for anyone who might be watching. And, oh, people were watching, weren’t they? Here in this fancy store. 
 
    “Rose,” he prompted. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “In the pie safe,” she whispered back. 
 
    His hands tightened, a gentle squeeze. “Just breathe. It will pass. And then we’ll pick some nice warm clothes for you, alright?” 
 
    She managed a nod, throat tight. With the fading anxiety attack, and with shame. She was eighteen, and she shouldn’t be breaking down in a fancy department store. Shouldn’t be freaking out because there were too many choices. How stupid. 
 
    Beck shifted his hands up and down, stroking her arms. She could feel his body heat at her back, shielding her, blocking her from view. “I used to get these sorts of attacks all the time when I was younger,” he said, low and soothing. “It always helped to close my eyes. To be in the dark. To block it all out and remember who I was. Remember what I could do.” 
 
    Something brushed her ear: his lips, she realized.  
 
    “You are Rose…” 
 
    Another deep breath, and she could feel herself relaxing, coming back down, heartbeat slowing. “Greer.” 
 
    “You are Rose Greer, and you can survive a pie safe. You can survive that bitch Tabitha.”  
 
    Her pulse jumped, but not with fear. Her palms tingled. Her toes wiggled inside her shoes.  
 
    “You can do so much more than you know,” he whispered, right into her ear. Cedar, and smoke, and silk. “Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    He stepped back; she heard his coat rustle.  
 
    “Open your eyes.” 
 
    She did. 
 
    “Do you like this sweater?”  
 
    It was blue, and plush, warm and cozy. Finer than anything she’d ever hoped for.  
 
    She let the sleeve slide through her fingers, and turned, slowly, his hands lifting only enough to allow her to move. When she looked up and met his gaze, she found something new sparking in it; something bright, but no less enigmatic as the other expressions he’d shown her. He looked eager, almost exited, his smile curved up a fraction more in the corners.  
 
    A subtle expression, still. So much more contained than anyone else she’d ever met. But it hit her like a jolt of electricity.  
 
    “Do you like it?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she murmured, aware a beat later that he’d meant the sweater. She liked that, too. But it didn’t leave her shivering. Not like his eyes; the shape of his mouth. The gold-brown hair rustling on the shoulders of his coat.  
 
    She swallowed. “All of this stuff is too nice for me.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. Nothing is.” 
 
    From the moment he’d opened the pie safe, her world had been a sequence of small but momentous decisions. She could choose to argue further, to disbelieve him.  
 
    But instead she chose to let the words soak into her skin; wriggle down deep to reach her bones. “I like the sweater.” 
 
    “Good.” His smile stretched another bare fraction, and she caught her second glimpse of his teeth, those sharp canines. “Pick another one.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She picked five sweaters and felt extravagantly greedy for it, but then the sales associate was suggesting shirts to go under them, and coats to go over them, and Beck nudged her along with an encouraging twinkle in his eyes and said, “Yes, we’ll want some of it all.”  
 
    He didn’t follow when the associate led her toward the lingerie department. “I’ll meet you in shoes in a few minutes.” A small relief, especially when she realized that she would have to be measured and to go into one of the curtained dressing room to try things on. Her own bra was a sad, faded, utilitarian thing, but this was Steinman’s, after all, and so the associate brought her silks and satins and laces in all colors and cuts. Frilly and decadent and meant to be sexy; Rose started blushing and couldn’t stop, her face hot to the touch when she pressed a hand to her cheek and reminded herself to breathe. She finally selected a few simple but elegant sets in a smooth, luxurious cotton, black, and white, and tan, and gray. “These are all the latest in style with girls your age,” the associate said warmly, and shoved a handful of rainbow-colored panties into the shopping bag. “You can never have too many.” 
 
    Then it was off to shoes, where Beck had already asked a second associate to pull several pairs; he’d guessed her size, and was correct. “At least two pairs,” he encouraged, and so she chose black sneakers with white soles, and a sleek pair of lace-up brown boots that reminded her of the ones he’d been wearing last night in Miss Tabitha’s kitchen.  
 
    It was surreal. He guided her to every counter, asking the sales associates for recommendations in his smooth, charming voice, asking Rose to speak her mind, and make her preferences known. To their growing mountain of purchases they added: socks, deodorant, shampoo, conditioner, lipstick, mascara, and several varieties of face wash and moisturizer.  
 
    At the jewelry counter, she turned a pleading look toward him. It’s too much. I can’t. But he stared levelly back, radiating soft amusement – and encouragement. Always that, from the first moment last night. “Your ears are pierced.”  
 
    They were, but she wouldn’t ask for this. 
 
    “My gift to you, then.”  
 
    As if all of this wasn’t a gift. A ridiculous gift she could never repay.  
 
    He chose a pair of simple diamond studs, small and casual, though the price tag left her reeling. “And a necklace to go with it, I think,” he said.  
 
    Rose couldn’t bring herself to look when the final total for it all flashed up on the cash register. Beck handed over a sleek black card to pay for it all, and the associate beamed at him.  
 
    “It’s so nice to see you up and about and feeling better, Mr. Becket.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Beck’s voice was as charming as it had been all afternoon, but Rose watched something in his face shutter. A quick closing-off.  
 
    On the way back to the elevator, both of them toting bags, he said, “And now the electronics department.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    All the bags went into the trunk of the Jag, save the one containing her new phone, already set up with her name and password, and added to Beck’s plan, on her lap on the way home. Funny how after only twenty-four hours it was home. Nowhere else had ever been.  
 
    “Beck, thank you.” It felt woefully insufficient.  
 
    “You’re very welcome.” 
 
    The wipers beat a steady tempo across the windshield; faint house lights glimmered in the water beading along the windows.  
 
    “I don’t know how I can – I can never–” 
 
    His hand settled over the back of hers where it rested on the console between them. The skin was warm and soft – save a pattern of calluses at the base of each finger; one rough spot on his palm that left her thinking of the knife again. “If you’re wanting to repay me, there’s no need,” he said, squeezing her fingers lightly. “I wanted to do this.” 
 
    When she glanced toward him, he took his gaze briefly off the road to send her a smile. That smile was as dangerous as his knife, she thought with a little lurch.  
 
    “I don’t – I’m not.” She sighed, frustrated with the way the sentiments got tangled up with the longing that sat lodged behind her breastbone. None of his kindness was earned, but she wanted it. Oh, how she wanted it. “I didn’t do anything to deserve this.” 
 
    His brows tucked low before he turned his attention back to the road. “I don’t think kindness and help are things you have to deserve, Rose.” He paused. “Retribution, though. Vengeance. Punishment. Those you earn the hard way, and it’s usually well-deserved.” 
 
    She thought of the knife again. The blood flecks on his nose.  
 
    No, she still didn’t feel worthy of any of this – but she couldn’t disagree with him on the latter sentiment.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Back at the townhouse, Rose went upstairs to stow away her new things and found a stack of freshly-washed towels on the sink in the bathroom.  
 
    “I did some laundry today,” Kay said when she joined her and Beck in the kitchen. The old woman’s eyes brightened. “Well, look at you. You clean up nice.” 
 
    Rose’s face heated again, like it had at the store. “Thank you.” She’d washed her face, tied her hair back with a new elastic, and changed into new jeans and a sweater. Was wearing her new sneakers. She didn’t look like the woman in white she’d seen at Steinman’s – could never imagine herself in such an elegant ensemble – but the new, clean clothes, and the faint lavender of her new perfume had gone a long way toward boosting her confidence.  
 
    Beck stood at the counter, sweater sleeves pushed back, knife in one hand and an onion in the other. “Lovely,” he said, giving her a quick survey. “Can you come and chop this onion for me?” 
 
    Together, they made pasta in a light cream sauce with sautéed chicken and mushrooms while Kay sat at the island, smoking cigarettes and chatting. Beck responded in mmhms and yeses, the occasional comment thrown in, while he directed Rose’s efforts toward the recipe, and complimented her competency in the kitchen.  
 
    “Did you do the cooking at Tabby’s?” 
 
    “Yes.” She cross-sectioned the mushroom in neat lines, amazed by the sharpness of his knife compared to the dull things at Tabitha’s. “But we never had ingredients this nice.” 
 
    Kay let out a smoky chuckle. “It don’t matter if all the vegetables are hydroponic: you got money like Beck, you can get as much as you want.” 
 
    “Hush,” Beck chided without heat. “Fill that pot and we’ll get the pasta started,” he instructed Rose.  
 
    The kitchen was warm, and full of delicious smells, the lamplight golden and cozy. As Rose poured a box of penne noodles into the boiling water, she realized with a start that she was smiling to herself, perhaps crazily. That she was happy.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She and Kay washed the dishes again, after dinner. Beck had gone off to his study with another bow, like this morning.  
 
    “He’s a strange bird, that one,” Kay said when he was out of earshot, his footfalls long faded. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    Rose paused a moment, then circled the sponge on the plate again. “No.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t mean it as an insult, honey. I love him like he was my own son. But you’d think he’d invest in a dishwasher, you know?” 
 
    Rose had wondered, given the obvious state of wealth, but hadn’t dared ask. And, besides, there was something soothing about the warm water and suds and safety of simple tasks like washing plates.  
 
    “He doesn’t mind spending money on some things, but he wants to keep humble in other ways,” Kay continued. When Rose passed her the next plate, she found the woman giving her a pointed look. “I’m sure he told you not to worry about it, and you shouldn’t. Beck would buy someone the world if he thought it was worthwhile.” 
 
    Rose thought about what he’d said in the car about not having to earn kindness. She swallowed. This felt like a warning. 
 
    Her face must have given her away, because Kay smiled. “He sees something special in you. I see it, too. It’s all fine, honey, don’t worry. Just…he forgets sometimes that he’s worthwhile, too. You know?” 
 
    No, Rose didn’t know at all. 
 
    “Sometimes white knights need saving, too.” Kay held her gaze a moment longer, then turned back to drying dishes.  
 
    When the kitchen was set to rights, Kay yawned hugely and said she was going up to lie down. “If you ever want to shoot the shit and watch bad action movies with me, come on up. Night, honey.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    Rose went to the library with a quiet thrill of excitement. The lamps had already been lit, the ink-scented room warm and welcoming, and her book was where she’d left it on the arm of the chair. She toed off her sneakers, settled deep into the fragrant leather with her feet drawn up beneath her, and returned to the world of a lonely girl and her beautiful winged boy.  
 
    The story was the sort that moved slowly, the author painting vivid portraits of each character: their smiles, their tears, the faint wisps hair escaped from braids and buns that touched their cheeks like thistledown. Emily was a cautious girl, afraid to hope, but burning quietly inside, a banked hearth fire that could heat a house for days and days. And Pietro blazed like an inferno by contrast; volatile and brilliant – but vulnerable, ready to collapse beneath the gentlest of rains. Their love was a dance, a push-pull, and they took turns leading and following. The bedroom scenes were written with great delicacy, soft and floral and all innuendo. Rose was surprise to find herself wishing for a little more. Something a little warmer and…realer.  
 
    But the end was a happy one: the villain vanquished, Emily and Pietro bound together by love and trust. When her eyes skimmed The End at the bottom of the last page, she let out a sigh, sorry that it was over.  
 
    When she lifted her head, Beck was sitting in the chair opposite her.  
 
    She managed not to jump this time.  
 
    He held a steaming mug in each hand, strings of tea bags dangling over the sides, and leaned forward to hand her one. “Did you finish?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you,” she said, taking the tea; she could smell how much sugar he’d put in it, mouth already watering at the prospect.  
 
    “How did you like it?” 
 
    “A lot. I liked that…” 
 
    His brows lifted, a silent go on.  
 
    She hesitated, blushing. She’d blushed more today than she ever had before and it was, frankly, annoying. When she read over Claire’s shoulder at Mr. Fisher’s, after, Claire would always start talking about what she loved about the characters, about her favorite scenes. If Rose didn’t think exactly the same way as her, Claire would make a face and tell her she was wrong. 
 
    But Claire wasn’t here, and she didn’t get the sense Beck would call any of her opinions wrong.  
 
    “I like that Emily wasn’t so brave at first,” she continued, feeling a little braver herself, thankful for the grounding warmth of the mug in her hands. “But that she got braver as the book went on.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “At the end, I think she was the bravest one.” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    “And I liked Pietro. He was…” 
 
    “Dashing?” he guessed. “Roguish and handsome?” 
 
    “Um. He was hot.” Blushing furiously now. 
 
    He smiled. “Nothing wrong with a dashing, handsome rogue.” 
 
    Like you? she thought, and took a sip of tea to mask whatever expression she might make. He was definitely dashing, and handsome. She didn’t know about roguish – then again, perfect gentlemen didn’t kill people in their own kitchens, did they? 
 
    He chuckled, softly. “There’s plenty more books like that.” He gestured toward the shelves with his mug. “You’re welcome to read all of them. You might like some of the Classics, too. The Brontës especially, I think. Lots of handsome rogues with those sisters.  
 
    “There’s also plenty of history, if you’re interested. I’ve got books on just about every topic.” His gaze lifted over her head, toward the spines there, growing a bit distant.  
 
    “I noticed lots of books about King Arthur.” It felt bold expressing an observation, something she was unused to. 
 
    But he didn’t punish her for it, no. Blinked and refocused on her face, smiling. “I’m afraid I’m a bit of an enthusiast. Do you know anything of the legends?” 
 
    “That the table was round?” 
 
    “It was, yes, good.” His smile didn’t grow, but seemed to soften. “Those texts are of course available to you as well.” 
 
    She nodded. “Thank you. And – I wanted to thank you again, for today. For everything. Everything you’ve done for me, and are doing for me. I can’t – I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I meant what I said before, about not having to deserve anything.” His head tilted, and his eyes caught the glint of the lamplight, bright as a cat’s, twice as bemusing. “But I do greatly appreciate your thanks.” 
 
    Kay’s words from before came back to her. Sometimes white knights need saving, too.  
 
    It struck her then that he was lonely. She had no evidence – beyond this big, rambling house, and the money he’d spent on her, and the inscrutability of his face – but she knew, suddenly. He had Kay, but there was a void. A sadness there, beneath the beautiful veneer. 
 
    Good to see you up and about, the sales associate had said. If he’d been sick, he didn’t look it now, with his strong, gilded forearms, and his brilliant hair; the strength of his gait, silent steps that had brought him all the way across the room and to the chair in front of her without her even noticing.  
 
    Regardless of what he’d said, she didn’t feel worthy of the gifts he’d given her today. But if what he wanted was company; if she could somehow be of some help, then she would give of herself without reservation.  
 
    His smile shifted, another enigmatic twitch.  
 
    She smiled back, wide enough that she felt the pull in her cheeks. Happy again, so happy, beyond her wildest imaginings.  
 
    His lips parted, sharp teeth again. The most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    Beck offered her a whole list of book recommendations: wrote them out on a pad and tore off the page for her so she could consult it later, if he was busy and she’d forgotten any of them. He encouraged her to search out what struck her fancy in any given moment, too. Different books catch us at different moments, depending on what we need that day. 
 
    He bid her good night when she started yawning, and by the time she’d reached her room, she realized how draining the day had been – but in a good way. It was a healthy sort of tiredness, and not the pain and exhaustion of overwork. She showered, pulled on a pair of new pajamas, the fabric heavenly soft against her skin. But before she climbed into bed, one of the day’s bags caught her eye: the small one from the jewelry counter.  
 
    She’d barely dared to look in the store, too overwhelmed, but now, alone, behind a closed door… 
 
    She carried the bag over to the dressing table and sat down on the stool there. Drew out the velvet box and opened it with trembling fingers.  
 
    There were the simple studs he’d picked, and between them the necklace she’d glimpsed only as a bit of shine before. She studied it now with wonder.  
 
    It was simple, too, a perfect match for the earrings. A pendant strung through with a white gold chain: a tiny gold crown set with diamonds.  
 
    She passed a finger over the smooth warmth of the gold, wondering why, of all the shapes and designs, this was what he’d chosen for her. 
 
    He was fascinated with King Arthur, though, he’d professed just downstairs. Perhaps it was that; an affinity. Perhaps, like with books, it was the thing that had caught his eye in that moment, and nothing more.  
 
    She felt like a queen, though, when she fastened it around her neck. She stared at her reflection a long moment, after, the bright, brilliant gleam of it against her chest.  
 
    Not a queen, but, just maybe, worthy in her own way.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    A routine developed over the next few weeks. Breakfast at seven sharp, dinner at seven-ish, depending on when Beck emerged from his study; lunch somewhere in the middle, when hunger all drew them into the kitchen. Under Beck’s tutelage, Rose built on her meager culinary skills, learning new recipes, cooking new dishes with ingredients she’d only ever dreamed of. Vegetables and fruits always too expensive to have before, like tomatoes and cucumbers and melons, now waited for her in the fridge. Beck had a deft hand with the knife – with more than just produce, she knew – and he instructed her in it until her cuts looked nearly as clean and precise as his own. When she glanced up at him for confirmation, he always had a smile for her, soft, fond, and secretive.  
 
    She washed dishes with Kay after every meal, and soon was helping with laundry. Doing her share of vacuuming and dusting and polishing. Cleaning took her into rooms as of yet unexplored: bedrooms decorated according to color schemes: pink ones, and blue ones and green ones.  
 
    “Yours is the rose room,” Beck explained. “It seemed fitting.” There were delicate roses in the wallpaper pattern, a rose garden depicted in the painting above the bed.  
 
    She saw his study, finally, a week into her time at the townhouse, when she was dusting. “Just knock and go in,” Kay said, cigarette bobbing from her lip as she scrubbed the downstairs bathroom sink. “If it were up to him, he’d be in dust up to his ears. If he’s got a problem with it, send him to me.” 
 
    Her knock on the polished oak door synced with the fast thump of her heart, a flutter of nerves in her belly. 
 
    “Yes?” Beck called.  
 
    “Kay sent me to dust.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Come in.” 
 
    He didn’t sound annoyed, but she still eased the door open and tiptoed her way in. No one had told her not to go into this room, but it had felt like a sacred thing. Off to my study. He’s in his study. Rose had imagined it: conjured images of book cases, and heavy tomes, and a massive desk with green glass lamps and orderly files in the drawers.  
 
    She hadn’t expected the massive flat-screen computer monitor hung up on the far wall, nor the haphazard array of modern desks set out in front of it, laid out with other, smaller monitors, several keyboards, a mouse or two, a half-dozen empty tea mugs. And, his back to her, Beck, in a faded pinstriped shirt with the sleeves folded back, broad shoulders pressed back into the chair as he stroked his chin and studied the screen: it was a map of some sort, various points picked out with red dots.  
 
    He half-turned toward her at the sound of the door, offering a fleeting, distracted scrap of a smile before turning back. “Hello. You won’t be a bother, don’t worry. Just thinking.” 
 
    She didn’t know where to begin. There were shelves, but low ones, against the front wall of the room, and over beneath the one window to the side, but they were loaded not with books, but three-ring binders and file folders, crammed in haphazardly. There was a low leather couch, too, a blanket sliding off one arm, and she wondered if Beck ever slept in here – she still hadn’t seen his bedroom, either.  
 
    She dusted the shelves, as quickly as she could, not wanting to linger in his private space: just the tops and the edges of the shelves. She didn’t dare move any of the folders in case he had some sort of wild organization system in place.  
 
    She moved to the desks, next. Gathered the empty tea mugs to take back to the kitchen; lifted books, papers, and keyboards to dust under them with the utmost care. 
 
    She lifted a folder and found a knife beneath; a wicked hunting thing with one serrated edge.  
 
    She glanced over her shoulder toward him, wondering if he’d seen her spot it, but he was staring at the map, hair gathered in one fist at the nape of his neck, chewing at his lower lip. Lost in thought.  
 
    She stuck the dusting wand in her back pocket, gathered the mugs, and left him alone.  
 
    That evening, when they stood chopping green beans together, when Kay was over setting the table, he said, softly, “I’m sorry my study is such a mess. I get distracted with work and fail to pick up after myself.” He sounded contrite; perhaps embarrassed, even.  
 
    “It’s definitely not the worst mess I’ve ever seen.” A glance proved his mouth had plucked upward in the corner in a faint wry smirk. She knew he immediately thought of Tabitha, just as she had. “What are you working on? It looked like a map.” 
 
    “It is.” He sliced a zucchini into perfect rounds and used the flat of the knife to scrape them off into a bowl. “Just a bit of a pet project.” 
 
    When he didn’t offer anything else, she didn’t press for more.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Beck left the house frequently in the evenings. Well after dinner, and after dark, in those sleepy hours before bed when Rose usually read and Kay usually shouted at a game show on TV. His footfalls would sound on the stairs, heavier than normal, and he would appear in the door of the comfy parlor or the library in his flared leather coat, and his chunky-soled lace-up boots. The outfit he’d worn the night Rose met him. 
 
    The sight of him like that always sent a frisson through her. Hot and cold chills, a quickening of her pulse that wasn’t fear.  
 
    “I’ll be back late,” he would say, and his expression fell short of even his smallest smiles – though his eyes sparked with an intensity that Rose half-expected to set the drapes alight.  
 
    “See ya,” Kay would call, flapping a hand his direction without tearing her eyes from the screen. 
 
    But Rose would say, “Be safe,” and he would give her a fast glimpse of teeth that still didn’t manage to be a smile. She never heard him get home, but he was always in the kitchen the next morning, dressed and hair shining clean, making magic with a pan and asking her to fetch the butter or milk or the sugar cannister.  
 
    One night, Rose was still up when he returned.  
 
    A bitter, driving rain pounded the windows, loud enough to make her feel restless and too awake. Kay went to bed, but Rose built up a fire in the library hearth and settled into what she’d come to think of as her chair with a fresh book. This was one from Beck’s suggestion list: Jane Eyre.  
 
    She’d looked it up on her phone, and found a dizzying array of opinion-sharing, critiquing, and downright demonizing of the novel. It was an old book, written in a far different time, but from the first page, she loved Jane. She was Jane; right there in her shoes with her horrible family, and at the horrible boarding school.  
 
    And then came Rochester.  
 
    Rochester was rude, and cutting, a terrible conversationalist – but he didn’t frighten her. No, far from it.  
 
    So entranced in the story, she didn’t realize that hours had passed. Didn’t realize that she was up far later than normal until she heard footsteps in the hall.  
 
    She lifted her head, nearly startled to find that she was still in her chair, the fire all but died down, rain still beating the window, and not out on the heath with a fleeing, heartbroken Jane. She held her breath, listening as the steps came closer.  
 
    She knew the sound of Kay’s gait by now, and this was definitely not hers.  
 
    A moment later, a black wraith filled the doorway.  
 
    Rose didn’t startle. All the ugly, frightening things that had happened to her had never begun with tall, slender shadows filling doorways.  
 
    The figure stepped into the room, rain drops pattering off its long coat onto the carpet, and into the puddle of light cast by her single lamp and the dying coals of the fire. The warm glow slid up a slender, black-clad torso, and carved Beck’s familiar features in sharp relief.  
 
    His eyes, though, the gleam in them – that was less familiar. As was the tight set of his mouth. The way his wet hair clung to his face and throat.  
 
    Rochester, she thought. 
 
    But, no, worse, and more beautiful. Better, too.  
 
    The cold of the outdoors poured off of him, and something else, an intangible air that left goosebumps breaking out beneath her clothes.  
 
    “Hello, Rose.” His voice was perfectly polite, as always. “You’re up late.” 
 
    “I got caught up in my book and didn’t realize it had been so long.” Her pulse fluttered, throbbing in wrists and temples, leaving her a touch lightheaded.  
 
    He nodded. “Always a danger with a good book. What are you reading?” 
 
    His eyes. She swallowed. “Jane Eyre.” 
 
    “Ah. One of my recommendations.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    One corner of his mouth lifted, the light gleaming on his teeth, and it wasn’t a smile at all, not close. Voice still calm: “What did I say about ‘sir’?” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    He turned and crossed the room, wet boots squeaking faintly. A sideboard sat along one wall, and she listened to the clink of glass-on-glass.  
 
    Rose got up to feed the fire, and resettled in her chair. 
 
    Beck returned a moment later, loosely holding a tumbler of amber liquid. He set it down on the table beside his chair, shucked off his jacket, tossed it on the rug, and sat.  
 
    Rose had never been to a zoo, but that was the thought that popped into her head as she watched him: being on the other side of the glass from a lion or tiger. Only there was no glass; she was in the enclosure with the animal. And the quickness in her pulse had nothing to do with wanting to run away.  
 
    He kicked one boot up onto his other knee, and brought his glass to his lips, gaze trained on the fire. The new log caught with a rush and a pop, fresh orange flames leaping. Their glimmer shined on the whiskey in his glass, and on the smooth leather of the holsters on each of his shoulders, black leather on the black cotton of his shirt.  
 
    Rose didn’t speak. She had the distinct sense that he couldn’t talk at the moment; not to have a polite conversation, anyway.  
 
    He sipped his drink, and after a few long moments she saw the line of his shoulders relax; saw him sink down deeper in his chair. His fingers drummed on his glass, and his nostrils flared as he let out a deep breath that had the firelight leaping down the holster straps on his chest.  
 
    Then he turned to her. With eyes that weren’t honey, or burnt sugar, no, not now. Gold eyes. Lion’s eyes. The firelight licked over them, carved dark shadows beneath his cheekbones. His hair was already starting to dry, faintly curling at the ends, framing his sharp jaw.  
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked, softly. 
 
    He dipped his head, a nod of thanks. “Yes. It just takes me a moment – after.” 
 
    After what? She didn’t ask. 
 
    He set his drink aside. “Will it bother you if I smoke?” 
 
    All of her foster parents over the years had smoked, and none of them had ever asked if she minded. “No.” 
 
    Another nod, and he produced a miraculously dry pack and lighter from his pocket. When the cigarette was on his lip, and he clicked the lighter to life, she saw that his hands, bathed fully in the light of the fire, were not clean. Dark smudges marred the fingers and palms.  
 
    He noticed, too, pausing a moment, staring at his own long, elegant fingers. Then he lit the cig and pocketed the lighter.  
 
    She watched him take his first drag, the way his cheeks sucked in, the way his jaw flexed when he exhaled. She’d never wanted to sit and watch anyone smoke before. It had always repelled her, in fact. But with Beck, she found herself transfixed – so much so she missed the question he asked her. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “How far along in the book are you?” He gestured toward it with the end of his cigarette.  
 
    She glanced down at the leather cover to keep from staring at him any longer. Smoothed her hand across the cover – and returned to the moors. To Jane and her grief. The lightning-struck chestnut tree and the wife in the attic.  
 
    “I love it,” she said, “even if it’s making me sad right now.” 
 
    He chuckled, and she glanced up again. He had the rim of his glass to his lips, eyes dancing above it. “I find that’s always true of the best books. The sweet parts are always sweeter if it’s hurt a little along the way.” 
 
    She smiled, and knew it was wistful. “That’s true of books, anyway.” 
 
    He nodded and lowered his glass, growing somber. “It’s certainly more palatable in a book. It can be difficult to be hopeful about real life.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “But.” He sucked down the last of his cigarette and flicked it expertly into the fire. Dropped his boot to the carpet and sat forward, elbows on his knee. He was looser, now, his body relaxed, and it was a kindly sort of earnestness pouring off of him now, and not whatever he’d brought into the room with him at first. “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t still hope, Rose. At least a little, even if it’s only for small things.” 
 
    Simple words, but they carried weight. Dropped heavily into the space that separated them.  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    The fire crackled.  
 
    Beck sat back, less earnest. Inquisitive, she decided, brows lifting. “What do you think of Rochester?” 
 
    She hesitated, tongue pressed to her lip, wanting to phrase it in a way that would sound meaningful, and not young and hormonal.  
 
    He took her hesitation for answer, though, chuckling. “I can see you don’t dislike him.” 
 
    “Well. No.” 
 
    “You’re blushing.” 
 
    “It’s just the fire.”  
 
    He smiled – wider than usual, wide like right after he’d killed Tabitha. When he’d cut her loose from the cabinet and first found her. Teeth glinting in the firelight, eyes shiny from the whiskey – gone now, she saw, as he ran a fingertip around the rim of the glass.  
 
    “You can pretend if you want to,” he said, “but you don’t have to. I won’t ever think less of you.” 
 
    She wondered if they were still talking about blushing.  
 
    “Don’t you find it surprising that Jane fell in love with Rochester?” He sounded genuinely curious, and not as though he were laying a trap. It wasn’t a challenge, not like Claire’s opinions had been. “They’re so very different, after all.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’re that different at all.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Everyone thinks Jane’s meek, but she’s just quiet. Careful isn’t the same as afraid. She’s smart. And – and a person can’t help trembling, sometimes. It happens whether we want it to or not.” 
 
    He pressed the tip of his tongue to his top lip and stared at her fixedly, listening, really listening.  
 
    “And Rochester is gruff and impolite – but it’s to cover up that he’s awkward. He feels a great deal more than he says, but he isn’t very good at putting any of it into words. Really, he’s meeker than Jane, with his secrets, refusing to allow himself to…” 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    “Love her.” 
 
    The firelight bathed his throat, highlighting the movement of it as he swallowed. “But how can Jane love him in return? What about the wife in the attic? The cruelty of it? He’s cruel and he’s ugly.” 
 
    “Not to her.” 
 
    His brows went up, and then he became very still, before his head cocked to the side. “The lamb fell in love with the lion, I suppose.” 
 
    “Who says Jane’s a lamb?” She heard the quiet rush of his exhale. “I think – I think Jane has cruelty and ugliness, too. She’d have to, or they wouldn’t suit each other so well.” 
 
    He glanced toward the fire again. “Yes. Yes, I guess you’re right,” he mused. “Some find fault with the book, for failing to serve as a morality play at the end.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s a love story. Love doesn’t require morality, does it?” 
 
    He didn’t turn his head, but his eyes cut toward her, a wet gleam in the dimness. “No, I don’t guess it does.” He smiled again, a flash of a canine like a fang, before he schooled his expression with what looked like real effort, and studied the dancing flames. “You ought to go to bed, Rose,” he said, gently. “It’s late, and you’ll be sleepy tomorrow.” 
 
    It was a logical statement, but a clear dismissal, too. It stung, maybe more than it should have. “Right.” She stood and left the book behind on the chair.  
 
    When she was at the door, he called after her: “I think tomorrow we’ll start with some lessons. History, language, science. The normal sorts of things. You can’t have gleaned anything worthwhile in whatever bit of schooling you’ve had.” 
 
    She glanced back over her shoulder, but his profile was still toward her, half-hidden by a screen of his hair.  
 
    “Alright,” she said. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Rose.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Beck.” 
 
    That night she dreamed of a rain-soaked beast sprawled across a chair, claws digging into the upholstery, golden, slitted eyes with tall pupils, and fangs as long as her fingers. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SIX 
 
      
 
    The next day after breakfast, Beck carried in an unused table and chairs from one of the fancier parlors and set them up in the center of the library rug. He brought her a stack of new spiral notebooks with crisp, white pages, and six pens with fresh black ink: untold luxurious the likes of which she’d never owned, like everything else he’d given her so far.  
 
    He wore a soft-looking blue shirt today, open at the throat, white undershirt peeking from beneath, tucked into olive corduroys and a pair of battered old loafers. Truth told, she liked him best in the stark, fitted blacks he’d had on last night, but there was something about his during-the-day clothes that made him feel more tangible. She studied him, while he had his back to her, pulling books down off the shelves. Appreciated the way his lean, hard shape was still evident beneath the softer, looser fabrics. He looked touchable like this. 
 
    At breakfast, he’d shown no signs that he wished to discuss their conversation in the library last night. Hair soft, dry, gleaming, his manner mild and warm, she’d realized he wasn’t going to address the side of him she’d glimpsed in the firelight: the whiskey, and cigarette, and tension of it all.  
 
    Today he was playing professor.  
 
    Last night he’d been something entirely different, and not playing at all, she didn’t think.  
 
    He turned, and she glanced hastily away so he wouldn’t catch her staring.  
 
    “I thought we’d start with a little bit of everything.” He set a hefty stack of books down on the table with a solid thump. The dainty table legs creaked a protest. “Then we’ll have a baseline for continuing.” He settled in across from her, pulled a book off the stack, and sent her one of his small, close-lipped smiles, his eyes warm. Honey this morning, again, safe and approachable. “How does that sound?” 
 
    “It sounds good.”  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    It turned out she’d managed to learn a great deal more at school than either of them had counted on. When she’d been admitted to Tabitha’s care, she hadn’t been able to stay in school full-time; only here and there, and the principal was one of Tabitha’s “special friends,” as she liked to call them, so Child Services had never heard about the truancy.  
 
    But she’d gone to public school her whole life before that, and not only had she been a model student – other children had bewildered and intimidated her, one of the many reasons she’d felt such an immediate attachment to poor Jane Eyre – and she’d loved reading besides. She’d taken lunch and recess in the library. Had checked out books to take home.  
 
    “Self-taught,” Beck said with a warm approval that left her grinning like an idiot. “Just like me.” He winked, and her skin tingled pleasantly.  
 
    “You were born after the Atmospheric Rift,” he continued, “so I say we go back to before then and work our way forward, filling in the gaps.” 
 
    They were discussing Leonidas and his Spartans when Kay harrumphed loudly from the threshold, rapped on the doorjamb, and said, “Are you gonna make that poor thing read about old, dead people all day, or are we ever gonna eat lunch?” 
 
    Ripped from the text, and Beck’s mellifluous analysis of it, Rose was startled to find that they had both leaned low over the table, heads bent together. When he lifted his head, she could count all the dark striations in his eyes; smell the tea on his breath. They were so close, and she was keenly aware of it. 
 
    For a moment, he looked lost: eyes wide, pupils enlarged, mouth half-open, caught mid-sentence. Then he sat back, composed again, and turned to Kay. 
 
    Rose dropped belatedly back into her own chair; she’d been half-out of it, balanced on her elbows and toes, like his voice was a rope that had pulled her up out of her seat.  
 
    “Lunch would be perfect,” Beck said. “What are you making?” 
 
    Kay snorted. “You leave it up to me and that’s how you get canned Spaghetti-Os.” 
 
    “We don’t have any canned Spaghetti-Os,” Beck said in the voice of someone who’d just picked up someone else’s used tissue.  
 
    “You haven’t seen my closet.” 
 
    “I shudder to think. We’ll have hot sandwiches, I think,” he said, pushing his chair back. “To go with the leftover soup from last night. Sound good?” The last he directed at Rose, along with a look softer than she’d dared hope to receive.    
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They settled into an every-other-day rhythm with her lessons. One day of lectures that were more like conversations, and the next day off so Beck could work in his study and Rose could read the passages he’d assigned to her and catch up on household chores. In the mornings, when she was freshest, they worked on science: studied electricity, and rudimentary chemistry, and the ways the Atmospheric Rift had affected everything from the energy industry to the ocean’s ecosystems. Hydroponics, and efforts to reduce pollution, though they’d yet to touch on the Rift itself. Rose had the impression Beck kept sidestepping it on purpose; the great unspoken elephant in the room.  
 
    Before lunch it was world history, from the fall of Constantinople to the fall of the Reichstag. Everything up to the geopolitical upheaval of the world just before the Rift, and the crash after.  
 
    After lunch, it was mythology, and literature. She gobbled novels like candy, and he teased her opinions of them out, one gentle prompt at a time; offering counterpoints occasionally, but never dismissing, never ridiculing. Literature isn’t full of hidden meanings, he told her, but there’s no limit to individual interpretations of a work once you strip away the author’s intent.  
 
    She took to languages shockingly well, or so he told her. You have an ear for them. Spanish, and French, and the start of Latin. Beck also spoke Dutch, German, and a little Russian. You never know what might come in handy, depending where life takes you.  
 
    Rose’s head felt overfull; she dreamed of verb conjugations and the periodic table. By dinnertime, she was drowsing over her plate, glazed and overwhelmed by the amount of information she’d consumed. But she was hungry, too. The more she learned, the more she wanted to learn.  
 
    Beck would quiz her in French at the table, and Kay would grumble about it. “It’s rude to talk about people right in front of them when they don’t even know what to defend themselves about.” 
 
    “Kay, what makes you think you’re an interesting topic of conversation?” Beck asked sweetly, and Rose stifled choking laughter into her napkin.  
 
    It was a routine in which Rose thrived. She was awake before the alarm in the morning, tossing the covers off with relish, no matter how exhausted she’d been the night before. She took the stairs two at a time, and found herself humming as she vacuumed and dusted. “What’s that?” Kay asked her one night as they did the dishes. She’d been whistling a bit of Bach, one of the old vinyls Beck had been playing during their lessons.  
 
    She noticed the physical changes in herself, too. One morning, she paused in front of the mirror, midway through combing out her hair. Hair that was fuller, shinier, bouncier. Her face had filled out, and the bags had gone from beneath her eyes. Her blue eyes had a sparkle to them. Her clothes, all the new, wonderful clothes that Beck had bought her, fit better; didn’t hang off her like she was an emaciated department store mannequin. She had color in her cheeks, and a softness to her skin, and she was healthy. Was getting an education, and was… 
 
    More useful. More ready to go out into the world on her own.  
 
    An oddly crushing realization.  
 
    “Rose, is everything alright?” Beck asked, cutting off partway through an explanation of the Pythagorean theorem. “You seem distracted.” 
 
    She’d been mindlessly tapping the end of her pen on her notebook page, and forced herself to still. Glanced up at him guiltily. “Sorry. Just thinking about something.” 
 
    He’d been pacing slowly back and forth beside their table – sometimes lecturing filled him with a restrained passion for the material that took him up out of his chair and across the room, like his wonder at the topic was too powerful to be channeled sitting down – and returned to his chair, forearms resting on the tabletop, head cocked. “Something troubling, it looks like.” 
 
    “Oh, no. It’s not.” 
 
    His brows went up. 
 
    “It’s just…” She sighed. “I guess I’m wondering if all of this” – she gestured to the books and notebooks between them – “is preparing me for a career. If I’m supposed to go out and find a job. My own place.” Her voice betrayed her on the last sentence, a slight quiver.  
 
    His face smoothed. “Is that what you want to happen?” he asked with what felt like a careful lack of inflection. Beck wasn’t a demonstrative sort, but she’d learned to read him, his little tics and the slight shifts in his voice and bearing. She could tell now that he intended to betray nothing of his own thoughts or feelings.  
 
    She didn’t want to answer.  
 
    “It’s like I told you once before,” he said, and she glimpsed the faintest sparking of emotion in his gaze, one quickly snuffed. “You can pretend if you want to,” he said, “but you don’t have to. I won’t ever think less of you. You can be honest with me, about this, about anything.” 
 
    She tried to take a breath, and couldn’t. Instead said, “No. No, I don’t want to leave.” Her voice shook and crackled; she didn’t even recognize it as her own. “But I will if you want me to. If that’s the plan. I won’t blame you. I won’t be mad.” 
 
    He inhaled sharply through his nose. “That’s not the plan.” His voice wasn’t entirely steady either, and the wavering sound of it eased some of her anxiety.  
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    “No. There is no plan.” He exhaled, and settled some, the tension bleeding away. “I only thought you might like studying.” 
 
    “I do. I love it.” 
 
    “Besides, what we’re learning here would hardly prepare anyone for a lucrative career out there in the world the way it is now. Not much call for trivial knowledge of the past,” he said, more than a little wry. “But if you wanted to leave…” 
 
    “No.” Firmly, now. She’d known what she wanted all along, only been afraid to say it. It was a bold thing, saying you wanted to keep living with someone, wallowing in their seemingly-unlimited hospitality. “No, I want to stay here. With you. If that’s alright.” 
 
    He smiled. “More than alright.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to be a burden. You have to let me be useful.” 
 
    “You already are. You listen to all of Kay’s bitching so I don’t have to.” 
 
    She chuckled, and his smile widened. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “So am I.” He reached across the table and covered her hand with one of his. His slender fingers warm, his palm still with its particular pattern of calluses. “I’m glad you’re here, Rose. Kay is, too. We don’t want you to go anywhere, not unless you want to.” Earnest and kind and honest, eyes gleaming in the weak sunlight. 
 
    It choked her, that look. She managed a nod, but didn’t trust herself to speak. 
 
    He patted her hand and drew back. “Now, where were we? Ah, yes, Pythagoras.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Beck still went out most nights. The next morning, the scent of spilled whiskey and cigarette smoke lingered in the library, over the by the fireplace where the coals still glowed faintly beneath piles of white ash. Rose hadn’t had another late-night run-in with the Beck Who Wore Black again, and she refused to ask about it. People had their secrets; they needed them. It had been weeks and weeks at this point, and she never questioned him; had no desire to. Beck was home, now; was warmth, and food, and comfort, and knowledge, and her loyalty had grown so great sometimes she feared it might choke her. A fear that wasn’t a fear at all.  
 
    She never asked – but Kay asked her.  
 
    It was a Tuesday, and not a sunny day, but the clouds seemed lighter, and higher, and it wasn’t actively raining. Pedestrians bustled back and forth on the sidewalks out front, Beck was in his study, and Rose and Kay shared a particular bustling energy about the housework, an infectious busyness that they traded back and forth with each announcement to one another that a task had been completed.  
 
    As they passed one another in the hall, Kay hefted her basket of clean linens and said, “Come help me in Beck’s room for a bit.” 
 
    Rose pulled up short. She’d never been in Beck’s room. Never even cracked the door. It lay at the very end of the hall on the second floor, and she’d never been brave enough to come within five feet of it. Not because he’d forbidden her – he’d never forbidden anything – but because it had felt like an intrusion. She’d never had her own personal space before now, and she treasured it for the gift it was; never wanted to overstep into anyone else’s private domain.  
 
    Kay gave her a little elbow and started up the stairs. “Come on, it’s not that scary. He just never dusts, or picks up after himself, and if I didn’t go in occasionally he’d be swimming in empty mugs and candy wrappers.” 
 
    Candy wrappers? That didn’t sound like Beck at all. Too curious to refuse, she hustled up the steps behind her; Kay was surprisingly quick when she wanted to be.  
 
    “He won’t be mad?” she asked, though, as they turned the corner at the landing. 
 
    Kay made a dismissive sound in her throat. “Beck doesn’t get mad. Not about this sort of thing.” 
 
    But he’d been something that night in the library. Black-streaked hands lighting a cigarette.  
 
    Doubtless it was only her imagination, and the lack of windows in the hall, but the hall seemed to grow colder the closer they got to their destination. The air denser; she swore she felt it swirling around her legs. 
 
    Which was stupid, because Beck had bowed to them in the kitchen a few hours ago, dressed in a threadbare fair isle cardigan, as golden and lovely and sweet as ever. He wasn’t the sort of person who had a lair, that was cold, that would frighten anyone.  
 
    She squared her shoulders, and Kay opened the door, basket balanced on her hip, and Rose walked straight in behind her and wouldn’t allow herself to hesitate.  
 
    The room wasn’t a lair, but it was cold, and it did frighten her, but not in an exaggerated horror-movie sort of way.  
 
    It was dim, and at first full of nothing but the indistinct shapes of furniture corners, until Kay set the basket down with a tsk and went to push the drapes wide, flooding the room with the brightest light they’d had in weeks.  
 
    It was a grand room, a proper master suite, and it dwarfed Rose’s room. A seating area over by the window with tables, chairs, and a sofa. Straight back from the door, a raised dais housed the bed: a massive four-poster with gold-fringed, green velvet bed hangings, a rumpled green coverlet, a huge steamer trunk waiting at its foot. The bedside tables were topped with white-veined green marble, topped with lamps with green and gold shades. Two sets of double doors stood open, and she glimpsed a huge walk-in closet and an elaborate marble bathroom.  
 
    “Wow,” she breathed.  
 
    “It’s stupid-fancy,” Kay agreed, distracted. “Oh, look at this.” She was over in the sitting area, gathering mugs. She brought them over to Rose. “Set these in the hall. There’s more on the nightstands.” 
 
    There were, Rose saw when she returned. She hadn’t noticed them at first, lost to the dark, velvet grandeur of the space. But Beck had enough mugs to host a large brunch party scattered across the room, along with the promised candy wrappers, she noticed when she approached the nightstand on the near side of the bed. He had a thing for Werther’s caramels, it seemed, the distinct gold wrappers piled up on the marble. Rose smile as she picked one up and twirled it in the light, the sweet scent wafting toward her. He had so many admirable qualities, but his vices made her smile: the cigarettes, the whiskey. And now she could add old-lady hard candies to the list. It was sweet, really; the color of them matched his eyes and hair. A nostalgic, quirkily charming choice of sweet.  
 
    “I brought a trash bag,” Kay said, producing one from her pocket and snapping it open with a few good shakes. “Let’s start putting those in it. And then I’ll need help with the linens. The bed’s so damn tall and wide I can’t wrestle the sheets by myself. They’re like ship sails!” 
 
    Kay was like a little whirlwind of activity. Wrappers went into the garbage, mugs and spoons went into the hall. Clothes were picked up off the floor and carried out to the laundry chute. It was a distraction, and a good one, at first. But in the midst of tugging the old sheets off the bed, Rose was struck by the obvious – but oh-so-shiver-inducing – realization that this was Beck’s bed. The place where he slept, and dreamed, and maybe had nightmares. The pillow where he laid his head; the sheets he slid between when he was damp and pink from the bath; maybe in silk pajamas; maybe in nothing but his skin. The sheets smelled like him: cedar, and smoke, and faint traces of something muskier that must have been his skin and sweat, his natural scent.  
 
    “Yoo-hoo,” Kay said. 
 
    Rose stood stock still, a corner of sheet held up to her face. She was sniffing it.  
 
    Her face heated, and Kay laughed. “You got lost in fantasyland there for a sec.” 
 
    “No.” Rose went back to wrestling with the sheets, movements clumsy in her haste.  
 
    Kay laughed again, but not unkindly. “Aw, honey, it’s only natural. No shame in it. You’re young, and he’s pretty. Those legs.” 
 
    “Kay!” A helpless laugh bubbled in her throat.  
 
    “Hey, you don’t have to play innocent with me, honey. Every girl’s got her fantasies. No harm done.” 
 
    But Rose hadn’t had any fantasies, per se. Nothing concrete, no particular scenarios that played out in her imagination involving Beck’s long fingers, and longer legs, and the way his hair would fall in his eyes. She noticed the way his pants rode low on his hips; the shadows beneath his collarbones when he undid another button on his shirt. The clean, hard length of his forearms. But she hadn’t thought of touching him any of those places. 
 
    Until now.  
 
    She had the sense of a floodgate being opened, and was shocked by it, even as she bundled up sheets and piled them on the rug, her pulse thumping hard in her temples – and regions farther south.  
 
    She was straightening to go back for the pillow cases when she lifted her head and saw them: the portraits. 
 
    They were on the front wall of the room, to the left of the door; visible from the bed and the sofa, but half in shadow now, in the afternoon, the silver light slanted. She walked toward them, pulled by an inexorable curiosity. She’d studied the portraits on the staircase, aunts and uncles and great-grandparents and second cousins. Beckets from previous decades, and a previous century. But who had pride of place here, in Beck’s room? Only a glance away from the bed. An art light was positioned above them, and she reached for the switch on the wall, and flipped it.  
 
    Beck stared back at her. Two Becks.  
 
    Kay’s voice sounded behind her. “You noticed those, huh? Hard to miss, I guess.” 
 
    “Who…” But she knew who. She just wondered why two.  
 
    “That’s Beck, and Beck’s twin, Arthur.” 
 
    “He has a twin?” 
 
    “Had.” 
 
    She knew a swift, sympathetic jolt of grief for him. She’d never had a sibling, at least not to her knowledge, but to have a brother on your wall beside you like this was a sign of love, and it was a brother he’d lost.  
 
    “What happened?” There was no need to whisper, but Rose felt there was, staring at that familiar face set down in oil – set down twice. The portraits showed the twins in three-quarter turns toward the eye of the painter; they would have faced one another if they’d been able to turn their heads. Same tawny hair, same golden eyes. They were younger, here, no older than she was now, but she could still pick which one was Beck. That particular set to his mouth; the artist was good, had captured the sparkle of his eyes.  
 
    “He was sick. Nothing the doctors could do – it wasn’t contagious. A kind of cancer. He passed about ten – no, eleven years ago, I think.” 
 
    “Poor Beck,” Rose murmured, taking a step closer. There were little brass plaques below each portrait: Arthur Augustus Becket, and Simon Walter Becket.  
 
    Walter. He didn’t look like a Walter… 
 
    Wait. Belatedly, she realized the painting labeled Arthur was the one she’d taken for Beck.  
 
    She looked at them again; took another step and a closer scrutiny. But, no: there was no mistaking the twins. She knew which one was Beck – and it wasn’t the one labeled Simon Walter.  
 
    “A sad story,” Kay said, and patted her shoulder. “Come help me with the fresh sheets.” 
 
    Why are the portraits mislabeled? she wanted to ask, but didn’t. Kay hadn’t mentioned that they were. Did she know? Maybe she’d thought it an unimportant detail. Maybe, given the state of the rest of the room, she’d thought it obvious that Beck didn’t hold any great care for his personal suite.  
 
    She glanced over the vast expanse of bed as she and Kay tucked the fitted sheet in up at the headboard, trying to gauge the other woman, to see if she could sense whether or not she was hiding something. But Kay looked as maternally disgruntled as she had the whole time, so that was–  
 
    Her hand bumped something hard and cool.  
 
    She squatted down on her haunches and managed to lift the corner of the mattress up a fraction; enough to slide her hand deeper, feel for the object, grip it and draw it out.  
 
    A gun. Matte black, heavy in her hand. Loaded.  
 
    “…Rose. Rose?”  
 
    She didn’t know how many times Kay had said her name, only that she’d zoned out. She snapped out of it as Kay’s slippered footfalls came around the end of the bed. Rose stood, gun still in her hand, wishing she’d just shoved it back where she’d found it, but caught now, uncertain. 
 
    “Oh.” Kay’s brows gave a big jump up above the rims of her glasses when she saw what she held. “It’s okay.” She closed the distance between them and held out her own hand. “He’s got all sorts of things tucked away. We’ll put it back.” 
 
    Rose…didn’t hand it over right away.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Kay said again. “You don’t need to be afraid.” 
 
    “I’m not.” And that was the funny thing: she wasn’t. 
 
    Rose didn’t hand over the gun. She knelt again and replaced it. When she stood, and faced Kay, she was surprised to find the woman giving her a strange look, her brow furrowed, mouth pressed flat. Worry.  
 
    “He wouldn’t – I mean, you know Beck’s not the sort to – he doesn’t–” She’d never struggled for her words, and Rose felt a swell of sympathy for her.  
 
    “I know.” It was her turn to say, “It’s okay.” 
 
    Kay huffed out a breath, looking frustrated with herself.  
 
    “I’ve seen the knife he keeps up his coat sleeve,” Rose said. Kay’s hand was still outstretched, trembling faintly, and Rose took it between both of hers, squeezing in what she hoped was a comforting way – she’d never done this for anyone before, but she liked when Beck did it for her. “I’ve seen his holsters. It’s not shocking that he has a gun.” Kay looked very small; her hand felt bony and fragile. “I’m not afraid of him,” Rose said, hearing the warmth in her voice.  
 
    Kay looked up at her, still brimming with worry, and studied her face. Finally, her brow smoothed, and she nodded sharply, once. Pulled away and went back around to the other side of the bed, pointing Rose back to her own corner.  
 
    They got the fitted sheet squared away in silence, and shook the flat one out between them; it bellied up, full of air, throwing off the scent of lavender and clean cotton, fluttering the gold tassels on the bed hangings. Then it settled and they began smoothing it with broad swipes of their palms.  
 
    “When did you see his holsters?” Kay asked. Her voice had lost some of its usual shine. Was instead flat. Guarded, Rose thought. “The night he got Tabby?” 
 
    “No. It was a few weeks ago. I accidently stayed up late reading in the library, and I was still there when he got home.” 
 
    “Oh.” She paused, hands braced on the mattress until Rose met her gaze. Hers was narrow, and dark, and totally foreign. “What did he say?” 
 
    Rose replayed it in her mind, each little detail plucking her nerves with pleasant shivers. The way he’d gripped his whiskey glass; the shadows on his cheeks when he took his first drag; the tension in his throat; and his eyes, always his eyes.  
 
    A portrait she found herself wanting to hold close. Something just for her, and no one else. She said, “I was reading Jane Eyre. We discussed Rochester.” 
 
    Kay stared at her – stared her down. Searching for a crack, waiting for her to flinch. Rose wanted to rewind time, to leave the gun where she’d found it and pretend she’d never noticed it. But, given that wasn’t possible, she wasn’t going to flinch. She’d known Kay long enough now to regret this sudden, oily tension spilled between them, but also to know that, while the woman doubtless had her own secrets and dangerous qualities, Rose wasn’t afraid of her. Not of her or Beck.  
 
    Finally, the hard look melted, and Kay let out a reluctant chuckle. “Damn, honey. You ain’t no meek mouse, are you? My mistake.” She went back to smoothing the sheet, and her next question was asked with her usual blend of casual curiosity. “He tell you where he’d been?” 
 
    “No, and I didn’t ask.” 
 
    “Smart girl.” 
 
    She hadn’t asked, but she’d run possibilities through her head. She’d lived in the Bends most of her life, had gone to school for years with other Bends kids – kids whose parents and older siblings and even some of the kids themselves had worked in the even seedier parts of town. She knew the sorts of places a man might go when he left the house after ten p.m. The drug dens, the strip clubs, the sex clubs. Places to pay for an hour of a woman’s time; places to bet on bare-knuckle fights. Places to stick a needle in your arm and make the whole world go away.  
 
    She’d seen junkies, though, and Beck wasn’t one – if he dabbled in that arena, it was only dabbling, and he played it off well. He’d had a cigarette that night, though, and a drink. He’d said after. After what? She imagined a woman raking her nails down his black-clad chest, playing with his holster straps, and she wanted to bare her teeth.  
 
    “He trusts you, though,” Kay said, surprising her. “The way he looks at you…” 
 
    She trailed off, and Rose wanted to ask what way? Because she’d met his gaze again and again, knew intimately the way it could chill or heat her, knew that she could drown in its intensity sometimes. But she didn’t understand it, not really. Not in any way she’d dare name.  
 
    “He’ll tell you eventually,” Kay continued with a resigned air. “When he does, I guess we’ll see.” 
 
    “See what?” If she bristled, it was only natural. Kay was being strange and distrustful, and Rose was more than a little hurt by it.  
 
    Kay glanced up and met her gaze, her own flat and cold as a shark’s behind her lenses. “If you can handle the truth,” she said, and went back to work.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Her tense conversation with Kay in Beck’s bedroom made her think that a crisis point was looming. It came sooner than expected, and not in the manner she’d predicted.  
 
    Even as she grew to love her new life, the specter of her old one never loomed too far in the back of her mind. She feared the day that the authorities would turn up on the doorstep wanting to ask Beck about Tabitha; that someone had seen them walking through the rain that evening, had seen the stippling of blood on Beck’s nose and known him for what he was. That Mr. Fisher would go by the old apartment, angry that she hadn’t shown up for work, and find the body, file some sort of report. Someone had to have found Tabitha’s body by now; if nothing else, the smell would have alerted the neighbors, eventually. The landlord would have come knocking, and found a horrible surprise.  
 
    All of Rose’s old Child Services paperwork had been doctored to make her seem younger than she was, but it had existed, locked up in Tabitha’s liquor cabinet. If Tabitha had been found, then someone would know to look for Rose. Someone might even think Rose had been the one to kill her.  
 
    The thought didn’t leave her shuddering like it should, but the prospect of being caught did.  
 
    Her social worker would have contacted the police, surely. And then what? APB? Fliers? Canvassing? 
 
    If they hadn’t been spotted, no one would know to look for her here. And she hadn’t left the townhouse but once, and that was their shopping trip to Steinman’s. 
 
    Had they been caught on a camera there? Beck had paid with a card, which would be attached to his address, and phone number. They could be found, if someone wanted to find them.  
 
    She lay awake some nights after she’d turned out the lamps, trying to convince herself that, in the scheme of all that was wrong in this city, one dead foster mother and a missing foster kid weren’t at the top of anyone’s worry list. There was the Castor family to worry about, after all: the city’s unthinkably powerful crime family, responsible for the murders of politicians, judges, and businessmen, clean crimes that splashed across the newspapers, but which never went to court; loopholes and a lack of evidence and payments made through handshakes. The city had a drug problem, and a random crime problem, and an energy problem, pollution problem – too many problems to name. Rose Greer wasn’t a problem by comparison. 
 
    Still. She worried. So when she waited for a crisis, she waited for the day that she would bring hell raining down on this house and the people she’d come to think of as her family.  
 
    But that wasn’t what happened at all.  
 
    The rain was mostly sleet at this point, hitting the window with the force of thrown pebbles, too unsettling to allow her to sleep. After an hour of tossing around in the dark, wondering about Beck, who’d gone off into that cold, miserable mess two hours before, she belted on her robe and went down to the library in her new shearling-lined slippers.  
 
    She was almost used to such finery by now; comfortable with it in a way she hadn’t been before.  
 
    She built up a roaring fire, picked up her current read – a meandering, literary doorstop coming-of-age story about a family’s small, petty dramas – and snuggled into her chair.  
 
    She’d read only four pages or so when she heard a loud crash from the kitchen.  
 
    Beck, she thought with a jolt. He always came in through the back door after he’d been…out.  
 
    She dropped the book and headed that way at a jog.   
 
    In the kitchen, the door that led out to the courtyard stood open, and there was enough glow from the security light outside to reveal the silver flash of sleet blowing in around the half-crumpled figure who clutched the doorjamb, other hand pressed to his side.  
 
    “Beck!” She hit the light switch and filled the room with a warm glow.  
 
    It was indeed Beck, soaked to the bone, head bowed, wet hair hiding his face. He was all bent arms and legs, wet leather, a wounded, feral thing on the doorstep, and she went straight to him without hesitation, pulse leaping as a cold blast of fear for him shot through her chest.  
 
    Up close, she could hear the unsteady rasp of his breathing; see his hair dance and flicker as he trembled. Sleet pelted her face and her feet as it fell in around him.  
 
    She laid a hand on his shoulder. “Beck? What’s wrong?” 
 
    He lifted his head, his face starkly pale, bloodless, his teeth bared in a grimace. “It’s fine,” he hissed. “Go back–” He pulled the hand from his side to wave her away, and there was no mistaking the slick, crimson shine of blood. It covered his whole palm, had pooled between each finger. The faint light picked out a glimmering patch along his torso: it was his blood. He was hurt.  
 
    “Oh my God.” She gripped the arm he held the doorframe with in both hands and tried to tug him inside.  
 
    He resisted, but only weakly. “Rose…no…you can’t…” 
 
    But she could. Twisted around and ducked under his arm as he staggered forward. He was heavier than he looked – all long bones and hard muscle – and her knees threatened to give beneath the sudden weight, but she managed to help him forward into the kitchen, and kick the door shut behind them.  
 
    “You shouldn’t – I’ll be fine…” Each sentence trailed off into nothing, his speech alarmingly slurred. His body, where it pressed alongside hers, felt too cold, nothing like the usual shocking heat of his hand when it covered hers.  
 
    “I’m helping you,” she said, firmly, adrenaline and fear bleeding into a useful kind of anger. “So shut up.” 
 
    He breathed out a sound that was half laugh and half groan, but he stopped protesting.  
 
    She got him to the table, and managed to get him perched on the edge of it. The knobby soles of his boots caught in the grout lines on the floor, and she had a feeling that was all that kept his legs from sliding out from under him. He curled forward at the waist, holding his side again, hunched and protective.  
 
    The lights were much brighter here, in the center of the room; bright enough to cook with. “Beck?” Rose pushed his hair back from his face, tucked the icy wet strands behind his ears, took his face in her hands. He was freezing. His lips were chapped and faintly blue, his eyes glassy. His swallowed with an audible click; she felt his jaw work beneath her palms. “What happened? Where are you hurt?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he huffed between labored breaths. “Just a scratch.” 
 
    “Liar.” She slid her hands down to his throat, alarmed by the unsteady flutter of his pulse. “You’ve lost too much blood.” And clearly, his hand wasn’t doing anything to staunch the flow. 
 
    She took the collar of his jacket in both hands and peeled it back; started trying to wrestle it off his shoulders. She’d had fantasies about this jacket; vague at first, but then proper ones after her talk with Kay. Had thought of it cool and smooth against her bare skin. But now, she could only spare the thought that it was surprisingly soft for leather that spent so much time in the rain. He must take great care of it.  
 
    He grunted.  
 
    “We have to take it off. I have to get a look at where you’re bleeding.” 
 
    “I can…manage…by myself,” he croaked, teeth chattering. 
 
    “Yes, you look like you can,” she muttered. “Here, off it comes.” 
 
    He gave a low growl of discontent, or maybe of warning – one she didn’t heed – but he dropped his arms and let her shove the jacket down them and help him pull them through; his limbs were heavy, unwieldy, like he was having trouble controlling them. 
 
    Fear was a buzz under her skin; a staccato beat in her ears and throat.  
 
    Without the jacket concealing it, the shiny patch on his shirt glistened in the lamplight. She could see the difference in texture that gave evidence of blood running down his hip and leg, staining his pants, already dry: he’d been bleeding a while.  
 
    Ordinarily, she would have danced around him, breathless just from daring to skim her fingertips along his arm. But panic drove her now – he was hurt, was maybe even dying, a possibility she could not consider – and so she took the hem of his shirt in her hands and peeled it all the way up to his chest.  
 
    He hissed when the fabric pulled away from the wound. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry.” 
 
    It wasn’t a large wound, but it was deep, and fresh, red-black blood still welled from it and trickled down his side. When he breathed, it shifted, and she caught a glimpse of white subdermal fat – and a glimpse of white bone, his anatomy lessons supplying her with that horrifying knowledge.  
 
    “God,” she breathed. “Beck…” 
 
    His hand gripped her arm, and she lifted her face to meet his gaze; her own was glazed with tears, she had to blink to see him clearly.  
 
    He looked white. His voice shook, but he managed to string together a sentence. “Sweetheart, it’ll be fine. I’ve had worse.” Managed to reassure her, or at least try. “Go upstairs and get Kay. Tell her to bring the kit.” 
 
    Her eyes and throat burned. He couldn’t die; she wouldn’t let him. “I have to stop the bleeding.”  
 
    She left him perched on the table, prayed he didn’t fall down to the floor, and rushed across the kitchen to pull a clean hand towel from the drawer. 
 
    “Rose,” he said when she returned, and pressed the cloth to the wound – pressed tight enough that he hissed again. You had to put pressure on the bleed, she knew. Had to force it to stop. “I don’t want you…to see me like this.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she commanded. “Just shut up and don’t die. I’m going to get Kay.” 
 
    “Go get me for what?” 
 
    Rose turned and saw the woman standing in the doorway, in her own robe and slippers, her gray hair in its curlers, and could have sobbed with relief. “He’s hurt. He’s lost so much blood.” 
 
    The only sign of shock Kay offered was a quick jump of her brows. “Hellfire and damnation, boy,” she said on a sigh, coming into the room, slippers slapping on the tile. “What’d you do this time?” She waved Rose aside, and Rose moved, but only a step, hand still pressing the towel to the wound.  
 
    “Got – got myself – knifed,” Beck panted. He attempted another laugh. “Rookie mistake.” 
 
    Kay tutted and shooed some more until Rose peeled back the towel enough for her to get a look. “Dumbass,” she admonished. “How many of them were there?” 
 
    “Seven. I think.” 
 
    “Wonder you’re not dead in the gutter.” 
 
    “Heh.” 
 
    Kay pressed the towel tight. “Alright, I can fix this, but it isn’t gonna be pretty, and you’re gonna feel like hell. Walking all that way in the rain, bleeding out…” She tsked. “Rose, I need you to go up to my room and fetch me down my kit. It’s a big black bag under my bed, can’t miss it. Go lock that back door first, and pull the curtains.” 
 
    Before she complied, Rose glanced over at her, questioning. The glint in Kay’s eyes was unmistakable: the hard, knowledgeable assuredness of a general; competent, calm, determined.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” she said, and rushed to do as told.  
 
    The steps were old, and steep, and it was a long climb to the third floor, but Rose took the stairs at a run, losing traction with her slippers, clutching at the bannister on the turns. Her pulse was choking her by the time she reached Kay’s attic suite, making her dizzy.  
 
    The ceilings were sloped up here, the windows angled, and the sleet rattled against them, an ominous sound like the clicking of bones, she thought, wildly, as she crossed to the high bed – with its step-stool Kay used to climb up into it – and knelt down to search for the bag. There it was, a big, black zippered thing the size of a small cooler with a red cross on the side. It weighed a ton, but Rose looped her head and arm through the strap and started back down.  
 
    When she returned to the kitchen, Beck was slumped shirtless in a chair, his shirt, holsters, and the guns and knives they contained heaped in another. Hair in his face again; blood dripping in slow plinks down onto the tile.  
 
    Kay bustled over with a steaming tea kettle that she set on another chair, and waved Rose closer. “Here, there’s a sterile sheet on top, we’ll lay that down.” 
 
    Rose thumped the bag down and unzipped it; as promised, a cellophane-wrapped plastic sheet was on top, and she passed it up to Kay, who had it open and spread down the length of the table in short order. Under the sheet, the bag was full of compartments and trays. Rose spotted gleaming silver bowls, scissors, gauze, and bags stamped with the biohazard symbol.  
 
    “Breathe, honey,” Kay said, drawing her attention. When she glanced up, the woman offered a tight smile. “If you’re gonna be my nurse, you can’t be passing out when you go to hand me a scalpel.” 
 
    “Nurse?” 
 
    “He needs surgery. Take a breath. Take a shot of whiskey if you need it, but.” Her gaze hardened. “We need to hurry.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    They wrestled Beck up onto the table, flat on his back, hair fanning wet and limp around him on the blue sterile sheet. “Night-night for a bit,” Kay said, and gave him an injection that had his lashes fluttering and his breath hitching. She pulled up his eyelids and checked his pupils. “He’s out. I don’t like his breathing, though. Go scrub up.” 
 
    Rose took off her robe and washed her hands ‘til they felt raw at the sink. Snapped on the gloves Kay had given her.  
 
    “Come stand by me,” Kay instructed. 
 
    When she peeled the towel away, they found half-clotted blood, and the wound didn’t start weeping again. Still, Kay let out a displeased sigh that rustled against the fabric of her paper mask. “He lost a lot of blood.” 
 
    Rose took a steadying breath behind her own mask, and swore she could taste her own fear. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Irrigate, first. Then I gotta make sure nothing important got hit. Then sanitize, and stich him up.” 
 
    Nausea threatened, but Rose swallowed it down. He wouldn’t die. He wouldn’t. “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    “Good girl. Hand me that bottle over there.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Once clean, the wound was even deeper than it had looked. Kay clucked and tutted over it, calling Beck an idiot. “The intestine, really?” she muttered, and spread the wound wider.  
 
    Rose passed over everything when Kay asked for it; held the basin to catch blood, to catch saline solution. Watched all of it, queasy, pulse pounding in her ears, sweating. Don’t die, please don’t die, please.  
 
    Kay’s hands were steady and sure; she never flinched from the blood or the glimpses of viscera, and so Rose refused to, either. Beck had slit a woman’s throat for her, and she could look at his insides without weeping if it meant saving him.  
 
    It seemed to be one long, drawn-out moment, the sort of precipice moment when you were caught on the edge of panic, deciding whether to run or fight. But when Kay taped down the last of the bandaging, stepped back and said, “Well, that should do it. Now we have to pump him full of meds and hope infection doesn’t take hold,” Rose looked up at the clock and realized it was nearly five in the morning. It had taken hours.  
 
    Rose realized she was shaking. Her legs and back were on fire, her ankles and knees throbbing from standing so long. But the only thing that mattered was the steady, shallow rise and fall of Beck’s chest.  
 
    She stared at it now, its light dusting of hair, darker than that on his head, a match for the trail that led down from his navel and disappeared into his waistband. His nipples were drawn up to tight peaks in the cold. His skin was paler on his body than on his face, and even paler now, from the loss of blood. As smooth as his voice – save for the scars, and there were many. A few ugly, puckered marks that looked like old gunshot wounds, and jagged streaks and fishhooks from knives or any number of sharp objects. None looked as wicked as the wound they’d just closed.  
 
    “He’ll be okay?” 
 
    “Hopefully.” Kay pulled down her mask and stretched out her back with a quiet curse. “He’s strong, and stubborn as all hell. We’ll get him on some meds, make him stay in bed a week or so – or, hell, as long as he’ll let us. He should pull through just fine.” If it was bluster, it sounded real enough. 
 
    Rose let out a shaky breath. “I thought…all that blood…” 
 
    Kay turned to her, her smile soft and warm. “I know, honey. But you did real good.” 
 
    Her eyes burned. 
 
    “Nope, no waterworks yet,” Kay said, not unkindly. “We need to move him. That old futon in the pink parlor’s on castors.” 
 
    It was, and it wasn’t hard for the two of them to wheel it down the hall and into the kitchen. Rose called on her last reserves of energy, suspecting Kay did the same, and together they laid the futon out flat and made it up with fresh sheets and blankets. Moved all the chairs and maneuvered it in close to the table; locked the wheels and, somehow, slowly, managed to shift Beck over onto it. Gravity helped – the futon was lower – and with Kay cradling his head, and Rose moving his legs, they didn’t jostle him too badly.  
 
    Rose helped get his boots and pants off, too tired and worried to spare much thought for the tight black boxer-briefs he wore underneath. Blood had seeped through his jeans and stained his legs, and Rose cleaned it off with a damp towel while Kay stacked two pillows beneath his head.  
 
    They built a fire in the kitchen hearth, wheeled the futon close and locked the wheels again. They covered him in blankets, and Kay gave him both a steroid and antibiotic shot. They cleaned up the makeshift operating table, set the med kit to rights.  
 
    Now it was just a matter of waiting and hoping and praying.  
 
    Beck’s hair had dried in soft, tawny curls. The firelight picked out the golden threads against the warm honey brown; danced down the sharp blade of his nose, and the stretch of his throat. Rose watched the rise and fall of his chest; every so often, it would look like he stopped breathing, but then she’d blink and see that the sheet was in fact still lifting and falling.  
 
    “Here, honey.” Kay appeared at her elbow, streaming mug held out in offering.  
 
    Rose wondered how long she’d been standing like this, in a daze; she hadn’t heard Kay making tea.  
 
    “Thanks.” She took a sip, shocked to feel a burn in her throat that was only partly temperature-related.  
 
    “Bourbon,” Kay explained. “You’re as pale as him. Sit down before you fall.” 
 
    An excellent idea. 
 
    They dragged two chairs over closer to Beck, where the heat of the fire could reach them, and Rose was afraid, after she’d settled into it, that she wouldn’t be able to get back up again. The room spun. 
 
    “Drink,” Kay said. “It’ll help.” 
 
    She drank, and it did help.  
 
    God, if she felt this awful, how must Kay be holding up? 
 
    A glance revealed that Kay had lit a cigarette and was working on it steadily, slouched back in her chair. Her body seemed to sag with fatigue, but her gaze was still sharp, contemplative.  
 
    A drink and a smoke. Like Beck. After.  
 
    Rose took another sip of her own bourbon-laced tea. It was warming her, easing the shaking and tension. Loosening her tongue, too. She felt less cautious; downright reckless. “Who did this to him?” 
 
    She expected another tense, calculating stare-down like they’d had that day in Beck’s room. But Kay exhaled a plume of smoke and said, simply, “Some of Castor’s people, I expect. He hunts more than that, but if there were seven, and they got the better of him, I’d put that down to Castor’s goons for sure.” 
 
    “Anthony Castor? The mafia boss?” 
 
    “One and the same. His guys are like bowling pins. Knock a few down, and more of ‘em get set up in their place.” 
 
    “Is that where he goes at night? Does he go looking for them?” 
 
    “Them, usually. Sometimes others.” 
 
    “Why?” Rose asked, though she already knew. 
 
    Kay turned toward her, wry smirk twisting her lips. “Don’t play stupid, honey. It’s not a good look on anyone.” 
 
    Rose sipped more tea. She’d known from the first what Beck was. She’d learned that he loved to read, that he craved knowledge, some of it obscure and useless, but infinitely pleasing to him. That he liked to cook and was good at it. That he could walk into Steinman’s and buy an obscene amount of everything with his black credit card. Had learned that his laughter started somewhere in his chest, but faded on the way up, only the softest, breathiest little chuckles by the time they left his lips.  
 
    She’d learned that she loved him fiercely. 
 
    That he liked – no, needed – a smoke and a drink after.  
 
    After he went killing. 
 
    Beck was a killer.  
 
    She’d known it all along, from the first moment, when he’d killed Tabitha and pulled her out of the pie safe. An un-addressed truth that she never examined too closely. 
 
    She examined it now; dragged it out into the light and cradled it in her palms, the way she’d cradled his wound, his blood pulsing against her fingers. That night in the library, the feral gleam in his eyes – the dark smudges on his hands had been blood. Because he’d just killed someone. Or several someones.  
 
    “No,” she said, slowly, “I meant: why Castor’s people specifically?” 
 
    The question earned her an eyebrow jump of surprise. “Hmm. I think I’ll let him tell you that later. They’re his reasons; he should be the one to share them.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Kay snorted, mouth tugging in a sideways grin. “You’re full of surprises tonight, huh?” 
 
    Rose didn’t know how to answer, so she didn’t. Turned instead to watch over Beck again.  
 
    His head had rolled toward them, and a notch had formed between his furrowed brows. His lips moved on a low murmur too garbled and soft to make out. 
 
    “He won’t be good and awake for a while,” Kay said. “But he tends to fight the sedation on his way back to the surface.” 
 
    “This has happened before?” 
 
    “Me patching him up? Yeah, a few times. More than I’d like. Never had to put a whole hand inside his stomach before, but, hey, nothing I haven’t seen in the past.” 
 
    “Were you a doctor?” 
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
    Beck’s hand twitched on top of the blankets, opening and closing. “…can’t…” he murmured on a deep exhale, and then a quiet sound of pain. 
 
    Rose set her empty mug on the floor and got to her feet. Everything hurt, and fatigue dragged at her, but she didn’t hurt like Beck did; wasn’t as tired as he must be.  
 
    “Can he hear us if we talk to him?” she asked, crossing to the makeshift bed. Up close, she could see a fine glazing of sweat on his brow, and she smoothed it away with her sleeve without thinking. He chased the touch, turning his head to follow the movement. She lay the backs of her fingers against his cheek. He still felt colder than he should.  
 
    “Probably. Sometimes he tells me he remembers the songs I sing when I putter around his sickbed. But I think it’s fuzzy. Nothing distinct, you know.” 
 
    She found that to be a relief: he wouldn’t know how badly she trembled, how broken-up and needy she must look, as she laid her palm on his forehead, smoothed his hair back. Gentle strokes, like petting a cat, marveling at the silky-softness of his hair. She’d never touched it before, but she’d dreamed of it sliding through her fingers. 
 
    Not like this, though. Never like this, with him unconscious, and wounded, and his skin already beading with the sweat of fever.  
 
    “Please get better,” she whispered. “Please don’t go.” 
 
    His eyelids fluttered, dry lips parting again. She swore he looked at her – that he saw her, eyes bright with recognition – but then they fluttered closed and he slipped back beneath the surface once more.  
 
    She heard Kay stand up behind her with a groan, and shuffle up to stand beside her. But Rose didn’t stop petting his hair; smoothed a thumb along one graceful eyebrow. She wasn’t going to shrink back beneath anyone’s scrutiny, not even Kay’s, not even if she disapproved.  
 
    But Kay only sighed. “I guess it’s no use telling you to go to bed.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. 
 
    “Well. I’ll pull your chair over here. At least sit down a bit.” 
 
    When the chair hit the backs of her legs, she did sit; nearly fell, really, her legs were shaking so badly. She tangled one hand in Beck’s hair, and took his hand with the other.  
 
    Kay sighed again. “I’m gonna go lie down for a while in the parlor. Come get me if he needs anything. He can have more pain meds at noon.” 
 
    “Okay.” A glance at the clock proved that day would break soon, such as it was. She didn’t hear sleet hitting the windows anymore, so that was at least something. 
 
    Kay added another log to the fire, and shuffled from the room.  
 
    Rose stroked Beck’s long thumb with her own, again and again, until the edge of the bed rushed up to meet her face, and sleep took her.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    NINE 
 
      
 
    She dreamed of blood. Streams of it. Rivers. Lakes. It rushed in a tide across a field of black, swirling around her ankles, lapping up her thighs, warm and velvety when she trailed her fingertips through it. The moon shone overhead, and she lifted her hand to it, watching the way it gleamed like glass on black blood that ran down over her knuckles and the delicate bones of her wrist.  
 
    Stars wheeled overhead, bright pinpricks that pulsed and glowed. A clear night – wildly clear. She couldn’t remember seeing the stars outside of photos and videos. Hadn’t known how dazzling they were in person.  
 
    The blood tide rose, at her thighs, at her hips. Circling warm around her waist like a hug, a snug embrace. 
 
    But, no, it was an embrace. Two strong arms; when she glanced down, she saw two elegant, long-fingered hands, slick and dark with blood, but gentle against her stomach. Warm breath rushed in her ear, and Beck’s silken voice. “Can you believe how much there is? It’s a marvel: how much blood there is in the human body. There’s nothing quite like watching it all come pouring out.” 
 
    The tide rose again, and Beck held her face.  
 
    “Stay here with me, Rose. I want to show you something.” 
 
    Overhead, a star flickered, and swelled – and flashed. A jagged white bolt appeared in the sky, rent it in two. A tear like a ripping of fabric. A rift.  
 
    The stars screamed. 
 
    And the blood closed over their heads, and dragged them down into the dark, dark deep. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She woke with a start. She was too warm, and her neck crackled with sharp pain when she lifted her head, but she registered light – sunlight, though faint, falling in through the open curtains. The fire crackled, and she smelled bacon, and Beck was awake.  
 
    Mostly. 
 
    “Beck,” she gasped. She had sleep in her eyes, and her mouth was paper-dry, and she ached from sleeping upright in a hard kitchen chair, but none of that mattered because his honey eyes were open, and pinned on her.  
 
    She blinked her eyes clear, and noticed that his were glassy – from pain, or meds, or fever, or all three. 
 
    She also noticed that she was still holding his hand – though she’d thankfully let go of his hair. (She had a vivid mental image of Kay prying her fingers loose from it while she slept, and couldn’t fault the woman for it.) 
 
    She couldn’t resist touching it – touching him – again. Just one hand wasn’t enough, not after she’d thought he would die; after she’d dreamed of a great tide of blood closing over them. “Beck.” She felt his forehead – alarmingly hot and dry – and smoothed his hair back the way she had last night. And like last night, he shifted into the touch; there was no mistaking the way he chased her palm, though weakly. “How are you? Do you need anything? How’s the pain?” 
 
    He stared at her a long, unblinking moment, then closed his eyes, and smiled a wide, sweet smile she’d never seen before. It held none of his usual wry amusement, or soft encouragement, nor the feral gleam she’d glimpsed only twice now. This was utterly unselfconscious and…dopey.  
 
    “Rose.” His eyes opened again, his pupils over-large. “Sweet Rosie. Always worrying about me.” His voice was low, and dreamy; not slurred, but delivering the words with a blurry indifference. “Isn’t Rosie sweet, Kay?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Kay appeared, and shoved a plate of bacon and toast under Rose’s nose. It was either take it or let hot bacon slide off onto Beck. “Real sweet.” She was smoking, and still had her hair in curlers. To Rose: “He’s high off his ass. Don’t listen to a single thing he says.” 
 
    “Aw. Kay.” He pouted – actually pouted. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    Kay patted his cheek. “Tell that to the morphine, handsome.” 
 
    He stuck his tongue out at her as she returned to the stove.  
 
    Rose sat holding her plate, dumbstruck. She couldn’t decide which was more earth-shattering: seeing him like this, so unlike himself, or hearing him call her Rosie.  
 
    Both, she decided.  
 
    “How is he?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t talk about me like I’m not…” Beck yawned hugely. “Here.” And then promptly fell asleep with his mouth open.  
 
    Kay snorted. “Like I said. High off his ass.” She returned with a plate of her own and dropped into the chair beside Rose’s, still in position from last night.  
 
    “How is he really, though?” 
 
    “Eat and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    The toast was a little burned, and Rose was more than a little queasy, but the first bite proved she was starving, too.  
 
    “I already changed the bandages,” Kay said, “and there wasn’t any bleeding, which was good – though that’ll change the first time he insists on getting up. I imagine he’ll want to sleep in his own bed tonight, and I don’t blame him. He’s got a slight fever, but it’s not bad yet. I’m pumping him full of antibiotics, so. Fingers crossed.” She took a bite of bacon and exhaled, shoulders slumping. She looked as exhausted as Rose felt, even if her gaze was sharp as ever.  
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “Just after three.” 
 
    “In the afternoon?” Rose’s toast turned over in her stomach. “I didn’t mean to sleep so late.” 
 
    “You needed it.” 
 
    Rose stared at her.  
 
    “I may be old and tired, yeah, but you were a bundle of nerves last night. It was a shock, seeing him like that. The adrenaline crash wears you out worse than anything in situations like those.” 
 
    Still, Rose felt guilty. “Did you sleep at all?” 
 
    “A little.” Tone evasive.  
 
    “After we eat, I’ll wash up and sit with him a while so you can take a nap.” 
 
    “Oh, you will, will you?” When Rose refused to glance away, face schooled to what she hoped was a firm expression, Kay shrugged and said, “What the hell. Who am I to turn down a nap? Just come get me if starts thrashing around or anything.” 
 
    Rose was drying the dishes when she heard the sheets rustle, and Beck let out a croaky, “Rose?” 
 
    She felt a brief, sharp flicker of gladness to know that the first one he’d called for when he woke was her. Even if he was drugged and it didn’t count. 
 
    Or maybe it counted more. Maybe the drugs had stripped him of all his inhibitions, and she really was the one he thought of first, and wanted first.  
 
    She wiped her hands quickly and went to his bedside. “Are you alright? Can I get you something?” Kay had said he would need to be on a strict diet, nothing but liquids and a few soft foods. There was a second fridge in the garage; she’d spotted it the day they’d gone shopping, and Kay had said it was full of sports drinks, among other “essentials.” “There’s some Gatorade…” 
 
    But Beck was shaking his head. Slowly, sloppily, hair rustling on the pillows. He swallowed afterward, blinking. Dizzy, she thought, just from that simple movement.  
 
    “You need to rehydrate,” she prompted, gently. “You lost a lot of blood.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. His throat moved as he swallowed, and it looked painful and dry. But he said, “No.” Said, “I want you.” And opened his eyes again, low-lidded, and golden, and glassy, but trained on her face, and only on her face. They didn’t waver.  
 
    It shouldn’t have, given that he was lying down, and high on morphine, and wounded, and pathetic, really, but the force of his gaze hit her like a shove, right against her breastbone. How could he do that? How could he project such weight and meaning, even like this? Just looking at her. Other people didn’t speak with their eyes this way, not like he did. She’d never felt anything remotely like this before. 
 
    And he wasn’t pathetic at all, really, was he; even weak and vulnerable and wounded, there was no mistaking the lean, muscled shape of him beneath the blankets; a big cat at rest, a lion in the tall grass, waiting, watching her, of all people.  
 
    She sucked in a breath. “I’m here.” 
 
    He made a face she would have laughed at in another moment; a displeased, crumpled-up expression he would never have worn ordinarily. “No. I want you.” He lifted an unsteady hand and pointed at her.  
 
    Despite all her worry for him, she couldn’t help but crack a smile. “But I’m right here.” 
 
    He crooked the finger. “Here.” 
 
    She rested a hand on the edge of the futon and leaned in closer. When she did, her necklace – the crown he’d bought her at Steinman’s – slipped out of her shirt and swung forward, catching the light.  
 
    And his attention. His gaze shifted to it, and he reached to cup it in his palm. She could feel the heat of his hand up close to her throat like this; felt the fever in him. It should have heightened her worry – and it did – but it sent goosebumps rippling down her back, too.  
 
    “Beck,” she prompted.  
 
    He was smiling again, wide and free. “I picked this out special just for you.” 
 
    “I know. I was there, remember?” 
 
    “I saw the crown and I wanted you to have it. You know why?” 
 
    He hadn’t pulled on the chain, but she found herself leaning in closer. She should tell him to stop talking; he would never be this candid if not for the morphine, and this was like an invasion of privacy. But she said, “Why?” 
 
    His smile widened an impossible fraction, teeth gleaming. “Every king needs his queen, doesn’t he?” He rasped a laugh. “And I knew – I knew the minute I saw you – that you were just like me.” 
 
    Oh. “I don’t…” But she did. She did understand. Not the specifics, no, and she couldn’t even say that they were the same. But when she looked at him, she swore she felt an echo. There was something there, an unspoken connection. One he’d just put into very bold words.  
 
    “Rosie,” he said again. Then his eyes closed, and his face went slack, and his hand fell slowly back to the mattress. 
 
    Rose hovered over him a moment, breathing through her mouth.  
 
    Rosie.  
 
    Every king needs a queen. 
 
    He wouldn’t remember any of this later, she was sure.  
 
    But the words felt tattooed inside her ribs, burning like a brand.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Kay had returned by the time the morphine wore off. She’d done her hair, and put on clothes, looking downright refreshed. Rose was still in her blood-stained pajamas and robe, sitting on the raised brick hearth and reading a book when Beck groaned and tried to sit up. 
 
    “No!” she and Kay exclaimed together, converging on the bed from either side.  
 
    “Lay your ass back down,” Kay admonished.  
 
    But he pushed himself up on one hand and wiped the other down his face. “Christ.” He massaged the corners of his eyes with another groan. “What did you give me, Kay, you old sawbones?” 
 
    “More than you deserve, you brat.” She clenched her cigarette between her teeth and reached for the bandages at his waist: visible now that the covers had pooled down into his lap.  
 
    Rose swore he already looked like he’d dropped a pound or two, his ribs throwing shadows on sunken skin.  
 
    “How’s the pain?” Kay asked, peeling back a bandage corner, nodding, and pressing it back. 
 
    Beck dropped his hand into his lap. The skin around his eyes and mouth twitched, like he was trying to contain a grimace. “Tolerable.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    He managed a thin smile. “That’s what you both seem to think of me.” His gaze flicked to Rose, then. All the dreamy openness of before was gone – but not the intensity. What should have been a casual glance lanced straight through her, before he looked away.  
 
    He remembered stumbling in the back door, then. Remembered her calling him a liar. Probably remembered her pushing his jacket off his shoulders.  
 
    Did he remember her begging him not to go? 
 
    “The wound looks good,” Kay said, either ignoring or oblivious to the fast exchange of eye contact – Rose suspected the first. “Right now it’s the fever we’ve gotta worry about. It could get rough.” 
 
    He sighed. “I know. What are you giving me?” 
 
    “Morphine for pain, and Cefotan for the infection, ‘cause that’s all I got. If we use that up, it’ll be down to the weak shit.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’d rather not have the morphine.” 
 
    “Yeah, tell me that again after you climb the stairs.” 
 
    “Is it smart to move him?” Rose asked, stomach tight with nerves. 
 
    He sent her another grin, this one wry. “Ill-advised, definitely, but it wouldn’t be the first time. I don’t want to convalesce in the kitchen.” 
 
    “And it’ll be easier now while his head’s clear. Come on. I’ll get under one arm, and you get under the other, honey, and we’ll go real slow.” 
 
    Kay pulled the covers clear – Rose had forgotten about the boxer-briefs, but again didn’t have time to linger, too worried about Beck as he slowly shifted on the mattress and swung his legs down over the side. He didn’t complain once, but he bit his lip so hard she thought he might draw blood, biting back the groan of pain that doubtless built in his throat. 
 
    He exhaled long and hard afterward, shaking his head a fraction. “Twisting’s the hard part,” he said, breathless. “Walking won’t be so bad.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Kay muttered. “Come here, Rose.” 
 
    When he draped his arm across her shoulders, she was shocked by the heat of it, his skin hot where it touched the exposed skin at the back of her neck.  
 
    On his other side, Kay grunted. “Shit, yeah, you’re burning up. You’ll be delirious in a few hours.” 
 
    “Such faith you have in me. Ready, ladies?” 
 
    “Readier than you.” 
 
    He made a game effort to support his own weight when he got his feet under him, but Rose felt the muscles over his ribs spasm as the wound pulled and grabbed, and he curled in on himself, leaning on them heavily.  
 
    Rose braced her feet, tightened her core, and refused to buckle, no matter how heavy he was.  
 
    Kay grunted again. “You sure do weight a lot for such a scarecrow. Can you walk?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Still breathless, all his energy put toward staying upright.  
 
    “Maybe this is a bad idea,” Rose said; she could feel him shivering against her.  
 
    “It’s okay.” His hair brushed her face as he turned his head toward her. “I can manage.” Breath warm in her ear; his nose skimming along her cheek. 
 
    She swallowed, and adjusted her grip on his wrist. Her other hand lay against his spine, the strong muscles that framed it. “Okay. We’ll go slow.” 
 
    “Easy does it,” Kay agreed.  
 
    Rose’s world narrowed down to her view of his feet and long, bare legs. She counted each step; measured progress in his inhales and exhales, and in the change from tile to hardwood underfoot.  
 
    Beck was winded by the time they reached the foot of the stairs, breathing loudly through his mouth.  
 
    “Rest a minute,” Rose suggested; she could hear the pleading note to her voice, and didn’t care. He was heavy, and she had serious doubts about him making it all the way to the second floor without his knees buckling.  
 
    “No. I’m fine.” But he stood breathing a moment, and then gathered himself with a little hiss before they started up.  
 
    Kay didn’t comment – Rose could hear that her breathing was labored, too. She hoped Beck was leaning most of his weight in her own direction, that he wasn’t overtaxing Kay.  
 
    Step, step, step, step… 
 
    Finally the landing.  
 
    Beck exhaled on a ragged groan that he audibly bit back with a grunt.  
 
    Rose wanted to protest again, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good. She slipped her hand around so she gripped his ribs, well above his wound. “Lean on me,” she whispered, though her knees were shaking. “I can take it.” 
 
    She thought he tried to laugh, but it was mostly a wheeze.  
 
    Step, step, step… 
 
    The hallway. 
 
    The bedroom door. 
 
    She could feel his pulse in both her hands, on his side, and in his wrist; swore she felt it where their sides were pressed together.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Kay gasped when they reached the bed, at last. “Holy shit, you big ox. I’m not lifting you up into that giant-ass bed. You’re on your own.” 
 
    A glance proved that he was smiling – well, grimacing, actually. He was wracked with fine tremors. Rose could feel them where they touched, and see them in the way his hair danced across his forehead – save where sweat had glued it to his temples and neck. “I think I’ve embarrassed myself – quite enough – for one afternoon. Bed I can manage.” 
 
    “Let’s see it, then,” Kay muttered. She stepped out from under his arm and leaned heavily against a bedpost, catching her breath.  
 
    Rose stayed beneath his arm. Squeezed his wrist. “I’ll help you.” 
 
    “That’s very kind–” he started to protest, even as he sweated, and shook, and curled up tighter and tighter on himself. 
 
    “Beck.” Soft but firm. 
 
    He turned to her, and she was grateful for the regular, leonine glow of his eyes – a thought she dashed, because she could see the pain there, too, far more than he was letting on. 
 
    “Come on,” she urged. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    One corner of his mouth twitched. “Yes, you do, don’t you?” he murmured. Then faced forward and took a steadying breath. “Alright, then. It’s only a bed. Babies climb into them all the time.” 
 
    It was a clumsy business. When Beck landed on his back, finally, with a grimace and a hiss, Rose was kneeling on the mattress beside him saying sorry, sorry over and over.  
 
    “Its…fine.” He opened his eyes and stared up at the canopy a moment, letting out a slow breath through pursed lips. His muscles twitched all over, veins standing visible from the strain. “Kay, I think I’ll take that morphine, now.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” She left to retrieve it, muttering under her breath.  
 
    Rose started to climb off the bed… 
 
    And his hand closed around her wrist. Loosely, weakly, but it held her as fast as a manacle. She froze, watching as he turned his head on the pillow and faced her.  
 
    “I’m sorry I frightened you,” he said. “I didn’t realize I was in such bad shape until I got here. And then…” When he paused for breath, pain tweaked her features, pressed a furrow between his brows.  
 
    “I was scared,” she admitted, “but only for you.” 
 
    A frown tugged at his mouth. “I imagine it was a shock, me stumbling in the back door in the dark like that.” 
 
    “It was a shock because you were hurt, and I was worried.” 
 
    She didn’t realize how firm her voice had been until his frown morphed into a faint smile. “Listen to you. Fierce little thing.” 
 
    She felt her face heat. The words were condescending – but his tone was anything but. His tone was…something shiver-inducing she didn’t want to examine too closely for fear she had it wrong.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said again, even softer, sliding his hand up and then down her arm, a gentle caress. “And thank you. Rosie.” 
 
    Rosie.  
 
    It hit her like a slap. She froze.  
 
    With their eyes locked, there was no mistaking that he remembered; that he’d meant to call her that then, even in delirium, and that he meant to call her that now. He was conveying something, strangely heated and vulnerable all at once. 
 
    She wet her lips, and started to respond, but the floor creaked, and then Kay was slipper-slapping back into the room with an injection ready.  
 
    Rose climbed off the bed, though his gaze stayed fixed on her: all through Kay’s administration of the shot, and her fussing – at him and with the covers. He stared at her until the drug finally claimed him, and his eyes fluttered shut.  
 
    Rosie. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    Despite the regular administration of antibiotics, Beck’s fever worsened over the next forty-eight hours. “You see this with gut wounds,” Kay said, shaking her head; she sounded more resigned than grim, and definitely not worried. Rose supposed she worried enough for the both of them. 
 
    His face was hot and dry to the touch; he fidgeted under the blankets, murmuring and groaning in his sleep, nonsense words they couldn’t make out. He managed to swallow when Kay spooned a little broth into his mouth, but didn’t accept much before he turned his head away. 
 
    “Stubborn idiot,” Kay grumbled.  
 
    Rose sat up with him for two nights. Two rough nights. 
 
    The first, she was installed in a chair by his bed as the light faded, and rain came on in a steady tide that began at one end of the house and shifted across to cover the other, like someone drawing a blanket of clouds across the sky. She’d left the curtains open, and the last silver light limned Beck’s uneasy profile so that he seemed to glow.  
 
    “Why don’t you go on to bed, honey?” Kay suggested with true kindness. When Rose glanced toward her, she found her standing with one hand on the doorknob, looking like that was all that held her up. “I’ll set an alarm for the middle of the night and come check on him.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “No, you go on. I’ll stay.” 
 
    Kay sighed, but she seemed to accept that Rose wasn’t going to be budged on this. No more gentle prodding or suggestion. She nodded. “Come get me if you need me.” And shuffled off down the hall, pulling the door to behind her.  
 
    The silence afterward was filled with the gentle drumming of the rain, and the unsteady rasp of Beck’s breathing.  
 
    Rose’s body was tired, and still sore from helping to wrestle Beck up the stairs and into bed, but her mind was unquiet, and she knew sleep wouldn’t come soon, if at all.  
 
    The silver light kissed his closed eyelids until they gleamed; highlighted the way his eyes moved beneath, restless dreams plaguing him.  
 
    His hand lay on the sheets in front of her, fingers curling every so often, little spasms that lifted his chest and arched his throat when he pressed his head back in the pillow. When the next one came, she reached to cover the back of his hand with hers.  
 
    He stilled. Coincidence? His spasm ending?  
 
    Or could he sense her there? Did she bring him real comfort? 
 
    Rosie. 
 
    Every king needs a queen. 
 
    She glanced toward the portraits on the wall, Beck and his brother. The last rays of slanted light fell upon the portrait of Arthur Augustus, leaving Simon in shadow. She knew that smirk, that tilt of the head, that gleam in the eyes. 
 
    She turned back to Beck, thumb stroking along the vein that ran blue just beneath his skin, threading between strong, scuffed knuckles. “You’re not Simon, are you?” she whispered. “You’re Arthur.” 
 
    He stirred; feet kicking under the blankets, mumbling something hoarse and indistinct.  
 
    Rose leaned in closer, and tightened her hand around his. “Beck? I’m here.” 
 
    His eyes cracked open, bright as polished brass from the fever. Kay was weaning him off the morphine, relying on Ibuprofen and Tylenol to battle the fever – but the meds could only contain it, and not kill it. He stared at her, bleary and exhausted and pained, but himself – a version of himself. Wounded, and vulnerable, and full of a pleading he never showed when he was well. 
 
    “Rosie?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me.” She lifted his hand and put her other beneath it, cradled his big palm and long fingers between her own. “I’m right here.” 
 
    His gaze shifted wildly side to side, tongue coming out to wet his lips. His breathing went quick and shallow. He was panicking. 
 
    “Beck.” She reached to brush a stray curl of hair off his forehead, and his other hand shot up; he latched onto her wrist, a bruising-tight grip that shocked a gasp from her.  
 
    When she met his gaze, she had the feeling that, yes, he was seeing her, but that he was seeing something else, too. Something in his mind that horrified him, and caused him to bare his teeth.  
 
    “Beck.” She could feel the bones shifting in her wrist where he held her, but she wasn’t afraid. Her pulse thumped, but she didn’t try to get away. “Beck, it’s okay. It’s me.” 
 
    “Rose. Rosie.” 
 
    “Yes, Rosie.” 
 
    “They have one,” he hissed, and all the fine hairs on the back of her neck lifted. 
 
    “Who has what?” she asked, aiming for calm. He was out of his head with fever, and one of them had to be in charge, here.  
 
    He was panting. He was crushing her wrist. 
 
    “Beck, it’s okay. Just calm down–” 
 
    “A conduit,” he said, and she stopped breathing. “Castor’s people – they have a conduit.” 
 
    Then he passed out. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He woke long enough the next morning to sit up against a stack of pillows and eat some of the oatmeal Kay brought, bleary-eyed, quiet, withdrawn, eating with slow, methodical bites that Rose thought had more to do with Kay’s stern orders to eat rather than actual hunger.  
 
    “You, too,” Kay said, and shoved a bowl at Rose.  
 
    It was buttered, and topped with brown sugar, and delicious, but each bite was an effort to get down. Still, she was shaking, and sleep-deprived, and she knew she needed the fuel.  
 
    Kay bustled about straightening the covers and clearing old glasses off the nightstand. She brought a fresh glass of water and shook out two Tylenol. “How’s the pain today?” 
 
    “Seven.” Beck swallowed with obvious effort.  
 
    “Better, then.” 
 
    When he’d eaten all he could, Rose took his bowl, and then helped Kay change his dressing; she’d grown used to the sight of his bared torso, all its fascinating contours. Had grown used to the ugliness of the black stitches crawling like a centipede along his side; the edges were a faint pink, now, less angry.  
 
    “It’s healing,” Kay said with approval. 
 
    When Beck had taken his meds, and drifted back to sleep, Kay caught Rose’s eyes and said, “Come with me.” An order this time, and one that expected to be obeyed.  
 
    Rose heaved herself up from the chair, all her muscles protesting, and followed.  
 
    “Go take a shower,” Kay said, when they were in the hall, the door closed behind them. “And then meet me downstairs. No arguing.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing.” 
 
    “Hmph. That’d be a first. Go on.” 
 
    The hot water felt so wonderful, when she stepped under the spray, that her eyes burned, and she thought she might cry. The heat soothed her aching muscles, loosened the tension she’d been carrying across every inch of her back, and it hit her all at once: a backlog of fear, and doubt, and anticipated grief held at bay by drugs, and vigils, and Kay’s deft hands on the surgical instruments.  
 
    Beck could have died, and it wasn’t the idea of being out on the street that left her throat clogged with tears, but the thought of Beck being gone. Of never seeing one of his strange little smiles again; never leaning over a book together and smelling the scent of cedar on his clothes, and smoke on his breath.  
 
    She’d never had anyone to miss before, and she would miss him terribly, awfully, devastatingly if she lost him.  
 
    She stood for long moments, hands shielding her face, letting the hot water wash her tears away. Then she finally cleaned up, shut off the taps, and went to dress.  
 
    She hesitated out in the hall, shooting a glance down at Beck’s closed door, listening. But there was no cry of distress, and she had no doubt Kay would come looking for her if she didn’t show, lecturing and muttering and calling her an idiot, too. With a sigh, she headed downstairs.  
 
    She found Kay in the butler’s pantry, where the washer and dryer were kept, folding fresh sheets at the long, butcher block counter.  
 
    “You can fold those towels,” she said, nodding toward a basket piled with hot, fresh-smelling towels right out of the dryer.  
 
    Rose moved the basket over to the counter and got started.  
 
    “Did you stay up all night?” Kay asked. 
 
    “Yes.” A huge, spontaneous yawn proved her point.  
 
    Rose expected another dig of some sort, a chiding remark about needing to keep her strength up. But instead, Kay paused a moment, and then said, “Did he wake up at all?” 
 
    “Once. Right after you left.” Her skin prickled at the memory. “He was pretty out of it, but he…” 
 
    “He what?” 
 
    She debated sharing, but finally decided that Kay already knew more about Beck than she herself did. And she was curious. “He was upset. More upset than I’ve ever seen him.” 
 
    “Delirium will do that to a person.” 
 
    “He was fighting Castor’s people, I think. He said his name.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    “He said they had a conduit,” Rose said, as mildly as she could manage, wondering what sort of reaction she’d get.  
 
    Kay froze, the edges of a sheet held up at eye level. A heartbeat passed; two. Then she resumed folding as if nothing had happened. Voice deceptively casual: “There haven’t been any conduits around in years. Not since before you were born.” 
 
    “None?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “But we can’t know there haven’t been.” 
 
    Kay gave a hollow chuckle. “What, you hoping there are?” 
 
    “No.” She’d seen the documentaries in school, and heard stories – probably warped and inflated after passing through so many tellers. “He must have been having a nightmare.” 
 
    “Or a flashback,” Kay muttered. 
 
    “He saw one? In person?” 
 
    “Yes.” She didn’t offer any further explanation, stowing her folded sheet and reaching for another. 
 
    Rose didn’t press; she could feel a new tension radiating off her, a worry, and, even, a fear.  
 
    After a few minutes of silence, Kay let out a breath. “Whew, this is killing my back. Come on and we’ll take this into the parlor to fold.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    It was. The couch was deep, and comfy, and Kay put on one of her favorite talk shows – today the host was doling out paternity test results while the audience cheered and booed. Probably chairs would be brandished like weapons at some point.  
 
    Rose folded towels, and her eyelids started to flag. One more, she thought, fitting two corners together, fighting a yawn. 
 
    She woke with a start, frustrated with herself – and grudgingly had to hand it to Kay. She’d planned this, surely. 
 
    Rose lay on her side, feet drawn up onto the sofa, a blanket draped over her. The clean laundry and the baskets were gone; the TV still played, an old movie with the volume turned way down low. The lamps were on, and the window was dark; she could hear the rain, and a distant rumble of thunder. She’d been asleep for hours, obviously, and though she felt an instant jump of worry for Beck, and a sense that she’d abandoned him or missed something, she did feel refreshed. The sleep had been necessary and restorative.  
 
    She stretched her back with satisfying pops, and went to find Kay and see if she could help with dinner.  
 
    The kitchen was cold, though, the lamps turned down.  
 
    A quick check of the first floor proved that Kay wasn’t anywhere to be found, so she went upstairs.  
 
    Halfway down the hall, she heard the low murmur of voices coming from beyond Beck’s cracked-open door. She started to hurry – but paused. Considered. Eavesdropping was a rotten thing to do. But… 
 
    She tiptoed the rest of the way down the carpet runner, not making a sound, and stopped a foot shy of the door, straining to listen.   
 
    “…seeing things,” Kay was saying, her voice heavy in a way that Rose had never heard it. Full of palpable dread. “There’s no way…there can’t be…” 
 
    “I know what I saw, Kay,” Beck said. Voice still rough and hoarse from lack of use, but his tone firm. Lucid.  
 
    “You said you were fighting seven guys. How can you be sure of anything? You probably got whacked on the head. And you’ve been in and out of fever dreams for days.” 
 
    “You’re saying I dreamed this?” Something about the question sent chills skating up Rose’s back. 
 
    “No,” Kay said, after a moment. She sounded almost meek. Frightened. “But I don’t want it to be true.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” He sounded resigned. “But there was no mistaking it. It was a young man. Not a good bond; acting erratic, slurring its speech.” 
 
    “Is that normal?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t been witness to a wide enough sample.” 
 
    Kay blew out a hard breath. “What’re are we gonna do?” 
 
    “We are going to keep on as we have been. I’ll handle the conduit.” 
 
    “Oh, like you did tonight?” 
 
    “Nothing like tonight will happen again. I’ll be ready next time.” 
 
    Kay snorted.  
 
    “This isn’t up for discussion.” 
 
    “Fine.” The bed springs squeaked – she’d been sitting on the edge and got up, now – and then her slippers moved across the floor. “Do you still want a bath?” she snapped. 
 
    “Yes.” His voice was softer, now. Gentle. “Please. If it’s not too much trouble.” 
 
    “Trouble,” Kay said with a harrumph. A moment later, Rose heard the sound of the taps cutting on in the bathroom.  
 
    The smart thing, she reasoned, would be to retreat back down the hall and pretend she’d never heard the exchange. But, she found, though she could handle pretending, she didn’t want to retreat. She wanted to see Beck. So she counted to thirty, and then walked up and knocked on the partially-open door.  
 
    “Is that Rose? Come in.” 
 
    He was sitting upright in bed, shoulders sagging with fatigue, face drawn and pale, still, but clear-eyed, the most alert she’d seen him. His grave expression smoothed to something tightly pleasant as she walked toward the bed.  
 
    “Hello, sweetheart.” 
 
    Her pulse skipped. “You look better.” 
 
    “That’s kind, but I’m sure I look like hell.” He pushed his hair back with one hand, smile tight and self-conscious. His hair was greasy, and he had three days of stubble shadowing his jaw, and he’d lost weight, and his skin was dull, but he looked wonderful to Rose. Alive was the most beautiful thing of all.  
 
    “No,” she assured. “Just tired.” 
 
    He snorted, softly. “The worst part is, I think you mean that.” He glanced up through his lashes, oddly bashful, terribly endearing.  
 
    She wanted to – do things she shouldn’t. She knotted her fingers together in front of her, and contented herself with the sight of him, instead.  
 
    The taps shut off in the bathroom, and Kay came out, sparing only a quick eyebrow shrug of surprise at seeing Rose standing by the bed. “I only filled the tub a few inches. You can’t get your stiches wet.” 
 
    “A few inches is better than nothing,” Beck said, and twisted around so he could push back the covers and swing his legs over the side of the bed. He did it with bared teeth, and quiet little hisses of pain, stomach sucked in sharply, all the muscles thrown into harsh relief. Braced his hands on the mattress on either side of him afterward, toes hovering just above the carpet. Gathering himself, preparing for the effort.  
 
    “Might as well come help me with him while you’re here,” Kay said to Rose, and both of them moved into position, bracketing him. 
 
    “I can hear you, you know,” Beck grumbled, tone flat. “And I’m sure I can manage.” 
 
    His draped his arms across their shoulders, though, and let them help him upright and across the floor. His arm was a normal temperature, Rose was thrilled to note – she was thrilled by the brush of his skin against hers, too, and hoped he couldn’t feel the way her hand tightened on his wrist.  
 
    He was weak, but not in the stumbling, semi-conscious way that he’d been before. In the bathtub, the promised few inches of water steamed. Kay had laid out a towel, a cake of soap, and a washcloth. They walked Beck up to the edge of it, and Rose became aware, again, of the tight, black boxer-briefs…and the fact that he would need to strip them off in order to climb into the tub.  
 
    “Um…” she started. It wasn’t that she was afraid for him to take them off – quite the opposite – but she was going to blush a lot, and he would see it, and remark on it, and he would just be there, naked, and… 
 
    He breathed a soft laugh. “Thank you, ladies, but I can navigate the rest by myself.” 
 
    Rose blushed, furiously, as she detached herself from beneath his arm. 
 
    Kay, in typical fashion, said, “Good, ‘cause I ain’t giving you a sponge bath, your lordship.” 
 
    Rose held onto his arm another moment, until she was sure that he had his feet firmly planted and wasn’t wavering. He glanced over his shoulder as he hooked a thumb in his waistband, and winked, and it should have been absolutely lewd, but his little smile softened it. As did the sincerity in his voice when he said, “Thank you, Rose. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Don’t get those stitches wet,” Kay admonished.  
 
    “So you said moments ago.” 
 
    They left him alone, the door firmly shut. 
 
    “Quick and we’ll remake the bed while he’s in there,” Kay said. “Nothing like getting clean and climbing back into a dirty sick bed.” 
 
    Rose lingered a moment, outside the closed door; listened to the gentle sounds of disturbed water, a hiss, a few deep breaths, and then the displacement as Beck settled in the tub. Her face felt on fire. Her palms itched. She felt like she did when she was in the middle of reading a passionate love scene – only everything was heightened by the knowledge that Beck was real.  
 
    “Don’t just stand there,” Kay said, and she went to help.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Beck showed marked improvement over the next several days. He could navigate his bedroom and bathroom without assistance, and Kay allowed that the bandages could come off, and the stiches allowed some air. He insisted on coming downstairs to eat in the kitchen, a slow process that left him pale and out of breath, but they refused to allow him to cook. He sat on Kay’s usual stool and offered suggestions while Kay and Rose prepared soft, easily-palatable dishes, and tried to keep him from sneaking bites of things he wasn’t yet allowed to eat.  
 
    He paced the length of the first floor hallway, building up his strength despite their cautions and admonishments. He would sigh, and thank them, and try to disguise whatever frustrations he felt – and shoot Rose winks when Kay wasn’t looking.  
 
    Finally, the stitches came out, and that night at dinner, over a meatless shepherd’s pie that Beck had tried to get them to at least put chicken in, he turned to Rose and said, “I think we should resume our lessons tomorrow.” 
 
    She’d smiled instantly; beamed. She’d missed their lessons. But then said, “If you’re sure…” 
 
    He waved away her concern. “I’m more than ready; I’m going stir-crazy, and you must want something to contemplate besides matching my socks when they come out of the dryer.” 
 
    She went to bed with a lighter, fluttery feeling of happiness in her chest, hopeful and eager. 
 
    And woke sometime later to the sound of a loud crash from downstairs.  
 
    She startled upright in bed, heart thumping wildly, listening. Maybe it had been a nightmare, a trick of her imagination. But it wasn’t raining tonight, the air outside eerily still, and there was no mistaking the next crash: the sound of the front door splintering open.  
 
    She was on her feet before she could acknowledge that she had no idea what she was going to do. Weaponless, clad in a t-shirt and plaid pajama pants, she had no means with which to attack an intruder. But her first thought was for Beck: still healing, still vulnerable, possibly still asleep. She had to warn him; and she’d protect him, too, if it came to that, even if she didn’t know how. She had a visceral urge to put her body between him and whatever threat had entered their home.  
 
    She stumbled out into the hall – and into a warm, solid body.  
 
    A hand clapped over her mouth before she could scream. A face pressed in close to hers, breath warm across her cheeks, eyes brass and gold in the faint moonlight that spilled from her room. Beck. She recognized his smell; the calluses on his palm against her lips.  
 
    “Shh.” He lifted his other hand, and she saw the glint of the knife he held. “Stay here, Rosie.” He pulled his hand away and slipped on silent feet to the head of the stairs.  
 
    He stood there a moment, head cocked, listening, his lean form a black silhouette poised for action, hair moving silently as he breathed.  
 
    Then he gripped the bannister, and vaulted over it.  
 
    Rose choked on a gasp as she watched him plummet down into darkness. She wanted to yell, wanted to warn him, beg him, too late, not to do such a thing.  
 
    It was silent one terrible moment – and then she heard a thud, and a shout. A scuffle. Something hit the hardwood floor of the foyer, and something hissed, and yelled, and gurgled…and was silent.  
 
    Rose went to the head of the stairs, gripped the bannister where Beck had, and peered over the edge.  
 
    The front door stood wide, and moonlight fell in a long panel down the foyer, enough glow to make out a crumpled man on the floor – and, thankfully, Beck standing over him, the blade of his knife gleaming darkly now, coated in blood. 
 
    He tipped his head back and met her gaze. She saw a muscle in his cheek twitch as his jaw clenched. “Rosie.” 
 
    A sound farther down the hall caught his attention; he straightened and stalked forward, out of sight, moving toward the sound – toward the danger.  
 
    Rose took a deep breath and hurried down the stairs, bare feet quick and silent on the carpet. Her pulse pounded; this was a bad idea, reckless and against his wishes. But she had to follow him; had to. She couldn’t explain it. She was afraid – stomach churning with fear – but it was a fear that drew her along in his wake.  
 
    She paused to look at the dead man, toes just shy of the spreading puddle of blood. He wasn’t fully dead yet, she realized; his mouth still moved, a silent opening and closing, though his face was stark white, and the veins stood out in his temples. Beck had cut his throat, deep enough she glimpsed bone in the wide, glistening red gash that bisected his windpipe.  
 
    She’d glimpsed Beck’s insides when Kay patched him up, and that had been a terror. This seemed right somehow. It was right that a man who’d tried to hide in the shadows of their home should be laid bare, with nothing of his own left to hide, not even the vessels and sinews of his throat.  
 
    His gaze fixed on her, pleading, frightened. And then it dimmed. He stilled. She watched him die. Watched the last bit of life faded out of him. 
 
    Then she hurried after Beck.  
 
    When she reached the kitchen, it was full of the muffled thumps and grunts of close fighting. The back door stood open, moonlight framing two tussling silhouettes. She knew Beck’s straight off; saw the glint of his blood-slick knife. His opponent was larger than him, and undoubtedly less injured, but as she watched, Beck got back a step, and spun; brought his leg up in a lightning-fast arc and kicked the man in the chest. He staggered back with a rush of breath.  
 
    Rose took a step into the room, knowing she shouldn’t, that it was foolish, that she wasn’t equipped. But Beck was only just now feeling more like himself, and she was worried for him, and wanted to help, and–  
 
    A hand gripped her arm, and yanked her deeper into the room.  
 
    She shouted with surprise. There was another man – of course there was – unseen, lurking in the shadow of the counter, and while she’d been watching Beck fight, he’d snuck up on her. Dragged her now across the room, his other hand grabbing at her front, trying to get a grip on her shirt and subdue her more firmly.  
 
    She was determined not to make it easy for him.  
 
    She kicked, and felt it connect; she thought she hit his torso somewhere, based on the solid meatiness of the mass her bare toes glanced against, but he grunted. Pain, maybe surprise. She kicked again. Raked the back of his hand with her nails. Thrashed.  
 
    “You little shit,” he grumbled, and slammed her up against the counter. The edge bit into her hips, and he pressed in close behind her, pinning her in; she felt his hot breath on the back of her neck; felt a low laugh vibrate through his chest. He took hold of her other arm, and she was caught. At his mercy.  
 
    Panic left her heart beating wildly; squeezed her lungs. 
 
    But right there in front of her, at eye level, a gleam of metal. Bright, clean, sharp-edged. The magnetic strip, and all of Beck’s lovingly-sharpened kitchen knives.  
 
    The man leaned in close, his breath rustling her hair. 
 
    Rose gathered herself – and slammed her head back. Pain moved through her skull in a shockwave, but she heard the crunch of bone breaking, heard his garbled yell of pain; felt the hot wetness of blood against her neck, sliding down her spine. She dropped like a stone, fast and hard, and his grip had gone loose, and she twisted her arms out of it.  
 
    He roared, and grabbed for her, but she was quicker than him, and didn’t have a freshly-broken nose bleeding down into her mouth. She dodged, and sprang back upright. Snatched a knife off the strip. 
 
    He took hold of her arm again, and spun her toward him. 
 
    When she turned, she led with the knife. He was a big man, fleshy, and she drove it in like she would throw a punch, with all her weight behind it.  
 
    It was so, so sharp, and it went into his belly so, so easy.  
 
    He gasped. Enough moonlight filtered through the window to catch the whites of his eyes, to show his shocked expression, his mouth open, blood showing black on his teeth.  
 
    Rose pulled the knife free, and blood splattered across her feet, droplets hot as bathwater between her toes.  
 
    She stuck him again, higher this time; the knife hit something hard, the impact juddering up her arm. Bone. Pulled back. Found a better, softer target, in to the hilt again.  
 
    The man staggered back a step, gasping, groaning. He clapped one hand over his bloodied stomach, and lifted the other, his own knife gleaming duly.  
 
    It was easy to dodge his swipe. Easier, after, to put her foot against his belt buckle, and kick him backwards. He stumbled, fetched up against the island, and slid down it, sitting with legs flopped out, panting and clutching at his wounds.  
 
    The overhead lights cut on.  
 
    Rose squinted against the brightness, and lifted her head to see Beck stalking across the room toward her, seemingly unharmed. His bare feet left crimson tracks across the tile; his hands were dark and tacky with blood, his grip sure on his dirty knife.  
 
    As recently as a few weeks before, she would have wanted to shrink back from the intensity of his gaze. Part censure, but mostly that feral spark he’d brought with him into the library so many nights ago. His hair hung in his face, a screen through which he glanced down at her, unable to hide the honey-gold irises being swallowed up by pupils. He looked high; looked sharp and dangerous.  
 
    He drew up beside her, muscles standing stark in his bare arms, chest heaving, sheened with sweat in the deep V of his shirt collar. “I told you to stay.” It didn’t strike her as a reprimand, not exactly. “Rose.” 
 
    She offered her knife to him, handle-first, surprised to see that her hands weren’t shaking. No part of her was, save her lungs, trembling and quaking as she fought for breath, as she stared at him.  
 
    He reached out, cupped her hand with his own – and put it back on the knife handle; tightened her fingers around it. Held her gaze; touched the tip of his tongue to his top lip, considering. Measuring her. Took a slow breath and said, “A true hunter finishes what she started.” Then he glanced down at the man she’d stabbed, inviting her to look, too, with a tilt of his head.  
 
    The man was fading, losing strength and coherency, but he would linger a while longer with a gut wound like that. Beck had made it all the way home with one, after all.  
 
    This man had none of Beck’s steel resolve, though. His white-rimmed gaze flickered back and forth between them, lips quivering as he breathed in short bursts through his mouth.  
 
    “Who sent you?” Beck asked. 
 
    The man shrank down into the collar of his jacket, shaking all over. Blood puddled on the floor between his legs.  
 
    “Who,” Beck’s voice went silky-soft, low like the rasp of a knife across leather, “sent you?” 
 
    The man gulped a few times. “T-t-tony.”  
 
    “As I suspected.” 
 
    “He said – he said you were hurt. He said you were half-dead.” 
 
    “He was wrong. He usually is.” He squeezed Rose’s hand, made sure she had a solid grip on the knife, then released her so he could crouch down beside the man. He rested his forearms on his thighs, head tilted like a curious bird. “Tell me about his conduit.” 
 
    The word sent a spike of mixed emotions through Rose: warring dread and curiosity.  
 
    Somehow, the man’s face went whiter. His breath hitched. “I don’t–”  
 
    With an almost casual movement, a flex of his wrist, Beck twirled his knife and drove it into the meat of the man’s thigh.  
 
    He screamed. Kicked his head back against the cabinet face and fumbled for his own knife. 
 
    “Rosie,” Beck said, and he didn’t have to instruct her. 
 
    She stepped forward and kicked the man’s knife away. It skittered across the tile and got lost beneath a cabinet.  
 
    Beck kept his hand lightly on the handle of his knife. “Now,” he said pleasantly. “Tell me about Tony’s conduit.” 
 
    No hesitation this time, save the quavering breath, the unsteady voice, the shocky twitches of the man’s lips as he struggled to form coherent sentences. “I don’t…he’s new. I never…never met him…before. Some guy named…Dan…Daniel.” 
 
    “What miracles has he performed?” 
 
    “He cut – cut a guy in half – just looking at him.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Beck drummed his fingers on the knife handle. “You’re sure you don’t know where he came from?” 
 
    “No. I swear!” 
 
    Beck nodded. Then he looked up at Rose. Crooked his finger. “Come here, sweetheart.” 
 
    She crouched down beside him; had to straddle one of the man’s legs to do it, but she wanted to be close to Beck. Close enough for their arms to brush. Close enough to feel the heat radiating off his body, the way sweat had sharpened the usual cedar scent of him.  
 
    “Here.” He reached to trace a line across the man’s throat with one fingertip. The man quailed beneath the touch, but didn’t retreat – couldn’t retreat, caught between the two of them and the cabinets.  
 
    The two of them. The concept bloomed like a flower in her mind; a burst of loveliness and color that left her belly warm.  
 
    “Draw the knife here.” He pulled his hand back, and turned to her. “Hard pressure. It’s more difficult than it looks.” His gaze searched her face, sparking, wild, barely-leashed. “Don’t be afraid. I’m right here.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid.” 
 
    He smiled – wide, wider than ever, his teeth flashing. “No, you’re not, are you? Go on, then. Finish your kill.” 
 
    The skin was tough, and the angle meant she had to apply more force than if she’d been behind her prey, but the knife was sharp, and it was easier than she’d thought – easier than he’d made it out to be. As easy as putting the blade into the man’s belly, she drew it across his throat, and opened him up.  
 
    She wasn’t counting on the arterial spray. The man had already lost so much that it wasn’t as forceful as it could have been, but still it shot out, striping across her face, hot and salty when it dripped down her lips. She blinked it from her eyes, and kept going at Beck’s gentle encouragement, until the man’s throat was a gaping second mouth, and the blood was pouring down his chest, and he was dead, dead, dead.  
 
    She licked her lips on reflex, but she didn’t hate the taste. Her pulse throbbed in her wrists, her throat, her temples. Fluttered at the back of her skull, where she’d cracked it against the now-dead man’s nose. Her wrists smarted where he’d gripped them, and her breath shivered in her lungs: a dozen little symptoms of being alive. Of being on the other side of the veil that the unmoving thing before her had crossed beyond.  
 
    Beck took the knife from her, and set it aside. Then his arms went around her, and he pulled her shoulder into his chest. Gripped her tight with sticky, bloody fingers. Pressed his face into the side of her head, his breath harsh rasps through her hair, hot against her scalp. “Rosie,” he murmured. He was shaking. “Oh, God, Rosie, you sweetheart. You’re perfect.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, and found that her breathing had shifted to match his: little gasps. Dizziness drove her harder against him. She was warm, and shaking, too, now, and he clutched her tight, so tight, but it didn’t hurt, nothing did.  
 
    He nuzzled through her hair, and found the top of her ear with his mouth. Nipped at it gently. Panted. “Rosie.” Just a low, rough whisper. His hand found her throat, holding not squeezing. Fingertips splayed over her pulse.  
 
    “God,” he breathed. “Fuck.” Then he released her, and stood, and she burned with cold where he’d been pressed only seconds ago.  
 
    She watched him, incapable of – anything. Watched him rifle through kitchen drawers, heedless of the blood smudges he left on the cabinets, until he found a crumpled pack of cigarettes and a lighter, and lit one. He groaned on the first exhale, smoke pluming out across the island.  
 
    Rose’s legs gave out, and she sat back hard on her backside, just beyond the puddle of blood.  
 
    That was how Kay found them. “Oh, Jesus.” She held her robe up like a fine lady would a skirt, the edge dark with blood; she’d walked through the puddle in the foyer, then, before realizing what the dark glisten on the hardwood was. “Oh, shit. What did you – Rose?” She looked frazzled in a way Rose had never seen her before. She turned on Beck with a hiss, eyes flashing. “You brought her down here?” 
 
    “She came down here on her own,” Beck said, tone soft, voice crackling with warning. Even Kay drew back from it, clutching her robe closed at her throat. “After I told her not to.”  
 
    He almost sounded…proud.  
 
    “But she – why is she – did you let her–” Kay’s face reddened. “Why is she holding a knife?” 
 
    Beck took a drag and tapped ash onto the countertop. “Because she used it.” 
 
    Kay sucked in a breath to respond–  
 
    “Go back to bed,” Beck said. Ordered. “We’ll handle this.” 
 
    Kay stared at him a moment, jaw set, mouth pressed to a trembling line. Rose was startled to see the glimmer of unshed tears in her eyes – though maybe that was a trick of the light against her glasses.  
 
    “Go back to bed, Kay,” Beck said, softly, and somehow that was even colder.  
 
    Kay’s gaze cut toward Rose, a dark and unreadable look, then she whirled and stormed out.  
 
    Beck finished his cigarette and turned to flick the butt into the sink. “Well,” he said on a last exhale of smoke. “I suppose we’ll need some plastic.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    He washed his hands in a quick, cursory way, and urged her to do the same. She had to set her knife in the sink first.  
 
    In the garage, he showed her where he kept rolls of thick, clear plastic, and lots of sturdy rope. There were three bodies, all of them made heavier by death, and she helped Beck roll them up in the plastic and bind them tightly. They cleaned the blood from the floors with harsh, chemical-scented cleansers that burned her nose, jarring after all the ink-dust-wood scents she’d grown so used to in the house. There would be stains, but Beck said they could throw some rugs down. 
 
    They spoke little, only directions and acknowledgements. Rose kept waiting for horror to settle over her; for disgust to punch her in the gut. But it didn’t happen. Under cover of dark, they toted the bodies out to the garage and loaded them into the trunk of the Jag. Beck added shovels, pulled hats and gloves down off the wall, and they set off together, the soft strains of a violin sonata filtering through the speakers.  
 
    He headed not into town, but out of it. Beyond the last houses, into moon-silvered fields, through tunnels of knotted tree branches that threw dappled shadows onto the pavement.  
 
    Down a long, patchy driveway that ended in a clearing circled by dense forest. He left the headlights on, and they dug.  
 
    They dug, and dug, and dug. Until all her muscles burned, and her chest ached from breathing deeply, and their shoes and pants were caked with mud. The ground was soft, and she knew that eased the way, but it was still more work than she’d ever done all at once. She could barely lift her arms when, finally, Beck boosted her up out of the hole they’d created and then crawled out himself, hissing and wincing. He rolled over and lay on his back in the grass a moment, staring up at the sky; the breeze had scudded the clouds, but the stars were still visible, a wedge of white-cheese moon.  
 
    He studied the sky and she studied him, the smear of mud on his forehead, his parted lips, the dark of the inside of his mouth.  
 
    His gaze flicked to her, and he smiled, another of those wide, fanged smiles from before, unrestrained, and wicked, and beautiful. “This was easier when I was twenty,” he said, like a confession, and then hauled himself to his feet.  
 
    They unwrapped the bodies before they buried them. Folded up the plastic and put it back in the trunk. “You can leave prints on plastic,” he advised, slamming the trunk shut. “And sometimes rope, if the CSIs are any good at their jobs.” 
 
    She fell asleep on the ride back, completely worn out, lulled by the violins and the gentle rumble of the car. Next she knew, Beck was shaking her gently. “Come on, sweetheart, let’s go. We’re home.” 
 
    Home. Yes, it was home. A home that she had fought to protect tonight. A home where she lived warm and safe with books, and Beck. A home whose bannister Beck would vault so he could slit the throat of anyone who dared trespass.  
 
    She felt warm, and thick-headed, and not at all self-conscious about leaning into him when he wrapped an arm around her and steered her into the house. He could have let go of her, once they were inside, but he didn’t, arm snug at her waist as he locked the door. As he towed her to the stairs and up them, both of them treading over the new bloodstain in the foyer.  
 
    A bit of clarity returned when he led her not to her own room, but to his, quietly but firmly closing the door behind them. Then her pulse gave a little uptick, and some of the sleepy fog cleared from her mind.  
 
    Alone with Beck in his bedroom, while the night lay dark and velvet against the window glass, the house snuffling like a sleeping pet all around them.  
 
    He turned to her, his expression caught between impossibly soft and frighteningly alert. When he tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, she saw the blood crusted under his nails.  
 
    She thought he might say something – he gathered a breath and wet his lips. But in the end he only stared at her a long moment, and then towed her into the marble splendor of his bathroom.  
 
    “I’m okay,” she protested, when he installed her on the low, tufted bench beside the tub.  
 
    He didn’t grace that with a response; instead plugged the drain and started the water. “I’ll be right back.” He left; she heard the bedroom door open.  
 
    As the tub filled, the room filled with steam; the mirrors slowly fogged. Her reflection blurred to an indistinct smudge of color, and she finally dropped her gaze, tired of searching for something in her own face that wasn’t there: regret. 
 
    Her hands lay in her lap, palms facing upward. Crusty with the dried blood she hadn’t washed away earlier, and the caked mud from the field; black under the nails, and stinging, she felt, in the lacerations on her palm. She flexed her fingers to feel the tiny wounds pull and grab. She’d nicked herself on the knife, then, and hadn’t noticed in the heat of the moment, when she’d been flooded with adrenaline.  
 
    The bedroom door clicked shut, and Beck padded back into the bathroom with a lit cigarette dangling off his lip, carrying a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. “Did you cut yourself?” he asked, glancing over as he poured.  
 
    “Just a little bit. It’s fine.” 
 
    “We’ll clean it.” He extended a glass toward her, more than half full of sharp-smelling whiskey.  
 
    At another time, she would have found the gesture odd. Even inappropriate. But now it seemed like the natural course of things. She took it with a murmured thanks, and took a sip that tasted awful, and burned – but which pleased her. Seemed to relax her almost immediately.  
 
    He drank his own down in two long swallows, refilled the glass, and worked on his cigarette, leaning back against the edge of the counter as the tub continued to fill.  
 
    Rose watched him openly; the sweep of his lashes as he blinked; the twitch of his fingers on the filter paper as he brought the cigarette to his lips again and again; the flare of his nostrils when he exhaled the smoke. If asked, she would have said she was too tired for coy subtleties and furtive glances. In truth, she felt allowed to look her fill in a way she hadn’t before. A barrier had crumbled between them tonight, an invisible wall of tension held in place by politeness and carefulness.  
 
    She had the sense Beck wasn’t being at all careful, now. He brought his whiskey to his lips, and met her gaze. Held it. “Ask me.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “There’s a question sitting on your tongue. Ask me, and I’ll answer.” 
 
    She took another sip of whiskey. There were so many things she could ask him. She had a dozen questions about his past: when had he killed his first man? Why did he keep doing it?  
 
    Though, the why of it wasn’t too great a mystery, now, not while she sat with blood caked into the creases of her hand.  
 
    She surprised herself by asking, “Why me?” 
 
    His brows lifted in a show of casual inquiry – but tension stole through his body; drew his shoulders up tight; stilled his breathing a moment.  
 
    “Have you ever done this before?” she asked. “Brought someone home. Bought them clothes. Let them live with you. Shown them your library.” 
 
    He took a measured drag, and swallowed, throat clicking audibly. “No. Never.” 
 
    “What about Kay?” 
 
    “Kay is a different story entirely.” 
 
    “So why me? Why not – cut my throat and leave me in the pie safe?” Her voice trembled, not from fear, but from sadness. What if he had done that? What if she’d never had the chance to know him? 
 
    He set his glass down slowly. Crushed the last of his cigarette out in a crystal soap dish, and pushed off the counter. Crossed the few steps to get to her. Reached to cup the side of her head, fingers sliding through her hair. “Because I wanted to,” he said, simply, and slipped away to turn off the water.  
 
    The tub was full. A few last droplets plinked down from the faucet, sending ripples across the steaming surface.  
 
    Beck stripped off his shirt and let it fall. Held his hand out to her; hair ruffled, gaze bright, jaw still tight with fierce emotion. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    Completely. And that was all that mattered, really.  
 
    She placed her hand in his, and let him pull her to her feet. Met his gaze another long, fraught moment that left her skin buzzing. Tonight had changed – everything. No going back now, she knew. There was only forward.  
 
    He released her and turned away so they could undress. Quick, perfunctory. She knew without being told that this wasn’t a moment heated like that. He wasn’t going to pounce on her. Restraint still lingered in the way he carefully didn’t glance below her chin; in the chaste hand he offered to help her step over the tall rim of the tub. It should have felt strange and mortifying to be naked together, but like every other part of the night, it felt right. Fated, almost.  
 
    The water was hot as blood, she reflected, as she sank down into it. Hot as the blood she’d spilled tonight: across her toes, up the side of her face. Welcoming, soothing. Beck settled back against the rim and pulled her in between his legs; urged her back to lie with her head on his shoulder.  
 
    She stared up at the ceiling, the steady beat of his heart thumping against her shoulder blade, and the heat of the water slowly soothed her tense muscles; drained the chill from her fingers.  
 
    He rested his cheek against the top of her head, and she got to listen to his breathing slow by degrees; the way it went from harsh and open-mouthed to soft, then silent. She could feel his chest expanding, still, though, the press of his ribs against her spine. His hands moved across the surface of the water, displacing it with a quiet shush, and he gripped her shoulders lightly, his arms crossed over her body. Holding her.  
 
    She couldn’t ever remember feeling so at peace.  
 
    Between the heat of the water, and the heat of his body, she drifted. He was hard – she could feel that he was against the small of her back – because the night’s activities had excited him, but he didn’t grind against her, didn’t try to draw her attention to the fact. It was a simple state of being: he was hard. Just like they were naked, and in the bath together, the water slowly swirling with pink film across the top as the blood washed from their skin.  
 
    He’d told her to ask anything, and that he would answer. She said, “The portraits out there in your room.” 
 
    He took a breath and let it out slowly; it whispered through her hair.  
 
    “You aren’t Simon.” Technically, this wasn’t a question, but she was sure, now. She didn’t have to ask. “You’re Arthur.” 
 
    Another breath. “You’re right. I’m Arthur.” 
 
    In the pause that followed, she wondered if she’d have to ask; she knew it was rude, and none of her business besides, but they were naked, skin-to-skin, and she wanted them to be naked in another way. Intimacy. She’d never known it, and never thought to crave it until now.  
 
    But he said, “I was the black sheep of the family. Simon was the good one – the responsible one. He went to school, and took care of our parents in their waning years. He managed the finances, and invested widely; he kept the family afloat despite the havoc the Atmospheric Rift wreaked on society. The golden child. He was supposed to carry on the Becket name. 
 
    “And I was the fuckup. A junkie, and then a gangster. A hired killer. 
 
    “When Simon got sick–” His voice faded. A tremor stole through him, one that shivered into her. “He turned to vice. Quietly, elegantly, like he did all things – he wanted the pain to go away.  
 
    “The cancer would have killed him…but Castor got to him first.” 
 
    “Oh, Beck. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    His hold on her tightened; he drew her back against his chest, and he wasn’t hard now, not anymore. Wracked with tremors, his breath quick and sharp. “I assumed his identity so I could keep the house. So I could keep his good name alive, the way I couldn’t keep…” He let out a shaking breath. “I will kill every last one of Castor’s people. Clean him out root and branch, conduit or no.” 
 
    He panted against her neck for long moments, caught in the grip of old grief that felt fresh, and a fury that had his blunt nails digging into her shoulders. Rose kept still, letting it wash over him, and then slowly bleed out into the warm water, joining the real blood that scummed the surface.  
 
    Finally, he gave a deep sigh and pressed his face into her throat. She felt the hot wetness of tears on his lashes. “Oh, Rosie. I should apologize to you. I really should. I’m an awful man who’s done terrible things – but I saw you tonight.” His voice shifted to that velvet register that always left her breaking out in pleasurable goosebumps. His lips shifted up her throat to her ear, warm and damp. “You liked it, didn’t you? You understand it.” 
 
    She thought of how easily the knife had slipped into the man. The salt of blood on her lips. “Yes.” 
 
    His hand shifted, splayed up across her throat so he could take her jaw in his long fingers and turn her head towards him. They were close, so close his face wanted to blur – but she could see his eyes, gleaming like coins in the soft overhead light of the bathroom. Could feel the heat of his breath against her lips.  
 
    How easy it would be to close the distance. Want spiked in her belly. How would he kiss her? Soft and chaste? Or would it be a hungry clash? Would he taste the ghost of blood on her lips if his tongue flicked between them? His fingertips were five burning points against her skin, hotter than the bathwater, not enough, not nearly.  
 
    “Beck,” she whispered.  
 
    But he drew back. Dropped his hand. Turned his face away, jaw clenched tight, muscle leaping in his jaw. Nostrils flaring as he took a deep breath. His hair shivered against his forehead.  
 
    “Beck.” 
 
    “It’s alright, sweetheart.” He picked a bottle up off the shelf. “Wet your hair.” 
 
    She slipped down below the surface, let the water close over her head, eyes open so the burn rivaled the sting of forming tears. She would not feel rejected, she told herself, firmly. Beck had already given her everything – food, and shelter, and clothing. A home, and knowledge, and a life – and the strange, thrilling gift of tonight. He’d given her a lesson, given her permission to feel this way. And this moment here, pressed together in the tub, was more intimate that kissing and pawing at one another. This was his truth; he’d pulled back the veil of Simon – polished, and polite, a society gentleman – and let her see Arthur beneath: cunning, violent, skilled, bloodthirsty.  
 
    What was sex compared to that? 
 
    She sat up, water streaming off her face. She wiped her eyes, blinked off crystal droplets, and Beck gathered her wet hair up in lathered hands. Worked the shampoo suds through the ends, and upwards. Massaged her scalp until her neck went weak, drifting again, listing to the quiet pop of bubbles, lulled by the steady motions of his fingers, and of his ribs as he breathed. He was calm again. 
 
    Not the manufactured calm of Simon, but something deep and animal. The peace of knowing that he’d protected his den and his people, and that all of them had come out safe on the other side of chaos.  
 
    She rinsed her hair, and he took up the soap next. Washed her all over – though his hands never strayed to her breasts, nor between her legs. There was nothing sexual in his touch, nothing untoward or designed to elicit a thrill of pleasure. It felt possessive all the same, though. She was his, and he was cleaning the blood from her, spending long moments on her fingers, working it from every crease, and from beneath her nails. He had introduced her to violence – the kind she could wreak, rather than receive – and he would care for her in its wake.  
 
    That was its own kind of pleasure.  
 
    When she was pink and clean, she twisted around so she faced him, up on her knees. She could feel the water streaming down her breasts, the coolness of the air pebbling her nipples. But Beck tipped his head back and looked up at her face, gaze never straying.  
 
    Maybe he really doesn’t want me, she thought, with a pang. It was alright if he didn’t. Probably for the best.  
 
    “Your turn,” she said, and picked up the shampoo. 
 
    He studied her a moment, before the corners of his eyes crinkled in a tiny smile. “Alright.” He ducked his head, came up wet and blinking, and turned around, knees jacked up to his chest, so she could wash his hair.  
 
    It was longer when wet, an inch past his shoulders, and darker: threshed wheat, and poured honey, and melted chocolate through her fingers, heavy and soft as an animal pelt.  
 
    The water finally grew too cold for comfort, and Beck pulled the drain with a sincere look of regret. They dried off with thick towels, and the moment was quiet, subdued. She didn’t sneak any looks at him because she didn’t feel the need to, now, her eyelids heavy, and her heart full, and her disappointment an understandable sort: she had a crush, a girl’s crush, and even if it never faded, even if it grew, and began to hurt, it would be an endurable pain. She wouldn’t lose Beck, especially not to her own emotions.  
 
    He found clothes of his own for her to wear, a shirt that swallowed her up, and a soft pair of cotton shorts. He pulled on a pair of black pajama bottoms, and stood before her with his hair wild and drying, his gaze somewhere between sleepy-soft and acutely earnest.  
 
    He caught her face in both hands. “Rose, you were wonderful.” He kissed the top of her head, lingering there, inhaling the shampoo scent from her scalp. Then kissed her forehead and drew back. “We’ll talk about things tomorrow. I’ll explain.” 
 
    She nodded, and started to withdraw.  
 
    His eyes widened, a moment of something like panic, and he held her fast. “Will you stay?” 
 
    Her eyes stung again, and she blinked hard. “Of course.” 
 
    They lay down in his big bed, the cool sheets delicious against overheated skin. Faced one another, hands resting inches apart on the mattress.  
 
    “Goodnight, Rosie.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Beck.” 
 
    She drifted off looking at his face, and dreamed of blood, and the sharpness of his cheekbones, and the new-coin brightness of his eyes.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Rose woke the next morning in her own bed, all tucked in. She’d slept so soundly that she hadn’t felt Beck carry her there.  
 
    She dressed in a hurry, and went down to breakfast. A tray of berries and a dish of yogurt were already at the table, and Beck turned sausage links in a pan at the stove.  
 
    Kay sat on her usual stool, chain-smoking, and Rose met Beck’s gaze, briefly, as she approached the woman from behind. He offered a quick, upward tick with one corner of his mouth, wry but patient. Rose was ready, then, for Kay’s closed-off expression when she drew up alongside her. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    Kay didn’t respond. Didn’t even glance toward her.  
 
    “Would you get the plates, Rose?” Beck asked, and she was glad of an excuse to turn away from Kay’s cold indifference.  
 
    “She’ll come around,” Beck said an hour later, when they were closeted in the library together. “She’s very tolerant of my – lifestyle – ordinarily. It was once her lifestyle, too. That’s how we first met. But then she’ll have a spell where she wants me to give it up. It’s too dangerous, she says, and not worth it.” He crossed from the shelves to the table and set down a stack of books. Lifted a single brow with faint amusement. “I think she’d hoped you would be a good influence on me, rather than the other way around.” 
 
    “I’m not being influenced,” Rose said, reaching for the topmost book. It was a thick, joyless tome about the Atmospheric Rift, the kind with tiny print and grainy black-and-white photos.  
 
    He chuckled. “Perhaps not.” He took his usual seat across from her. Folded his hands together. Cocked his head to the side. “Now. You were eavesdropping last week outside my bedroom.” 
 
    She stilled. 
 
    “When Kay was questioning what I’d seen the night I was hurt.” His head tipped a fraction more, hair sliding over his shoulder. “You heard all or part of that exchange, yes?” 
 
    She bit her lip – but he didn’t sound accusing. And he’d told her his real name; had killed with her, buried bodies with her. She squared up her shoulders and said, “Yes.” 
 
    He nodded, and looked pleased. “What do you know of conduits?” 
 
    “Only what they told us in school. Most of my teachers thought they were urban legends. Something made up to scare people into going along with the governmental takeovers.”  
 
    He nodded again, and flicked a tiny smile. “They’ve become more mythic the farther we get away from the Rift. Start there.” He motioned toward the book, and she opened to the early chapters; to the grainy photos of a shape like a fixed jagged lightning bolt in the sky, and security camera footage of men and women glowing.  
 
    “The first reports of the Atmospheric Rift – before it was called that – came from a pair of British airline pilots flying over the Atlantic,” he said, voice taking on a melodic, professorial tone. He was a good teacher; he would have been a wonder at a college, she thought. “The co-pilot radioed it in, and three hours later a scientific vessel had moved into position and began taking photos.” 
 
    One of them was the first one in the book, above the chapter heading; credit had been given to a British scientist aboard the Darwin, which had been tracking the migration patterns of right whales.  
 
    “Over the next twenty-four hours, the rift grew,” Beck continued. “Reports started cascading in from American and European coasts: it could be seen by the naked eye – it could be seen growing. 
 
    “And then came the pulse.” 
 
    They’d watched a video on it at school, a documentary cut with shaky cellphone footage – screams and shouts of alarm in the backgrounds of each – of people across the globe reporting one massive power outage. The cell towers hadn’t worked; the videos had all been forwarded to news stations a few hours after the event, when the power had flickered back on in sporadic bursts.  
 
    “When the lights came back up,” Beck said, “We weren’t alone anymore.” 
 
    Photos of humans glowing: a glowing woman with an arm raised, staring at a burning house. A glowing man hovering ten feet off the ground, his shadow bracketed by the shadow of wings that weren’t there. Fire in the streets. A house full of bodies all bleeding from the eyes.  
 
    “I was four,” Beck said, gaze going distant. “My mother dragged us down into the basement, and we crouched beneath the stairs. She kept calling for our father, wanting him to come down. He’d been standing in the foyer holding a shotgun. There was fire outside in the street. I remember – I remember Simon took my hand, and squeezed so tight his nails drew blood. Mother was crying.” 
 
    Rose shivered. “Everyone thought the world was ending.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. This was fire and brimstone. The apocalypse wrought by the heavens. All we needed were the horsemen. 
 
    “We didn’t know what was really going on until the good senator made his broadcast.” 
 
    “Senator Fallon,” she said, nodding. She knew if she turned a few pages, she’d find a photo of him, all shiny JFK good looks and earnestness, gaze glowing with fervor. 
 
    “Daniel Fallon,” Beck stressed, his gaze wide. “And the angel answering said unto him, I am Gabriel, that stand in the presence of God; and am sent to speak unto thee, and to shew thee these glad tidings. Daniel Fallon had become a mouthpiece for a higher authority, he informed us all, on a national broadcast. A conduit. That was his word. A conduit for an angel of the Lord to enact God’s will upon the earth. Gabriel had come to him, had filled him with light, and shown him the way forward. And I heard a man's voice between the banks of the Ulai, which called, and said, Gabriel, make this man to understand the vision.” 
 
    His gaze darkened. “Three million people were killed. And then it just…stopped. Those who’d claimed to be conduits immolated; they left nothing behind but blackened husks. The rift closed. A new age had begun; a new world order crawled out of the wreckage. 
 
    “Eventually, as time passed, it got easier and easier to attribute it all to basic, human evil. An uprising, a geo-political movement. The word conduit became synonymous with terrorist or zealot. Nothing divine or otherworldly had happened. It was a simple case of a natural phenomenon in the sky being used as justification for slaughter. Angels had never played a part in it.” 
 
    She paged through the book, and as the chapter headings progressed, she could see that he was right. That was how she’d learned it in school: it was far from the first time that miracles and the voice of God had been held up as excuses for war and destruction. “But these people,” she said, pointing to a photo of a burning woman, “they had powers.” 
 
    “Parlor tricks,” he said with a shrug. “People can explain away any sort of miracle if you give them enough time. The burnings were attributed to bombs and Molotov cocktails. The torture and killing blamed on mortal weapons. 
 
    “By the time I was a teenager, times had settled into the current pattern. Life was difficult, but hadn’t it always been. Only it rained all the time, everywhere, and the land withered. There are reasonable scientific explanations for this on the nightly news,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Don’t think it was the wrath of the heavens. Never think that the Atmospheric Rift was a ripping in the fabric of the world, and that forces we aren’t ready to face had come down to join us.” His tone was mocking, bitter.  
 
    She shut the book. “But conduits are real, and there’s a new one. At least one. You saw it.” 
 
    That earned her a small, deeply pleased smile. “Exactly.”  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You must understand: anytime there’s a catastrophe of any kind, holes open up in the power structure of a place, and there are always actors ready and able to step in and fill those holes. When the government was at its weakest, during and right after the Rift, the gangs and crime families of every major metropolis took over,” he said the next afternoon, today’s text A History of Organized Crime in the United States. “Those organizations took control, and they never gave it back, despite what the politicians would have you believe. And those organizations are very, very good at using terror and tragedy to line their pockets.” 
 
    “How did you get involved with Tony Castor?” 
 
    “Oh, well.” He rubbed the back of his neck, and then flopped down in his chair, legs stretched out to the side, miles long in old, tan corduroy. “That’s a long story.” When she only stared at him, he took a breath and said, “Fine.” 
 
    He laced his fingers together over his knee, rested his temple against the high back of the chair, and told her a story.  
 
    A story of a spoiled, wealthy boy at what remained of an all-boys school upstate post-Rift, rain lashing high, Gothic windows, professors tense, rumors always swirling and changing. Post-Rift was a time of hushed conversations in dark corners, furtive looks, and worry, always worry. A darkness lay over the world that had nothing to do with the charcoal cloud cover, and which infected all of them. Happiness – what was that? 
 
    At Beck’s school, when he was fifteen and stupid, happiness had come in pill form, small, and white, and oblong. They called it heavensent, and half a pill could leave you lying dreamily in the back stacks of the library for a few hours, fascinated by the slow movements of your own hands. A whole pill sent you flying through fields of color and sunlight, and you inevitably returned to yourself in a completely different room from which you’d started, sprawled sometimes across a stranger’s couch, being slapped and hissed out and called a junkie and told to get the fuck out.  
 
    “My parents found out I was using,” he said, “so they cut me off financially. They paid for tuition, and meals, and that was it. But I was addicted, so I found ways to get more of it. That was how I became indebted to the Dellucci family.” 
 
    Not as big or as powerful as the Castors, but big and powerful enough. Enough to ruin the life of a teenage boy hooked on their pills.  
 
    “They detoxed me,” he said, a wry twist to his lips. “That was – disgusting. When I could keep my food down, and walk a straight line, they set me up with a challenge – one that I met, and then some. In five years, I became their top enforcer. No more school, no more family. I was disowned.” 
 
    “Enforcer?” 
 
    He lifted a hand and made an eloquent gesture, one that left her imagining a knife handle spinning between his fingers, the blade winking. “The worst part, I suppose,” he mused, “is that I was never ashamed of the killing. I rather liked it.” He said it as casually as someone might reveal a favorite ice cream flavor. Shrugged. “It was a life. The Delluccis fenced heavensent for the Castors, and I cut throats for them. I had what I needed to live comfortably. The world was a shithole. What else was there?” 
 
    His gaze cut toward her, sudden and bright. “And then I was ordered to escort a group of our dealers when they went to Castor to restock.” 
 
    He described a night black with low clouds, rain pounding on the roofs of black imports, and the black nylon of umbrellas. An old warehouse belching steam and smoke; a slot in the doorway where eyes peeped through at them, and demanded a password. A factory setup: women and children bagging and bottling pills with monotonous focus, sweat sliding down their temples; the building was hot, monstrously so, and shirtless mean streaked with filth fed coals into a furnace – atop which perched a small, barefoot child with tangled hair, and burning white-blue eyes.  
 
    “Do you know how they make heavensent?” he asked, tone deceptively mild. “It’s opium, synthetic binders – and conduit blood.” 
 
    She felt her mouth fall open, and closed it, swallowed. She’d heard of heavensent. It was still in circulation; it had been offered to her, once, a boy extending a grubby palm, three long, white oblong pills cupped like something precious. She hadn’t been tempted: to be out of her own head and unconscious was to invite Tabitha’s violence.  
 
    “But…the Rift was still closed,” Rose said. Her mouth felt dry. “The conduits were gone.” 
 
    “Most of them. The Rift was closed, yes, and there sat a conduit, pricking his finger and dripping blood down into a vat. Tony Castor was using a conduit to control the vices of this city, and telling the conduit all of it was a means to a divine end: ridding the world of the unworthy.” 
 
    “Holy…shit.”  
 
    “Exactly. I asked Dellucci about it later. If he’d known, if he cared. He feigned ignorance.  
 
    “I wanted to kill it. I was curious. Could an angel be exorcised? What happened if you killed the conduit? Would the angel heal it? Would the angel be forced out? I had so many questions. Mostly I wanted to know if its presence would draw other conduits. What would happen if another Rift opened, and the slaughter began again? I think that’s what Castor wanted, and why not? The smaller the population, the greater his power over what remained.” 
 
    He shook his head, rueful. And then grew serious, his expression etched with pain. “And then Simon reached out to me.” 
 
    He’d lost so much weight that Beck hadn’t recognized his own brother. Stomach cancer, stage four. The doctors said he might last another month, maybe two. He’d stood wavering on his feet in Beck’s small, bleak living room, wrapped up in multiple scarves and their father’s old wool coat, buttoned to the throat. I can’t bear the pain anymore, brother, he’d said, tears glimmering in his eyes. It hurts so much, and I just want it to stop. 
 
    Beck had driven him home when it became apparent that Simon didn’t have the strength to drive himself. Had been shocked, struck dumb, by the knowledge that their parents were both gone. Uncertainty and stress had given their father an early stroke, Simon had explained, as they made their way laboriously up the stairs, and then their mother, unable to bear the grief, had swallowed a bottle of morphine with a glass of wine, and ended it. Simon had found her in the tub, limp and pale, foam on her lips. He’d turned in time to make it to the toilet before he’d vomited – and then vomited for days, until a trip to the doctor had revealed his condition, already beyond treatment.  
 
    “I left him with enough marijuana to get him through the next two days, and promised to get him more. He wanted the heavensent – he was begging me, pleading and sobbing. I didn’t realize he’d already been taking it – that he’d gotten hooked. If I’d known…” He trailed off, staring blankly at the far shelf. “When I didn’t give it to him, he went to buy from Castor. He made the mistake of telling Castor about his condition.” His jaw clenched, and he didn’t speak for a long time.  
 
    “You don’t have to tell me,” she said, gently.  
 
    He jerked a nod. “That – that’s good. Good.” Another nod. An exhale. “That was how I met Kay. When I found out about Simon – when I went for Castor – his general was there, his top one. And the general’s wife.” 
 
    “Kay,” she said, understanding.  
 
    He turned his head a fraction, so he could meet her gaze, the barest scrap of a smile touching his mouth. “I took one look at her, and she looked back, and her eyes were screaming get me out of here. Castor wasn’t there. I killed Kay’s husband, and brought her with me, and I’ve been trying to kill the bastard himself every day since.” 
 
    She swallowed all the things she wanted to ask, because he really didn’t have to tell her, and he meant these discussions about the Rift to be a lesson, she knew. When he got lost in his own memories and emotions, she knew he hadn’t wanted to. “What happened to the conduit?” 
 
    “That one? I don’t know. The one I saw the other night is different.” 
 
    “You said his name was Daniel.” 
 
    “So he said. And I don’t think either of us need to be told which angel he’s channeling.” 
 
    “Gabriel.” She sat back hard, shoulders sagging beneath the weight of the information he’d just shared. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Which part?” he asked with a snort.  
 
    “I understand why the crime bosses are trying to control everyone. Money and power. I get that. But the angels…what is that about?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Kay maintained her stony silence for almost a week. Beck kept Rose busy with study; she pored over books about the Rift, and modern history in the wake of it. Brushed up on crime families and the nature of contemporary politics. She watched the news like it was homework, and searched papers and online articles for conduit sightings in the past decade. She found some – but, like the Big Foot sightings of old, all were easily disproved. Or, at least, that was what reporters wanted readers to think.  
 
    The consensus across publication was that conduits, if they’d ever existed, were long gone, and really just terrorists rather than supernatural phenomenon.  
 
    “I want to show you something,” Beck said one morning while they were clearing the breakfast dishes, something like excitement in his gaze, and Kay let out a big, theatrical sigh.  
 
    They both turned to her.  
 
    “Something on your mind, Kay?” Beck asked politely.  
 
    She heaved another sigh. “You’re just dead set on dragging her into this, aren’t you?” She sounded resigned, and not especially angry. 
 
    “Actually, Rose inserted herself into it when she came to gut a man in the kitchen rather than seek shelter. No use crying over spilt milk, and all that.” He grinned against the rim of his teacup.  
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “Listen, honey.” Kay turned to Rose, expression serious. “You can say ‘no.’ You know he’ll respect that, right? He’s fucked up, but he does have manners. If you don’t want to be involved in his crusade, you say so, don’t hold back.” 
 
    Rose thought of blood swirling in bathwater, and the way Beck had looked that night in the kitchen; the squeeze of his hand around hers on the knife handle.  
 
    “Your funeral,” Kay said, but attempted a grin. To Beck: “You gonna show her your playground?” 
 
    “That’s just where I was headed.” 
 
    Kay gestured to the table. “I’m not cleaning this mess up by myself. I’ve worked to the bone the last few weeks.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    They washed up as usual, with Beck helping; he stowed the plates and glasses after Kay dried them. Then he rubbed his hands together in a rare, childish show of eagerness, canines flashing when he smiled. “Now. The basement.” 
 
    Rose grinned back, helpless in the face of his enthusiasm.  
 
    Kay rolled her eyes. “You two deserve one another.” 
 
    Beck ignored her, and went to the far wall, to the built-in cabinets to the right of the fireplace. A few crumbling old albums and books, a few sad silk plants resided there; Rose had scoped the titles while dusting, and found a few volumes on gardening practice that hadn’t been in favor since before the Rift. Beck reached for one now – for the small, Chinese crested dog bookend holding it in place, and tipped it forward.  
 
    She heard a latch click, and he said, “Watch your toes,” as the whole shelf came away from the wall and swung outward on a hinge: a secret door.  
 
    “That’s incredibly cool,” she said, grinning wide enough that her face hurt.  
 
    He shot her a wink over his shoulder. Reached into the opening and flicked a switch. An overhead bulb illuminated a set of stone stairs. “Down we go.” 
 
    It made sense that a house as grand and old as this one would have a basement, but Rose hadn’t seen a door that might lead to one throughout the rest of the main floor, and had never asked about it. If there had been a basement, and she’d been invited to visit it, Beck or Kay would have told her. She hadn’t expected a secret door. Much less the setup in the basement itself when they reached the bottom of the stairs and Beck flipped on more lights.  
 
    It was a long space, stone walled, dirt-floored, and with exposed timbers in the ceilings. The lights were in fact circular iron chandeliers that looked more than a few centuries old, retrofitted with electric bulbs. Benches and cabinets lined one wall. She spotted a fridge, and a deep-bellied stainless-steel sink. And workout equipment of…every kind. She spotted heavy punching bags, and speed bags like raindrops suspended from the ceiling. A kickboxing dummy, a balance beam, a pommel horse, flat, padded mats laid out beneath them. A treadmill, a stationary bike. Racks and racks of weights of varying size, and a bench with a barbell hooked on the rack. There were mirrors, so he could watch himself, and perfect his form. And there were targets set up on a far wall. A knife was imbedded in the bullseye of one, giving evidence to practice with throwing them.  
 
    “There’s a gun range, too,” he said, as they walked slowly through it all, pointing to a door off to one side. “It’s soundproofed and properly reinforced. Up to all the legal standards – though very illegal to have in my basement, obviously.” 
 
    Rose did a slow turn, taking it all in. “This is how you keep in such good shape.” 
 
    “A useful hunter has to practice often,” he said, a simple statement of fact, but she thought she glimpsed a bit of color across his cheeks and nose, a blush of pleasure. He was flattered. “I keep my blades sharp.” He reached to finger a bit of loose stitching on the edge of the pommel horse. “And I keep myself sharper.” 
 
    “You want to teach me,” she guessed.  
 
    He smirked, chin tucking as he looked down at her. “You’ve already got a knack for it. I thought we might refine your skills a little.” 
 
    She nodded, his eagerness infectious. He’d taught her so much already, sharpened her basic knowledge of the world, and she felt richer for it – in mind and spirit.  
 
    But this, the practical teachings of violence – that was a whole other kind of gift. One she could use to defend herself.  
 
    “Next time,” he said, “no one will get the drop on you.” 
 
    She took a deep breath that shivered with anticipation. “What should we start with?” 
 
    He lifted his arm, and a knife slid out of his sleeve and down into his palm. “You’re already comfortable and willing.” He twirled, a graceful flick of his wrist, and offered the handle to her. “Now let’s make you expert.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, the insistent tapping of two fingers against her shoulder snatched her out of another dream about the blood tide. She’d been swimming in it this time, a powerful breaststroke and kicks of her feet propelling her through the viscous warmth. She hadn’t been able to see Beck, but she’d sensed him beside her, keeping pace; the animal pulse of awareness of one’s mate and pack member.  
 
    “Wha…?” She sat back with a start, blurry gaze darting around the room. 
 
    Kay tutted and sat down across from her, in Beck’s usual seat. “You passed out over your homework.” 
 
    “It’s not homework,” she protested, because that made her sound like a child, and like Beck’s pupil in a way that reminded her, unpleasantly, of him turning his head away from her that night in the bathtub. Though they’d been working together morning and evening, nothing so intimate as that moment of shared breathing – of going to bed across the pillow from one another – had happened since.  
 
    “Uh-huh.” Kay took a drag off her cigarette and gave Rose a chance to rub the grit from her eyes and shake off the last shreds of the dream. “He working you too hard?” 
 
    “No.” She reached for her tea and found it cold, but still sweet and bracing. “Just overdid it on the treadmill today.” 
 
    Overdid it on everything. Her muscles ached, but it was a sensation growing more normal all the time. And she was already stronger. Today they’d worked on the balance beam, Beck’s shoulder under her hand, his hand at her waist, as she walked, and then skipped, and then leaped down the narrow length of wood, building her core muscles – now screaming a protest as she leaned back and stretched – and her confidence. When her abs had been quivering, and sweat had broken out beneath her clothes, they’d moved to the heavy bag, and she’d finished with cardio on the treadmill.  
 
    Kay’s unimpressed look said she knew exactly how hard she was pushing herself, even though she hadn’t been present for any of their training sessions. “If you’re trying to impress him,” she said, flatly, “there’s no need. He already thinks you hung the moon.” 
 
    Rose sighed, and resisted the urge to massage the tension from the back of her neck. She was exhausted – but in a good way. Felt secure in Beck’s confidence, trusted by him; felt more worthy of his efforts every time. It made her braver than she’d ever been. “Kay,” she said on a sigh. “Why do you hate me?” 
 
    Kay blinked, face blanking with shock. “What?” 
 
    “You were kind and motherly when I first came, and now you hate my guts.” 
 
    More blinking. Smoke curled up in ribbons, and Kay finally took another drag, exhaled through her nose, gaze fixed to Rose’s face. Rose had the sense she was being assessed – and whatever Kay found in her expression, it softened her own.  
 
    “I don’t hate you, honey. Don’t think that.” 
 
    “Why are you angry with me, then?” She wasn’t going to be put off with a handwave and a vague reassurance, not this time. “Are you–” An unhappy thought occurred. “Are you jealous? Are you and Beck–” 
 
    Kay snorted, and a grin split her face – a genuine one, rare in the last few weeks, but much-appreciated. “No. God no. I’m too old, for one, and besides: I’m done with fucking gangsters, thank you very much.” 
 
    “He’s not a gangster,” Rose said, immediately defensive.  
 
    “No, not anymore. He’s crazier than that, and twice as dangerous.” 
 
    Rose frowned.  
 
    “He told you about working for Dellucci and Castor?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Then you know he used to kill people for a living. He still kills people – and don’t fool yourself into thinking it’s for a good cause. He got a taste for it, and he likes it.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. Held her gaze steadily, unperturbed.  
 
    Kay rolled her eyes – but smiled again, another flash of real humor. “Jesus.” Her gaze softened. “No sense trying to warn you off, is there?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well. Has he explained the whole hell theory to you, yet?” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When she asked about it, Beck did something unusual: he hedged. “Hell theory?” He lifted his brows, poised with a finger halfway down a page of text. 
 
    Rose bit back the smile that threatened. “Kay’s words, not mine.” 
 
    “Ah. So the two of you are conspiring again.” He said it fondly, corner of his mouth twitching.  
 
    “No. But I think she’s done trying to convince me…” She trailed off, not wanting to finish and hurt his feelings.  
 
    His grin widened. “I see. Well. Yes.” Cleared his throat, settled back in his chair and laid the book out on the table. “The ‘hell theory.’ It’s a bit more complex than that.” 
 
    Wasn’t everything with Beck? 
 
    “Let’s suppose.” He turned the book to face her, and she found herself looking at an old painting depicting what could only be a battle of heaven versus hell. Beautiful, winged angels, and monstrous demons clashing with swords and tridents. Flames leapt, and clouds descended to earth, and caught between were humans, sobbing, and flailing, and fleeing, and dying. “That the conduits truly are possessed by beings that are…heavenly.” He didn’t say angel, and the omission stuck out to her. “Let’s suppose they came down from the heavens to herald the end of the world. My question, then” – she lifted her head, and met his gaze, got caught in the glittering intensity of it – “is: where was the other army? Where were hell’s forces on the battlefield? Because the way I understand it, an apocalypse takes a war between both sides.” 
 
    She glanced back at the painting; ran a careful fingertip along the edge of the page. Thought of Tabitha, of Tony Castor, of the men who’d kicked down their doors and died choking on their own blood. “Maybe hell’s already here,” she mused. “Maybe we’ve all gotten so used to it that it seems normal. Demons walking around in human skin.” 
 
    His eyes widened, briefly: a moment of true startlement. Then he smiled. “Very good.” He nodded, and sat back, fingers linking together over his flat stomach. “I’ve thought of that. Quite a lot. It makes sense. But.” He bit his lip, thinking. “The Rift was a cataclysmic event on a scale we’ve never seen before. The conduits I’ve seen…” He frowned to himself. “Mankind is exceptionally cruel. Our capacity for violence to one another, our technology – the war machines we’ve created over the centuries, from the rack, to nuclear bombs. How are we not influenced by evil? 
 
    “But I have a gut feeling.” 
 
    “That the Rift was really angels?” 
 
    He nodded. “And that it will happen again. The continued presence of conduits drives the point home.” 
 
    Rose took a steadying breath. “So you think…” It was almost too preposterous to say…but not more preposterous than anything else, she supposed. “When it does happen, we should get hell involved.” 
 
    He nodded, eyes sparking with approval. “What hope do we have against divine powers? So we open another Rift, and we unleash hell, and we let them fight heaven. Last time, there was no balance. Nothing can be all one-sided. Good needs evil, and vice versa.” 
 
    It made a horrible kind of sense. But… 
 
    “And you think that’s possible? Opening hell?” 
 
    “There are…” He hedged again, face screwing up in a rare show of doubt. Choosing his words, she thought. “Ways of opening portals. Ways of going. Ways of bringing something – or someone – back.” 
 
    “Someone?” 
 
    He stood and went back to the shelves; she recognized the row where he kept his collection of books about King Arthur. “Did you know,” he said, selecting a tome and paging through it, “that historians give great credence to there actually having been a real King Arthur? Not the medieval figure of myth, but a warlord. Very old. A British king who fought against the Saxon invasion.” 
 
    Rose didn’t ask if his interest in the topic stemmed from his own name; she had a feeling that was how it had started, and wasn’t going to reduce him to the trivial.  
 
    “One of his knights,” he continued, resuming his seat, “a warrior named Derfel, turned to the cloth afterward. He ended up being sainted.” He turned this book toward her, too, laid it atop the other, replacing her view of the final battle with several photos; one of a painted saint, one of a small, gray stone church in a grassy cemetery, and one of a strange wooden figure of an animal – without a head. 
 
    “Thomas Cromwell had Saint Derfel himself removed from the church in Llandderfel, but the stag he sat astride remains there, installed on the church’s porch.  
 
    “Every saint has his own supposed miracles.” His voice went smoky. “Saint Derfel is said to be able to fetch damned souls back from hell.” 
 
    She shivered when she met his gaze. He was completely serious – and why shouldn’t he be? He’d seen a conduit in the flesh. Twice. One had killed his brother, she’d surmised. He believed that one of King Arthur’s knights had the power to journey into and back out of hell. She’d long since stopped questioning him, so she supposed she believed it, too.  
 
    “Anyone in particular you want to fetch?” 
 
    He glanced away, and when their gazes broke apart, she realized how much tension had swelled up between them, because it was suddenly gone. “No. No, I–” Grim smile. “I like to think Simon didn’t end up there. Supposing heaven’s better.” He tilted his head back and forth. “But it’s a way – it’s an entry point. I’ve been looking for those for years now. In case…” He closed the book, and set it off to the side. “Anyway,” he said, briskly, and she realized he was self-conscious. “I thought we’d try the shooting range today.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Shooting, it turned out, was the easiest skill to master. It took practice, as did everything, but once she’d learned to allow for the recoil, had learned how to use each gun’s sights and account for each individual weapon’s accuracy, it wasn’t hard to shred the center out of a paper target, eject the mag, reload, and do it all over again.  
 
    Within two weeks, she’d become proficient with all the handguns in Beck’s arsenal. 
 
    “Which do you prefer?” he asked one afternoon, when she’d set the .45 aside and hooked her ear protection down around her neck. He was looking at the array of guns laid out on the table beside her, but lifted his head to fire an intensely curious look toward her. Her answer mattered to him, though she wasn’t sure he’d reveal how much so. “Gun or knife?” 
 
    Guns were lightweight, portable, and allowed a person to keep a distance between themselves and their attacker. There was far less risk of getting hit, or grabbed, or stabbed when wielding a gun, and it packed a punch that didn’t rely on a person’s physical strength. A gun was a tactical advantage for someone like Rose, and her answer should have been immediate. 
 
    It was immediate – but it wasn’t gun.  
 
    “Knife.” 
 
    He stilled for one brief moment, breath held, fingers splayed across the table. She watched his pupils expand. Then he nodded and turned away. “May I ask why?” So polite, to cover how delighted he was. She could tell, though. Could feel the glad shiver that wanted to ripple down his back.  
 
    Her own breath wanted to hitch and stall, the air shifting, sparking. It continued to amaze her how the atmosphere could change like that, bristle and crackle with tamped-down energy after just a look. The way a question could heighten her awareness of him to a level that was sweetly sharp – and that felt reciprocal.  
 
    “A knife…” How to say it. She wet her lips, gaze fixed on his profile, the dark sweep of his lashes against his cheeks. She’d only used a knife on a man once, but the memory lingered, fresh and heated, always ready to leap to the surface of her mind; always present in her fingers, and arms, and a faint, ghostly throbbing in the back of her head. One mention sent her back there, to the man gasping, and the blood splattering hot across her bare feet.  
 
    She swallowed and tried again, palms tingling, pulse throbbing. “When I used the knife, I knew that I was the one who’d stopped him. He was going to hurt you – and me. And he – he didn’t even expect it. He looked surprised, when I stabbed him.” She could hear the wonder in her voice, knew it showed on her face.  
 
    If he would only look at her… 
 
    And then he did, a slow turn of his head, hair falling half-across his face, eyes gleaming through the strands. His mouth was set in a tight line, but it wasn’t displeasure. She couldn’t pin down his emotion, but she knew it wasn’t bad. That he didn’t disapprove of her way of thinking.  
 
    “I knife is intimate,” he said, voice low. “A gun is a useful and necessary tool. But when you use a knife, you get blood on your hands. A kill can’t be clean with a knife.” 
 
    She held his gaze, and nodded. 
 
    He grinned, teeth sharp. “That’s my girl.” 
 
    She started to step toward him–  
 
    And he turned away. Went to fetch more targets from the wall-mounted cabinet. “Have another turn with the Colt,” he said, voice back to normal, his back to her. “I’ve tinkered with the sights, and I think it’s stopped pulling so hard to the right.” 
 
    “Okay.” Inwardly, her joy dimmed. Her pulse and her breathing and the fizzing excitement of a moment ago settled back down – the way it should. Beck wasn’t interested in her being his girl like that.  
 
    She knew that, and told herself so repeatedly, but, still – it always stung a little to be reminded.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Kay had asked, in the early days, when her birthday was – it had been a conversation between the three of them over dinner one night, Kay expressing concern that, should Tabitha’s body be found, paperwork pertaining to her fostering of Rose might be found also. 
 
    Beck hadn’t been worried: “The documents are forged, anyway. How old are you, Rose?” 
 
    Eighteen. And her birthday, she’d revealed, when Kay asked, was November 22nd.  
 
    She lost track of time, living with Beck and Kay. Without school to attend, without a typical work schedule for any of the three of them, rainy day bled into rainy day; delicious dinners bled into cozy days in the library; conversations about ancient history melted into conversations about the Rift, and the city’s organized crime rings. Rose studied, and gobbled novels; learned to cook, looked to shoot, and honed her body into something sleek, strong, and weaponized.  
 
    She paused one morning as she climbed out of the shower, startled by a glimpse of her own reflection in the half-fogged mirror. The changes to her physique had come on gradually, she knew, but it hit her all at once: the subtle curves of muscle in her arms and legs, her tight stomach; the brightness in her eyes, and the color in her cheeks, and the fullness of her hair, even wet. She looked healthy. She looked like a woman, and not the frightened girl Beck had coaxed out of the pie safe all those months ago.  
 
    Six months, she realized with a start. She’d been here with them for six months. In some ways it felt like only a blink, and in others like this was the only life she’d ever known, safe, and cared-for, and allowed – encouraged – to be herself. She’d blossomed, in ways she’d never expected.  
 
    The 22nd of November dawned as any other day, marked by a silvered light and a drizzling rain. She showered, and dressed, and went down to breakfast gathering her thoughts about the reading she’d done last night about the post-Rift economic collapse. She had a few questions to ask Beck, points she wanted him to clarify; and today was going to be a chore day. Kay had mentioned changing the linen on all the beds yesterday, and she was sure Beck’s study needed a looking-to… 
 
    She halted just inside the kitchen doorway, mind going blank.  
 
    Beck and Kay stood on the far side of the island, a plate in front of them. A plate stacked high with pancakes – set with a whole mess of lit, blue candles.  
 
    As she stared, Kay reached under the counter, and came out with a conical paper hat that she strapped to her head. A little paper noisemaker that unrolled and shrieked when she blew on it.  
 
    “Did you forget it was your birthday?” she asked, laughing. 
 
    Beck gave her a small, warm smile. “Happy birthday, Rosie.” 
 
    She had forgotten it was her birthday.  
 
    But they hadn’t. And Kay had a hat. And Beck had made pancakes with candles in them.  
 
    The little flames blurred as she started at them, struck silent and stupid, and she didn’t realize she was crying until Beck appeared beside her, and he put an arm across her shoulders and drew her into a hug.  
 
    She pressed her face into his chest – the much-washed softness of his sweater – and breathed and blinked, struggling to get her emotions under control.  
 
    “It’s alright, sweetheart,” he murmured, rubbing her back in slow, up-and-down sweeps. “We wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    She sniffed. “Mission accomplished.” 
 
    He chuckled. “A good surprise, I hope.” 
 
    “The best.” 
 
    When she could, she drew back, offered him a shaky smile – his own was the warmest and softest she’d ever seen it, affection clear – and wiped her eyes with a few quick swipes of her fingers.  
 
    Kay still stood at the counter; the candles still burned, and blue wax had run down and puddled on the topmost pancake. “I’d blow ‘em out myself,” she said with a wink, “but then your wish wouldn’t come true.” 
 
    Rose didn’t tell them that she’d never had anything like a birthday cake before; that no one had ever lit candles for her and invited her to make a wish. She sensed they already knew that.  
 
    She crossed to the counter and stared down at the wavering flames. What did you wish for when you already had more than you’d ever imagined?  
 
    She wracked her brain, and finally formed a wish that seemed too wild, too big, too impossible. She cradled it in her mind as she would cradle a soap bubble with careful hands, took a breath, and extinguished every candle with a single blow.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    There were presents. She protested, told them they shouldn’t have, but once she’d lifted the first flap on the first package, she couldn’t resist ripping the paper, relishing the sharp crackle of it, which made Kay laugh.  
 
    All of them were from both of them, they said, no tags, though she knew Beck had paid for them with his matte black credit card. It didn’t matter; them going to the effort was the greatest gift of all. She opened two new sweaters, a pair of silver hoop earrings; a sketch pad of heavy art paper and a set of pencils. And, best of all, a whole box of books.  
 
    They’d come from a secondhand shop, she could tell, like most physical books these days. Paperbacks with yellowed edges and foxed corners, smelling of old ink and cracked bindings. They were all romances. 
 
    “Not study material,” Beck said with a wink. “Just for fun.” 
 
    Her face heated. “Thank you both. So much. I can’t – thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Kay said, easily, “but don’t think you’re getting out of laundry duty just because it’s your birthday.” 
 
    Beck groaned.  
 
    Rose grinned, giddy inside, high on sugar – and joy. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “I know better than to ask,” Kay said, already grinning wryly as they finished washing up after dinner. It had been steaks and broccoli, and Beck had produced a chocolate, raspberry cheesecake from the back of the fridge, decorated with dark chocolate curls and fresh raspberries. There had been more candles, and Kay and Beck had sung, and Rose was honestly proud she hadn’t cried again. “But there’s a Rocky marathon on tonight, if you’re interested.” 
 
    She knew that it would be a kindness to spend more evenings in Kay’s room watching TV and keeping her company. Despite her dismissive remarks and nonchalance, she knew Kay got lonely up there on the third floor, more so now that Beck and Rose had grown closer over training and lessons.  
 
    But it was her birthday, and her mouth still tasted of chocolate and the glass of champagne Beck had poured her, and she wanted to be selfish tonight. She made a face. “I would, but I have all these new books…” 
 
    Kay chuckled, unbothered. “I figured as much. Go enjoy.” 
 
    “There’s plenty if you’d like to read, too.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, no. My eyesight’s so bad these days that it gives me a headache after ten minutes.” To Rose’s surprise, she reached out and hugged her. “Happy birthday, kiddo. Here’s to many more.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kay.” 
 
    Rose checked the back door, flipped off the lights, and toted her box of new books to the library.  
 
    Which was inhabited.  
 
    Only half the lamps burned, and a fire roared in the hearth, its heat pressing back the chill of the late-autumn evening which had wormed its way through window sashes and under doors. Beck sat in his usual chair, legs crossed, a glass of whiskey glowing in one hand. He stared at the flames, sharp profile gilded, hair soft on his shoulders. Beautiful as a portrait, and the sight of him brought her up short; she took a moment to stare openly, to appreciate the sight of him – and to ache with suppressed longing.  
 
    He turned to face her, and the ache became a sharp pain, right under her ribs.  
 
    He looked at her a moment, and sipped his whiskey. She wanted to ask why he was drinking – he hadn’t been out hunting. Hadn’t bloodied his knife and his knuckles tonight. Hadn’t done anything to get his blood up. But he brought the glass to his lips again, and again, firelight turning his eyes gold. He wrestled with something, she knew, but couldn’t guess what.  
 
    Finally, he set the glass aside, and unfolded himself gracefully from his chair. Crossed to the table where they studied and beckoned her to join him with a quick flicker of his fingers.  
 
    She went to stand beside him, and found that the table had been cleared of books, a black velvet drape spread out in their place. She set her own books down in the seat of a chair and wiped suddenly damp palms down the legs of her jeans. “What is it?” 
 
    “A birthday present. One just from me.” He took one corner of the cloth in his hand, and folded it all the way back.  
 
    Firelight rippled on steel. Knives. An array of them, slender stilettos, and hooked utility knives; a switchblade, half-folded out, and a hip knife with a jagged, glinting serrated edge that could saw through rope as well as it cut through flesh. She counted twelve; the tiniest was no longer than her finger, a little stabber to fit in a boot, or a sleeve. The hip knife was big enough that it would slap at her thigh as she walked; big enough to wear on her back, between her shoulder blades. All had handles of smooth, beautiful striated wood inlaid with white metal. Carved with… 
 
    Beck placed one in her hands, a wicked, sleek blade made for stabbing, and she saw that the hilt was engraved with a small, simple flower. A rose.  
 
    She traced it with her fingertip, shocked speechless.  
 
    When Beck spoke, it was in a low murmur, voice uncharacteristically rough – uncertain. “I had them commissioned. There’s a craftsman – very discreet. Trustworthy. He takes the cash and doesn’t ask any questions.” She heard him swallow, as she turned the knife over slowly in her hand, sliding her fingers down the cool, glass-slick flat of the blade. “I thought – I thought that having your own would be – and I had the hilts made to fit your hands. It won’t be exact, obviously, because I didn’t have your hand there with me, but I’ve measured it against my own, and–” 
 
    She looked up at him, and he cut off, lips pressing thin, eyes large and full of doubt. He’d worried about this, and that knowledge touched her, warmed her.  
 
    He wouldn’t meet her gaze. “The roses are just a bit of whimsy. I thought you might…” 
 
    It was a revelation, seeing him like this, awkward and fumbling and blushing. He would have blamed it on the whiskey or the heat of the fire, but she knew the color on his cheeks was about this gift, and her reaction to it.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “Do you like them?” 
 
    “They’re beautiful.”  
 
    His head turned, finally. Expression still guarded.  
 
    “Beck, I love them.” She cradled the knife to her chest, carefully. “How could you even worry?” 
 
    He let out an explosive breath, face going blank with shock, and how could he be shocked? How could he think she wouldn’t see these for the beautiful works of art they were? How could he think she wouldn’t love the special care he’d taken – for her, always for her, and the ache in her chest was like a wound.  
 
    She set the knife aside with the reverence it deserved, and reached, with the same devotion, to rest her hand against Beck’s chest.  
 
    Beneath the softness of his sweater, and the firm, warm muscle it covered, she felt the steady pounding of his heart: elevated. A fast tempo that betrayed the stillness of his body.  
 
    “Beck.” Pleading. She didn’t know how to voice what she wanted with any sort of eloquence, not like the heroines of the books she read. She leaned into him, fingertips digging into muscle, felt herself going soft and pliant for him. Kiss me, she thought. Touch me, want me. 
 
    But he held still, unblinking, frozen like a prey animal in a trap.  
 
    The moment stretched, and her face flamed. He would refuse her again; would step back, put space between them, and a man could only do that so many times before it inspired shame. Maybe the blossoming she’d seen in the mirror had been an illusion, tainted by bias and naïve hopefulness. Maybe she was a child in his eyes. Unpretty, unwanted. Maybe… 
 
    His eyes flared, her only warning, and then he moved.  
 
    But not away.  
 
    As she started to draw back, resigned to having overstepped, his hand moved, lightning-fast, and closed around her wrist. Gripped it tight and held her in place. His chin tucked, his gaze sharpened on her face – and then he tugged.  
 
    He yanked her forward, and she lost her balance – gasped, tumbling in toward him.  
 
    He still held her wrist, and pulled her arm up, around his neck. His other hand caught her face; slid back to her nape, fingers threaded through her hair. Gripped tight, blunt pressure against her scalp.  
 
    She had to tip her head back to maintain eye contact, her body pressed flush to his, all of her open, and vulnerable, and entrusted to his care – readily so. Her pulse thumped wildly, her lungs refused to work, and his face hovered above her, all she could see – all she wanted to see.  
 
    His hair had fallen forward, and tickled at her cheeks; framed honey eyes that seemed to glow in the dim, close space between them. His breath, harsh and heated, struck her mouth, fanned down her throat, raising goosebumps of anticipation.  
 
    “Rosie,” he breathed, his voice raw and full of gravel.  
 
    His hips shifted forward, and – oh. That wasn’t disinterest she felt against her belly.  
 
    She clasped the collar of his sweater with one hand; took a grip on it at his chest with the other, and it felt like all that held her up – her grip and his, his hands knotted in her hair and locked on her wrist. Hold on to me, his hold said. Don’t let go.  
 
    His gaze was…everything. He’d pulled back the mask, and was letting her see all that he felt. It was so much; so dizzying in its depth, and violence, and passion. She opened her mouth, as if she might drink it down, feel it mix with her own thundering want, and give it back to him. He deserved that: to be wanted in the way that he wanted.  
 
    They hovered there, right on the precipice. If he kissed her, that would be it. She knew there would be no turning away and walking things back after that. It would be the match to the oil, and there would be no resisting; she felt it with a tug at her breastbone, a certainty that was ageless and uncivilized.  
 
    And then… 
 
    He let go of her.  
 
    He released her hair and yanked his hand back like it had been burned. He turned loose of her wrist, sucked in a breath. 
 
    Her own grip went slack, and when he stepped back, she let him go. The shock hurt; was devastating. She felt it high in her chest, a splintering pain that sent shards outward; through her ribs, and down into her belly. A cold pain that left her wanting to curl into herself. She banded her arms tight across her middle, and watched him spin away from her and pace across the room, pushing his hair back with both hands and holding them there, cupping his skull, knuckles white as he pressed with his fingertips.  
 
    This moment stretched, too, but the precipice was an ugly one, the rocks below jagged, the wind fierce and biting. A fall here would hurt.  
 
    Could shatter them. 
 
    Rose drew in a shaky breath. “It’s okay.”  
 
    Beck whirled again, and dropped his hands. His hair stood up, fluffy and ruffled, at odds with the stricken look on his face. His cheekbones could have cut glass, his face hollow, haunted. Bereft.  
 
    “It’s not okay.” His voice was rougher than she’d ever heard it. “It’s not–” He bit his lip so hard she was afraid he’d draw blood. Closed his eyes, and let out a groan that was mostly a growl.  
 
    He took a few deep breaths, and opened his eyes. His stare pinned her in place, hot and searching and hungry. “I want you.” Like a raw confession; like she’d hurt him.  
 
    She swallowed. “I want you. What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “I don’t…” He glanced away, throat moving as he swallowed. Breathed harshly through his mouth, chest heaving. All his usual polish had abandoned him; he was stripped down to his most basic, animal layer, and it excited her, even as he refused her. “I don’t know if I can – keep my distance.” 
 
    “Then don’t.” 
 
    He looked to her again, his turn to plead with eyes that glimmered in the firelight. “I can’t be objective about you, Rosie.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be.” 
 
    “I’m not like the men in your books. I’m not safe.” 
 
    “You are for me.” 
 
    He stared at her a long moment, open-mouthed, just breathing.  
 
    Rose forced her arms to loosen, and straightened her spine. Lifted her chin. “It’s okay if you’re afraid, but I’m not. I’m not a child. I’m not naïve. You can keep your distance, if that’s what you need to do, but don’t do it for my sake, because that isn’t what I want at all.” 
 
    His eyes widened. He walked back toward her – slow, stalking steps, cautious, like she was the wild thing, the danger that needed tip-toeing around. When he reached her, he took her face gently in both hands – but she knew already that the moment of heat had passed. This was careful, and caring, but it wasn’t the desperate grip of moments ago. This was how he always touched her, with the utmost respect, as if she were a flower whose petals he was afraid to crush.  
 
    He kissed the top of her head, and lingered there, his breath warm against her scalp as he sighed. “You’re a marvel,” he said, voice soft, wondrous. Another kiss. “Happy birthday, my sweet thing.”  
 
    Then he pulled away and left the room.  
 
    Rose stood staring at the fire, listening to his footfalls quickly recede; he walked so soft and sure-footed in his socks that he could only be heard when he was very close – and he wasn’t that anymore, was he? Fleeing again. Denying her – denying himself.  
 
    What was he afraid of? she wondered. She’d seen him kill; had fired guns with his arms around her as he helped her aim, in his secret basement training center. She knew that he used his dead brother’s name on his credit cards, and that he used to kill for the mob, and that he killed, still, several times a week. He’d just given her a set of knives for her birthday.  
 
    She’d seen him unmasked tonight, in those quivering moments when she’d thought – prayed – that he would kiss her. She’d seen beyond the veils and shields and into the animal heart of him. He had to know that; had to know what he’d revealed to her. Did he think something even worse remained? Still hidden somehow?  
 
    How could he think that he would hurt her?  
 
    She blew out a breath, and went back to the table. Each knife had its own worked leather sheath, butter-soft and gleaming. She sheathed them all, one-by-one, and began to plan where she’d wear them. She wondered…and then she spotted it, laid out at the top of the velvet under-cloth: a mass of stacked straps: holsters.  
 
    She grinned, despite the persistent ache in her chest. He’d thought of everything.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    A week later, Beck came to the library one evening while she was reading, came to stand in front of her chair, bristling with unspoken energy, and said, in a deceptively mild voice: “Would you like to go out tonight?” 
 
    Then she lifted her head and saw his boots: the heavy black ones that laced up to mid-calf. His hunting boots.  
 
    She met his gaze, sparkling and stark with his hair pulled back in a tight knot at his nape. His face seemed paler against the black of his turtleneck, save the two burning spots of color high on his cheeks.  
 
    “Really?” she asked, pulse already leaping. 
 
    His smile was tiny, but full of promise. “Really.” 
 
    She scrambled to her feet.  
 
    “Wear something dark,” he called after her. “And boots.” He didn’t tell her to bring her knives, because he knew he didn’t have to.  
 
    She nearly fell going up the stairs at a run. Dressed in her darkest jeans and sweater, her brown boots – wishing, a little, that they were black, like his. She thought of his little bun, and braided her hair back quickly, but tightly, so it was out of her face.  
 
    She took greater care with her knives, securing them the way she’d been practicing: in her holsters at back, and hip, and under her arms. Strapped one to her forearm, and tucked the little one down into her boot.  
 
    He was waiting for her in the foyer downstairs, wearing his flaring back coat – holding another length of black leather folded over one arm.  
 
    She paused on the final step, still holding the bannister, and watched as he unfolded it and held it out for inspection: it was another coat, just like his. With a high collar, and a flared hem, and a hood. A hunting coat. A killing coat.  
 
    “Is that for me?” she asked, breathless.  
 
    He gave her another tiny, electrifying grin. “Who else?” And held it up a little higher, encouraging. 
 
    She turned and slid her arms through the sleeves; let him settle it on her shoulders – and then place his hands there, heavy and grounding save for the way she could feel the fine tremors of anticipation moving through him.  
 
    “Are you ready for your first hunt?” he asked, warm breath tickling her ear. 
 
    She shivered. “Yes.” 
 
    They set out on foot, in the alley beyond the garage, hoods pulled up against what was, thankfully, a light mist and not a downpour. Beck set an unhurried pace – “The trick is not to look like you’re running toward or from anything” – and Rose walked a half-step back, trying to mimic the way he surreptitiously scanned their surroundings without moving his head much.  
 
    Because this was a nice neighborhood – or, nice for post-Rift without being ostentatiously rich in the way of the elites – security lights burned at intervals along the garages and housebacks of the alley. They pressed the dark back in blurry coronas, the wet pavement gleaming below. Rose wondered, briefly, if a curtain in a lighted window would twitch, and if someone would see them, and call the police, but they reached the mouth of the alley unscathed, and headed down the sidewalk, along a low wall tagged with layers and layers of graffiti. Cars trundled past, tires hissing, headlights skimming across them. But no one slowed, or gawked. No one cared.   
 
    That was the thing about the Rift, a truth she’d lived with her whole life: people minded their own business, now. A blanket of fear that allowed dark things to creep through shadows and wreak havoc. 
 
    Dark things like them, she supposed.  
 
    Rose expected them to head toward the Bends: some flophouse or crack den or a place like the one Beck had taken her from, down in Tabitha’s mildewed basement apartment.  
 
    Instead, they ended up only a few streets away, in a neighborhood of townhouses nearly as nice as their own. These were modern structures: two and three story, but flat-faced, stucco, and painted brick, without ornamentation. Wide, sleek windows, most of them barred with black iron.  
 
    Beck turned and motioned for her to follow, then ducked down a narrow walkway between two homes. Halfway down, in the shadows of the buildings, they reached a section of wrought iron fence, spiked with blunt finials.  
 
    “Get over,” he whispered, “lower yourself slowly, and then drop. It isn’t far.” He laced his fingers together to provide a step, and boosted her up effortlessly.  
 
    They’d not practiced this particular scenario, but she was so much stronger than she’d been before. Though the finials were rain-slick, she gripped them, pushed up from his hand, and swung her other leg up. Got the toe of her boot on the top rail and pulled herself up, up. Over, a graceful swing, her core muscles burning pleasantly. Lowered herself, until she was hanging, and then dropped. He was right: it wasn’t far. A satisfying impact of her boot soles on pavement.  
 
    Beck, of course, didn’t need a boost. He levered himself up and over with the grace of a gymnast, made it look easy, and landed lightly beside her.  
 
    “Show off,” she whispered, and felt a smile tug at her lips. 
 
    She caught a fast gleam of white in the dark as he smiled back. “Only for you.” 
 
    Behind the house was a row of trash cans, big, sturdy, wheeled plastic bins. And above them a window – whose bars hung crooked, already loose.  
 
    Beck climbed up onto the can, used a small tool from his coat pocket to unfasten the rest of the screws, and then handed the grate down to her. It was a small window, just big enough for a person to slide through, but the bars were solid and heavy. For one awful moment, she thought she’d drop them, dreading the clatter they’d make; but she managed to set them off to the side in a patch of fake turf.  
 
    The window wasn’t locked, because whoever lived here was both confident in the bars’ security, and careless about maintaining them. Beck worked it open with the tip of a knife, pushed it open, and then slipped inside, into darkness, head-first.  
 
    Rose climbed up onto the trash cans as quietly as she could, and followed.  
 
    He caught her around the waist when she was halfway through, and lifted her up, set her on her feet. Raised a gloved finger to his lips for silence.  
 
    She nodded, and glanced around the room they’d entered. A kitchen, sleek, and open, and modern, its chrome surfaces gleaming faintly in the diffuse glow of a light turned on in some neighboring room. It looked like a showpiece: unlived in, sterile.  
 
    Beck led her forward, walking softly on the balls of his feet, making no sound. The floors at home were old, full of charming creaks. But these wide, glossy tiles held them silently.  
 
    They went down a short hallway, where a lamp burned on a side table: a waste of electricity; a comfort to someone, she thought, should they wake and go wandering in the middle of the night. A photo sat beneath it: a couple sitting pressed together on a sofa beneath an elaborate art installation. Both middle aged, though the woman was trying to look younger, breasts about to spill from the tight bodice of her dress. Bot held champagne flutes and wore wide smiles – that didn’t touch their eyes.  
 
    Rose wondered who they were, even as she followed Beck up a flight of modern glass steps, across a landing, and to a closed door.  
 
    He paused there a moment, rolling his shoulders. Produced a knife from one of the holsters inside his jacket.  
 
    When Rose saw the wink of its edge, she drew her own. Was ready when he met her gaze, and nodded.  
 
    He nodded back, took a breath that flared his nostrils – then turned the handle and swept into the room.  
 
    It was pitch black. Rose was aware of furniture, could tell the shape of the room based on the startled gasp and the rustle of sheets. The hallway had been dim, but offered enough light to lay a panel down on the floor, on the foot of the bed. Enough to see kicking feet, and flying blankets. 
 
    Beck was ahead of her. 
 
    “What the hell?” a man’s voice roared. “What do you think you’re–” The words morphed into a choked-off sound of pain.  
 
    A woman screamed.  
 
    Rose caught a glimpse of flashing white satin, and she didn’t think – she struck. Her knife bit into flesh, and there was another scream, this one ear-piercing. A punched-out sound of pain. She withdrew the knife, and struck again, higher, and the scream became a liquid gurgle.  
 
    She stepped back, and heard the body drop; heard it thrash against the fibers of the shag rug.  
 
    The lights came on, and she squinted against the brightness.  
 
    Two bodies lay on the ground, the man dead, the woman still dying. The man had been killed swiftly and neatly, a puncture in the side of his throat that had sent a waterfall of blood down his bare torso. He’d fallen back against his nightstand, sitting upright, eyes glassy and unseeing, hands open in his lap, wet and crimson where he’d flailed at his wound before weakness overtook him. The blood dripped down onto the cream rug; it had smeared on the cream bed linens.  
 
    The woman – Rose’s kill – died as she watched, her face going slack, her hands uncurling. She was not the woman in the photo downstairs, but a much-younger blonde. Rose had gotten her between the ribs, first, and then found her throat on the second try, a messy, inelegant cut that had nonetheless done the trick.  
 
    Beck came to stand beside her, surveying their work. She could feel the energy pouring off of him, tightly-leashed; knew that if he met her gaze now his eyes would be sparking.  
 
    But he nodded, and wiped off his knife with a cloth that he then passed to her. As she cleaned the blood from her blade, he produced another knife: a cheaply-made thing she hadn’t ever seen before. He pulled it from its plastic bag, with gloved fingers, and carefully went to both bodies, wetting the blade with blood. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    He left the lights on, and went back out into the hall, and halfway down the stairs, where he set the knife, carefully. The plastic bag got crumpled up and put in his pocket, and he motioned her along in his wake.  
 
    Back through the kitchen, back out the window – he replaced the bars, adding an extra screw from his pocket so they were fixed securely: no signs of forced entry. He led her along the backs of several townhouses, and pulled her down behind an artificial hedge, where they crouched on the wet tile of a darkened patio, and waited. For what, she didn’t know – and then she saw headlights.  
 
    A sleek, expensive car rolled past, turning in at the house they’d just left. It disappeared inside the garage, and a moment later, a light came on in the kitchen window they’d used as an entry point.  
 
    “His wife,” Beck explained.  
 
    And then she understood: the wife would go inside, and when she started up the stairs, she’d find the knife. She would pick it up, and it would hold her fingerprints, and the blood of her husband and his mistress. When she found the bodies, she’d call 911, but the only evidence to find would point to her.  
 
    Silently, Beck stood, and she followed.  
 
    The rain picked up on their walk back to the house; it beaded on the edge of her hood and dripped down inside, cold against the back of her neck. It felt good, though, her skin overheated and too tight, her pulse throbbing in her temples, making her head ache. She breathed the humid air in through her mouth, drinking it down, with all its foul city smells, feeling so keenly, wildly alive.  
 
    They went across the courtyard, and in through the back door, which he locked behind them. Raindrops dripped from their jackets, quiet patters against the tile, as they stood in the dim kitchen, just breathing.  
 
    Beck pushed back his hood, and his face was all of tension: jaw clenched, brows lowered, nostrils flared. His damp hair clung to his neck, where it had come loose of its knot, and save for its softness, he looked carved from marble. He stripped off his wet coat, and hung it by the door; knelt down to unlace his boots and tugged them off. 
 
    Rose watched him a moment, drifting, dreamy and relaxed like she’d just gotten out of a bath. Then, belatedly, took off her own coat and boots.  
 
    He sent her a look – low-lidded, full of things unsaid – that clearly told her to follow, and headed down the hall.  
 
    He built up a fire in the library fireplace, and stayed crouched in front of it a moment once it was snapping merrily, warming his hands. Orange light bathed the slender elegance of his fingers, clean tonight because he’d worn gloves, but she could imagine the smears and stains, the evidence of the violence he’d wrought. He could wear gloves, and soak in the tub, and scrub his hands until the skin was raw, but the things he’d done would forever be etched beneath his surface, sense memories like echoes, bells tolling through him and then through her when he touched her, even innocently, as he always did.  
 
    She tried to gauge his mood, but his profile revealed only gilded sharpness – and the sense that he was holding himself on a very tight leash. She wondered what it would take to make it snap.  
 
    When he stood, he went to the sideboard and poured two whiskeys. Rose settled into her chair, feet hooked over the arm and pointed toward the fire, and accepted her glass with a quiet thanks.  
 
    He got situated in his own chair, and lit a cigarette from the pack on the table. Stared into the fire when he said, “You didn’t ask me who they were.” 
 
    “I figured you would have told me if you’d wanted me to know.” 
 
    His brows lifted, and she thought he started to face her – but didn’t. “You didn’t know if they deserved it. What if they were innocent? What if they took in orphans and walked old ladies across the street?” 
 
    “What if they did?” she countered.  
 
    His head did turn, then, fractionally. He looked up at her through his lashes, chin tucked at an angle that lent his face a hollow, hungry look. “Would you have regretted it?” He took another long drag, smoke curling through the wisps of his drying hair.  
 
    She hadn’t taken one sip of whiskey, but felt like she’d had a whole glass, loose, and warm, and relaxed. Unafraid of her own honesty. “I don’t regret anything when it comes to you.”  
 
    Beck, by contrast, vibrated with barely-suppressed tension. His fingers tapped on his glass; shook where they held the cigarette. He didn’t blink for a moment, holding her gaze. Debating, she thought. Arguing with himself.  
 
    He took the last drag and flicked the butt into the fire. “He’s a banker. Was. His wife is the second-cousin of one of Castor’s generals, and when he found that out, he used the connection to force his way up from janitor to CFO. Dumb as a rock. A cheater – obviously.” He took up the cigarette packet and tapped it absently against the table. “He’s been squeezing other banks out of business. Stealing regular people’s money to fuel his heavensent habit.” 
 
    She nodded. “And now he’s dead and can’t do that anymore.” 
 
    “There’ll be another. There always is.” His hand tightened, packet crumpling, and he bared his teeth in a rare grimace.  
 
    “But he’s gone,” she said, patiently. “And that feels good, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “God, yes.” A breathless admission.  
 
    He dropped the cigarettes, drained his glass, and gripped the arms of his chair. Hard. Knuckles white. Closed his eyes, wisps of hair dancing against his temples as he fought the inner trembling that wracked him – fought it so hard. And for what? Was this self-loathing? Self-consciousness?  
 
    Whatever it was, Rose was tired of it.  
 
    She took a bracing swallow of her drink, set it aside, and got to her feet.  
 
    His eyes snapped open.  
 
    She held up a hand. Stay. And crossed the distance between their chairs.  
 
    He tipped his head back, gaze fixed on her, and looked oddly vulnerable like that, even if she could see the tendons standing out in his neck and the backs of his hands; could see the coiled strength, even through his black sweater.  
 
    “Rose,” he said, like a warning. 
 
    One she didn’t heed. She straddled his legs, and settled in his lap. Rested a hand on his chest, over his tripping pulse, and tucked a bit of hair behind his ear with the other. Leaned in close enough to watch his pupils blow out, eating up the gold-brown of his irises. She could feel him trembling beneath her, straining. Could hear the quick patter of his breath through his parted lips.  
 
    “Beck,” she said, “it’s okay.” And she leaned in and kissed him.  
 
    It was careful, and awkward, because she’d never done this before. She had no skills to draw upon; she had ideas, thanks to all her reading, but felt fumbling and young when she imagined executing any of them herself. She didn’t want to fumble; she wanted Beck to be her teacher in this, the way he’d been her teacher in everything. Wanted him to finally, finally let go of the chokehold he had on his desires and show them to her, so they could share this, too. 
 
    How could they kill together, and then part chastely and sleep apart? The idea was so ludicrous it pained her.  
 
    Please, she thought, touching the tip of her tongue to his lower lip, a gentle press. Beck, please… 
 
    His lips parted on a deep gasp – and then he was kissing her back.  
 
    She’d initiated this, but it was a shock: the sudden heat of his tongue pushing past her lips, the crush of his lips against hers. He tasted of smoke and whiskey, and like everything she’d ever wanted. She let out her own gasp, and he swallowed it; tilted his head and slanted his mouth hotly over hers. 
 
    He cupped the back of her head in both hands, fingers plucking at the top of her plait, pulling hairs loose. Held her still for the quietly devastating assault of his kiss: deep, and wet, and drugging, lips clasping again and again, his tongue tracing her teeth, running along the ridges of her palate. She’d read about so many kisses, but none of it had prepared her for the way her neck would go weak, and her breath would stutter in her lungs. She clutched the front of his sweater, and let herself fall, more than confident he would catch her.  
 
    When he pulled back with one last, clinging kiss, she couldn’t swallow her little whine of protest. No! she thought, heart pounding. No, don’t turn away now! 
 
    But then she saw his expression, and knew he wasn’t turning away. No, far from that. His eyes had gone liquid and dark with an unmistakable arousal; his gaze traveled down and then up her face, lingering on her lips in avid, hungry appraisal. He liked what he saw, if the way he bit his lip was any judge. 
 
    He took her braid in one hand, and slid down the length of it; found the elastic that secured the end and pulled it free. His gaze stayed fixed on hers as he unraveled the plait with careful, but shaking fingers; she could hear him breathing, quick little draws that lifted his chest beneath her hands.  
 
    This was the moment in the books she read when the hero told the heroine how beautiful she was, how much he desired her. But Rose could see that for herself, and she didn’t need Back to say it. 
 
    When her hair was loose, he fanned it across her shoulders, drawing his fingers through the silken lengths again and again, the whisper of sound deafening in her ears, even drowning out the pop and crackle of the fire. He gathered it up in his hands, coiled it around his palms and knuckles. “Rosie,” he breathed, and reeled her back in for more kisses.  
 
    Slower, at first, plucking at her lips with his own. Then pressing deep, delving with his tongue, firm pressure that opened her jaw wider. Then a gentling, a half-retreat. It was like dancing – like sparring. He was showing her – teaching, just as she’d hope, and her heart soared. She leaned in to him, pliant. But then his thumb stroked her cheek, urging her closer, and she slipped her tongue between his lips, taking as he’d taken, and he hummed an approving sound that went all the way down to her toes and curled hot and heavy in her belly.  
 
    “Good girl,” he murmured, trailing kisses along her jaw. In the tender hollow below her ear. He opened his mouth against her throat, tasting her pulse point with the flat of his tongue; giving her the faintest scrape of teeth. The prick of his sharp canines: always seen, now felt.  
 
    His hands slid down her arms, and shifted to her waist. They were restless; sweeping up and down, palms pressing to the small of her back, and to her stomach; fingertips playing with the hem of her sweater as he sucked a bruise against her neck. It was like he wanted to touch all of her all at once; like he wanted to mark her, so he could look at her, and know that he’d touched her, that this moment had been real.  
 
    No going back, she thought, threading her fingers through his hair, pulling his bun loose; shivering, leaning into his touch. She tilted her head to give him more access – whatever he wanted, wherever he needed to be.  
 
    He hooked his fingers in the neck of her sweater and pulled it down her shoulder – a thread snapped, and she didn’t care – mouth chasing down to the new patch of skin he’d exposed, biting and sucking at the juncture of neck and shoulder.  
 
    Rose felt drunk. Hazy with pleasure already, though tension wound tighter and tighter in her belly like a spring, each pass of his lips and fingertips shooting sparks along all her nerve endings, lighting her up until she thought she must be glowing.  
 
    Slowly, she became aware of an insistent pressure against her backside. She was straddling him, and he was hard. He shifted a little, a cute squirm like he was pressing back into the chair, and oh, no, that wouldn’t do: he was trying to spare her, trying not to push her too fast.  
 
    She slid her hand down his chest, over his belly – the muscles clenching and leaping under that light touch – until she found the smooth leather of his belt, and went lower.  
 
    His jeans were tight, and his cock strained at the fly, a prominent bulge that had to be painful. She pressed her hand flat over it, and Beck broke away from her neck with a hiss and a curse. He went still, drawn taut beneath her, and his hands gripped her waist tight.  
 
    She didn’t move her hand. Kept it there, still, flat, and after a moment he took a ragged breath and lifted his face. His eyes were all pupil, glassy, drugged-looking – but intense, somehow. She could see his want; could feel it beneath her hand.  
 
    “Christ.” He pressed his face into her throat, panting humid breaths into the hollow of it. “Oh, Rosie. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    With her other hand, she petted his hair, scratched at his scalp, holding him to her, feeling like she was the one to shelter him. “You’ll only hurt me if you stop.” 
 
    He groaned, the sound vibrating against her skin. And then his hands slid down to cup her bottom, and he stood, lifting her up without effort, just as he had back in the alley tonight, when he boosted her over the fence.  
 
    The sudden movement left the room spinning, and her stomach dropping – pleasantly. She’d been so afraid so many times in her life, real, acidic fear; but this was a safe kind of fear. A little thrill, and she relished in it, grabbing onto his shoulders, legs going around his waist, holding on not for dear life, but because she never wanted to let him go.  
 
    He got down on his knees on the floor, and laid her out across the rug in front of the fire, hand cupped behind her head, cushioning her as she settled.  
 
    Her legs were still around his waist, bracketing his slender hips, and he was poised above her, one hand beneath her head, the other on the rug beside it. His hair fell around his face, framing it, and the firelight bathed his skin in leaping golds and reds, shining in his eyes.  
 
    Rose felt molten inside with wanting; stomach clenching, pulse settled between her thighs, where she was already swollen and damp for him. Her chest felt full to bursting – with love. She loved him. He’d saved her, and shown her so much; had trusted her, confided in her, and revealed his darkest parts to her. Let her see the beast that lived beneath the sleek veneer of civility.  
 
    He was a killer, and so was she, and she loved him.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” she said, reaching for him, unable to resist a romance novel moment.  
 
    “Not as beautiful as you,” he said with complete sincerity. Then he sat back on his heels, peeled his turtleneck off and chucked it over his shoulder. Laced his fingers with hers, and settled over her, finding her mouth again. A hot, wet kiss, tongue plunging deep, over and over, a primal rhythm that she melted beneath.  
 
    He let his weight settle over her more fully: his chest flattening her breasts, his hips pressing into the cradle of hers, and she realized, with a fresh burst of heated joy, that he was bare to the waist now, and that she had one hand free and could touch him.  
 
    They’d been naked together, before, that night in the bath. But she’d had her back to him, and hadn’t had this much access – he hadn’t been kissing her stupid then, either. She started hesitantly, laid her hand down on his shoulder, shocked by the heat of him. Smooth, fire-warmed skin that rippled beneath her, a great twitch like a horse shaking flies. Because she affected him just as he affected her. It was a desire that went both ways, equally strong, and the knowledge made her bold; had her feeling her way down his biceps – clenched and hard – and then back up, down along the taut muscles that framed his spine. To the twin dips she found right at his waistband. He felt like a wild thing in her grasp, all quick breaths, and swelling ribs, and shifting muscles; heavy, and masculine, and unrelenting.  
 
    He lifted her other hand to his face, broke their kiss – lips damp and gleaming in the firelight, swollen from kissing – so he could kiss her palm. He lifted her hand afterward to his other shoulder, fired her a fast, dark look – touch me – and then reached to slide his hand beneath the hem of her sweater.  
 
    His familiar callus pattern – the proof of his proficiency with weapons – touched the soft skin of her stomach for the first time, and she sucked in a breath, belly hollowing beneath a touch that was gentle, but electrifying. Too much and not enough all at once.  
 
    He kissed her again. “It’s alright.” A soft murmur against her lips.  
 
    “Don’t stop.” 
 
    He didn’t. He shifted down – her hands slid up his neck and her fingers curled into his hair – and pushed her sweater up a few inches; pressed his face to her stomach. Butterfly kisses; a sly flick of his tongue in her navel that left her gasping, fists tightening in his hair.  
 
    His eased her sweater up, inch by teasing inch, and kissed each bit of newly exposed skin. Dragged the tip of his nose across the dip of her stomach; passed his tongue down the grooves of her ribs. 
 
    It was so much more sensation than she’d expected. She could feel the velvet of his lips, the wet heat of his tongue, the faint rasp of stubble. He sucked a bruise against her rib cage, not letting up until a squeal finally escaped her bitten lips. She wanted to squirm – and to lift into his mouth. Raked restless fingertips across his scalp.  
 
    He lifted his head a fraction, his gaze impossible, and shoved the sweater up and over her breasts, baring the simple black silk of her bra.  
 
    He grinned, all teeth, totally unrestrained, now. This was his real smile, the one he kept in careful check; his smile for knives, and blood, and violence – and for her.  
 
    Then he shifted forward on his knees and pressed his face into the valley between her breasts. Released a shaky breath, murmured something she couldn’t hear.  
 
    Her nipples contracted to stiff peaks, painfully tight, and her thighs tightened around his hips; a hard clenching echoed by the clenching of her sex, empty, and slick, and ready for him.  
 
    He tongued at her breastbone, and his hands came up to massage her breasts. 
 
    “Oh.” She arched up into the touch, delighted by it, nipples aching – but it wasn’t enough. There was still that silk barrier between them. She wanted to feel his calluses here, where she’d never realized she was so sensitive.  
 
    He turned his head, and ran his tongue across the top of one breast, looking up at her face through his lashes. She had the impression that it wasn’t a man above her at all, but a big cat, pounced, and purring, and playing with its food.  
 
    Then he hooked his thumbs in the cups of her bra and drew them sharply down, a sudden move that freed her breasts with a little bounce. If she craned her neck she could see them – see herself in a light she’d never imagined: all quivering, creamy skin, her nipples flushed and pebbled.  
 
    He cupped her breasts in his hands, shifted his head, and lapped at a stiff nipple, drawing a shocked sound from her. Each new touch was a revelation, all of it sending fresh shocks of pleasure to her core, her need building and building like a slow-burning fire.  
 
    He closed his lips around the stiff peak, and sucked. His fingers pinched at her other nipple, and it was so much. Too much. 
 
    She let her head fall back, and closed her eyes, basking in it.  
 
    He drew her deep into his mouth, suckled at her, and then moved to the other and gave it the same treatment. His fingertips traced patterns on the undersides; he molded and shaped them – until she grew restless again, legs shifting against his hips. She was downright squirming – lifting her hips and seeking friction against the hard bulge in the front of his jeans. Her panties were wet now, and even the barest grinding together threatened to set her off, blood sparking and fizzing, and his mouth was so hot, and he was so good at this, and… 
 
    He pulled back with an obscene slurp, and, voice rough, said, “Open your eyes, sweetheart.” 
 
    She did. 
 
    He knelt between her spread legs, sheened with sweat, gleaming in the firelight, a classic portrait of a young god made flesh. She loved the way his chest heaved, the way he was winded. The way he stared at her like she was the only thing worth looking at in the world.  
 
    As she watched, he unbuckled his belt. Undid the button and fly of his jeans. The rasp of the zipper seemed to echo off the bookshelves. He wore black boxer-briefs beneath, like the ones he’d had on the night he was stabbed. He pushed them down, and drew out his cock; it bobbed, flushed and leaking at the tip, up toward his bellybutton, swollen and flushed with blood. He hissed when he did it, teeth bared. 
 
    He stared down at her as he took himself in hand and gave a few slow, thorough strokes. Passed his thumb over the head and spread pre-come down the length of his shaft, easing the way.  
 
    He worked his own cock, and skimmed his other hand up her stomach, back to her breasts. Tweaked one nipple and then the other, squeezing ‘til the little bursts of pain sent bright sparks of pleasure through her gut.  
 
    There were so many moments in so many books when the heroine finally got a look at the man’s cock and knew a moment’s panic. He was too big; he wouldn’t fit; it would hurt too much.  
 
    Beck was big – bigger even than she’d thought, after the stolen glimpse the night of the bath. Thick even in his own hand. But she wasn’t scared. She didn’t want to shrink back from it – from him.  
 
    She watched his hand, and wished it was her own; wished it was her grip he was thrusting lightly into. 
 
    He took a deep breath and his hips stilled. He circled the base of his cock with his hand and squeezed; grunted, eyes closing a moment. When he opened them, he reached with both hands for the button of her jeans.  
 
    She lifted her hands, intending to make fast work of it, and then shimmy out of them, but he said, “Let me.” His voice was wrecked, and his eyes were dark, and when he licked his lips, she nodded and subsided. Watched, enraptured, as he unfastened them slowly, and pulled the halves back, revealing black panties that matched her bra.  
 
    He’d been rough when he touched himself, but was gentle, almost teasing, as he slipped two fingertips beneath the waistband of her panties and petted her curls. Slow, gentle, his gaze fixed on his own hand where it disappeared slowly, slowly, slowly. His fingertips finally found her clit, and the sound she made was high and breathless. The jolt of sensation almost burned it was so acute. It brought the quick heat of tears to her eyes, and she blinked them away, biting her lip to keep quiet, watching. 
 
    Just as he watched. He stroked her more firmly, little darts of pleasure that left her chest heaving, wet nipples glistening in the firelight.  
 
    “Beck, please…” 
 
    With a slow, steady push, he slipped his whole hand down into her panties. Cupped her sex. Parted her wet folds with clever fingers, and found her entrance.  
 
    “Look at me,” he said, begged, as he pressed the first finger inside.  
 
    His gaze caught hold of hers, speared right through her, as he thrust shallowly in and out, stretching her, making her wetter. His fingers looked so slender, but it didn’t feel that way, inside her – the stretch burned, but in a good way. Made her feel alive, made her feel like a woman, wanted and beautiful.  
 
    “God.” He let out a shuddering breath. A muscle leaped in his jaw. “Rosie, God.” He pulled out, and pressed back in with two fingers.  
 
    Rose pressed her shoulders back against the rug, and rocked her hips, finding his steady rhythm, matching it. Trying to take him deeper. The tension in her belly was verging on unbearable; she needed this, needed more of it. Chased a relief that only he could give her.  
 
    He added a third finger, and gripped his cock again, stroked himself in time with the press and retreat of his fingers in her sex.  “I could come. Oh, Christ, I could come just like this,” he said, panting. He pressed deep, and her back arched. “But fuck, I’m not going to.” 
 
    He pulled his hand from her panties – she mourned the loss, until he lifted his fingers to his face and sucked them one by one into his mouth, licking her juices from between them; tonguing it from his knuckles.  
 
    “Oh my God,” she murmured. Her pulse was thrumming beneath every inch of skin. She knew she had to glow pink; had reached a point where she was too turned on to do much of anything.  
 
    But that was okay, because Beck seemed done with drawing things out.  
 
    He shuffled back, and gripped her jeans and panties and tugged them down in one go; off her feet and over his shoulder somewhere. He stood only long enough to take care of his own, and then he was crawling back to her, prowling up her body like a big cat, hips settling against hers.  
 
    She could feel him now, hard and hot against her thigh. He shifted, and she could feel him against her sex; his cock slid against her wetness and it sent a crack of electricity through her; left her grabbing his shoulders and holding tight, gaze seeking his.  
 
    When she found it, his was impossible: impossible to think that he was looking at her this way, finally, that he wanted her so badly he trembled.  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He kissed her again. Touched her again, fingers spreading her, teasing. And then she felt the head of his cock against her entrance, so much larger than his fingers had been. Blunt, steady pressure, and she stretched, and it burned – but it was a welcome pain. Cherished things didn’t come easy, if at all, in her experience. She wanted him inside her more than she wanted to avoid discomfort.  
 
    He pulled back from the kiss a fraction, his lips still brushing hers. “Breathe,” he murmured. “Just breathe, sweetheart.” His voice sounded strange, but sweet, too. He was holding back for her, going so carefully. Gentle nudges, pressing in slow, slow, slow. “It’s alright.” He touched her face, feather-light, and his gaze shifted over her features, a notch between his brows. Worrying. “It’s alright. Tell me to stop.” 
 
    Never. In answer, she wrapped her legs around his waist, and her body opened to him. A sudden give. He slid in deeper with a grunt, eyes closing as he tried to keep still. But she smoothed her hands down his arms, encouraging, marveling at the sensation of him going deeper inside her, and his hips gave little involuntary twitches. Deeper, deeper – and then he was there. Fully seated, and it was so much. But it didn’t hurt.  
 
    Rose let out a breath that felt punched out of her. She was all filled up, and there was no room – not anywhere inside her – for anything but him. 
 
    She reached up to fist his hair, not caring if the wonder and adoration showed naked on her face. Let him see. Let him know how much she wanted this.  
 
    His eyes were still screwed shut, lips pulled wide in a grimace. He trembled above her, body vibrating as he held carefully still.  
 
    “Beck.” Her own breathing was choppy and open-mouthed, but she managed to trace the tender skin below his eyes with her thumbs. She found a trace of wetness there, and somehow her love swelled greater. “Beck, I don’t want you to stop.” She flexed her thighs on his hips, and tightened around him, where he was buried deep.  
 
    His eyes sprang open. His mouth opened on a gasp. His hand slapped down on the rug beside her head, holding him up. “Sweetheart, I can’t wait anymore.” 
 
    “Then don’t.” 
 
    “God.” He groaned, and cursed – and drew his hips back, and thrust in again. Another retreat, another thrust. Again, again. Slow at first, but powerful, the muscles in his stomach rippling, his teeth clenched tight. Each movement stretched her a little more, like he was making a place for himself inside her, and she could feel the way she was fitted to him, and the way he loved it. Each movement lit up nerves she’d never known existed, and the tension wound tighter and tighter, an exquisite torture that had her straining to meet every thrust.  
 
    It was good, it was so good, but she knew there could be more, and she chased after it, clutching at his arms, murmuring low, pleading sounds. 
 
    His rhythm built, thrusts harder, quicker. He cursed again, and stretched out over her, blanketing her body with his. He found her mouth, a messy, open, uncoordinated kiss as his hips kept kicking.  
 
    He had less leverage, this way, but she wanted him close; raked her nails down his back and locked her ankles together behind him. He trailed unsteady kisses down her jaw, and buried his face in her throat.  
 
    “Rosie.” His hips stuttered. “My sweet Rosie.” He slipped a hand between them, found her clit with his fingers. 
 
    Her pleasure crested in a sudden, violent wave. She closed her eyes and let it carry her, clinging to him.  
 
    He growled against her throat, and she felt him kicking inside her, a flood of warmth.  
 
    It was the most perfect sensation of her life. Better than a good meal, or a hot bath. Better than laughing with Kay, or earning Beck’s praise at the study table.  
 
    Better than killing. The heat of his release inside her, as her body pulsed, limp and liquid with pleasure, was better than the heat of freshly-spilled blood.  
 
    In the moment, all of it was tangled, and wonderful, and she didn’t ever want to come down from this high.  
 
    Their heartbeats throbbed against one another for a long moment, while her sex continued to spasm around his cock. He lifted his head, and his rough, open-mouthed breathing was tired and spent, rather than tight and anticipatory. He looked at her with dilated, pleasure-drunk eyes, and his smile could have lit up the room, brighter than any lamp. He kissed her with a lazy sort of intensity that felt like a claim; a languid stroke of his tongue, a gentle bite at her lower lip.  
 
    When he drew back, he murmured, voice gravelly, “I adore you.” 
 
    She was too dazed for eloquence. “That’s good. You’re pretty awesome.” 
 
    He laughed – not the low chuckles of everyday, but an honest to goodness giggle; he closed his eyes, and laughter shook him, and he even snorted. He pressed his forehead to hers. “Are you okay?” As the laughter died away, and true concern stole into his voice.  
 
    “I’m perfect.” 
 
    “Hm. Yes, you are.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    He hummed, and kissed her. “It should be.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    He scooped her up like a bride and carried her upstairs. When she made a reach for their clothes, scattered across the rug like windblown leaves, he hefted her up higher against his shoulder and said, “Nope. It can wait.” 
 
    “What’s Kay going to think?” 
 
    “She’ll be scandalized, naturally. Or pretend to be.” He caught her gaze and winked. “Don’t let her trick you into thinking she’s a prude. It would all be a lie.” 
 
    She smiled, and looped her arms around his neck. She was drowsy, now, her eyelids heavy.  
 
    This time, when they lay down on the crisp white sheets of his canopied bed, there was no space between them, her head pillowed on his chest, his arm secure around her waist. She fell asleep to the steady metronome of his heartbeat, and dreamed of nothing at all.  
 
    The next morning, she and Beck were chopping peppers and onions for a southwest omelet when Kay entered the kitchen, usual cigarette perched on her lip, expression her usual morning blend of tired and crabby. She climbed up onto her usual stool, smoked a moment, then finally said, “If you’re gonna fuck on the rug you could at least pick up after your damn selves.” Her lip curled in disgust. 
 
    Rose blushed, but Beck caught her eye and smiled. “How heathenish of us,” he said to Kay, his gaze sparkling, and Rose couldn’t find it in herself to feel too embarrassed.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Castor’s headquarters is virtually impenetrable,” Beck said, clicking through screens on the massive computer monitor in his study. “Another family tried to launch a full-scale siege of the place about ten years ago, and got wiped off the face of the earth for their troubles. Here it is.” He opened a JPEG file, one that expanded to fill the whole screen, and Rose let out a quiet “damn.” 
 
    She wasn’t looking at a house, but at a mansion. Its square, pale stone edifice was bracketed at each side by round turrets with steepled roofs. The roof above the main body of the house was lined with black iron spikes – of the sort used to keep pigeons from landing, but which she knew acted as human deterrents in this case. The dozens of original, leaded-glass windows had been caged with iron bars, and it lent the already-imposing Gothic manor an even more sinister air. Stone gargoyles perched on the ledges, snarling down at the lawn. The photo had been taken at night, but the house’s façade was lit up with security lights: nowhere to hide, no way to sneak in undetected.  
 
    He clicked the mouse, and the image shifted: a shot taken father back, this one showing the grounds. The mansion was in the heart of the city, flanked on either side by townhouses, but boasting a sizable lawn circled by a tall iron fence. The gates were massive, and decorated with curling iron Cs in their centers. Two men in black stood stationed just inside them, guns breaking up their otherwise-sleek outlines. 
 
    Beck pointed to one. “Castor employed plenty of meathead thugs to fence his product, but his own personal guard is made up of an elite death squad. All of them are fit, most are former military, and all of them are unfailingly loyal. 
 
    “Here are cameras.” He pointed them out on the tops of the stone fence posts. “Around the entire perimeter. And here, closer to the house. I’ve never been inside, but it’s apparently full of booby traps and dead ends. Secret passages and hidden elevators. Castor can disappear in a matter of moments, and then you have to deal with his death squad.”  
 
    “It’s like a haunted house in there,” Kay said with a shudder. “I was only there once or twice, but that was enough. “The bastard has an honest to God throne, right there in the front hall. It’s where he sits when they drag a traitor up in front of him.” She shuddered again, gaze far away, remembering.  
 
    Beck said, “I’ll never be able to get to him directly. Not in his fortress.” He tapped restless fingertips against the desk. “So I’ve been picking his people off. One by one.” He snorted. “I imagine I’m about as pesky as a buzzing fly.” 
 
    A frightening thought occurred. “Does he know it’s you? Taking out his dealers?” 
 
    Beck didn’t answer.  
 
    Kay said, “He’s careful. And Castor has lots of enemies.” 
 
    “Like I said: a buzzing fly.” With no small amount of bitterness.  
 
    “But the men who came here,” Rose persisted. She felt the urge to go check that the windows and doors were bolted.  
 
    He twisted around in his chair to face her, his smile small and tight – but nevertheless reassuring. She didn’t think he could hide anything from her now, and she relaxed beneath his gaze.  
 
    “If Castor knew it was me, and wanted me dead, he wouldn’t send those idiots to do the job. I feel sure they were acting on their own – trying to take some initiative in the hopes it would ingratiate them with the boss man.” 
 
    “That worked out well for them,” Kay said.  
 
    “If they’d told anyone what they’d planned, we would have had another visit by now.” He touched her arm. “It’s alright, darling. Castor doesn’t know.” 
 
    She let out a breath, and nodded.  
 
    His smile flickered wider, and he turned back to the screen. “I have a map.” He pulled it up, and now she knew what the little flags on it meant.  
 
    “You have a hit list, you mean,” Kay said.  
 
    “One always expanding,” he said, mildly. “It’s a good thing I’ve got a partner, now.” 
 
    Kay snorted. “Yeah, good thing.” 
 
    Rose fought not to smile.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Rose dreamed of the pie safe, its confines stifling and dark, reeking of damp and mildew. She panted, trying unsuccessfully to regulate her breathing. Tabitha had warned her about that once, cracking her ugly laugh, had said that if she breathed too fast she’d use up all the oxygen and suffocate in there. That hadn’t been true at all, because it wasn’t airtight, but the mind had a way of rejected logic in moments like those.  
 
    But then the doors swung open, and a warm tide of blood swirled in around her; lifted her, carried her out into a moonlit night studded with stars – the heavens split with a jagged white scar.  
 
    The Rift. She knew that’s what she was seeing, and it didn’t look like it did in old photographs. It looked alive, pulsing brighter and brighter, in the rhythm of a heartbeat. A rhythm she could feel rippling through the blood around her, steady and relentless. 
 
    Hands closed over her arms from behind, and she knew they were Beck’s; knew it was his heat and weight that pressed up against her back; his breath against her throat.  
 
    She stared up at the Rift, and fell back against him, and fell, and fell, and fell… 
 
    She woke, and was on her side, in Beck’s bed, and his weight and heat really were pressing up behind her. The rhythm she’d felt in the dream was his; he ground lightly, absently against her ass, his cock hard, but his movements unhurried. His arm lay across her waist, and his hand massaged her breast, through the cotton of the tank top she wore.  
 
    She smiled into the dark. “Are you awake?” 
 
    “A little bit.” His voice was drowsy, but very much awake. “I was dreaming.” 
 
    She covered the back of his hand with hers, urging him to grip her more firmly. He worked his thumb back and forth over her nipple until it pebbled, and she shivered. “So was I.” 
 
    “About roses?” 
 
    “About blood.” 
 
    He stilled. Pushed up on one arm so he was above her. 
 
    Rose turned her head on the pillow so she could look up at him. It was raining, and the light that filtered through the curtain gaps was manufactured, and blue-tinted. A raindrop slithered down the window pane, and its shadow tracked down his face, a silent, black tear. She could see the wet glimmer of his eyes, and his parted lips; flash of his tongue as he wet them.  
 
    His hair swung forward, as he leaned down, a curtain that sealed them in together. The immediate aggression of his kiss told her he’d been awake for a while, thinking of this, wanting it. His hips shifted, the hard line of his cock giving further evidence.  
 
    He explored her mouth for long moments, shaping her lips with his, plunging deep with his tongue. He pulled down the strap of her tank top with his free hand, bared her breast and cupped it in sure fingers. Plucked at her nipple until it ached, and she shifted restless beneath him.  
 
    Then he drew back and said, “Turn over.” 
 
    A hot flare of excitement licked through her, and she rolled over, getting up on her hands and knees.  
 
    He skimmed her shorts and panties down before she was even fully settled, exposing delicate skin to the chill of open air. She shivered – and then shivered again when he put his hands on her. Petted her thighs, and her bottom, and the small of her back. Undemanding touches that had her burning for more. He trailed a thumb down the cleft of her ass, down, until he reached her sex, already damp, already throbbing in time with her pulse as blood rushed to the place where she wanted him most.  
 
    He teased her folds a moment, humming to himself, considering, and she could feel the wetness gathering, building. His other hand was at her hip, and slid forward, skimming over her belly, through her curls, until he found her clit. He teased it, and pressed a single finger inside her.  
 
    That first breach, coupled with the gentle circling of one fingertip at her clit, sent a spasm of sharp pleasure through her. Her arms shook, and threatened to buckle. She sucked in a breath, and pushed back against him, seeking more. 
 
    His next hum was satisfied, and the sheets rustled as he moved in closer. He added a second finger and began to thrust, the fingers of his other hand applying firmer pressure.  
 
    “Oh,” she murmured, dropping her head down between weak arms. Her hips moved in helpless little thrusts, until she was rocking on his fingers, taking them all the way to the knuckles.  
 
    She felt his breath fanning warm and humid against the small of her back, and then the damp velvet of his lips. He kissed the twin dimples there. Dropped a trail of kisses down the curve of her ass. Bit lightly; teeth scraping.  
 
    Rose let out a sharp breath and felt herself spiraling fast and hard. He brought her to orgasm like that, with his fingers buried deep, and a thumb teasing her clit, sucking a bruise on the swell of her ass.  
 
    Her arms did give out, then. She collapsed face-first into the pillow, the room spinning pleasantly, starbursts exploding behind her closed eyelids as she clenched, and pulsed, and shuddered.  
 
    He worked her through it, finally withdrawing his fingers when her spasms slowed. “Oh, that was lovely,” he breathed, palms gliding over her skin, one slippery with her juices. She got so wet for him. It would have been embarrassing if he wasn’t still murmuring praise, massaging the flickering muscles of her back.  
 
    He trailed kisses up her spine, curving his body over hers, and then she felt the press of his cock at her entrance. He slid home on one long, slow stroke, filling her, sending more sparks dancing along the nerves in every limb. She was so sensitive it nearly hurt, but the stretch was so much better than his fingers had been.  
 
    He urged her thighs wider with his knees, pressed one hand between her shoulder blades, keeping her chest down on the mattress; gripped her hip, and started to move.  
 
    No more teasing or drawing it out. He fucked into her with steady purpose, panting, grunting when she clenched around him. He’d pleasured her first, holding back, and now he sought his own release without hesitance or apology. He thrust into her, the sound of their joined wet, sweaty skin slapping. His hand gripped tight at her hip, blunt nails digging at her skin. 
 
    The friction, and the knowledge that she was giving him pleasure, that her body could draw these rough sounds from his throat, sent her right back to the brink. 
 
    They came together, and he leaned down to bite her shoulder, the sharp sting of pain adding to the pleasure until everything was sparkling and whited-out and good.  
 
    She didn’t think she swooned, but next she knew she was on her side again, facing him, and he was pulling her in close, hand cupping the back of her head and tucking her face into his throat. He smelled of cedar, and smoke, and soap, and clean sweat. She tasted his pulse with her tongue, and he shivered.  
 
    “Oh, my Rosie.” 
 
    When she drifted back to sleep, she dreamed of roses…roses floating on a shifting sea of blood, Beck warm and safe against her.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Beck took her to watch a drug deal.  
 
    It was a rare, clear night, and so they’d taken extra precautions on their approach. They perched now in the gnarled branches of a tree too starved to produce more than a token number of leaves, now crisp and brown, rattling in the winter wind, but too stubborn to give up and die.  
 
    She didn’t know how Beck had known about this particular meeting – Kay had said something offhand about wiretapping – but it had led them to a cemetery, which seemed fitting. An old one, scattered with crumbling mausoleums and slanted tombstones so weather-worn that the names had faded to shallow echoes, illegible. The tree spread its branches over a dark, acid-eaten marble mausoleum with the name KENNEDY carved into the lintel. Below, a lone figure in a trench coat waited, hands in his pockets, whistling nervously amidst a scattering of tall stones pointed like spires. A one-armed angel perched at the top of one, watching him. He glanced at it now and again, and would shudder, and bring his hands out to chafe and blow on them. 
 
    He never noticed the two demons in the low branches at his back. 
 
    When the crows started chattering and croaking, Rose knew the buyers had arrived. She glanced over, caught Beck’s gaze, and earned a slow nod. Steady on. He was after information on this hunt. 
 
    Three men came around the bend in the path, walking shoulder-to-shoulder, which meant one of them had to walk along in the stunted, brown grass, dodging bits of fake hedge and a few flat grave markers. Frightened, Rose decided. They might have been afraid of the dealer they were meeting, or the rustling of the wind, or the gravestones around them. Or all three, she figured. These were nervy, big-eyed, drug-taking sorts. Young, gawky, with bad skin, and worse fashion sense.  
 
    The dealer lifted a hand, as if to flag them down. The three paused, conferred together, and then came toward the man in the trench coat.  
 
    One step forward when they reached him, chin kicked up, jaw set – eyes full of terror. The appointed leader. “Do you have it?” he asked, like a character out of a movie.  
 
    The dealer chuckled. “You ain’t trying to be subtle, huh? I might. Depends on what you’re looking for.” 
 
    The buyer – a kid, really – pressed his lips together, gaze darting across the headstones. Frustrated, freaked out, ready to flee. He’d come for his fix, though, and Rose didn’t think he’d leave without it.  
 
    “Come on, man.” He was starting to sweat, his forehead shiny, and he wiped his mouth with a shaking hand. “Over the phone you said–” 
 
    “Over the phone, I said there was a code word. You give me that, and we can start talking numbers.” 
 
    The kid’s eyes widened. Then he nodded and exhaled. “The code. Right, right. It’s…” He made a face. His brows jumped. “Calypso!” He dimmed. “Right?” 
 
    The dealer chuckled again. “Right. Come here.” He produced several small vials from the inside of his jacket, and the three buyers crowded close.  
 
    Rose glanced toward Beck again, and found him leaning forward, gaze intent, straining to listen. She didn’t think they were going to take out the buyers as well. 
 
    Didn’t think.  
 
    “…heavensent.” 
 
    She glanced back toward the action. The lead buyer held a vial up overhead, searching out the faint, ambient light from the lamps scattered across the cemetery. Rose wondered, briefly, if he would spot them in the tree, their faces pale inside the black of their hoods. But his gaze was fixed on whatever was inside the vial: heavensent, if the dealer was being honest. And why wouldn’t he be? That was Castor’s big money maker.  
 
    As she watched, the kid’s eyes widened, and his lips parted: he was enraptured. It was the sort of look someone would give a lover. A pale shade of the look Beck gave her when they were alone.  
 
    “That’s two bills for ten,” the dealer said, and the kid reacted with belated shock.  
 
    “What?” He gaped at the man. “That’s…that’s…” Made another face.  
 
    “Twenty bucks a pill,” one of his friends supplied. 
 
    “That’s a discount,” the dealer said. “Take it or leave it. If you argue, it’ll be four-hundred.” 
 
    The kid swore – but dug into his pocket and came out with a grubby wad of cash. He opened his jacket, zipped the vial away in a secure inner pocket, and the three of them fled like startled rabbits.  
 
    “Nice doing business with you,” the dealer called, smoothing and counting the bills.  
 
    She looked at Beck, who lifted a two-fingered wave, and then leaped.  
 
    Rose followed. She landed on the grass, in a ready crouch, hand finding her knife before she sprang upright.  
 
    Beck landed on the dealer’s back. The dealer yelled, and flailed, but it was no use. With a few brisk movements, Beck had him flat on his back, a foot at his throat, one of his meaty hands held in a pinching, disabling grip.  
 
    He bellowed in outrage, and reached for Beck’s ankle. 
 
    But Rose was at his side, her knife bared. “Shut up,” she told him, and he snapped his mouth closed.  
 
    Beck shifted his boot, smearing mud off the sole onto the man’s shirt. He titled his head, so his hood fell back a fraction. “Do you know who I am?” Rose thought the sudden burst of wind that swirled his coat around his legs added to the overall threat of the moment.  
 
    The dealer gaped at him a moment – and then his eyes widened. “Shit. Shit, you son of a–”  
 
    Beck pressed harder against his throat, and he cut off with a garbled croak. “If you know who I am, then you know that I don’t deal in empty threats.” 
 
    Beck’s book shifted when the dealer swallowed. Rose could see him debating, weighing his options. It wasn’t surprising that Beck had a reputation; she knew it was well-earned, and doubtless inspired fear in low-level hangers-on like this man.  
 
    After a moment, the dealer subsided, the tension bleeding out of his large body. “What do you want?” he asked, resigned, temples gleaming with fear sweat.  
 
    “Castor has a new conduit.” 
 
    The dealer’s gaze flicked toward Rose, and then back to Beck. “Are you asking me about it? ‘Cause I don’t know shit.” 
 
    “You just sold heavensent to those kids.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it was the real shit. Which comes from conduits. You know that.” 
 
    Beck tightened his grip on the dealer’s hand until he hissed. “How much of it is he producing?” 
 
    “I dunno!” Desperate, now. “Look, I don’t ask those kinds of questions. I take what they give me, and I sell it.” 
 
    “How much heavensent are you selling?” 
 
    “It’s most of what I sell. Castor’s making it again, and all the low-level dealers are trying to get in on it, too.” 
 
    “Just the one conduit?” 
 
    “I don’t–” He choked against Beck’s boot again.   
 
    “Why would he risk working with another after what happened last time? He could make money selling anything.” A note of tension had crept into Beck’s voice; Rose knew if he wasn’t able to control it, then he was feeling even more frantic and unsettled than he let on.  
 
    “I don’t know,” the man choked out. “Ask him yourself!” 
 
    Beck stared at him a moment, chest heaving. Then he said, “Kill him.” 
 
    Rose did, quick and clean, and blood spilled out onto the grass. 
 
    They left him where he lie, a gift for the crows, and melted away into the dark.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “What do you think is happening?” Rose asked, later, when they lay on their backs, staring up at the dark green bed canopy overhead and catching their breath.  
 
    “I don’t know.” He rolled toward the nightstand, lit a cigarette, and rolled back, mouth curled down sourly as he took a drag. “There’s too many things I don’t know. How have conduits remained here after the Rift closed? How many are there? Are some abandoned? Do the angels choose other conduits? Or are they finding their way to earth even without the Rift being open?” 
 
    Rose shifted so she lay on her side, facing him, propped on a raised fist. “What do you think they’re trying to accomplish? The conduits, I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He made a helpless gesture with the hand holding the cigarette, smoke swirling like a ribbon. “That’s the problem: I just don’t know.” He rarely sounded so frustrated; it was unsettling, but comforting, too, in a way: Despite appearances to the contrary, Beck was only human after all. He wasn’t all-knowing, all-seeing, all-problem-solving. “When the Rift happened, the being who claimed to be Gabriel said that he was heralding a ‘purging of the evils of the earth.’” 
 
    “Killing humans,” she said, back of her neck prickling.  
 
    “And not just thugs and murderers,” he said. “Women, children. Innocents lost their lives. It made no matter to the conduits – to the beings inhabiting them.  
 
    “But this. Now. This isn’t a purging.” 
 
    “What could it be?” 
 
    He took another drag, and didn’t answer. He didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    Christmas arrived quietly, and without fanfare. It hadn’t been a day worth celebrating in the Bends: maybe a bit of tinsel in a window, a snatched bit of an old song, crackly through the speakers of a cheap radio. Trees, and lights, and colorful cookies were for those with disposable incomes to burn on such frivolities. 
 
    People like Beck, she realized, when, twelve days before Christmas a massive fir with all the trimmings appeared in the comfy parlor. It was fake, of course, same as the smaller tree in the corner of the kitchen, but they were quality, and Kay produced a bevy of fir-scented candles that she kept lit all during the day.  
 
    “Come help me with this,” Kay ordered, scowling fiercely as she attempted to unknot yards and yards of convincingly-real-looking garland. “Pain in the ass.” But when they’d swagged it all down the bannister, threaded it with lights, and studded it with glimmering ornaments, she nodded in satisfaction. And, later, when Rose asked Beck if the garland had been his idea, he’d offered a bemused smile and a headshake.  
 
    “Don’t let her fool you: she loves Christmas.” 
 
    Packages appeared under the tree, more each morning, wrapped in shiny, seasonal paper that was such an extravagant indulgence in times such as these that Rose felt immensely guilty – too much so to even shake the boxes. 
 
    Beck didn’t want to go hunting, seemingly content to spend their evenings in front of the library fire, slowly sipping wine rather than whiskey. She would read aloud, and he would wind up on the floor, his head resting on her knee while she petted through his hair; until his eyelids grew heavy, his breath even and steady.  
 
    They made gingerbread men with cinnamon candy buttons, and listened to Bing Crosby, and Kay produced three musty, inexplicable stockings that she hung from the parlor mantel. Rose looked up from the royal icing she was mixing one evening, and saw Kay’s face creased with laughter, her head thrown back, Beck smiling to himself as he candied orange peel, and realized that, odd as they were, they were a family. Her heart was full, and she wanted it to be like this always.  
 
    She woke Christmas morning to a glowing white light coming through the drapes. A brief flash of fear gripped her – she’d spent months now paging through old books, clicking through webpages, dreaming of the Rift: a blinding white light that pulsed and swelled…and killed. But then she blinked away the last haze of sleep – felt Beck at her back, his arm around her waist – and saw that it was a soft, natural sort of glow. When she exhaled, her breath plumed as white vapor.  
 
    She slid carefully from beneath his arm, and the covers; the cold of the floorboards bit at her feet, and she hurried to don the robe Beck had slung over the trunk at the foot of the bed. She wrapped it tight around her, and crept to the window to look out.  
 
    Sometime during the night, the rain had turned to snow: fat flakes that clung to the window mullions, and the sill, and the street below. It dusted the iron railings of the fence, and blanketed the cars on the curb. A woman in a huge coat with a tiny dog made their careful way down the sidewalk, leaving distinct prints. By the end of the day, the snow would be slushy, and dirty, but for now it was pristine, beautiful, and Rose stared at it, smiling to herself, until her breath had fogged the window and she could barely see.  
 
    Beck could be silent when he wanted to be, but he let her hear his approach now – he let out a little breath as he shivered in the chill air – and it wasn’t a surprise when his arms went around her waist and he pressed up against her back. Dropped his chin to the top of her head. “A white Christmas,” he murmured. “It’s been a long time since we’ve had one of those.” 
 
    “Mmhm.” 
 
    They stood a long moment, watching fresh flakes sift down past the window. The heat of his bare chest seeped through the robe; they warmed each other, she thought.  
 
    He ducked his head to kiss her cheek. “I got you something. Come here.” 
 
    She turned when he pulled back, pulling the robe more firmly closed around her, admiring the gentle flexing of his back as he strode back to the bed. “You shouldn’t have. Really.” 
 
    “You need spoiling,” he said, lightly, and crouched down to retrieve something from beneath the bed.  
 
    “No, I don’t.” But excitement quickened in her belly, regardless. The last gift he’d given her had been her knives, and her thoughts now turned to the glint of metal, and sharp edges, and wicked usefulness.  
 
    The box he held, when he stood, though, was small. No bigger than a loaf of bread.  
 
    He wore a faint blush high on his cheeks, and he chewed at his lip a moment before he offered it to her, oddly hesitant. “Merry Christmas, darling.” 
 
    She took it with the same reverence with which he’d offered it. It was a jewelry box, with a hinged lid. When she opened it, she couldn’t withhold a little gasp. A dazzle of color met her gaze. Red, and blue, and green – rubies, sapphires, and emeralds. And diamonds. Glinting, smooth gold. She held a box of necklaces, earrings, bracelets, and rings, from delicate gold chains strung with tiny diamonds like stars, to an elaborate set of dangling earrings in fanning sapphires and emeralds that looked like peacock feathers.  
 
    “Oh,” she breathed. She had no words.  
 
    “They were my mother’s,” he said, his voice soft, painfully self-conscious. “My father used to give her jewelry for their anniversaries and Christmases. She always said it was gaudy and overdone – all the jewels – but then she’d turn around and have him fasten the clasp right there. And then go admire them in the mirror.” 
 
    Rose admired them now, in their box, not daring to touch them. Her hands were clean, but these felt too fine to soil with her fingers – the fingers of an orphan plucked from obscurity.  
 
    She lifted her head, finally, a protest forming on her lips, and caught sight of Beck’s expression. He stared at her with his heart shining in his eyes, a concerned groove pressed between his brows. He was worried how she’d take the gift. Worried she wouldn’t like it. He’d offered her all of his mother’s jewels, and he was hopeful, but he was braced for rejection, too. 
 
    I adore you, he’d told her their first night together. He’d meant it. 
 
    And she adored him in return.  
 
    I can’t, she’d meant to say, at first. This is too much. It’s too nice for me.  
 
    Instead, she said, “Which is your favorite?” 
 
    His brow smoothed, and his smile tugged upward in the softest of smiles. “Well.” He reached carefully into the box and nudged the chains and jewels to the side, searching for something. Finally, he withdrew a ring. “When I think of you, this seems like a good fit. If you like it,” he hurried to add. “All of it’s yours, now – all of it. You can wear whatever you like, whenever.” 
 
    Not whenever. Not on a hunt, she thought, but didn’t say, her own smile irrepressible in the face of his sweetness and uncertainty.  
 
    She studied the ring he’d picked. It was one of the more delicate ones, a narrow white-gold band set with a small, low-profile cluster of rubies and diamonds that looked like a bundle of flowers – of roses. There were even tiny thorns and leaves set with bits of emerald. By all rights, it should have been gaudy and ridiculous, but had been crafted with expert care and subtlety, so that it was impossible and lovely.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she told him, and saw his shoulders drop with relief. “You like roses, don’t you?” 
 
    “I love them.” He lifted her hand off the box – carefully, so she had time to balance it on her other palm – and slid the ring onto her finger. “A rose for a rose.” 
 
    She held her hand out to admire it. Her nails were unpainted, and there was a scrape on her knuckles, and she didn’t possess the elegant, manicured hands that his mother had no doubt possessed. But she didn’t drag the ring down; rather, it seemed to lift her up. It looked right on her, somehow. Because Beck had picked it for her.   
 
    “There’s a necklace, too.” 
 
    She handed him the box, and when he found it, he glanced, once, toward the mirror above his dressing table. He didn’t ask her, didn’t even suggest – but Rose walked that way, and heard him take in a quick breath behind her as he followed.  
 
    They weren’t dressed for the opera. No sequins, or sleek dinner jackets. She stood in her tank top, and his robe, the sleeves trying to slip over her hands, her hair tangled from the pillow. Behind her, Beck was bare-chested, and rumpled, still lovely, always though, but vulnerable, too. She watched in the mirror as he reached in front of her and laid a ruby-crusted rose against the V of exposed chin on her chest. Shivered when she felt the calluses on his fingertips as he fastened the clasp at the back of her neck, her hair brushed to the side. He slipped his arms around her waist, afterward, rested his face beside hers, their cheeks touching, his rough with morning stubble.  
 
    Rose wondered how other people would perceive them: how they would appear together. Unevenly matched? An unlikely pairing? 
 
    From the inside looking out, she saw the softness in his harsh features, and the steel hidden beneath her own.  
 
    He turned his head to kiss the corner of her mouth. “Perfect.” 
 
    Yes. Exactly.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For breakfast there were hash browns, and sausage, and sliced melon. Kay came down wearing a Santa hat that sent Rose into a rare fit of giggles that she couldn’t get under control. Beck spiked all their tea with brandy, and by the time the dishes were finally put away, he was sliding the marinated roast for dinner into the oven, and they trooped to the parlor to open presents.  
 
    Rose had her own credit card now, though she hadn’t dared to charge anything to it before Christmas. She watched now, nervous and excited, as Kay unwrapped her new bathrobe and slippers, silk and floral, and laced-edged. Kay exclaimed over them, and she felt her face heat.  
 
    Beck had been much harder to shop for. He could afford to buy anything he needed for himself, and was already fully-equipped with enough weaponry and training gear for three people. What did one buy their lover who was also their rescuer and their provider? With whom they killed on a regular basis? 
 
    She’d been gearing up to an actual anxiety attack about it before she’d stumbled across a website for a small, boutique secondhand bookshop. International shipping had been offered, but there wasn’t anything so convenient as an online catalogue available. She’d had to make a phone call, jangled nerves soothed by the smooth, accented tones of the London shopkeeper, and he’d been able to steer her toward three very old hardback books about King Arthur, complete with illustrations, which Beck unwrapped now. 
 
    The leather covers were embossed and gold-lettered; when she’d wrapped them, Rose had marveled at the wonderful way they smelled; at the yellowed edges of the pages, and, best of all, a handwritten inscription inside the covers. These books had been a gift before, more than a hundred years ago, to someone named Tom, Love, Elizabeth.  
 
    She bit her lip, tingling with fresh nerves, as Beck opened the cover and passed a hand across that inscription now, fingertip pressed to the little heart. Rose had added her own above it. For Arthur, Love, Rose.  
 
    He lifted his head, and caught her gaze, and his smile was the very best thing that had ever happened at Christmastime.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    When she let slip that she’d never been party to a snowball fight, Beck insisted they rectify that immediately. Kay begged off. “I’m too old to be falling down in the snow.” 
 
    It turned out that getting hit in the face with snow burned, and Beck fought dirty.  
 
    Wet, shivering, laughing so hard her ribs ached, they finally sought the warmth of the fire when it began to grow dim, and by then the roast was ready to come out of the oven.  
 
    After, Kay put her foot down, and they all watched It’s a Wonderful Life on the big TV in the parlor, dark save the screen and the twinkling colored lights of the tree.  
 
    “Thank you,” Rose said, when they were getting ready for bed.  
 
    Beck was folding back the sheets and glanced up. “For what?” Light, casual, as if he didn’t know.  
 
    “This is the best Christmas I’ve ever had.” 
 
    His head tilted, expression sad for a brief flicker – a deeply sympathetic sort of sadness – before a slow smile warmed his face. He seemed to glow. “Me, too.” 
 
    They met on their knees in the center of the mattress, slow, sure touches, and warm, lingering kisses. 
 
    Later – days, weeks, years – she would look back on this moment; treasure it; carry it in her pocket and rub it like a talisman, until it was smooth and vague. One of the best moments, and one of the last, before everything went to hell.  
 
    Literally.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
    After New Year’s, hunting began again in earnest. Castor seemed to have dealers everywhere – and enforcers, too. The nightly news fixated on the violence in the streets, the bodies, the drug crisis. One ugly story after the next, and it was clear the crime families were running the city, rather than any sort of government official.  
 
    The rain slackened to a thin mist, and the security lights from the warehouse behind them glimmered on the surface of the river in front of them. Rose leaned her forearms on the metal rail at the water’s edge and fished a bit of clean cloth from inside her jacket. She wiped her knife clean with long, careful strokes, using her thumb nail to press the cloth right along the hilt where the blood had gone dry and gummy.  
 
    Beside her, Beck lit a cigarette and exhaled smoke in thick, gray plumes. “He knows his people are being killed,” he grumbled. “Why isn’t he changing the way he operates?” 
 
    It had been seeming too easy. Anyone who left their men out to dry like that was either stupidly uncaring…or he meant for this to happen.  
 
    The latter idea left her deeply unsettled, but she didn’t say anything. She slipped her knife back into its sheath, and bit back what she wanted to tell him. 
 
    Bit it back the next night, and the next. When her knife sank deep. When blood splattered up a wall. Rose kept holding, and holding, and holding her tongue, for three weeks. Until she couldn’t anymore.  
 
    They were in the basement, sparring on the mats in the center of the floor. He never truly sparred with her – didn’t grapple with her or throw punches beyond the sorts of slow, telegraphed blows he had to in order to show her an evasion or a block.  
 
    “Like this.” He pinched her wrist between his fingers, and with his other hand turned it, and showed her how to duck out of his grip. His hand felt like a steel band, but she managed to wrench free. Because it was really that simple? Or because he’d let her? 
 
    “Good.” He stepped off the mat and went for his water bottle, scraping sweat-damp hair off his face.  
 
    Rose took her own drink, and studied him: the tension across his shoulders, the harsh set of his jaw. He swished water around in his mouth and stared off unseeing into the middle distance.  
 
    He swallowed and said, “Tonight’s target used to box. A bare-knuckle underground ring. He’s handsy. Prefers pummeling people to death rather than using weapons – blunt, edged, or otherwise. He–”  
 
    “Beck.” 
 
    His head whipped around, as if startled. His brows went up.  
 
    She’d bitten it all back, but she realized she couldn’t anymore, and she wasn’t sorry about it. It needed saying. “I’ve been thinking,” she said, “that maybe we should keep a little lower profile.” 
 
    He frowned. “What?” It wasn’t a question he usually asked.  
 
    “We’ve been…visible…lately. And busy. Castor hasn’t reacted yet, but I have a bad feeling that he will. Maybe we should back off a little.” 
 
    “Back off?” He sounded dumbfounded.  
 
    “For a while, anyway.” 
 
    He stared at her, expressionless – save the tic of a muscle in his cheek. “Are you frightened?” he asked, finally, his voice flat.  
 
    No, she thought. But that wasn’t true. She didn’t want to lie to him, even if the truth wasn’t anything he wanted to hear. “I’m afraid that this is too easy. All these targets. I think they’re low-hanging fruit. I think Castor is setting a trap for you, and I’m afraid you’re going to walk right into it.” 
 
    The way his expression shifted, she thought slapping him would have been kinder. He put his back to her, and braced his hands on his hips, head bowed.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but I’m worried,” she said. Now that it was out there, she saw no sense in walking it back.  
 
    He turned his head a fraction, just far enough to reveal the flash of one eye. “You think we should stop.” Said like an accusation.  
 
    “I think we should be careful.” 
 
    He held still a long moment. Then he turned to face her, his chin tucked, head tilted, so he was looking up at her through his lashes, in that way that hollowed his already-thin face and gave him the sharpened look of a predator.  
 
    A look she could usually read well: either he was driven by the thrill of the hunt, or he was in his intense, post-hunt phase, when he wanted to smoke, and drink, and fuck until he came back to himself. But neither of those things was true now, and she had the sense his crackling, barely-contained energy was directed at her, now.  
 
    She wasn’t afraid, though. Never that.  
 
    She met his stare, was braced and ready, his hands tightened to fists when he said, “You doubt me.” 
 
    “I’m worried about you.” 
 
    He stalked toward her, slowly, his hips shifting side to side, all his speed and strength tangible in the lazy way he moved. “If you don’t want to come with me,” he said, voice silken, and awful as he drew up in front of her. “You can stay behind.” It sounded like an accusation. It sounded like it pained him.  
 
    “Beck.” She reached toward his face, wanting to soften him, to bring him back; he was racing toward the brink, and if he was doing that now, during a random afternoon’s training, how much worse would the fall be after the next hunt? 
 
    But he tipped his head, just far enough to avoid her touch.  
 
    She froze, hand hovering in the air. And then her fingers closed. And she pulled her hand back. And then she did something she hadn’t ever done with him: she got angry.  
 
    It boiled up in her gut, a hot flush that left her cheeks burning, and her lungs working. “I’m not afraid,” she said – snapped. His face smoothed, and his head kicked back, nostrils flaring, eyes widening. It was too late to dial it back, though, and she wasn’t sure she would have even if she could. “I’m not scared of the work, Beck, and you know it. You know I’m not. 
 
    “But you’re obsessive – even more so than usual. I will help you kill every last person who ever even met Tony Castor if that’s what you need to do. But you’re getting reckless. He’s going to notice what you’re doing, if he hasn’t already. And you’re strong, and fast, and smart – you are amazing. But you can’t fight an army. And that’s what he has: an army.  
 
    “You want to kill him. I get that. But what happens if you get yourself killed? What will I do? What will I do without you…” Her chest squeezed on the last – it was hard to breathe – and she realized that she was starting to hyperventilate…and that she was crying. Hot tears slipped down her cheeks, and she brushed them angrily away, but it was too late; he had to have seen them. Seen her weakness.  
 
    She started to turn away, trying desperately to get her emotions under control. How could a lecture be effective if you started blubbering at the end? 
 
    But he caught her arm – tight, but not painful. When she started to twist free, like he’d just taught her, she froze, watching his face – watching the hurt flash through his eyes.  
 
    They stared at one another.  
 
    Rose wet her lips, and sniffed, swallowed. Tried to compose herself. Her voice came out full of cracks, though. “I am afraid. I’m afraid I’m going to lose you, and I can’t – Beck, I can’t…” 
 
    She closed her eyes to stem the flow of tears, and his arms went around her. They were both sweaty, their clothes clinging to sticky skin, overheated, a little disgusting, but it didn’t matter. When he pulled her in close, she pressed her face into his chest. He stroked the crown of her head, slipped his fingers through her ponytail, and cupped the back of her neck. “It’s alright.” His voice sounded unsteady, too. As did the breath that he heaved out, the heat of it rushing past her ear. “Oh, Rosie. I’m sorry. I don’t…”  
 
    She let herself choke on the tears a minute. Let them come, hot, and cleansing down her face. Breathed in the smell of clean sweat, and of him, and reminded herself that nothing had happened yet. He was still here, still strong, still sheltering. 
 
    It was only that, the more familiar she became with violence, the more readily she dealt it, the more aware she became of how very human he was. He was flesh and blood, and it would be so easy for him to get hurt; for it to be his eyes the light drained from, in the dark rooms where they crept. The predator could become the prey, and she didn’t want to contemplate a world without him.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Anthony Castor might have prized loyalty, but he didn’t expect it – especially not from low-level dealers and knee-breakers. Beck pressed all of them for information which they weren’t able to give; they began defiant, and ended up begging. 
 
    But one night, a dealer offered something up. A location. An address. A date. Something big was happening: a new batch of dealers was being promoted, and they were meeting at a warehouse – the warehouse, if the way Beck’s eyes flashed was anything to do by.  
 
    “He can’t help it,” he said, later, when he was wiping his knife clean in the deep shadow of a building. His eyes and the flash of the blade were all that was visible. “He has to show off. It intimidates everyone properly, and makes him feel like a God.” He snorted humorlessly. “A God with angels to command.” 
 
    Back at the house, Beck had his usual whiskey and cigarette in front of the computer in the study. Punched in the address and pulled up satellite images of the warehouse. “I can’t believe he’s using the same warehouse,” he murmured, absently. 
 
    Rose had dozed off, and woke with a start when Kay came in. It was daylight, she realized – or close to, a rain-streaked silver morning. Kay was already mostly done with a cigarette and a glance at Beck revealed a full ashtray of butts at his elbow.  
 
    “You idiots didn’t even go to bed,” Kay groused, but her gaze was fixed on the screen. “What are you working on?” 
 
    “A chance to bring down the white whale at last,” Beck said. He sounded faintly manic. 
 
    Rose hitched upright in her chair, wincing at the crick in her neck. “I’ll go make tea.” 
 
    “Better make it coffee,” Kay advised.  
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Beck spent three days holed up in his study, consulting maps, searching news and gossip sites, scribbling notes on yellow legal paper. Kay gave up trying to coax him to the table, and she and Rose took turns taking him his meals. 
 
    Rose spent the time she wasn’t doing chores training. She cartwheeled down the balance beam, and worked the heavy bag until her shoulders burned. She emptied magazines into targets and threw knives until five out of six hit the bullseye. Beck’s mania was catching: she felt driven. Felt like every exercise, every repetition was crucial for what was to come.  
 
    On the fourth morning, he called her into his study, and he walked her through the plan. Showed her every angle, every exit, painted intricate portraits of the way it would all go down. 
 
    “And one last thing. The most important thing.” He looked at her, fixing her in place with an earnest gaze. A burning gaze. “If I tell you to run, I want you to run.” 
 
    “What about you? What if you need me?” 
 
    “Promise me, Rosie. I won’t take you if you won’t promise.” 
 
    She swallowed around a sudden thickness in her throat. Gritted her teeth. “I promise.” She held crossed fingers behind her back, and wondered if he could tell.  
 
    She dressed with care that night, in her own room – where she rarely spent any time anymore. She wore black, and laced her boots up tight, and situated all twelve of her knives to within easy reach. She braided her hair in front of the mirror, smoothing back all of the little flyaways.  
 
    She contemplated herself in the mirror, startled by what she found there.  
 
    She’d undergone another transformation, a subtle shift, like when she’d first started to feel at home here. She In her black, with the collar of her coat lifted up around her throat, she looked like a wild thing. Sharp-eyed, unforgiving, ready. Like a predator. Like Beck’s mate.  
 
    She touched the crown she wore beneath her clothes, felt its ridges through the fabric of her shirt, then she went down to meet her partner.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    The warehouse huddled on the edge of the river, belching dust-colored smoke against the snarled black of the stormy sky. Lightning flashed, illuminating a puddled yard full of vehicles, and armed guards. Thunder followed, an ominous rumble. 
 
    Rose crouched beside Beck, the two of them pressed together, sealed within a pocket of quiet by the steady drumming of rain on all the corrugated steel around them.  
 
    The warehouse was part of a sprawling industrial complex, one that had been around since before the Rift – and which looked it. Rusted, tumbled-down, a veritable maze of buildings of all sizes. Beyond the main warehouse, she spotted several stacks of old shipping containers, peeling paint and blurred white lettering in the next lightning flash. The property was ringed with rusted, but tall wire fences, new signs warning off trespassers at intervals. Beck had pointed out new security cameras, and slipped expertly through their blind spots. Eventually, someone would spot the hole they’d cut in the fence, but that could take days, given the slow routes of the patrols, and they’d be well away before then.  
 
    Rose couldn’t get her heartbeat to settle. It skipped and skittered like a frightened animal. This wasn’t the normal thrill of the hunt; this was no ordinary strike in the dark. What was he thinking? How did he expect this to go off properly? 
 
    Kay had pulled her aside before they left, when she was waiting for Beck in the kitchen. “This is suicide,” she’d said, big-eyed and earnest. Frightened. “I won’t bother telling you not to go – God knows you wouldn’t listen, and he needs someone watching his back tonight. But try to pull him out before it’s too late. Beg, play dirty if you have to. But he can’t fight them all. Not even with your help. Don’t let it go south, honey.” 
 
    That was a lot of pressure. 
 
    A pressure she would have carried herself even without Kay’s urging. There was every chance they’d die tonight, but she wouldn’t turn back and abandon him. It didn’t matter if this plan was crazy – if he was. He was hers, the best thing she’d ever had, and like hell would she walk away now.  
 
    As they watched, a low-slung black car, so clean as to be out of place, slid around a corner and rolled into view, blue-tinted headlights cutting across men dressed in black. 
 
    “That’s him.” Beck sounded eager. “Let’s move.” 
 
    They swung wide, slipping between the narrow pathways between outbuildings, stepping over old, half-melted bundles of cords and wires, treading through puddles deep enough to lap at the tops of their boots. Castor was wasting massive amounts of electricity on this place, trying to create a secure perimeter with floodlights, but there were gaps, and Beck knew all of them.  
 
    It was slow going, but they finally found themselves at an exhaust grate along the back of the warehouse, in a nook between two old dumpsters that reeked of something fouler and more frightening than garbage. Rose kept watch, but no one happened past, and Beck made short work of pulling off the grate. He motioned her to go ahead of him, and she – balked.  
 
    It was dark in there. Musty. Close. Her heartbeat swelled up into her throat, and every instinct told her no. But she took a deep breath, and crawled inside.  
 
    She had a flashlight in her pocket, and she fished it out and clicked it on as Beck crawled in behind her, and pulled the grate back into place so no one would notice anything amiss from the outside. Her flashlight revealed a dusty, cobwebbed ventilation shaft that forked ahead of her.  
 
    “Go left,” he said behind her, and she crawled forward on hands and knees.  
 
    Long coats weren’t made for this. The water dripping off them caused an occasional squeak, and she would stop, and wince, wait. She couldn’t hear voices, but there was a steady sort of thrum overhead, a vibration that grew stronger the deeper they went.  
 
    Slatted light appeared on the floor of the vent ahead, and she shut off her flashlight. The next turn revealed another grate, rusted, in terrible disrepair. The tin snips Beck had brought would make short work of it.  
 
    But first, they paused, pressed up against the metal, listening.  
 
    The thrum was like a pulse now, a regular, loud throbbing. Machinery of some kind, though it sounded unsettlingly organic. Voices: indistinct murmurs somewhere over her head and to the right.  
 
    And something that wasn’t a sound at all, but a feeling. A pressure in the air that raised all the fine hairs on the back of her neck and down her arms. She fought off a shiver.  
 
    Beck cut the grate, pushed it out – they both caught it with their fingers curled through the mesh, and set it down silently. Then they crawled out into the heat and light of a fully-functional drug factory.  
 
    The duct had spit them out behind a stack of tarp-covered crates. A peek around them revealed an old factory fixed up and retrofitted, shiny and bustling. Assembly lines snaked up and back the length of the vast building, some carrying piles of white pills, others vials of measured product ready for sale; others powder. The belts climbed up and down gentle slopes; dumped their loads into vats, where great waterwheels churned and then bucketed up to other belts. It was hot; some part of the process emitted a thick, white steam, and the women working the line wore surgical masks, and little else, most stripped down to knotted tank tops or bras, sweat gleaming on their skin.  
 
    A few brutish, shirtless guards with cudgels paced up and down the length of the lines, ready to give someone a knock if they slacked off.  
 
    Across from their position, along a far wall, stood a second-floor office with a whole wall of windows and a balcony, a metal staircase leading down to the main floor. Men with closed-cropped hair and black clothes stood on the balcony, guns visible at their hips, and in their hands: compact assault rifles on neck straps, held casually, at the ready. This was the guard Beck had mentioned before: Castor’s personal death squad. Not meatheaded, neckless toughs, but lean, hard, battle-honed professionals.  
 
    “Is Castor in that office, you think?” she whispered.  
 
    “Undoubtedly.”  
 
    A wide roll-top door off to the left rolled up, startling her at first. Men came in on foot – heads tipped back, mouths open in shock. They wore no uniform: some were skinny and black-clad, some beefy in stained white t-shirts. An array of body types, different shades of professionalism. They elbowed one another, and talked amongst one another, though she couldn’t hear the words. 
 
    “New recruits,” Beck explained. “This is their test. This is meant to impress and frighten them.” His voice was tight; she felt his muscles tense where they were pressed together, side-by-side.  
 
    The door rolled back down. Some of the newcomers whirled to watch the rubber seal hit the cement of the floor. Others stared at the machinery.  
 
    Others looked up toward the office, like they knew what was coming – and dreaded it. 
 
    All at once, the assembly lines halted. Steam hissed, metal screeched, and visibility was cut down to nil. The sound died away slowly.  
 
    Voices became more distinct – shouted questions, shouted orders. The shuffle of feet. 
 
    Beck grabbed her hand, and tugged her forward. She couldn’t see at all for the thick, white clouds of steam, but she trusted Beck to lead them true. Hurried after him, jogging on the balls of her feet, soundless. If the steam cleared…if someone spotted them… 
 
    But no one did. He pulled her up on top of another stack of crates, and they crouched down behind a bit of blue tarp.  
 
    A voice boomed out of the swirling vapor, a sharp northern accent. “Gentlemen, welcome, welcome!” 
 
    A high, whining sound snapped on – fans, she realized, as the steam began to dissipate in tatters. They ran for maybe a minute, and when the steam was only a few cottony shreds, they cut off. 
 
    The voice sounded again, rich with laughter. “Welcome,” the man said again, and this time she could see him.  
 
    He stood on the balcony outside the office, large hands on the rail, rings catching the light. A tall man going heavyset with age, square-faced, and big-voiced, his dark hair slicked back, tight and shiny as a helmet. Dark eyes, and a wide smile that turned her stomach. He wore a black suit with a red tie.  
 
    Tony Castor, in the flesh.  
 
    He was flanked on either side by the death squad; two members stood at the top of the stairs, a human shield between their boss and anyone stupid enough to try and charge up toward him.  
 
    But then her gaze shifted to the man standing to Castor’s left, and her throat went dry.  
 
    Superficially, he was unremarkable: medium height and build, blunt-featured, hair a nondescript brown, clothes rumpled and too-casual.  
 
    But he glowed.  
 
    White light seemed to emanate from his skin; it poured out of his eyes so they looked like beacons, like searchlights. She thought that if she were to touch his skin, it would feel as hot as a running car engine.  
 
    This, then, was the conduit. The man Daniel said to be the host of the angel Gabriel.  
 
    Castor smiled down at the gathered dealers and thugs below him. “I’d like to assume that no introduction was necessary,” he said, chuckling again, projecting his voice so that it carried, and echoed off the metal of the huge space. “But I’m not quite so vain as that.” He pressed a hand to his breast with a demure expression. “I’m Tony Castor, and you’re all here tonight because you’ve been selected as excellent examples of our retail business.” 
 
    A darted glance at Beck proved his jaw was set, and his eyes blazed, gaze pinned on Castor with undiluted hatred.  
 
    “Tonight,” Castor continued, “you have a rare opportunity: the chance to watch the production process up close and personal. 
 
    “All of you have been selling our most in-demand product: heavensent. Everyone wants to escape for a while. To kiss heaven. And tonight you will see it made.” He gestured to the man – the conduit – beside him. “At the hands of our most esteemed Daniel.” 
 
    The conduit didn’t acknowledge the low, awed murmuring that followed.  
 
    “Daniel, if you would.” Castor made an elaborate gesture.  
 
    One of the death squad stepped forward and produced a bottle from inside his jacket. Held it out, as if in offering.  
 
    Slowly, Daniel lifted his hand, produced a knife with the other, and sliced his own wrist. His tipped his hand so that blood pooled in his palm, and he poured it neatly, in a dark, viscous string, into the bottle. The glow around him seemed to pulse.  
 
    When the bottle was mostly full, Daniel placed two fingers against the wound in his wrist; the light swelled, and the slice healed, as if it had never been. 
 
    The guard carried the bottle down the stairs with slow, courtly grace. He had sharp, handsome features, and his short, dark hair was trying to curl in the remnants of steam, a touch of softness across his forehead, where the rest of his face was nothing but hard angles.  
 
    The dealers parted at the foot of the stairs – not in deference, but in a mad scramble to avoid touching the guard, and the bottle he carried. Some stumbled; some fell over one another. 
 
    The guard walked across the wide factory floor, drawing step-backs and wary glances from the workers who’d been tending the lines. Walked all the way over to a vat, and upended the bottle into it. 
 
    More steam rose, immediately, boiling and black, then white. A whir, a chug, and the assembly lines started up again, everything waterwheeling, and turning, and stirring, and working to create the poison that sent humans into oblivion.  
 
    “Never call this a drug,” Castor said, making a face. “This isn’t a sin. This is us mere mortals being touched by the divine.” He lifted both hands overhead, triumphant, beaming.  
 
    The great vat tipped, and the liquid it poured onto the sluice was molten and golden, glowing. Heaven made physical. It chugged down the line, and wound up in another vat, this one stirred.  
 
    “Now,” Castor said, clapping his hands together, the sound thunderous despite the new noise of the machinery. Rose wondered if some sort of magic projected his voice; if conduits were real – which she could now see – and their blood was this powerful, then surely they could assist with something simple as voice projection. “This demonstration will require a volunteer.” 
 
    The bodyguard who’d poured the blood into the vat moved toward the crowd of dealers, and one of his friends came down to assist. They looked them over like cattle headed for auction: assessing, up-and-down scrutiny, knocking feet apart, tipping caps back off foreheads. One looked especially sickly, pale and sweating, hollow-eyed; he looked like a dealer who sampled his own product too often.  
 
    The two guards converged on him, and he realized too late what was happening. Tried to scramble. “No, no–” But he was slow, unsteady, and they took him easily by the arms. Propelled him up the stairs; he tripped, and stumbled, and the light caught the sheen of tears coursing down his cheeks. He didn’t look like he was resisting anymore, but like his legs were too wobbly to support him.  
 
    The knot in Rose’s stomach tightened as she watched. She didn’t know what would be done to this man – this volunteer – exactly, but she knew it wasn’t going to be good. Was already half-sick in anticipation of it. 
 
    Beck vibrated beside her.  
 
    “Thank you for your cooperation,” Castor said, still smiling, when the dealer was maneuvered into position in front of him. “Daniel?” 
 
    The conduit stepped forward, face totally blank, and stared at the dealer a long moment, while the dealer shook and fought back sobs.  
 
    “Will he do?” Castor asked. Still projecting his voice – he wanted everyone to hear this exchange, though Rose couldn’t understand why. 
 
    “Yes.” The conduit’s voice was eerily hollow and monotone. It didn’t sound like a voice that could be produced by the physical body from which it came.  
 
    “Please–” the dealer began.  
 
    The conduit struck. So quickly the movement was a blur, but suddenly his hand was inside the dealer’s stomach, and the dealer was screaming.  
 
    Rose watched, slack-jawed, as the dealer threw back his head, and his scream tapered off – and he seemed to shrivel. His skin grew dry, and stretched-tight, and he crumpled like paper. Folded in himself, until he was a husk – and the husk collapsed, leaving a pile of greasy clothes and ashes. 
 
    The conduit’s hand hovered in the air, red with blood and viscera. The glow around it swelled, pulsed, and the gore fizzled away with a last burst of white fire. Clean now, Daniel curled his hand into a fist, and pulled it up to his chest. Closed his eyes, and breathed a moment.  
 
    “Acceptable?” Castor asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Rose turned to Beck. “What was that?” She could hear the panic in her voice. “Beck, what the hell did he do to that man?” 
 
    His throat jumped as he swallowed, but he didn’t look at her. He didn’t look shocked, either. “That’s what conduits do. The divine presence is too much for the human body, and they have to consume the lives of others to stay bonded to their conduit.” 
 
    She knew, then, with aching clarity, what had happened to Simon. She wanted to lay a hand on Beck, to offer words of comfort – insufficient, she knew.  
 
    She glanced back toward the balcony, where a guard was sweeping away what remained of the consumed dealer, and where Castor and Daniel were descending now to the factory floor, surrounded by armed guards.  
 
    The faintest rasp of wet leather sounded beside her: Beck drawing his gun. This was the plan happening, finally. Reckless, dangerous, maybe stupid…but he’d been firm on it. They’d studied every entry point of this building, knew all the pathways that would offer an escape. The head has to come off the snake, he’d said. That’s what matters. 
 
    She’d wanted to argue with him: he’d said himself that there was always a new crime lord ready to take the place of a fallen one. Killing Castor would create turmoil in the short run, but underground politics were too strong and chaotic for the death of one man to grind everything to a final halt. The gears would turn, the machine would run, and someone would step forward to take Castor’s place as the most powerful. 
 
    But that wasn’t what Beck was worried about. Right now, this was wholly personal. Whether he’d had only months to live or not, Castor had killed Simon – had offered Simon up to his conduit. And Beck was going to settle that score, no matter how crazy and risky.  
 
    Castor and his entourage reached the main floor, and headed down between two churning assembly lines. The machinery was belching white steam again, and visibility was reducing. Castor’s path would lead him right past their hiding spot. 
 
    Beck shifted forward without making a sound, braced his gun loosely in both hands, and waited.  
 
    Rose wasn’t one for prayers – she’d never lived in a religious household, and Beck’s talk of the heavens was largely academic, and practical, based on what he’d seen of conduits. But she prayed now. Graceless, uncertain, desperate. Please let this work. Please keep him safe. Please let us escape.  
 
    Even if anyone was listening, she didn’t figure she was the sort of person who had prayers answered.  
 
    “…streamlined the process,” Castor was saying as he passed beneath them, talking animatedly with his hands as the dazed and terrified dealers trailed along behind him. “The new dosage is twice as potent as the old, but we’ve tweaked the fillers. Much less chance of an overdose with the new binders–” 
 
    Beck had a suppressor screwed into the barrel of his .45, and it hardly made a sound when it kicked in his hands. A quiet pffft of displaced air.  
 
    Castor tripped, body going taut. Blood exploded forward, a red blossom from the exit wound. Then he collapsed.  
 
    A direct hit. A perfect shot.  
 
    Rose grabbed Beck’s jacket and tugged him down out of sight. No one had even turned toward them yet. No one had seen. “We have to go,” she hissed, and pandemonium erupted just a few yards away. Shouting, swearing, screaming. Someone barked clipped orders, and it would only be a matter of moments before a search began for the shooter.  
 
    Beck slipped his gun away, and pulled his favorite tactical knife. Met her gaze – his eyes almost feverish with triumph – and nodded. “Just like we planned.”  
 
    Someone halted the assembly lines with a sound of squealing gears, and, like before, the steam billowed and swelled, thick as rain-heavy clouds along the floor. Rose could hear feet running over the concrete, the muffled shouting and screaming, but visibility was down to near zero again.  
 
    The perfect conditions for an escape.  
 
    Beck jumped down to the floor, leading the way, and Rose hurried after.  
 
    A guard reared up out of the mist, on her right, one of the shirtless, cudgel-bearing toughs used to keep the drug packagers in line. He looked toward them, and then the mist swirled around him, screening them. Rose had a knife in her hand, but she kept moving, and they were past him, and it was a mad rush toward the vent.  
 
    For a moment, she thought – stupidly – that they would get away. No one had seen them, no one could find them in this dense fog.  
 
    But then the steam parted around a black-clad figure, and Beck got his knife up just in time to intercept a strike headed right for his face.  
 
    It was one of the death squad boys, tall, and powerful, and deadly serious. Beck’s knife caught him in the wrist. The hand spasmed open, and he dropped the gun he was carrying, but a flicker of muscle in his cheek was the only sign the pain had registered.  
 
    He brought up his other hand without hesitation, and made a grab for Beck’s face, fingers hooked, ready to gouge at his eyes.  
 
    He either hadn’t seen, or had dismissed Rose.  
 
    A mistake. 
 
    She ducked low, whirled under his guard, and punched her knife into his torso. Deep between his two lowest ribs.  
 
    He did make a sound, then: a deep gasp. 
 
    Beck cut his throat, shoved him back, and he toppled off into the steam and was lost.  
 
    Another reared up to take his place, and another, coming at them from opposite sides.  
 
    Rose caught Beck’s gaze, one fast exchange, and felt her mouth curve to echo the tiny smile he gave her. Then they spun away from one another, backs together, blades raised.  
 
    The guards were strong – too strong for her to have fought them bare-handed. But she didn’t have to; they couldn’t catch her. She ducked swipes, dodged the muzzle of a gun, and struck. The give of skin, the hot rush of blood, and she was already moving, stabbing, striking, slashing. Blood spattered her neck, her face; she licked its saltiness off her lips.  
 
    Behind her: grunts, a curse, a gasp – none of them Beck’s. He fought silently, the only sound the rustle of his coat, and the snick of his knife through fabric and flesh.  
 
    The first two guards fell, and were replaced by three more, four more.  
 
    The steam began to clear – but by then, there was no one left to face them. Rose looked up and over the ring of bodies that surrounded them, and saw the chaos of the factory: people running, shouting, hurrying. She spotted another member of the death squad, the man who’d poured the conduit’s blood into the vat. He had his gun in his hand, and he locked gazes with her, his eyes dark, his jaw clenched. He didn’t fire, though. She wondered why. 
 
    “Rosie,” Beck said. She heard him pull the pin on the smoke grenade he’d brought, and green smoke boiled up around them.  
 
    She sheathed her knives, covered her mouth and nose with one hand; gripped Beck’s hand with the other. Their palms slipped, both slick with blood. But his fingers were tight, and his footing sure as he headed back for the vent.  
 
    Behind her bloody hand, Rose was grinning like a loon.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “He’s dead.” Beck paused in the act of unlocking the back door, and turned to face her, the first time he’d made proper eye contact since they fled the warehouse property. The drive home – they’d left the Jag parked down a service street half a mile from the main driveway – had been silent, humming with a kind of giddy, positive tension. Beck hadn’t spoken, and she hadn’t dared to, afraid she’d do something as undignified as giggle. She wondered why anyone did drugs when it was possible to feel this high without them.  
 
    Beck shoved his hands – sticky now with dried blood – back through his hair, holding it off his face. The rain had stopped, and the cloud cover was patchy enough to give the moonlight a path to his face; it gleamed silver off his forehead, and his sharp cheekbones; dazzlingly bright in his eyes. “He’s dead.” He smiled at her – beamed, all his teeth showing ivory in the gloom, sharp canines winking. “Rosie, he’s dead. I killed him!” 
 
    She smiled back, so wide her face ached. “You did. You really did.” 
 
    He stared at her a moment with unabashed, boyish glee. Joy, triumph. Her heart swelled until she thought it might burst, seeing him like this, being a part of this moment with him.  
 
    Then his eyes shifted, head tilting a fraction, as hunger stole across his face. A bright spark of need that was almost violence – before he cupped her face, stepped in close, and kissed her.  
 
    It was filthy: his tongue pressing for entry straight off, hot and insistent, cracking her jaw wide. He bit at her lips – and she bit back. Gripped the front of his jacket and held him to her. Lifted her leg and hooked it around his hip, drawing his lower body into hers, hips to hips. He was already hard, straining at the fly of his tight jeans. She could smell the blood on his hands, feel its tackiness as he framed her face, urging her jaw even wider.  
 
    They rocked against one another, stumbling. Too many clothes, too much effort to get inside, and get naked, and get someplace horizontal. She needed him now, and she could feel how much he needed her, with the smell of the kill, and of victory, fresh on their skin.  
 
    Beck staggered back against the door, one of his hands gripping her waist, hauling her even closer. They couldn’t be too close.  
 
    “I need you,” he murmured between kisses, throaty, and honest, and broken. All of her insides clenched in response. “Rosie…” 
 
    She heard the lock click – he’d fumbled back to turn the key – and then the door swept open, and they stumbled across the threshold into the dark kitchen.  
 
    One of them, she wasn’t sure who, managed to kick the door shut, and they fumbled at one another until the edge of the island bit into her back – not as fiercely as his teeth latched into her throat.  
 
    “Ah!” She couldn’t stop the breathy cry that left her mouth; kicked her head back to give him better access. They were wet with rainwater, and blood, and sweat, fully clothed, strapped with knives – but it was essential right now that he be inside her. “Beck…” 
 
    He growled in response, and hoisted her up to sit on the countertop. They fumbled at each other’s clothes, fingers catching on buttons, and belts, sliding against sweat. But then, finally… 
 
    They both groaned when he sank inside her. That first breach, the hard stretch of it.  
 
    He set a fast pace. Sharp snaps of his hips as he held fast to hers, pulling her forward onto his cock, kissing and licking and breathing harshly at her throat. She gripped his shoulders, nails digging into the slick leather of his coat.  
 
    Orgasm hit her like a truck. A dazzle of spark and light and rippling waves of pleasure.  
 
    When she returned to herself, she was lying back across the counter, breathing in great gulps, pinned beneath Beck’s weight. He was still inside her, but softening, lips moving against her throat as he murmured endearments. 
 
    She raked her fingers through her hair. “I can’t believe we did it.” 
 
    “Me neither, darling.” He pushed upright, sliding free of her – they both winced. And took both her hands in his, pulling her up, too. “Let’s go to bed.” 
 
    He kissed again, lingering and sweet this time, a silent trading of I love yous between them.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Theirs was a quiet household. All of them soft-footed; TV was a rarity, and enjoyed mostly by Kay. No one threw fits, no one slammed doors. The house was old, and it creaked and groaned, especially beneath the tread of even the quietest walker…but it was not a loud house. Sudden bursts of violent noise were an anomaly. 
 
    That was why Rose had been startled the night Beck came banging in the back door, bleeding and half-dead. It was why she – and Beck – woke the night the front and back doors were kicked in. The night of her first kill.  
 
    She would have heard the men coming for them, that night, if they’d been loud. But they’d learned. They were better-trained than the others. Professionals. 
 
    The death squad.  
 
    Rose woke when a hand clapped over her mouth.  
 
    Her eyes snapped open. Lungs full of the scent of cordite; palm rough against her lips.  
 
    A face hovered above her own: not Beck’s. “Shut up, bitch,” she was told.  
 
    She reached out, weaponless, dressed only in pajamas, but ready to draw blood… 
 
    Only for something sharp to prick her neck. Injection, she thought, and then was lost to unconsciousness.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “…Rose. Rosie.” A low whisper, carried on a tide of blood. Beck’s voice, familiar and beloved, all scraped-raw and full of faults.  
 
    Rosie. 
 
    She tipped her head back, and there was the Rift, jagged and bright amidst the stars, pushing back the clouds, chasing away the dark, until the slowly-lapping tide around her was bathed with its glow. As she watched, the stars swelled, too bright to look at, and then fell, streaking to earth, long comet tails flaring. She couldn’t see them hit the blood waves, but felt it; low, deep rumbles through the hot tides that surged around her, blood lapping at her throat, her chin, filling her mouth… 
 
    She woke on a gasp.  
 
    She was staring at her own lap. She was wearing her pajama shorts, and grimy fingerprints streaked her thighs. Bruises were coming up on her shins.  
 
    She remembered the hand over her mouth. The needle.  
 
    It took an age to lift her head. Her pulse thumped, quick and erratic, in her ears, and the world spun crazily; her vision blurred. She swallowed back a wave of nausea, and blinked, forcing her vision clear.  
 
    She sat on the floor, legs splayed out before her, bruised and sore from being lugged out of the house and into whatever vehicle had transported her. A cold, hard pressure along her spine, a post or pole of some sort; she tried to lift her hands, and found they were bound together with coarse rope.  
 
    “Rosie.” 
 
    There was Beck beside her, too far away to touch, even with her toes. He sat like she did, on the floor, legs before him, hands tied behind a tall, intricately carved column. She looked at his face – bloodied, bruising, cut; he’d fought their attackers while she was succumbing to the drug – and let her gaze travel up, up, up the column, to the soaring, painted ceiling above. A vision of fat, winged cherubs…fighting demons with scaled tails and leathery wings.  
 
    “Sir, they’re waking up,” someone said.  
 
    “Excellent.”  
 
    She knew that voice; had heard it only hours ago. Tony Castor.  
 
    She whipped her head around, and the room tilted, and blurred. She had to close her eyes, and listened to Castor chuckle. When she dared look, and slowly, by degrees, the room slid into focus.  
 
    It was circular, and colonnaded; an indoor pavilion of sorts, with its soaring, painted ceilings, and, beyond the columned arches, a hallway paneled in sleek marble, and set with portraits. Guards stood between the tall paintings, guns strapped to their chests. And in the center of the room: Castor and his conduit, Daniel. The floor was dark stone, and it was marked… 
 
    Marked with chalk, she saw, the nearest symbols hastily scrawled near her right foot. A circular sequence of symbols that made no sense to her; words scrawled hastily in Latin.  
 
    A pentagram at the center. 
 
    She gulped, and glanced toward Beck, who stared at Castor with glittering contempt.  
 
    Castor, who’d been dead earlier. Who Beck had shot through the heart.  
 
    He hadn’t changed clothes. Wore the same suit as before, minus his tie, his white shirt soaked through with dried blood.  
 
    He smiled, and his teeth were stained red; his face was flecked with it. “There he is. King Arthur. It’s been a long time, Augustus.”  
 
    Beck surged forward, straining at his bonds, tendons standing out sharp in his throat. But he couldn’t get loose, and subsided with a deep exhale that lifted the damp hair from his face.  
 
    “You’re still an excellent shot,” Castor continued, and unbuttoned his jacket. Beneath, the shirt was dark and crusted with dried blood. He unbuttoned it, and parted the halves…to reveal smooth, unblemished skin. No sign of a gunshot wound. “But something you failed to learn long ago: having the right sort of friends trumps having the right sort of skills every time.” 
 
    The conduit, Rose realized with a lurch. The shot had hit the mark, but the conduit had healed the damage. Had saved his life.  
 
    Beck rebelled against his bonds again with a curse.  
 
    Castor threw his head back and laughed. “God, you’re just the same. Just as stubborn and violent as ever. Did you learn anything from your brother? Can’t you understand you’ll never be anything, Arthur?” 
 
    His glittering gaze shifted to Rose, and she stilled, sucked in a quick breath. “I’m surprised to see you’re no longer working alone, though. You’ve made an…interesting…choice in a slaughter partner.”  
 
    He started toward her, slow and deliberate, and the revulsion that stirred in her belly threatened to make her sick.  
 
    Rose tried to shrink backward; her hands curled to fists…and she felt the cool, hard length of the knife strapped to her forearm. She and Beck both had one. Had secured them in the sheaths, with their straps, beneath the long sleeves of their shirts, before they collapsed into bed. Just in case, he’d said. It was something he did often: sleeping armed. If she could get to hers...  
 
    But she was tied tight, and couldn’t move; could only lift her chin in defiance and watch as Castor came to stand over her, reeking of dried blood.  
 
    He grinned, head tilting to the side. It was an agile, unnerving, predatory movement on Beck, but one of graceless indifference on this man. He wasn’t someone who ever had to do his own dirty work. He wasn’t looking for weak points, or giving her a proper scrutiny.  
 
    “Pretty,” he pronounced. “But young. Too young for this work, I would think.” 
 
    One of the death squad goons cracked an ugly laugh. “I didn’t even think he went for girls.” 
 
    “Nah,” another one chimed in, “remember those hookers?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. He likes girls sometimes.” 
 
    “He likes killing,” another said, and all three of them cackled. 
 
    Castor snapped his fingers, and they all fell silent at once. He gave Rose one last, lingering look, and then moved to stand over Beck. “You’ve been busy, Becket. Very busy.” 
 
    At no point in the time she’d known him had Rose been afraid of Beck. She wasn’t afraid now – but the way he looked at Castor sent a chill rippling down her back. “Not busy enough,” he said, voice flat, stare vicious.  
 
    Castor’s smile was more of a grimace. “You don’t even realize how pathetic you are, do you?” He leaned down, so their faces were nearly level, and Beck’s whole body went rigid with tension as he strained at his bonds. “You can hate me all you want; you can be full of a breathtaking amount of rage. But you are one man, and I am this city.” 
 
    He straightened, and turned; walked back to the center of the room where his conduit stood.  
 
    Rose tried to catch Beck’s eye, staring at his taut profile, willing him to glance her way. But he didn’t; didn’t even blink. A muscle leaped in his jaw.  
 
    One of Castor’s guards had come to his side – the stern-faced one from before, who’d poured the conduit’s blood into the vat at the factory. His jaw was clenched nearly as tight as Beck’s; his gaze, dark and hooded, swept toward her – one brief, shocking moment of eye contact that conveyed how very displeased he was with this whole situation – then settled respectfully on the floor at his boss’s feet. He extended a small bundle on flat palms, one that Castor unwrapped with an almost delicate touch. A dagger: gleaming, sharp-edged, with an obsidian handle set with rubies. It was comically overwrought…but the sight of it winking in the lamplight as Castor lifted it filled her with fresh dread.  
 
    There was power in that weapon. It fairly pulsed with it.  
 
    “You know,” Castor mused, turning back to face them – to face Beck. She wasn’t relevant here, and she wasn’t going to say anything to make herself so. Was going to continue twisting her wrists subtly, working at the knots that bound her. They were tight, and tied well, but if she could just get the knife in her sleeve loose… “I should really be thanking you, Becket. It was your obsession that led me down the path to research. The path to this.” He gestured with the dagger, seeming to encompass the chalk circles and runes on the floor. “I have the means to bring it to fruition, but you – you had the imagination.” He offered a nasty grin, and a waggle of the dagger tip that seemed to say oh, you.  
 
    Rose heard the quiet sound of an indrawn breath. Beck: he’d sat up straight and stiff; his brow had cleared.  
 
    Castor beamed. “Do you understand, now?” 
 
    Rose searched the edges of the drawn circles with her gaze, followed them in to their center – to the pentagram.  
 
    His hell theory, Kay had called it. Then it was Rose’s turn to gasp.  
 
    “You’re bluffing,” Beck said, voice strained and hoarse. “You don’t have that kind of power.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t. But my friend Daniel does.” Castor lifted his arm, twirled the dagger, and offered its handle to the conduit at his side.  
 
    The moment Daniel’s hand touched the hilt, a low pulse moved through the floor; a wall of air pressed Rose back against the column to which she was bound. The guards shrank back against the walls; the one who’d brought Castor the dagger retreated, disappearing from view.  
 
    “Why?” Beck demanded, seething now, struggling at his bonds.  
 
    Rose twisted her wrist, back and forth, back and forth – and the knife in her sleeve finally slipped loose of its sheath. Its point slid down into her palm, slicing her skin – and the rope.  
 
    Daniel regarded Beck with a flat, disinterested stare; an angel contemplating a mortal. The white glow around him swelled. They were all just specks of dust to him; little sin-filled blips of nothing. “The Rift closed too soon,” he said, and Beck stilled, listening.  
 
    Rose listened, too, sawing at the rope as best she could, moving as little as possible.  
 
    No one was watching her, though. Every eye was riveted on the conduit.  
 
    “The day that it opened was to be the day of reckoning. The forces of Heaven and Hell were to converge on the battlefield of this mortal plane. But Hell’s gates didn’t open.” 
 
    “No one to kill but us humans, then,” Beck spat. “You had to make do.” 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel said, without inflection.  
 
    “Being a drug dealer was just a bonus, then?” 
 
    The first sign of expression: Daniel’s lip curled. “Don’t insult an angel with your petty human morality.” 
 
    “Our friend Daniel has the power to open a portal to hell,” Castor said, gleeful, eyes shining.  
 
    “And what do you get out of it, Tony?” Beck snarled.  
 
    The man looked rapturous. “The favor of heaven’s forces. Incredible power. Untold riches.” 
 
    “Yes. Untold riches,” Daniel said, and plunged the dagger into the gangster’s stomach.  
 
    A collective shout went up from all the guards.  
 
    Three of them rushed Daniel – and Daniel lifted his hand, and decapitated all of them with a flick of his fingers.  
 
    He pulled the dagger out, and blood coursed from the wound, spilling down Castor’s legs even as he gasped and clutched at his stomach. The blood ran over his shoes…and touched the stones of the floor. 
 
    The room exploded with light. White, and then red. Rose closed her eyes against it – and against the physical shove of power that blasted out from the center of the circle. It ripped across her like a wind, howling, tugging at her hair and clothes. 
 
    The room shrieked.  
 
    Her right hand came loose, and she lifted it up to shield her eyes, daring to crack them open as the initial flare of light dimmed. She had the sense that shock and fear blurred some of what she was seeing; twisted the impossible into something her brain could process.  
 
    A seething pool of crimson liquid, viscous, dark, and velvet as fresh blood, steamed at the circle’s center, spreading outward by the moment. A tide. A tide of blood. Daniel stood at its center, dagger in one hand, Caster’s throat in the other; the gangster had lost consciousness, but the blood still poured down his body, dripping down into the darker, thicker tide that seemed to boil up through the stones. It swept outward, covering the chalk sigils, swallowing them. 
 
    And from it…wraiths. That was all she could think to describe them as. Indistinct blurs of shadows; the impressions of dragging claws, and reaching arms, and gaping, fanged mouths. One flew straight at one of the guards, and he screamed, and fell, blood spraying across a column in an arc. Others flew up to the burning lamps, and she saw slitted, gleaming golden eyes, and fangs like knives… 
 
    They had to get out of here right now.  
 
    She shook her sleeve knife totally free, gripped its hilt, and reached to cut the rope that secured her other hand. 
 
    A tight grip on her wrist halted her. Warm breath in her ear. A voice, low and urgent: “Wait.” It wasn’t Beck. 
 
    She twisted around to look at him, whoever he was, fighting to get her wrist, and her knife, free. But he held fast, fingers strong, the way he pinched the nerves in her arm sure and effective; her hand went limp, and the knife clattered to the floor.  
 
    It was the death squad guard who’d taken Castor the dagger. The one who’d looked at her before.  
 
    Up close, his features were clean and handsome, his gaze dark, and sparking with barely suppressed energy. He was working very hard not to panic.  
 
    “If you’re going to kill me, make it quick,” she hissed.  
 
    “I’m not.” He shoved his face into hers, his breath hot and quick. “Listen to me. We need to leave now, but we need to close that portal.” 
 
    A darted glance revealed that the blood tide was expanding ever-outward. Castor was paper white, totally bled out. Daniel dropped him, and when he hit the floor, he was sucked beneath the crimson pool and out of sight.  
 
    “How do we do that?” she asked.  
 
    “We have to kill the conduit.” 
 
    “How? Did you see what he did to your friends?” 
 
    His jaw got even tighter. “They’re not my friends. I’m United States special forces. I’m a Rift Walker, and I’m working undercover.” 
 
    Rift Walkers. The elite conduit suppression unit that had sprung up in the midst of the Atmospheric Rift. Most of them former pilots or black ops guys; all of them half-crazy, more than a little suicidal. The best of the best. The worst of the worst.  
 
    “I don’t believe you,” she said, a kneejerk protest. 
 
    “You don’t have to, but it’s the truth.” He huffed out a sigh. “What’s your name?” 
 
    She didn’t tell him. 
 
    “Mine’s Lance du Lac. I’m a sergeant with the Gold Knights. Google it later, okay? But we need to go.” 
 
    Whoever the hell he was, if he could get them out, then she wouldn’t turn him away.  
 
    “Cut Beck loose,” she said, nodding toward him. “I’m okay.” 
 
    He stood and moved off.  
 
    The initial scream of the portal opening had died down to a low roar, one that rattled the floor, the columns – presumably the whole mansion. Rose heard shouts, and low, animal growls she thought must be coming from the wraiths. She sawed at the thick rope on her wrist, sweating, heart pounding, struggling to think. She could keep her cool in a hand-to-hand altercation, but this was pandemonium. This was an angel opening a gateway to hell, and what did anything mean anymore? 
 
    She heard a thump, a curse. Tugged her wrist loose, and scrambled to her feet.  
 
    Lance du Lac, if that was really his name, was sprawled back across the floor, clutching a bloodied nose, but already springing back to his feet.  
 
    Beck–  
 
    “Oh, God,” she breathed.  
 
    Beck was loose, and on his feet, and striding through the widening blood pool toward the conduit at its center.  
 
    “Beck, no!” She leaped to follow. 
 
    An arm hooked around her waist, and dragged her back.  
 
    “No!” She elbowed her captor, and earned a painted grunt. Kicked his shins, twisted, and bucked, and tried to slash at him. 
 
    But he was big, and strong, and competent – a military man, truly, and he had her disarmed and held tight in a matter of seconds. It was laughably easy, in fact. And she could only watch, helpless, as Beck advanced on a creature she’d just seen kill three men with a hand movement.  
 
    Daniel lifted his hand now, fingers poised to flick, expression bored.  
 
    Beck halted a few paces away, all coiled tension, ready to pounce, his favorite knife held against his thigh. “Are you the Angel Gabriel?” he asked.  
 
    Daniel cocked his head. “Who better to bring tidings of the Lord?” 
 
    “Do you remember my brother?” 
 
    The head cocked the other way. The gaze narrowed. “I don’t remember humans. They’re like flies – they only live a short time.” 
 
    “Beck!” Rose shouted. “Beck, no, please! Let’s go!” 
 
    He twitched; he heard her. But he didn’t turn, and he didn’t back down. 
 
    His knuckles whitened on his knife. 
 
    Daniel’s fingers twitched. “You have some value. You understand why this is necessary.” 
 
    Around them, shadows swept up and out of the blood pool, souls, demons, who knew. Beings that no one wanted loose on earth.  
 
    “Now there can be balance,” Daniel said. “Order. What is good if not for evil?” 
 
    “Dead,” Beck said, his arm tensing. 
 
    About to strike. A strike that would never fall. The idiot, the absolute idiot was going to try to kill an angel with a knife, and he was going to be gutted, and Rose couldn’t breathe, couldn’t claw the arm from around her, couldn’t save him… 
 
    The grip at her back shifted, du Lac laid his arm over her shoulder, and the crack of the gunshot echoed through her head.  
 
    Every sound around her turned to the hiss of static. A muffling white noise. She knew she was screaming, because her throat burned, but she couldn’t hear anything. 
 
    Could only watch as Daniel’s head kicked back, a shower of blood spraying out like wings behind him. Saw the entrance wound in his forehead. Saw his eyes go white, his mouth opening.  
 
    He didn’t fall. She didn’t know that a bullet could bring him down. 
 
    But Beck could.  
 
    He lunged forward, with every ounce of his pantherlike grace, with all his strength and training. He cut Daniel’s throat with his own knife, arterial spray striping his face. And plucked the ruby-studded dagger from the conduit’s fingers; twirled it, plunged it into the conduit’s heart.  
 
    The flash of light was blinding. Rose squinted against it, eyes burning, filling with tears. Another shove of energy sent du Lac staggered backward until he hit a column, dragging her with him.  
 
    As the light faded, all of it shrinking down into the pool of blood, infusing it with its blue-white glow, she saw Beck, still holding the conduit, now dull and wholly human. He turned his head, and found her gaze, his own manic, glittering, lion-gold. He smiled his widest, truest, most maniacal fanged smile.  
 
    Rose found her own answering smile. 
 
    And then the blood on the floor boiled up and took shape. Became a clawed hand. 
 
    She screamed his name, though she couldn’t hear her own voice, fought again, uselessly to get away from du Lac. His grip only tightened. 
 
    The hand of blood moved; it closed around Beck and the dead conduit, closed to a fist, blood spraying out everywhere. It splashed her face, the familiar tang of salt and copper. 
 
    “Beck!”  
 
    The hand drew down into the floor. The blood receded, in, in, in. Faster and faster, tighter and tighter. A whirlpool. And now the energy was tugging them in.  
 
    Du Lac squeezed all the air from her lungs, boots scrabbling on the floor as he fought to keep them from being dragged in. The other bodies were. Abandoned guns; a stray boot.  
 
    Her hearing returned with a pop, and she heard a great sucking sound like a bathtub drain. Heard du Lac panting in her ear. “Hold on,” he chanted. “Hold on, hold on.” 
 
    She didn’t hold on. She didn’t care. Not about anything. 
 
    The whirlpool spiraled in on itself, and with one last, great slurp, vanished.  
 
    There was nothing left. A clean stone floor, the runes and chalk lines swept away. No dead Castor, no dead Daniel. No dead guards.  
 
    No Beck, dead or otherwise.  
 
    Du Lac’s grip loosened, and she staggered to her feet. Unsteady, wavering. Her pulse pounded in her ears, sluggish now. She heard faint, far off screams from somewhere deeper in the mansion. But here there was only silence, and the scrape of her breath, and the quiet swearing of du Lac as he got to his feet.  
 
    In the center of the room, something gleamed. Rose walked toward it, drawn to it, with the surreal knowledge that she had retreated somewhere inside her head, and that she wasn’t sure if she’d ever be able to find her way back out.  
 
    In the heart of the room, on the center stone, rested the dagger. Clean, shiny, beautiful and overwrought in its design, its heft. She knelt down beside it. Took it into her hands. It was warm; warm as skin; warm as blood.  
 
    Footfalls behind her. Du Lac murmured, “Jesus.” 
 
    “Where is this from?” she asked, weighing the weapon in her palms. 
 
    “The conduit had it. He said it came from hell.” 
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    “Ma’am,” du Lac tried again. “We really should leave.” 
 
    Rose paced the room, trying to recreate the chalk signs in her mind. Trying to remember the sigils – all impossible squiggles and hash marks. She should have paid more attention, damn it. She held the dagger in one hand, tapping the flat of the blade against her thigh. “If this opened the portal once, it could do it again.” 
 
    “Ma’am.” He was starting to sound exasperated. “We have to–” 
 
    “Did he have notes anywhere? Did he write it down?” When she finally lifted her head, she saw him standing with his jacket pushed back, his hands on his hips, expression tense. “Did he?” 
 
    “Did who do what?” 
 
    “Did the conduit write down the sigils?” She gestured to the now-clean floor with the dagger. “The pattern. I need it.” 
 
    His brows went up. “I have no idea. If it was written down, I never saw it.” 
 
    “If he had a room, it might–” 
 
    “The guy had an angel inside him. I’m going to guess he didn’t need to write anything down. But, listen–” 
 
    “I’m sure I can find another spell. It has to be in a book somewhere. Or, there are other conduits. I can–” 
 
    “Ma’am.” Sharp this time. He strode toward her. Put his hands on her shoulders.  
 
    She didn’t want him to, but didn’t stop him. Her own safety was unimportant now.  
 
    “We need to go.” 
 
    Somewhere in the house, something exploded, a low rumble as a charge of some sort went off.  
 
    “Castor’s dead, and his people are going to go nuts. We have to leave.” He gave her a little shake. 
 
    “I have to re-open the portal.” 
 
    “What? No – you – you can’t. Don’t you get it?” Another shake. “It wasn’t just about some chalk and a fancy knife. A conduit opened the portal. You don’t have the power. No one here does, except Daniel, and if he’s not dead, then he’s probably in hell now.” 
 
    “I can try, I can–” 
 
    “You can’t. We have to leave.” 
 
    “But Beck–” 
 
    “Beck’s dead.” 
 
    “No.” Her jaw felt unsteady, so she clenched it; spoke through her teeth. She didn’t have time for an unsteady tongue. “No, he killed the conduit. I saw it.” 
 
    “Yeah, he did, and then a giant fucking hand made of blood dragged his ass down into hell.” 
 
    “No, he…” Her chest ached. She tried to take a deep breath, and couldn’t. “He didn’t…he wouldn’t…he would never leave me. He…” 
 
    His expression softened – it blurred. She blinked, but it was no use. “Look, kid, I feel bad about it, but he’s not coming back. There’s no sense us getting killed by waiting around.” 
 
    “But…Beck…” 
 
    Beck was gone. 
 
    Beck was in hell. 
 
    She couldn’t re-open a portal.  
 
    Beck was gone… 
 
    Her next breath was a sob. The tears broke free, hot and ugly down her face.  
 
    Beck was gone.  
 
    “Come on.” Du Lac shifted and put an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Beck was gone, and nothing else on earth mattered. So she let him lead her away. Retreated back inside her mind, and nothing made much sense after that. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The next few hours were a blur. Like bobbing along underwater.  
 
    She was aware of walking a long way down a dark hall. Of being ushered into the passenger seat of a car. She thought there was a blanket – she pressed something to her eyes while she choked, and sobbed, and spluttered. She didn’t want to fall apart, but she had no say in it. Was nearly ill from crying, her chest jagged with pain; she felt split open, and hollowed out.  
 
    Rain struck the windshield. Du Lac talked to someone over his phone. Then she was being ushered into a too-bright, sterile building that overlooked a dense and layered part of the city, one that smelled strongly of lemon cleaner and coffee.  
 
    When she’d dried her eyes – someone had given her a tissue – and glanced up, she found herself in a conference room, three people murmuring to one another at the end of the table. One was du Lac. Another was a man with a bulldog face, and the other was a woman with short hair and sharp eyes.  
 
    All of them turned to Rose as one. She imagined du Lac’s expression to be encouraging.  
 
    “Rose Greer?” the woman asked. 
 
    “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “We have resources,” she said, coolly. “Can you tell us what happened tonight?” 
 
    She blinked, eyes gummy and dehydrated.  
 
    Beck’s gone, she thought. My Arthur Augustus. I was his Rosie, and he’s gone. That was all that mattered. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    She could tell they didn’t know what to do with her. Someone had produced Miss Tabitha’s forged paperwork, and then produced her original paperwork. She was a legal adult. Du Lac vouched for her, and kept her from being taken into custody. She didn’t explain the knives she wore, and no one asked, nor took them from her.  
 
    She stood at a window in the small break room where they’d installed her, untouched paper cup of tea in her hand. Her breath slowly fogged the glass, but she could still see the mayhem unfolding; more cars than normal, pedestrians hurrying, hiding under awnings.  
 
    She heard someone come into the room behind her. Du Lac said, “We’re getting the first reports in from a fishing vessel in the Atlantic: the Rift is opening again.” 
 
    Just a few days ago, she would have gasped. Would have looked at Beck and said, “What do we do?” Now, she didn’t respond. She was so, so empty.  
 
    “According to the local authorities, there’s already been calls about people acting strangely. Fires.” He moved to stand beside her, resting his fingertips against the glass. “Heaven and hell on earth,” he murmured. “Things are going to get – bad.” 
 
    Things had never been good. She’d had one bright sliver of time – but that was over. 
 
    “Rose.” He turned toward her, she could tell. “I want to help you. It won’t be safe here in the city alone. There are secure locations. You’re good with a knife.” A weak chuckle. “We’ll be recruiting soon, I’m sure, if you want to join up. It’s not pretty work, but there’s food, and it’s…it’s somewhere to belong.” 
 
    But she didn’t belong anywhere, not if Beck was gone. 
 
    “I want to go home,” she croaked.  
 
    He sighed. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    But home wasn’t home anymore. Not with the front door standing open, and the drawers of the hall cabinets ripped out, paper scattered across the floor. With the lamps smashed, and the rugs ripped up. Not with a chair through the screen of the TV.  
 
    Kay lay on the hall runner on the second floor, outside of what had been Rose’s bedroom. Crumpled on her side, impossibly small, one arm flung out, hand limp, fingers curled. Her neck had been snapped. 
 
    Rose knelt beside her, felt for her pulse; her skin was cold and smooth as marble. Her glasses were askew. Rose removed them, carefully, folded them, and pressed them into her hand. Then she closed her eyelids.  
 
    Went into her room, and packed everything she could carry. Shirts, pants, socks, underwear, toothbrush. Essentials. She already wore all her knives. She pocketed her phone. 
 
    The jewelry box caught her eye, as she turned to leave, miraculously untouched. Inside lay the gold ribbons, and gleaming nuggets of old money; a legacy of a family no longer alive.  
 
    The grief welled up, sharp as a heart attack, and for a moment she thought it would choke her. 
 
    She swallowed it, though.  
 
    From the box, she took the ruby rose ring, and the matching necklace. Fastened the ring to the chain, and then the chain to her neck; tucked the jewels down inside her shirt collar, to rest alongside the crown, already warm from her skin. 
 
    Every king needs a queen. 
 
    Arthur Augustus Becket’s queen dropped a kiss on Kay’s cold forehead, walked down the stairs, and out the door, and never looked back. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    For three days, a jagged white shape like a bolt of lightning hovered over the Atlantic Ocean. The images on the TV screen resembled the ones she’d seen in the books in Beck’s library: humans glowing; humans performing miracles that looked like murder. Fires. Death.  
 
    Only now, there were two kinds of conduits. Two colors of fire dancing on the screens during broadcasts. And humans weren’t the central targets anymore. No, now there was a proper war being waged.  
 
    Good and evil. 
 
    Things did get bad, as Lance du Lac had said they would.  
 
    But. Bad was relative for Rose. 
 
    The day she thumped her rucksack down on the table in the front of the recruitment office, the two troops there looked up at her with mixed confusion and amusement. She lifted a hand, and produced a knife. Gave it a twirl. “I brought my own weapons. I’m here to join the Rift Walkers.” 
 
    They looked at one another, and chuckled.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, she stood up from her crouch in the center of the sparring mats in back, potential recruits spread out around her, groaning and rubbing at sore spots.  
 
    No one was laughing, then. 
 
    The Rift closed. The chaos continued.  
 
    Five years later, Rose Greer, Rift Walker, Golden Knight, remembered a book, and a table, and a lesson. Something useful bobbed to the surface of her constant, numbing grief. And she remembered a saint. And a stag. And a legend.  
 
    Beck was gone… 
 
    Until he wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    5 Years Later 
 
    Wales 
 
      
 
    The room where the ritual would take place was round, stone-floored, columned. It reminded her all too well of the room in Anthony Castor’s mansion where her entire life had shrunk down to a single purpose: retrieving Beck. He hadn’t died; hell had taken him. And according to Brother Eustace, and her years of research, a soul could be taken back.  
 
    They’d shown her the stag up on the porch, the sad, dry, withered bit of wood that Thomas Cromwell had divested of its rider so many centuries ago. But down here, in the ritual room, there stood another. Proud, and gleaming, his knight-cum-saint astride him, arm raised, sword held aloft. It wasn’t the gentle clergyman who would venture down into the depths, but the warrior, the knight in service to King Arthur. 
 
    No part of it was lost on her. For the first time in years, that empty, aching longing in her gut felt settled. Things felt right. This would work, and if it didn’t, nothing else bore thinking about.  
 
    “Rose.” Lance pulled her aside as Brother Eustace and his colleagues lit the candles and the incense. He was doing that thing with his face: the tipped chin, and the raised brows, like he thought she was rash, or insane. Or when he doubted her sincerity. “Are you sure about this? This is – remember what happened last time?” 
 
    “This isn’t like last time. This isn’t opening a portal. Saint Derfel is going to fetch him, and all we have to do is wait.” 
 
    He wet his lips, and darted a glance toward the robed monks. He was worried; she saw the sheen of sweat at his temples and on his upper lip. He wore his hair longer on top than when she’d met him, pretty, dark curls, sticking to his damp forehead now. “Rose,” he started again. He laid a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “Mademoiselle?” Brother Eustace called. 
 
    She touched Lance’s hand. “I know what I’m doing.” And removed it from her shoulder. He pulled back with a wounded look, one he quickly tried to hide. 
 
    Poor Lance. He’d never really understood, though she knew he’d tried to. But he’d never felt about anyone the way she felt about Beck – not even about her.  
 
    She stepped around him, and walked to the gathering of robed men, at the feet of the stag.  
 
    Brother Eustace looked at her with warmth – and with something like awe. “The sacrifice?” 
 
    She withdrew the dagger from its sheath inside her jacket. The rubies winked in the candlelight. The monks took a collective breath, and shrank back a step.  
 
    “We will begin the prayers,” Brother Eustace said in French. “But the sacrifice, and the request, must come from you. It has to be the thing you want most in the world.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He patted her shoulder, and they all withdrew. A low, almost musical chant began: Latin prayers. An invocation.  
 
    A faint breath of wind stirred in the room. The candle flames flickered. 
 
    “Jesus,” Gallo whispered. “This is–” 
 
    Someone shushed him – Tris, probably. 
 
    Rose lifted the dagger, and pricked the fingertips of her left hand, one after the next. The blade was so sharp that it didn’t hurt; she only felt cold, where her skin had been cut.  
 
    She turned her hand over, and let her blood drip down at the feet of the stag. Her belly clenched with anticipation. Please work. Please, I need him back… 
 
    She lifted her face, and regarded the stone countenance of the saint. She had to say the name. “Saint Derfel,” she said, in English. “I have a request for you, if you’ll honor it. I need a soul back – a damned soul in hell. I need Arthur Augustus Becket.” 
 
    For a moment, nothing changed. There was only the low, Latin chanting, and the rush of her own pulse in her ears.  
 
    But then… 
 
    The statue moved. It was no statue at all anymore, and Rose stumbled back from it, clutching the dagger a moment before she remembered – and then she slid it across the floor, toward the sinuous, blue-glowing smoke that was a man astride a stag. A stomping snorting, circling stag. The man of blue smoke leaned down, and scooped up the weapon with grace and ease. Raised it, examined it. Then he met her gaze, and she felt like her heart was being squeezed; lifted and examined, too.  
 
    The stag bellowed, turned, and dove. Headfirst, it shot down through the stones of the floor with curls of blue mist. 
 
    “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit,” Gallo chanted. “It really worked, it really–” 
 
    The stag returned, trumpeting, tossing its head, spectral antlers misting where they struck the ceiling. The beast circled a few times; Saint Derfel turned to her, a faint smile on his ghostly lips.  
 
    And then it was a statue again. Solid, unmoving stone.  
 
    And on the floor… 
 
    It was smoking, she saw first. Steaming. An indistinct, onyx shape that didn’t look human.  
 
    Rose stared at it, and became aware that the chanting had stopped. No one uttered a sound – but she could hear breathing. Ragged, and deep, but regular. Coming from the black shape at the foot of the statue.  
 
    “Rose–” Lance started. She felt him grab at her.  
 
    She ducked away and crossed to the shape. Circled it. Her heart was racing. And she knew, she knew… 
 
    It was him. Naked, curled up on his side, arms and legs drawn in, flanks quivering, ribs heaving. She knew that skin, and those muscles; would have known the shape of him anywhere.  
 
    But his hair was wrong: still too long, and silken, gleaming in the candlelight, but jet black. And there was…something amidst it. Something hard, and solid.  
 
    A flicker of movement caught her eye down by his feet. She thought it was a snake at first, the way light glimmered on sleek, flat scales. But the head was not a head, but a sharp spade, and the flexing, coiling black length was… 
 
    A tail. 
 
    And in his hair, those were…horns. 
 
    “Beck,” she whispered.  
 
    His eyes snapped open, gold as before, but gleaming. His mouth opened, and his sharp canines were even sharper, and longer.  
 
    He struggled upright with a low, rumbling sound in his chest like he’d never made before. And the black, leathery shape around him was not a cloak, but wings.  
 
    They opened, and fanned. Nearly too wide for the room, sleek, and deadly, and hooked at the top.  
 
    Rose stared.  
 
    Lance whispered, “What the fuck?” 
 
    Beck rubbed his eyes with black-tipped fingers. Yawned. Stretched. He tipped his head back, shook his hair off his shoulders – and, yes, those were horns, thick, and spiraled, curving back over his ears like a ram’s.  
 
    He opened his golden, lion eyes, and found her. His gaze cleared.  
 
    He smiled. “Rosie. Hello, sweetheart.” 
 
    He held out a hand to her. 
 
    And she placed her hand in his.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    To Be Continued… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Look for Hell Theory Book Two: 
 
      
 
    Night in a Waste Land 
 
      
 
    Coming Soon 
 
      
 
    (featuring: details about the five-year gap, 
 
    a look at the Rose’s complicated relationship 
 
    with Lance during that time, a proper introduction 
 
    to the Golden Knights, and Beck’s grand, winged return.) 
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