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    Dedication 
 
      
 
    In honour of my brother, Ivan. You may not be with us any longer, but your support in life continues to inspire and encourage me. My grief feels soul deep, as I suspect it ever will. 
 
      
 
    To my husband; without your faith and support, none of this would be possible. You are my kana: my rahn, my inspiration, my strength when mine fails, my motivation to keep pushing despite the pain, and, in the black depths of my depression; you are the light that brings me back to the surface. 
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    Author's Note 
 
      
 
    When writing I often write scenes to specific songs as it often (but not always) helps sets the pace and mood for the scene. My disability often means that it can be challenging sitting up and even typing, so most of my books are written in my mind before they are dictated or typed. By writing to music, I can listen to a song and create or finesse a scene away from my computer.  
 
      
 
    For this book, the main character, Therion, finds music an effective emotional release and it occurred to me that it is so much a part of his emotional expression that readers may want to know the music that contributed to the scenes he is in. So, for Therion's scenes you will see a song title and artist in square brackets beneath his name.  
 
      
 
    If you'd like to access a playlist of these songs you can go to this link on my website that connects to YouTube: http://www.ashamilton.com/soul-taker-series/playlist 
 
      
 
    If the link does not work, just search the book title (Soul Taker's Redemption), my name (AS Hamilton), or Therion's Playlist. 
 
      
 
    Finally, thank you for choosing to read Soul Taker's Redemption, I hope you enjoy it. If you do: 
 
      
 
    -       Help other people find this book by writing a review. 
 
    It doesn't have to be long and Amazon makes it easy. Reviews are crucial for indie authors, so I'd really appreciate it if you take a few minutes to write one. To submit a review, simply go to the product detail page for the book on Amazon and in Customer Reviews (bottom of page) click Write a Customer Review. 
 
    -Sign up to get updates on my upcoming books and projects via ashamilton007@gmail.com 
 
    -Follow me on Facebook and like my page. 
 
    -Visit my website: www.ashamilton.com to access sample chapters, my blog, and artwork by the talented Robert Crescenzio. 
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 Therion 
 
    [Heaven's a Lie – Lacuna Coil] 
 
      
 
    I am not what many would consider an angel despite my wings. 
 
    Looking down into my opponent's face, I saw everything I was not: silver eyes; golden, sun-kissed skin; silver-iridescent hair; and white wings. The silver threading his feathers flashed in the sunlight cutting through the dissipating storm clouds. A light-angel, or light-dancer as those of us from Unia-littah— the Dark Realm— called them. 
 
    He clutched at my hand, which tightly encircled his throat. His expression was far from meek surrender, but his youth was against him. My kind have been fighting the light-dancers for millennia and, not being limited by the same morals, we often decimate their numbers, which means the light-dancers are often younger and less experienced. A few dozen angels filled the sky, the blood-red marked black wings and hair of the dark-angels starkly contrasting against the white-silver of the light-dancers. 
 
    I pumped my wings harder, dragging my opponent up despite his futile attempts to get free. When I was high enough, I drew him into a close embrace. He arched his neck as far away as he could, thinking I intended to inflict a venomous bite. Instead, I used my free hand to reach behind him and wrench his wing-joint out of place. He screamed— a heart-rendering sound to many ears, I'm sure, but not mine.  
 
    Just as I was about to let him fall the fatal distance to the ground, three more light-dancers ploughed into us. Two grabbed their kin while the third slammed his knife into my upper chest, just beneath my collarbone. I grunted, drawing one of my twin blades, but keeping it out of my attacker's line of sight. We were losing height because the impact had knocked me sideways and I'd partially closed my wings to protect them. It allowed my newest attacker to get the higher position. He retained his hold on me and the knife in my chest as he forced me downwards. I wasn't worried he would drive me into the ground, that would be too ruthless a tactic for a light-dancer, but when I looked up and saw my attacker was Silven I was forced to reassess. I had faced Silven before and knew he was happy to let his moral compass waiver towards ruthlessness if it meant eliminating a dark-angel. 
 
    'How dare you intervene before The Calling?' Silven demanded. 
 
    It was the same old rhetoric his god, Aurealis, spouted; souls were only open to the gods during The Calling, which occurs when a vessel, or body as the humans call it, dies and the spirit is released. Once that spirit reaches the ether, which is a plane of transition often mistaken for heaven by humans, there is a time when they can choose one of several gods to oversee their return to a mortal form or, if they are ready, guide them through ascension. Each god has something they can offer. For instance, if the spirit has a connection with the ocean, they might heed the call of Nea-luna, or, if the spirit wishes to seek the Light Realm, they will follow Aurealis's call. If the power of the destructive forces appeals to them, they will enter the realm of my god, Ceri-talen. There are many gods providing a range of choices for spirits, thus The Calling, the time when the gods can persuade a spirit to join their realm. 
 
    'No law governs the time between death and when the spirit reaches the ether,' I countered. Well, not technically.  
 
    I spread my wings wide, thrusting them several times to reposition myself. Being far older than most of those here, my wingspan often overshadows theirs, giving me an advantage in terms of manoeuvrability, so I succeeded in levelling myself up with Silven in spite of his resistance. As I did, I brought my short sword around, slashing him across the abdomen and chest. He let go of his knife, still buried in my upper chest, as he flinched back, but a line of gold blood confirmed that my blade had struck its target. I did not give him time to recover or escape, following through with a series of strikes, backing him up and repositioning myself so I kept the height advantage. Silven drew his long sword, but my first long, diagonal strike had lacerated his upper shoulder and he almost dropped his blade as the injury impeded him. Now, he was barely fending off my strikes. 
 
    I pulled my wings in, allowing me to drop in swiftly so I was right on top of him. In such close proximity his long sword was useless. He tried to back up, to give himself room to use his sword, but I was unrelenting. I delivered a mortal strike right through his abdomen. Unlike his brethren, Silven did not scream. I may be older, but he was no child either and it showed. Rather than crumple with the blow, he grabbed my throat in a crushing hold. 
 
    'You think I'm going to let you kill me that easily, soul-stealer?' 
 
    He drew his wings in tight, making me support both our weights. I twisted my blade, still buried in his body. He ground his teeth, refusing to reward me with a scream, but I could feel his pain, taste the torment of his spirit. Taking the souls of those who dwell in the earthly realms is easy enough; they are vulnerable and, having just lost their vessels, disoriented. Without a vessel to protect it, to bind it to the earthly realm, such spirits are as vulnerable as the lamb to the lioness. Silven is of the Light Realm though— a place humans would consider the true heaven— thus, he is no innocent lamb without the means or knowledge to protect himself. This means I have to work much harder to weaken him enough to take his spirit, but weakened him, I had. And so, I prepared to take it.  
 
    Before I could fully harness Silven's spirit, the thunderous roar of a dragon made me shove the light-dancer away; the god of the Light Realm, Aurealis, had arrived to protect her servants.  
 
    Because of his injuries, Silven's grip on my throat had loosened, so I broke the hold easily. I did not take the time to see if he fell or recovered and took flight, but instead turned to face the new threat. The dragon was not fully through the portal, but she was plunging towards me never-the-less. She was a colossus of horns, scales, and spikes. The pearlescent-silver crown of horns caught the sunlight and her silver eyes flashed as she closed in on me.  
 
    'Therion,' Aurealis growled in reprimand. 
 
    I recoiled at the feel of the god in my mind and shoved her out. 
 
    Great pearlescent-silver and white feathered wings came through to the earthly realm, creating a whirlwind that made it difficult to stabilise myself. Her sheer enormity would scare off most creatures, but then even a small dragon is bigger than an aeroplane; Aurealis's wingspan alone would eclipse such a craft. I did not flee from her though, for I am a soul taker; the one time when size does not matter…  
 
    Well, not as much.  
 
    We were above an earthquake-devastated city, where hundreds of deaths had made many spirits vulnerable. Below a group of my brethren attempted to collect them before they reached the ether, while those of us here, in the air, kept the light-dancers busy. The arrival of the dragon would bring a swift end to our gathering.  
 
    Sure enough, I could feel my brethren planes-shifting out, returning to the Dark Realm. Although I did not fear the god of the Light Realm, despite the way she loomed over me, I still drew shadows from the shadow plane and let them mist about me. The move not only made me seem larger than I was but obscured my exact position. 
 
    Left unopposed, the light-dancers that were unharmed dropped below to safely escort the vulnerable spirits to the ether. The injured light-dancers returned to their home, the Light Realm— Dellen-littah, they call it. 
 
    'You should know better than to attempt to take the spirit of one of my people,' Aurealis chided. 
 
    'I will take any soul I like. I have before and I will again,' I retorted, seething at the tone of admonishment she used, like she was my god— her, a god of light, having power over a being of shadow like myself! 
 
    It was true, what I said. I'd taken many a light-dancer's spirit; we all did, for the dark-angels are not the first of Ceri-talen's creations that can take souls, but we are the first who pose a direct threat to the light-dancers. You see, once, long ago, Ceri-talen worked harmoniously with his brethren, participating in The Calling equally with them. At some point, this time of harmony was shattered by a discord between the gods and that was when Ceri-talen decided to harvest beyond The Calling. He created soul takers, Dark Realm creatures adapted to collect souls and bring them to him. Ceri-talen uses the energy of these spirits to pursue his ambitions, whether that is triggering events, creating beings, or expanding his realm. Often, he influences occurrences in the earthly realm, which can be monumental or seemingly inconsequential. A pyromaniac might find they can trace their urge to light a fire to Ceri-talen's influence. That category two cyclone that unexpectedly becomes category four— that is Ceri-talen. A peaceful protest is nudged into a riot, seemingly inexplicably, by Ceri-talen's servants manoeuvring the right people into the right places so that, together, they cannot help but develop into the destructive forces he desires. 
 
    At first Ceri-talen was subtle, his gathering of these souls hidden beneath events he manipulated in the earthly realms. Then the human population expanded such that it became one of the dominant life-forms and his harvesting beyond The Calling became more noticeable. As there was nothing specifically prohibiting Ceri-talen's actions, those gods who objected to his activities decided to provide greater protection for those souls under their jurisdiction. His primary opponent, Aurealis, saw these souls as having advanced significantly along their path to ascension, and by taking them and reducing them to their essential energy Ceri-talen brought that advancement to an abrupt halt. Thus, Aurealis started assigning her servants, those like Silven, to protect these spirits. There followed a succession of light-dancers as Aurealis evolved these angels from simple servants to soldiers and guardians.  
 
    Ceri-talen's reaction? 
 
    He created me. 
 
    Not only am I built to kill, I can manipulate energy. It is through this ability that I can take apart a spirit until it is just energy, absorb it into myself, and then transfer it to Ceri-talen or one of the creatures he has whose purpose is to store that energy. He called me a therilgalen and with his success with me, he went on to create an army to oppose those who would disrupt his activities. Since then, an all-out war had taken place, which my master lost, but that has not diminished his ambition. 
 
    I gave Aurealis a malevolent look. 'Who am I to intervene, your servants challenge me? Who are you,' I demanded, 'to interfere? You have no more claim to them here than my master does.' 
 
    'Someone has to protect them. If I had realised that sooner, you would not have been stolen in the first place.' 
 
    'I am not stolen,' I snarled. 'I was created.' 
 
    'No.' 
 
    She said it simply, but there was conviction in her eyes. It made me pause. I scrutinised her expression as I asked, 'What riddle is this?' 
 
    'There is no riddle, Therion.' Her tone was matter of fact, as if she was stating a truth, or, at least, she believed she was stating a truth. 'Once you were free. You were a pure and strong spirit, your ascension all but complete.' 
 
    Her voice grew wistful, emotional. I did not understand it; why did this god attach enough meaning to me to be emotional about a past of which I had no recollection? 
 
    'All it took was a moment's inattention and that craven, power-obsessed thief robbed you of your chance to ascend. No, not just to ascend, Ceri-talen robbed you of everything.'  
 
    I sneered as I started climbing higher. 'This is just a ruse. Lies to persuade me to ask you to redeem me.' 
 
    'Would it be that bad? After all, every soul I have redeemed I have set free. Imagine that— freedom. No masters to cower before, no yoke to encumber your spirit, no unyielding handlers demanding more of you than you are willing to give.' She paused. 'No more torture under Ulyn's scalpel as she tries to improve you in the name of your master.' 
 
    She had me there. Ulyn, my handler in the Dark Realm, did routinely engage in torture. 
 
    'No more hunting,' I pointed out. 'Or are you, Aurealis, god of Dellen-littah, proposing a situation where you will allow a soul taker to continue hunting after you have 'redeemed' him?' 
 
    She had known it would come. It was an objection soul taker would make. It was true, she had redeemed many, taking tortured, tattered souls and returning them to a point where they could continue their journey towards ascension and setting them free. But what was freedom without the hunt, the anticipation built by the chase, or the taste of a soul as it filled my every pore with exhilaration and strength? Nothing, nothing compared to that feeling of power, that moment of triumph. 
 
    'Today, a life without the hunt seems impossible to you. But there is greater meaning in life to be found, and you can only find it if you give up that which you think defines you but actually limits you. We will talk again, Therion.' 
 
    She dived, then, and I watched as the pearlescent spikes lining her neck, back, and tail flowed past me like river rapids. It seemed to take minutes for her extensive body to pass under me, and then she was swooping low over the city below. 
 
    I stared for a long time after she disappeared from sight, astonished and speechless. Had she just propositioned me to redeem?  
 
    Why? Why now? 
 
    I shifted through to the Dark Realm and then glided to the top of a cliff. Away from the earthly realm and its blinding sun, I was able to pull the shadows about me more easily. The glittering canopy above lit up the temple below. I could see the main avenue, lit by crystal trees. The white diamond light of their leaves created deeper shadows around the statues lining the stairway to the temple. On a long, flat section that was about two-thirds of the way down the tall cliff face I could see the figures of the recently returned therilgalen. They hoped Ceri-talen might make an appearance at the temple, hoped to witness the majesty of their god, but he would not grace us this time. We had failed. We may have collected scores of spirits, but not even thousands would have satisfied him because we'd left before we finished. We'd left fleeing Aurealis. 
 
    Could it possibly be true? Had I once known freedom? And what did it matter if I had? Redemption meant a life without the hunt. 
 
    Unlike preceding soul takers, who were adapted to gather souls, I was created specifically to hunt them while also being powerful enough to turn aside Aurealis's forces. What would I be if I were no longer a hunter? Besides, redemption would mean leaving this realm. Even though I do not like the earthly realm, at least when I am there I can shroud myself in shadow. Not that I need to, because, in general, humans are unaware that we move among them. Although, there are those who can see us for what we truly are if they have other gifts, like being able to see the future or speaking to spirits. Even so, while I am not as comfortable in the earthly realm, it is a place I can endure. Redeeming would mean going to the Light Realm, Dellen-littah, where shadows are fragile and weak, or absent entirely. I could not imagine it. Leaving Unia-littah, this realm of darkness, seemed about as impossible as not hunting.  
 
    As far as I knew, I was brought into being here. Aurealis wanted me to believe I had a life before that— and freedom. I shook my head; I did not understand what she meant. I felt free already. Nothing was so glorious as the hunt and the kill; how could this… this notion of freedom be worth forfeiting that? 
 
    Aurealis taught her light-dancers that we were the enemy, that our harvesting of souls was wrong. In my view, it was merely a disagreement over timing. All the gods harvested souls. Yes, they called it an invitation, but once a spirit accepted that invitation, the god did with it what they willed. Well, not quite. I should give them credit there; those gods that dealt with ascension, did, in fact, help spirits ascend. In the intervening time, though, they chose how you spent your time with them. Ceri-talen was just more direct in what he did. More honest in my opinion. His realm is one where destruction leads to new beginnings, where death leads to new life. He is one of several gods that share responsibility for creation across the realms. He just chose to do things differently. 
 
    Could that be what Aurealis meant? Was her accusation of theft merely Ceri-talen taking my spirit before The Calling? It must be.  
 
    But it had not sounded that way. Something about how she said it, something about the emotion in her voice, made me think I was closer to ascension, perhaps going to ascend, or already ascended. 
 
    No. 
 
    It was not possible. 
 
    Those who ascended eventually became telari, which is what the dragon gods called themselves. The telari ascended to become venturi, a being greater than the gods, and who knew after that? 
 
    No god could take an ascended spirit.  
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Could they? 
 
    No. No, she was telling lies. Trying to persuade one of Ceri-talen's fiercest hunters to reject a life she called wrong but was perfectly suited to me. I am a shadow being, I dwell in shadows. I am a therilgalen, a soul taker. There is no place for me amongst the light-dancers, nor do I have any need or reason to redeem. 
 
    My life is simple; I have one task, one directive, and I follow it well. 
 
    My purpose is to kill.  
 
    I feel not the reins of conscience, nor the ache of regret, and am not hindered by memories of my former existence, if I had one. 
 
    At least... 
 
    I once thought so. 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    I clamped my jaw to stop my teeth from chattering. Despite my blue, Merino-wool jumper and a thigh length, micro-suede jacket, I was feeling the cold, but then my shivering might be part psychological. I still hadn't quite unravelled how it happened. One moment we were watching the game between the Melton Malamutes and the Sandringham Sledders, and the next a fight broke out in the crowd and had swiftly escalated to a I'm-not-kidding-you-someone-tried-to-blindside-me-with-a-chair riot. The ice rink looked like a tornado had hit it. Backpacks, high-heels, food and drink containers, support signs, and even handbags littered the stands. A portion of the barrier had suffered significant damage and debris was spread out over the ice. 
 
    The police were going to have quite a job on their hands trying to figure out what happened. I wouldn't be a lot of help; I'd been arguing with my mother about the likelihood of Paula Meddings making another goal before the game ended, and then the crowd kind of swerved into us as people tried to avoid the fight. The violence flowed like a wave through the crowd, closely followed by fear and panic. And now three people, yes, three, were lying under old paint sheets on the ice. I almost couldn't fathom it; how had this friendly, boisterous game ended in three deaths? 
 
    My mother works for the police and, even though she was both off-duty and a member of a taskforce focused on child protection, she had offered to help them sort things out. She's well respected for her success in the field and the awards she's received for bravery, but her place on the taskforce is more due to her ability to speak Vietnamese than her other skills because they suspect a Vietnamese gang is helping a drug trafficker branch out into child slavery. Mum's actually pale-skinned with blonde hair, but her mother fostered and then adopted a mixed-race Vietnamese girl, my Aunt Tien. Tien and my mum are very close, and they joined the force together. I speak Vietnamese too, along with a smattering of Spanish, French, and Russian, but I'm not nearly as fluent as Mum and Tien. My mother's the kind of person who emerges from fires with puppies and infants— so's Tien, actually— and I didn't want to compete with that, so I got my MBA and eventually set up my own café, Fixated. It has a steampunk theme and I even go so far as to dress in steampunk clothing like an overbust corset with a striped shirt underneath or vest and velvet, embroidered coat. My staff like it and my customers love it, so it works well. 
 
    As the police didn't need me to stay, I could have left Mum and gone home, but we'd come together so I told her I was happy to wait. I didn't tell her the rest, which was that the wait also gave me time for my nerves to settle. 
 
    I looked over at the woman sitting next to me and realised she was shivering. She was around forty years old and too thin. Without her jacket, lost in the chaos she'd told me earlier, her light-brown skin had taken on a decidedly bluish hue. I wanted to offer my jacket but couldn't really; too much stuff in it. I'm the kind of woman who prefers pockets over a handbag, so I couldn't replace it easily if it didn't find its way back to me. I could offer her my jumper though, so I started to shrug off my jacket. 
 
    Something about my movements made the woman realise what I was doing. 'Oh, no, dear. It's not necessary. I'm about to leave, my daughter's just arrived.' 
 
    She nodded towards the open emergency door where a young woman with dark hair pulled back into an impressively long ponytail was pointing us out to the officer monitoring comings and goings. The mother smiled and murmured goodbye as she moved past me, leaving me to gaze out onto the rink alone. 
 
    We didn't go to many sports events, but when the Australian Women's Ice Hockey League pledged a percentage of their ticket sales to a cancer charity Mum decided it was worth giving it a go. Dad had died from cancer and Mum had started donating to cancer charities in his name as a way of supporting other families who had to go through a similar experience. That, and Mum wanted to see an ice hockey game played by women. Mum's not a hardcore feminist but attaining her rank and respect in the police force had been, in her words, 'bloody hard work', so she supported anything that made things a little easier and equal. I had similar values, no surprises there considering my mother's influence. That said, we were both surprised at the level of ass-kicking the two teams were capable of doing. It had promised to be such a good night… 
 
    I glanced over at the three bodies. It sure didn't turn out the way we imagined. Shaking my head, I focused on the ice again. I'd had to dodge a few punches and took a chair on my back when I put myself between it and a young boy. It was only plastic, but it'd still hurt, and I knew I'd be covered in bruises by morning. I'm not even sure where it'd come from as most of the seats were a part of the 'stands'. The seats were attached to high concrete 'steps' that ran the length of the row, although that had not fully protected them. I'd seen a group of men jumping and stomping on one set until it'd broken free. They'd been pretty determined to get the thing off, but I was still surprised they'd managed it. Many other sets of chairs were also twisted and bent out of shape as a result of similar, less successful, efforts. I realised how fortunate I was that the chair that came at me was plastic. If I didn't know better, it was almost as if some higher power had conspired to create a tragedy. 
 
    The back of the seat I was sitting on was aggravating my bruised back, so I stood up. I paused, not sure of my next move, and then I found myself walking over to a handbag that was lying between the rows of seats and retrieving it, moving slowly as my back objected to bending. I made my way over to a swatch of red leather-like fabric that turned out to be another handbag. One scarf, purse, and small messenger bag later, I leaned on a gate that was used to give the ice machines access to the rink. It didn't have the plastic partition that topped the rest of the barrier, which allowed me to lean over it.  
 
    I've had to deal with the occasional drunk or aggressive customer, but the kind of violence that happened tonight was out of my experience. This, I thought, was something my mother had dealt with, probably on many occasions. For the most part, Mum and I don't discuss her work. We'd been target shooting together a few times, but when I got into archery in high school, I decided I preferred that and hadn't gone shooting with her for several years. I wondered how she did it. How do you hold a gun, point it at a person, and be prepared to pull the trigger? I shook my head. Thinking about it depressed me, I needed to focus on something else. 
 
    I started to push away from the barrier, intending to take the bags I'd collected to the officer monitoring the doors, but then stopped. I'm not sure what caught my attention. It wasn't a sound or movement, it was more of a feeling, like a change in the atmosphere. You know when someone says, 'the air became tense'? Like that, but 'tense' wasn't the word I'd use. Actually, I wasn't sure how to describe it, but it put me on alert. 
 
    I looked up to see an oval of air across the rink, shimmering, kind of like a mirror. A moment passed and then an angel stepped onto the rink. I should sound more surprised, I guess, but this isn't my first time encountering one. I'd been six then, and my grandmother had just had a severe heart attack. Of course, I didn't understand how weak she was, just that my parents were upset. Gran was in the guest bedroom, and my mother spent a lot of time in there. It had been unusual for Mum not to be at work, and I guess she'd taken some kind of leave. One morning my mother left the door open as she moved between the kitchen and sitting with Gran. I wandered in to say hello. Gran always had a friendly and bright personality; she made me laugh, I remember. It was disconcerting seeing her amongst all those pillows, looking so… grey. She managed a smile and patted the bed. I climbed up, using the wooden frame of the bed base as a step. Gran told me she'd been sick, but she was getting better and secured a promise from me to be on my best behaviour because my parents were very busy. Gran had pale blue eyes, just like mine. I remembered they looked sort of clouded over as she drifted off, my little hand still in hers. Then the angel appeared. 
 
    She was just suddenly there at the end of the bed. White wings with silver-threaded feathers arced behind a kindly face with a golden-toned skin that reminded me of sunlight. She had silvery hair and wore a filmy dress that reminded me of a doll Gran had given me that Christmas; a fairy princess with her hair held back by an intricately woven crown. In fact, the angel seemed to be wearing exactly the same crown. 
 
    Naturally, I thought she, too, was a fairy princess and said so. Her laugh was high and melodic, like the crystal windchime hanging from the curtain rod in the kitchen. She explained that she was an angel and that my grandmother was very tired, so she was going to take her spirit to a place full of sunshine where she could rest, which I thought this was a great idea. My mother was horrified to find me by Gran's lifeless body. I could never work out why. I was happy to have been able to say goodbye and Gran simply seemed asleep, her face at peace. 
 
    Back then, my parents perceived my talk of an angel as my way of coping. The next time, eight years later, the same angel came for my father. Since then, I see them every now and then, usually when I visit hospitals, but once I was on the scene where a truck accident happened and I saw one then, escorting the driver's spirit to the place of sunshine I guess, like my gran. So, the angel walking through that odd oval of air in the middle of the ice rink like he was stepping out of a vertical pool of water wasn't all that alarming. 
 
    What intrigued me was that everything about him was the exact opposite of the angels I'd seen so far. Where they were white, silver, and seemingly sunlight itself, this one was darkness, shadow, and blood. The great wings were black with dark red in the feathers, and his hair, though black, had two rivers of dark red streaking from each temple. His bare torso was marked with what I first thought were tattoos, the blood-red markings emphasising the starkness of his pale skin. It reminded me of marks on a tiger, but more intricate. They didn't cover his whole body, just the parts one might consider his underside, running from his underarms down his sides. Strangely enough, this creature of another realm was wearing very modern, black, hiking-style boots and pants. A harness held a long sword so that it rested between his wings. The hilt was as long as his forearm and the pommel held a black stone that seemed to swallow light rather than reflect it. Black bracers on each forearm looked like armoured scales taken from something fairly formidable, but that was hardly surprising, because he moved like a predator. Upon closer inspection, I realised, they weren't bracers, those scales were a part of him, which made him seem even more menacing. 
 
    He didn't slip or slide on the ice, and the air about him seemed darker somehow. As he crossed the rink, he must have felt my observation because he turned to look directly at me. His gaze was cold and unsettling, his irises were light red with black, cat-like pupils. His head tilted slightly as he assessed me, the pupils narrowing, though his pace never slowed. I counted myself fortunate that he wasn't interested in the living.  
 
    Just as he dismissed my presence to focus on the shrouded bodies, three new vertical, shimmering pools appeared between him and the bodies. For the first time, the dark-angel showed hesitation, slowing to a halt. Three angels stepped through, two women and one man. These were the angels I was familiar with. 
 
    The dark-angel sneered as he slowly drew his sword. None of the light-angels had a weapon. They just stood passively in the dark-angel's path. After a long moment of consideration, the dark-angel shook his head, as if he couldn't understand their futile stand. Then he hefted the sword and started to charge. 
 
    The light-angels didn't move. I don't think they even blinked. I wondered if they had some sort of unseen shield or whether they might just disappear at the last moment. Perhaps they were like those superheroes who never use weapons that kill and instead rely on martial arts to disable their opponents… or perhaps I'd been watching too much TV. I'd been having trouble sleeping, lately. 
 
    Out of nowhere, roiling clouds of what I can only describe as shadows descended from somewhere near the ceiling like a storm rolling in. I heard a crash as the dark-angel collided with whatever was in those shadows. There'd been no shimmering pool this time, at least not one I saw. 
 
    When the shadows coalesced into a distinct form, I was surprised to see another dark-angel. He was taller and more sharp-featured than his opponent. And where the other had blood-red colouring, this one had gold. There was something enigmatic about him that eclipsed the presence of all the rest. It was a captivating quality, something intangible that I wasn't sure how to describe, but none of the other angels had radiated anything like it. Physically, he wasn't much larger than the first dark-angel, but he seemed... greater, somehow.  
 
    The gold dark-angel fought with two short swords, which seemed almost inadequate in size to the broadsword his rival used, yet he defended, and even attacked, without showing any disadvantage. In fact, he was very effective in driving his opponent back. 
 
    The light-angels turned nonchalantly from the confrontation to focus on the bodies. They were completely still as they stared into the air above them. At first nothing seemed to happen, and then I saw a silvery light coalescing around the bodies made up of thousands of pin-points of light. The pin-points started to gather, forming a thick mist above each person. I recognised it from my encounters with Gran and then Dad, they were gathering the spirits. 
 
    While the light-angels collected the spirits, the dark-angels were trading blows, attacking and defending in turn. At one point, the red dark-angel got the gold one in a hold that exposed his neck and went to bite him, revealing long, sharp fangs that looked like they had venom dripping from them. Before he could bite down, the gold dark-angel managed to wrench out of the hold. The red dark-angel then saw that the light-angels had started gathering the spirits and made a more concerted effort, backing the gold dark-angel up several paces. He feinted one way and then delivered a forceful kick, knocking the gold dark-angel sideways. He made a dash towards the light-angels, who were completely oblivious to anything behind them. 
 
    The gold dark-angel spread black wings threaded with gold, displaying a wingspan several metres wide. I could not believe how far they reached, they looked so compact when they were up against his back. He sheathed his short swords and, with just a few great thrusts of those wings, he was in the air and swooping towards the red dark-angel. For a long moment, I couldn't tell whether he'd reach the red dark-angel in time. They looked so vulnerable, the light-angels, presenting those silver-white wings to a threat they seemed to have forgotten.  
 
    One of the light-angels spread her wings, as if preparing to take off.  
 
    The red dark-angel was swiftly coming into striking distance. 
 
    The gold dark-angel's shadow swooped over the red dark-angel. 
 
    The light-angel closest to the red dark-angel saw the shadow of her protector and turned, a look of apprehension marring the serene expression that had been on her face a moment earlier. 
 
    The red dark-angel glanced back, saw he was about to be overcome, and swung his sword in a wide arc towards the light-angel. 
 
    I've seen some fairly suspenseful things in my life. Once, when stopped at a roadside breath-testing unit, a semi-trailer jack-knifed. Seeing all that tonnage hurtling towards me, collecting cars like they were pebbles, had almost made my heart stop. Watching live footage on the news, with my dad, of a police stand-off where my mother was had kept us on the edge of our seats. Even the riot just now. But this, this easily blitzed everything. 
 
    The gold dark-angel slammed into his opponent. 
 
    But not in time. 
 
    The sword sliced through the light-angel's abdomen. A strange, almost translucent, gold-coloured blood spread swiftly from the laceration. The two dark-angels slid sideways with the momentum of the gold dark-angel's charge. As they came to a stop, the gold dark-angel hauled him back, changed grip so he could lift him up, and then, twisting slightly sideways, slammed him into the ice so hard a massive crack resounded throughout the rink. 
 
    The sound brought heads up and several officers and bystanders rushed towards the nearest opening onto the rink. One of the officers got there ahead of everyone else and directed them not to go out on the ice. Another officer worked his way to the front of the group and the two of them approached the cracked ice. 
 
    The red dark-angel looked stunned or unconscious. He'd rolled onto his stomach, his wings outspread, partially concealing his prone form. The gold dark-angel was breathing hard, his expression as dark and shadowed as a storm front. He straightened up, turned, and then drove his foot down on one of the red dark-angel's wings. 
 
    The wounded light-angel had crumpled to her knees, head bowed, cradling her injury. Her companions, having both turned, stood frozen in shock as they looked upon her. 
 
    The police officers stopped at what they considered a safe distance from the cracked ice and were looking up, probably expecting that something had fallen. They scanned the broken ice and murmured to each other in bewildered tones. I knew from experience that they could not see the angels; to them the ice just mysteriously cracked. The angels seemed equally oblivious of them as the officers inspected the area and discussed possible causes. Meanwhile, the gold dark-angel approached the fallen light-angel. Dropping to one knee, he seemed to prefer to examine her injuries without touching her; his hands came close, but never actually made contact. 
 
    She shrank from him, murmuring in a soft song. 
 
    He responded in a low tone, but I couldn't understand the words. 
 
    Whatever he said distressed the light-angel, fear and horror filling her expression. The gold dark-angel gestured impatiently towards the mists that still hung obediently in the air awaiting further command. The male light-angel had knelt by her while their female companion warily watched the red dark-angel, but at the gold dark-angel's words the male and injured female looked back at the mists. The standing female never took her gaze off the red dark-angel but murmured something to cause the gold dark-angel to glance behind him at his downed opponent. He frowned and said something to the injured one, his manner more forceful, his expression full of impatience. The injured female shook her head, whispering a response. Heaving out a frustrated breath, the gold dark-angel growled a curt reply and then closed his eyes. A startled, fearful look came over the light-angel, but she stilled as a gold mist shimmered around the gold dark-angel and then moved to encompass her. A look of absolute anguish came into those beautiful, silver eyes and then she, too, closed her eyes. Resignation settled over her like a heavy weight. 
 
    I realised, then, that he was healing her, but she did not want him to. Not because she didn't need it, but because it was him doing it. His reluctance to touch her must be because he knew how she felt. When the male light-angel had placed his hand on her shoulder, she had not flinched or withdrawn, so it was the dark one that upset her. Perhaps it was because he wasn't like them. Despite his gold colouring distinguishing him from the other dark-angel, and his help, he was not welcomed by the light-angels. Yet, when they had first arrived, I was almost certain they'd expected his intervention. Some sort of alliance must be between them, but not an easy one.  
 
    The healing took only a moment and then the gold dark-angel rose, cast a long look back at the still form of the red dark-angel and a shorter one at the police officers, then back to the light-angels and the mists. With a gentleness I did not expect, he lifted the injured angel, arranging her wings so they were not in the way and then passed her to the male, murmuring something with finality. The standing female nodded and said something in her soft, sing-song voice to the male, who seemed to agree. Placing a hand on the injured angel, the female said something more, but received a silent shiver in response. This prompted the female to say something more to the male, which impelled him to spread his wings and take off. He seemed to fly into another... space, I'd guess you'd call it. He just disappeared, no pool of shimmering this time. The last light-angel said something else to the gold dark-angel and then turned to the three clouds of mist. Spreading her wings, she encircled them all, and then she, too, took off to disappear a moment later, as if behind an invisible curtain hung horizontally across the ceiling. 
 
    I was so focused on the interchange between them, I didn't see the red dark-angel get to his feet or retrieve his sword. Although the exchange seemed to take several minutes, in reality, only seconds passed, so I was surprised at how quickly the red dark-angel recovered. He stretched his wings out; either the strike the gold dark-angel delivered had not been too severe or he had some kind of ability to heal himself. He let out a piercing shriek that echoed throughout the stadium. I felt myself suddenly, and painfully, seize up. 
 
    The gold dark-angel had half turned and then in shuddering jolts ceased to move. The red dark-angel snarled something at him and stalked towards the two police officers still standing on the ice. I could not move my head, but they were just within my field of vision and I could see that they were also frozen in place. 
 
    Somehow, I knew that the red dark-angel was going to kill at least one of them. I struggled to move. I have no idea what I intended to do; I had no weapons. I was a deer to a dragon in comparison to the strength and size of the red dark-angel, but I couldn't just stand and watch. 
 
    The red dark-angel raised his sword as he closed the distance between them. 
 
    No, no, no, no… I wanted to say it. I wanted to do something to distract the red dark-angel from his course, but my body would not obey. 
 
    The gold dark-angel shuddered then and, with what impressed me as an immense effort, started to move. He raised his head and emitted a shriek similar to the one the red dark-angel had used to freeze everybody. Just when it seemed like I might get movement back, my body jolted and stiffened again. I managed to move my head enough that I could fully see the red dark-angel and the two officers. This time the red dark-angel had frozen too, his sword inches from the heart of his victim, his arm drawn back as if he was about to drive it home. The shriek must be a defence mechanism allowing them to temporarily paralyse each other. 
 
    The gold dark-angel stalked into view, one of his twin blades drawn. From behind, he side-stepped past the red dark-angel's wing and wrapped one arm about his chest as he positioned the other in a move to bring the short sword's blade across his opponent's throat. 
 
    With shuddering movements, the red dark-angel started to struggle and then wrenched himself free. Instead of the blade going across his throat, it sliced along his chest, leaving a streak of this peculiar metallic, red-violet blood. Sneering, the red dark-angel backed up before launching into the air. When the shadows of his wings dissipated, he was gone, leaving the gold dark-angel just standing there, chest heaving, fuming at the outcome of events, I guessed, from the look on his face. 
 
    Suddenly, I found his gold eyes meeting mine. It was almost as if there was a galaxy eddying about the narrow, obsidian pupils. His eyes had a very cat-like slant to them. It suited his narrow, almost feline face, but it was more human than I make it sound. His face was what I'd describe as intelligent. He was, I decided, a perilously beautiful being. As I said before, there was something about him, some sort of vibe that made me want to go closer…  
 
    He seemed to be examining me just as intently as I was him. Then, a very unpleasant series of electric shocks jolted through me and I could move again. As could everyone else. The two officers started making their way off the ice and the attention of those in the area returned to their tasks.  
 
    That's when I realised that the dark-angel had not left. In fact, he was approaching me. He was frowning slightly, as if perplexed by something. I found it remarkable that I wasn't afraid. He looked like someone any person with a drop of common sense would have a healthy fear of, but he was more interesting than frightening to me. As he came closer, I could see his eyes more clearly— they were mesmerising. His irises seemed like they held miniature galaxies as diamond-like stars swirled in their gold mists.  
 
    He stopped barely a metre away. I wanted to say something, ask an intelligent question or make a meaningful observation, but my mind was blank. As I'd noted before, he was beautiful. Not like a male model or rock star, it was something more. He had this invisible, but perceptible, feeling of substantial power that was barely harnessed. 
 
    'You can see me.' The statement was made in a mellifluous, low song of a voice. 
 
    I wanted to immerse myself in that voice, listen to it forever. Perhaps this was part of his magical nature, he was an angel, after all. Instead, I said, 'I've always been able to see you. The angels, that is.' 
 
    His mouth moved into a brief smile before shifting back to its normal solemn expression. 'I am no angel.' 
 
    'But you help them.' 
 
    He thought on that, then said, 'Yes, I guess from your perspective I could be grouped with the light-dancers, for I am aligned with them.' 
 
    Light-dancers. I liked that. 
 
    'If the angels are light-dancers, what are you?' I paused, considering the shadows that misted about him; the swirls almost seemed like they were trying to embrace him. 'A shadow dancer?' I suggested. 
 
    'A soul taker, they call me.' Again, the deadpan seriousness. 
 
    That sounded scary. No, scratch scary, terrifying. But I wasn't terrified. I felt... I felt safe. 
 
    'Why can I see you, but the others can't?' I asked, half turning and gesturing to the people behind us. 
 
    'Only certain spirits can see our kind.' 
 
    'You mean, none of these people can see you? I must look like I've lost the plot.' 
 
    'Lost the plot?' 
 
    'Like I'm crazy. You know, because to them it looks like I'm talking to myself or some imagined person. If they notice, they'll think I'm not mentally stable.' 
 
    'Ah, fear not, they cannot see you conversing with me. Beings of my nature are able to conceal our interaction with those humans who can see us or those who we allow to see us. All they see is you standing near the rink looking out over the ice.' 
 
    Oh, well, that didn't sound too bad. 'So, some spirits, like mine, can see you, but people who can't naturally see you, you somehow 'allow' them to see you?' 
 
    'Yes. You are a yulari spirit. An exceptionally pure one from the scent of you. My master would say you have true-sight. Not all yulari have that, but the old ones, like you, develop it. It is the spirit's way of protecting itself, although the vessel is often unaware of that part.' 
 
    I was a what? I frowned. 'What exactly is a,' I paused, making sure I mimicked his pronunciation properly, 'yule-ar-ree spirit?' 
 
    'It is an earth-bound spirit. I regret that you were affected by our shriek, I am told it is a very disturbing and sometimes traumatising experience for most people, though most humans retain no conscious memory of it. A spirit such as yours, as I understand it from my master, would be doubly affected, though.' 
 
    Shriek? Oh, yeah, that scream that paralysed everyone. 'I wouldn't say it was quite that bad. I mean, the electric shocks were very unpleasant, but I wouldn't go so far as to say it was traumatising.' 
 
    That made him frown again, this time more deeply. 'The vision did not terrify you?' 
 
    'What vision? You mean, like a hallucination type of vision?' 
 
    He stepped closer as he said, 'The shriek not only induces paralysis. It causes those who hear it to experience a vision that draws on their deepest fears and immerses them in it so completely it is what one human described to me as a living hell. My former master, Ceri-talen, told me it was a way of both demonstrating his supremacy to his enemies and leaving them with reminder of just how far his power could reach.' 
 
    'Hmm. I didn't see anything like that. Just you and the other dark-angel fighting. But, as you said, Seri-ta-lyn—' I paused, looking at the dark-angel to see if I'd pronounced the name correctly. He gave me a half nod, as if to say close enough, and I continued. '—only intended for his enemies to see this vision, so I hardly count.'  
 
    His eyes narrowed. 'To my knowledge, none are spared, but I see that you speak truly.' He sounded stunned. 
 
    'You mean, everyone here, they saw a vision while they were frozen?' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    'But they won't remember it.' 
 
    'Not consciously, they will experience nightmares for a short time, but they will not realise the source of them.' 
 
    I looked around to see if my mother was nearby. Thankfully, she didn't seem to be in the area. 
 
    'I wonder what that means,' I said more to myself than the dark-angel. He gave me a questioning look. 'I wonder what it means that I didn't see anything. Not that I'm ungrateful, it sounds horrifying, but—' 
 
    He looked up abruptly, causing me to look up, too, but there was nothing above us. 
 
    'I have to leave.' He started pacing backwards. 'Farewell, Jayden Emerline Thaneton.' He turned, spreading his gold-threaded, black wings wide. He looked back over his shoulder at me. 'I will remember this encounter.' 
 
    I did a double take as I realised— he knew my name! I was pretty sure I hadn't told him my name… had I? Just as he was flexing his wings to take off, I asked, 'How do you know my name?' 
 
    I didn't get a response though, as he'd already launched himself.  
 
    'And, more importantly, what's yours?' I murmured as he disappeared behind that curtain of invisibility. 
 
    Therion. The name sounded in my mind like it was one of my own thoughts, but it was in the voice of the dark-angel. 
 
    'Therion,' I said the name thoughtfully. I was certain I wouldn't forget him, either. 
 
    Had I not known myself better, I would have put it all down to my imagination. It always amazes me that the angels are able to enter our world and interact with it so solidly, as demonstrated by the large cracks in the ice, and yet remain unseen by the greater population. Therion had said I was a yulari spirit and, because of that, I could see the angels. Despite having seen angels, I'd never really placed faith in any kind of Christian or Catholic form of god. It struck me as strange, but it was a point I decided I would consider later, when I'd had more time to process everything that had happened. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I spotted my mother as she came in from the exit nearest me. She spent a minute looking for me and then made her way over. My mother and I both have blonde hair and light-blue eyes, although her hair has darkened with age, looking more gold with some grey creeping in on either side, while mine is what they call platinum blonde. She keeps her hair short, but it suits her high cheekbones and oval face. At a hundred and seventy centimetres tall, most women consider her fortunate to be above average height, but she's often said she'd like to be taller, even though she was taller than my dad. I guess, in her line of work, I can understand her desire. Mind you, I can't complain. I'm ten centimetres taller than Mum and I often get flak for being too tall. Not that it dissuades me from wearing platform boots with thick heels. Mum spends a lot of time in the garden now-a-days, so she has a healthy-looking, natural tan. My pasty, white hide never gets out long enough to get any sun. Despite being in her early fifties, Mum's very trim, but between the martial arts training, jogging, and gardening, that's no surprise.  
 
    Mum moved quickly towards me, dodging people and debris, and when she got within speaking distance she said, 'I'm almost ready. I just need to check in with the guys running the show and then we can go. Do you want to get the car? We'll go for a drink.' 
 
    Technically, when Mum said 'drink', she meant coffee. Well, for me at least, as I don't drink. Not for any moral or ideological reason, I just don't like the taste and I don't need it to have fun. Coffee is a whole other story. Mum's expression told me she thought I looked like I needed it and she was right; the familiarity of the ritual and the company would be comforting. 
 
    I gave her a weak smile. 'Sure. Sounds good.' I held up the bags I'd collected earlier. 'I'll leave these with the guy at the door and meet you out front.' 
 
    Mum held out her hand. 'I'll take care of it.' I must have looked worse than I thought because she slung an arm about my shoulders and gave me a squeeze. 'You up to driving?' 
 
    I snorted. 'I'm always up to driving.' 
 
    Mum chuckled. 'Well, you haven't had a speeding fine in a while, so I have grounds to doubt that.' 
 
    'Alyssa and I go to the racetrack on racing weekends,' I said, mentioning one of my closest friends. 'Get it out of our systems, like you suggested,' 
 
    I got an encouraging smile. 'Alright, I'll meet you in a few. I told the guys out front you'd be driving around to pick me up and gave them your licence plate number, so they'll let you through.'  
 
    It took three tries to dig my keys out of my pocket and I realised I was trembling. Not with fear, I think it was more a result of the adrenalin that must have flooded my system while watching the angels interact. I stopped for a moment and made myself take a deep breath. The trembling almost immediately stopped, and I felt some satisfaction at my success. Regardless, between the riot and then the angels fighting, I could definitely do with that coffee. 
 
   
 
  



Therion 
 
    [Pretty Lies – Written by Wolves] 
 
      
 
    I like the rain. Most people shun it, run from it, hide until it passes, but I find there is quite a rejuvenating quality to rain that I enjoy. Besides, it is easier to move around the earthly realm when most humans are huddled indoors, and the shadows are deeper without the sun chasing them into corners. Unfortunately, the rain did not reduce the traffic along the strip of late-night businesses. The lanes closer to the sidewalks were slower as cars stopped to pick up or deposit night-clubbers or to pursue the services of the women, and occasional man, lounging in the darker pockets of the street. The shadows did nothing to hide them, for I could see their spirits clearly. Most humans would assume that every spirit here was tainted, but that was not so. The simple selling of sex or engagement in sex does not taint a soul. It is the pimp who forces a woman to engage in prostitution or those who target children who have tainted spirits. The thought drew my mind back to the yulari I'd encountered recently. Yulari spirits are easily memorable to beings like myself, but although I remember them, I rarely think of them beyond whatever immediate interaction I have with them. Except one… 
 
    Jayden Emerline Thaneton. 
 
    Unbidden her image came to my mind, as it often does when I am resting in a half-trance. Sometimes I am caught by surprise, though, and I find myself thinking of her when my concentration should be on the task before me. Most recently, I'd been protecting a human woman with blonde hair and blue eyes, not quite the same as Jayden Emerline Thaneton's, but the resemblance was enough that I kept finding myself wondering how she was faring, what her other interactions with angles had been like, and whether she had been affected by witnessing the confrontation between myself and the dark-angel at the ice rink. It was unsettling. Never before had I cared for the welfare of a human I had not been assigned to protect. No, that was not what unsettled me. What unsettled me was that I liked how I felt in her presence. Barely minutes I had spent with her, but had I not been summoned, I would have remained for hours just to keep feeling her aura, hearing her voice.  
 
    I wanted to ask my master about it, but Aurealis might mistake my interest as purely that of a hunter, because, to a soul taker, Jayden Emerline Thaneton's spirit was like a rare and fine wine— exquisite. But I did not want to consume this soul, I just wanted to be near it and that… that made no sense. There was something about the feel of her spirit that seemed familiar, which also made no sense. I was the first of the therilgalen; other than my brethren, no other spirits should echo mine. Whatever she was, she was certainly different. I still could not quite believe she had experienced no vision of terror upon hearing our shriek, and yet, when she professed it to me, I'd been able to scan her thoughts and knew she was being truthful. 
 
    The strength of Aurealis's summoning increased distinctly, drawing my gaze across the street and bringing my attention back to the present. Two men emerged from a nightclub and then a single man a pace behind. Two more men followed. Bodyguards, I surmised. The man in the centre was not particularly imposing when viewed in amongst all that muscle. Not one of the men surrounding him was shorter than six feet, and between them they would make a winning wrestling team. The man they protected was not significantly shorter, but it was noticeable. He had a clean-shaven face and eyes as dark as his hair. He looked shrewd.  
 
    He was observant, his glance up and down the street registering everyone who occupied it. Except me. I was shrouded in shadows. I had recently learned that no matter my understanding of a situation, it is better to take such precautions than not. The lesson was painfully acquired several months ago; having been summoned, I'd planes-shifted in believing I'd face just one dark-angel only to find myself surrounded. Outnumbered, it is no surprise I was bitten. Our venom is just as fatal to us as it is our prey, if the bite is deep enough; with a shallow bite, if we are able to lick the area, an enzyme in our saliva will negate the venom. I have Aurealis to thank for surviving because she, essentially, gave me immunity. Ironically, it may never have happened had my service to Ceri-talen not involved genetic experimentation, of which I was sometimes the despairing subject. At least when Aurealis partnered me with a geneticist to create the transgenic construct using the protein in my saliva that negated the venom, it was entirely voluntary. We'd only just integrated it into my DNA when I was bitten though, making it a very tense moment while I waited to see if I would live. 
 
    I wondered what Jayden Emerline Thaneton had thought when she saw me, immersed in shadows as I planes-shifted into the ice rink where her evening of pleasure had been destroyed by Ceri-talen's servants inciting the riot. Had she feared for her life, too? Had she seen our fangs and realised that we were just as brutally vicious as we were angelic looking? A nudge from Aurealis reminded me to concentrate on my task. This assignment looked much less dramatic than both the one where I was bitten and the confrontation at the ice rink. One detail made me pause, for it was obvious this was not one of the purer souls to which I am normally assigned. As I said, I can see spirits. They have a colour and a scent— indeed, they even have a texture. Being a soul taker, I am very sensitive to the intricacies of a spirit's make-up. The combination of these elements— colour, scent, and texture— tells me how 'pure' a soul is, which has more meaning for me now that I serve Aurealis, as the pureness of a soul tells her how close they are to ascension. Rarely is my master concerned by tainted souls, mostly because they fall outside her jurisdiction, but also, in my personal belief, because she finds them somewhat repellent. Thus, my redemption under Aurealis has transformed my perception of souls in terms of their level of purity; the untainted were off-limits and the purer they were, the higher the need to protect them, even at the cost of my assigned charges. Jayden Emerline Thaneton was such a spirit, but I pushed the thought away. I would have to accept that I was likely never to see her again because, although Aurealis did assist yulari to ascend, placing a soul taker in proximity of such a powerful energy source was too great a risk, and not the only one. Yulari have a tendency to find each other; they are spirit kin, after all, and perceive safety in numbers. Thus, where there is one, there is likely a parent or sibling who is yulari too, as well as friends and work colleagues. Put a soul taker near one and they have access to several. 
 
    My new charge was quite the opposite of Jayden Emerline Thaneton, but then I have not come across too many people who can afford a full security team and spend time in nightclubs who are predisposed to an altruistic way of life. Usually, in these cases, the tainted spirit will serve my master's purpose at some time in the future, so I did not find myself questioning her summons. However, it was likely my charge would be as much trouble as whatever it was that he needed protection from. 
 
    Two black SUVs came around the corner and pulled up to the curb. His attention moved to the front car, a look of irritation passing over his features. I decided that this was because the car had not been there before he emerged from the club. As he stepped towards the vehicle, I made my move. I can move faster than the human eye can track, and my magical abilities allow me to manipulate many aspects of my environment, so the locked door on the passenger side presented no challenges. To the man inside the vehicle, I just appeared in the back seat. 
 
    I derived some satisfaction from the look of surprise and fear in his expression. For these types, I do not disguise myself beyond de-manifesting my wings. I am not substantially different from those who were once my brethren, aside from the blood-red on my body changing to gold. I retain the same sharp, angular face and, together with my eyes, which are gold with narrow, ebony pupils and irises that reflect the stars of my home, my features look as predatory as I am. Or was, more precisely, for although I am still a hunter, there are less opportunities for a kill in Aurealis's service. I did not bother manifesting upper body clothing; I have wings and do not bother with real shirts. I was wearing real multi-pocketed black pants and boots. Oh, and the twin short swords; they are also very real. For innocents, I will soften my features and, like the angels, use their memories to make myself seem familiar and safe. I also dampen my shadow nature, which causes fear in all but my own kind. Not for this tainted soul, though. 
 
    My new charge flicked his eyes to the front of the car and the driver who was staring stoically ahead, remaining locked in the trance I had induced the moment before I entered the car. 
 
    'He is under my control,' I informed him softly. 'I have also locked the doors.' 
 
    The sound of my voice heightened his fear, but he accepted that he was unable to alert anyone or leave the car. He pushed himself as far from me as possible and considered me silently. I placed a hand on the one of his closest to me. He flinched but did not voice an objection. My new charge was Kerrigan Archmore. Just as I first estimated, he was involved in crime. Drug trafficking, illegal gambling, and, not the least of it, child slavery.  
 
    Ah, that would be Aurealis's interest. 
 
    'You cannot go to your beachside abode. The police will go there, triggering a confrontation that will end in your demise. You have another abode,' I paused, reviewing his thoughts, 'in the south. It will be safer.' 
 
    He frowned. 'Who— what the hell are you?' 
 
    'Looks are deceiving, Kerrigan Archmore. I am your protector. You may continue on your course.' In my experience, they always do until the first prophecy proves true. 'I will, of course, save you. It is my task. But the favour that blesses you right now will not be infinite, keep that in mind.' 
 
    I could see, despite the intelligence in his demeanour, he was not processing what I was saying. He would have to learn through error. I could force him to obey my will, but, according to my current master, this was not the best way for those humans she took an interest in to learn from these experiences. Besides, I had not received the vision that normally accompanies first contact, the one Aurealis sends to tell me what is required of me. Perhaps Kerrigan Archmore had to make his error before she revealed that vision.  
 
    I shifted out of the car; I would go to the house by the beach. It also occurred to me that perhaps there was something at this beach house that my master wanted Kerrigan Archmore to collect, possibly a person. It had happened before with the one person given to me for safekeeping becoming two. 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    I was parked opposite one of my suppliers, a bakery that makes cakes and slices for my café. I was near a school, not far from a children's crossing, making some notes in my diary. I'd added some savouries to my standing order, and they'd asked if I'd consider stocking some of their new range of muffins at a discount for the first month, which I'd agreed to after some quick number crunching. All pretty boring stuff, unless you own and manage a café, in which case it was integral to keeping that business successful. 
 
    The sounds of children chattering and yelling caused me to look up. School had finished for the day. For a few minutes, I watched as the area became awash in children and cars as parents picked them up before going back to my notes. I wanted to double check my calculations on the extra order because things were pretty tight budget-wise. It would be easier to do it now, in the quiet of the car, instead of back in the chaos of the café. Yu, my senior barista, was in charge this afternoon, so I knew the café was in competent hands. I groaned softly as I realised I'd been looking at the wrong set of figures and started my calculations all over again. 
 
    I had been so distracted lately. I shouldn't be surprised. This wasn't the first time my distraction resulted in an error. After years of seeing angels and not really being affected by them, I'd started having dreams of them. It may sound unlikely, but having seen them from such a young age, and accepting that they weren't the kind of thing you talked about if you didn't want to be considered crazy, I never really thought about them beyond whatever encounter I had with them. My friend Alyssa, who can see them too, relates the same experience. We'd decided that perhaps it was a part of their 'magic' or whatever you want to call it— a way of protecting the sanity of those who could see them. Whatever it was, I'd never regularly dreamed of them.  
 
    Them…  
 
    Him.  
 
    Therion. 
 
    It wasn't that the dreams were disturbing or anything. In fact, I rather enjoyed them. Sometimes I even found I was more reluctant to get up because I wanted to 'stay' with him, even though I knew it was just a dream. How do you miss someone you don't really know? It perplexed me. Regardless of that, no matter how enjoyable the dreams were, when I woke from them, I felt exhausted, like I hadn't slept at all. I'd started dropping things and forgetting things and making errors like the one I'd just made confusing which figures I needed for my calculations. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I'd finally finished with my budgeting and was checking my schedule for the rest of the week when a high-pitched scream put me on alert. 
 
    Looking up, I saw the street was empty now except for one child, who was on his own. Well, kind of. There was a woman pulling him into the back of a car. The man sitting in the driver's seat was reaching over to the back and he now helped her to pull him in. He screamed again, the sound full of the kind of panic that told you he did not know these people and he did not want to get in that car. A second later they had him in and the car took off, its momentum assisting the woman in getting the door closed. 
 
    I went to grab my phone to call the police when I realised that I hadn't looked at the licence plate, and they were swiftly moving out of sight.  
 
    Cursing furiously, I started my car and took off after them. Trying not to take my eyes off the car, I reached over to the passenger seat and rifled in my bag for my phone.  
 
    I don't normally use a handbag. I'd had my suede jacket customised with a pocket to fit my small tablet, so I could usually get away without a bag, but for meetings I needed one for my diary and paperwork. I'd dumped my phone in the bag as I was packing up at the end of the meeting, which meant it was at the bottom. Normally, I'd use the phone's calculator for figuring out costs, but I'd dropped it recently and the cracked screen caught my fingers, so I'd brought along a traditional calculator. If I'd replaced the screen last week, like I'd intended to do, I would have had it out. I chastised myself for procrastinating on the phone repair. I'd been unwilling to spend the almost three hundred dollars a replacement screen would cost, and my frugality just might cost the unwilling child in the car ahead of me his chance at being rescued. 
 
    I finally felt the smooth back of the phone and lunged to get a grip on it while trying to watch the road. Just as I started to withdraw the phone from my bag, I looked up to see a four-wheel-drive coming from my right and realised I'd driven through a stop sign. The car I was following must have driven through it too, but they'd been lucky enough to cross while the road was clear. I jerked the steering wheel left and then right to avoid the four-wheel-drive while not sitting in the wrong lane for too long. The last thing I needed was to face oncoming traffic. I narrowly missed the four-wheel-drive, but not the angry, cursing man's face as I passed. The jolt threw me awkwardly sideways into the door, my bag tumbled to the floor and my phone was flung somewhere under my seat. 
 
    For a moment, I thought I'd lost the car with its unwilling passenger and I let out a stream of curses fit to make a soldier blush. Then I saw it, between two other black cars. My relief was momentary though— how was I going to ring the police? Then inspiration struck. I had voice dialling enabled so I could make calls handsfree in the car. I could call Mum, she'd know who to contact and she had an app hat could track my phone's GPS, just as I could hers. 
 
    'Jay Mobile, call Em Thaneton,' I said in a loud voice. 
 
    I was guessing whether it worked, really, because I couldn't see the phone or hear if Mum answered. I spoke as if she had, my voice loud, deliberate, and clear. 
 
    'Mum, I can't hear you. I've witnessed an abduction. I'm following a black sedan… Licence X3Q UT3. X. 3. Q. U. T. 3. I'm… Damn it, where am I? I'm on…' 
 
    Street sign, street sign, c'mon street sign. 
 
    ' Douglass! Douglass Street… I just passed Marsh Crescent…' 
 
    I repeated the information about the boy and the car, where I'd been, and described the boy before describing the driver and the woman, not that I could tell her much. I figured if the call went to voice mail then there was a recording she could listen to. If she was on the other end of the phone— please be on the other end of the phone, Mum— she could alert someone, because I had no idea what to do when these guys stopped. My thoughts went to a news story I'd seen recently, a young child abducted and almost immediately killed when he resisted too much. I didn't want to think about it. The idea that this child might be heading for the same fate was too frightening. My mother was the police officer. She had the commendations for bravery and the training to deal with this kind of thing. I was an award-winning barista in massive amounts of debt running a café. I conducted barista training courses and had live music days to make ends meet. None of these things qualified me for a confrontation with people who had, as far as I could tell, abducted a boy as he left school. 
 
   
 
  



Therion 
 
    [Courtesy Call – Thousand Foot Krutch nightcore remix by NightcoreReality] 
 
      
 
    I was standing in the shadowed corner of a wide deck built on the back of the house. It was now late afternoon, but storm clouds provided the shadows I needed to conceal myself in what would normally be a bright and exposed space— although most humans cannot see me, my work for Aurealis brings me into contact with many non-human enemies. All the chairs around the table faced out towards the ocean, which was about a hundred metres away. Its rhythmic swooshing almost drowned out the sound of rain falling but for the slightly louder pattering on the open umbrella above the table.  
 
    I had not really 'felt' the fifteen-odd hours that had passed since warning Archmore not to come here the night before, but things had certainly been more interesting over the course of the afternoon. First, there were what I thought of as scouts, police dressed in plain clothes surveying the area. Then two teams arrived. One had been dispersed about the area. From the radio chatter and the conversations I overheard, both on mobiles and between people, it seemed they had heavy anxiety over whether Archmore might somehow slip through their net. The other team had been divided into those who would position themselves close to the house and those who would enter the house. Fortunately for the police, the extensive gardens provided ample cover. Just a few metres from my position two officers in tactical gear crouched in amongst some bushes near the bottom of the stairs leading up to the deck. 
 
    It was from these various officers that I had gleaned more information about my newest charge. Kerrigan Archmore had his hand in a little of everything, but he specialised in transportation. Made his money there. But some years ago, he decided to go into the drug business, even though he had more than enough money. He'd linked up with the dominate gang running drugs in the area, creating an alliance. A couple of months ago, at a raid on a warehouse they suspected Archmore used, the taskforce discovered something horrifying: Archmore was trading in children. He was packing them in crates to smuggle them to his buyers. At the raid, one of the children had been dead, curled up in a wooden crate that had become a coffin. This led to a re-haul of the taskforce with a new commander and more resources. 
 
    At these raids, Archmore always managed to slip away or avoid them, and they were never able to find the evidence they needed to prove his criminal activity. The new commander suggested they might do better if they brought in a plumber, the inference being that someone on the old team had been leaking information to Archmore. Thus, the old team was re-assigned and a new one hand-picked. The new security protocols were considered excessive by some, but the new commander was determined to catch Archmore and shut down as much of his operation as possible, which involved a Vietnamese gang. Because of the gang ties, they were very apprehensive about the response of those in the beach house when they tried to enter, so a tactical squad would do the initial entry with a couple of tactically trained taskforce members who could speak Vietnamese— Tien Wilson and Em Thaneton. 
 
    I wondered about that. Was Em Thaneton related to my Jayden Emerline Thaneton? Knowing my master, it was unlikely to be a coincidence. It left me feeling uneasy because I had yet to receive a vision from Aurealis telling me what she wanted me to do. Until I had that vision, there was no way of figuring out how Em Thaneton was linked to my assignment. My best guess was that she, too, was a yulari, and may also need protection in the coming confrontation. There are not a lot of options when polluted souls like Archmore's are involved. They are usually criminals, as in this case, and if Aurealis wants them kept alive I have to shadow them until they serve her purpose. After that, I am to leave them to their fate, which is usually imprisonment or death. On occasion, I have the pleasure of delivering the strike that takes their life and taking their soul too, as long as I keep to the rules with which my current master chains me. The only time I am free to take polluted souls is in defence or service of the innocent. Sometimes my justification stretches this direction, but I have to be careful not to do it too often.  
 
    The two officers at the bottom of the stairs started moving, coming up the stairs to take up positions on either side of the sliding door, but my attention was not wholly within the earthly plane. I was focused on Archmore, my senses monitoring his position in relation to me. My muscles tensed as I waited for the police to initiate the raid. A few moments later, I heard the entrance team crash through the front door, followed by the thumping of feet and the barks of officers as they identified themselves and moved through the house. Gunshots cracked through the auxiliary noise and it seemed like every police officer froze for a fraction of a moment as they changed gears, and then I could hear them taking cover, slamming their bodies against walls as gunfire was returned. The new commander had been right in believing that this time they would catch Archmore off-guard. Despite my warning the night before, the crime lord had taken no extra precautions or security measures, signifying to me that he had decided my appearance was just his imagination. That meant the taskforce had their best chance ever at actually capturing Archmore.  
 
    It was a pity for them that they would now face me.


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    I'd lost sight of the car.  
 
    They were heading somewhere remote, which made sense; if I decided to abduct someone, I wouldn't take them to a place where the neighbours might see or hear what I was doing. I'd had to drop further and further back so they didn't catch on that I was following them. I'd made some lucky guesses when I came across a turn-off or an intersection, but it had been about a minute, now, since I'd seen the car. A lot can happen in minute. It had taken them only a fraction of that time to get the boy in the car. 
 
    I'd stopped talking to my phone, which was still under my seat somewhere. Hopefully, Mum had answered and had enough to go on. I wasn't familiar with the area and street signs were getting quite sparse the more rural it got, so I couldn't pass on any useful indication of where I was. My plan was to call again when they stopped. I could look for landmarks and signs without worrying about losing the boy. I reconsidered that thought as I remembered that recent news story; that child had run out of time very swiftly. First, I'd locate the boy, see what they did with him. I wasn't eager to confront these guys, but I couldn't live with myself if they killed him before I could find a street sign and call the police. 
 
    It occurred to me that this could be a custody dispute. Mum had told me about cases where one parent kidnapped their child because they didn't get the custody they wanted or because they thought the other parent wasn't fit. In some cases, it was justified, Mum said, because their investigation uncovered physical abuse or neglect. If that was the case here, I'd rather make a mistake and look like an idiot, than ignore a real abduction. 
 
    The road was now winding alongside a creek or river; I couldn't see through the trees lining the bank how substantial the waterway was. What I cared about was that, because of the winding loops, I was able to catch a glimpse of the car. I sped up hoping to close the distance. We were on an isolated road, so as long as they didn't recognise my car, my trailing them would appear quite natural as there weren't a lot of places to turn off. When they pulled into the place they were going, I planned to drive past as if going on my merry way and then circle back.  
 
    Just as I got within some hundred-odd metres of the vehicle, they did exactly that, pulling off onto a gravel road. I followed my plan and drove right on past. I saw a gate not far in, so as I turned my car around, I propped on the side of the road and waited a minute to give them time to open the gate and go through it. If fate and fortune were on my side, they'd forget to close the gate, but that was a pretty wild and unlikely hope. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Not only was the gate shut, but they'd locked it with a chain and padlock. I parked my car and then dove under the seat looking for my phone. As my hand closed over it, I hit my head on the steering wheel and swore. I drew it out and looked at it. No reception. Damn and blast! I looked at my call log. My call had gone through to Mum, so either she had answered and was now on her way or there was a message that would hopefully bring her soon. 
 
    I considered my options. No cars were in sight. I'd not seen any for quite some time. I could drive until I found another house or business, find out where I was and call from there… That was fine as long as I could presume that the child had that kind of time. What if, even now, that boy was putting up more of a fight than his abductors thought he was worth? What happened if they smothered him as they tried to subdue him, like that boy on the news? These could be the same people; they hadn't caught them. If they'd killed before, then they might be willing to kill again.  
 
    Apprehension filled me as I realised that if I went after him, my life was also at risk. I frowned. It didn't matter, I needed to do what I could to help. I'd go see where the road led and try to figure out if the abducted boy was in immediate danger. If not, if he looked safe enough, I'd go get help. If he was in danger… I didn't want to think about it. There was no point as I had no way of predicting what would happen; I just had to hope we got out okay. 
 
    Jumping the fence, I followed the gravel road on the other side. I jogged along the drive, trying to pay attention to where I was going while also looking at my phone and willing the reception bars to light up. At the same time, I worried. Was Mum on her way? Would she bring the cavalry? Did she have enough information to locate me? Without a signal, my GPS would only show her where I was when I last had reception. Had she been trying to call back but been unable to get through? What were they doing to the boy? Was he still okay? Why had they taken him? Were they after a ransom or something more sinister? Had I made the right decision? Should I turn back? What did I think I could do? Despite the inadvisability of trying to do something on my own, something kept driving me on. 
 
    As I came around a bend, I saw a group of buildings. Judging by the look of them, this was a farm, because behind the house were three work sheds of various types. A mid-sized white truck was parked near the sheds, but the black car was parked in front of a tree-enshrouded cottage. I circled around to the back and made my way towards one of the more accessible windows. I paused and looked down at my phone— one reception bar had appeared! I shuffled into an overgrown hedge, half bending to get the most signal. I checked the GPS was on and then texted what I knew of my location to Mum before calling her. The text would ensure that if the reception dropped out while I was talking Mum would still have something to go on. Mum's phone rang once, twice, and then I heard a click. I thought it was Mum picking up, but then a hard, metal object pressed against my cheek. 
 
    It felt like my heart stopped… 
 
    … Just… breathe… 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    'Hang up.' 
 
    Her voice was cold and ungiving. Not a voice you argued with. 
 
    I pretended I was startled, jumping and allowing the phone to fly from my hand and into the bushes before turning to face her. 'Oh my God, you scared me!' I looked at the gun and frowned in puzzlement. 'Um, I know I'm probably trespassing, but I just need a phone with reception, I've been trying to get roadside assistance for-ever.' 
 
    'You regularly hide in bushes while making calls?' 
 
    She looked younger than I expected, about mid-twenties, with light-brown hair that matched her eyes, but to say it like that implies that the hard voice was her only intimidating feature. From the stern set of her jaw to the suspicious and unyielding look of her expression, everything about her told me I needed to be very careful. 
 
    'Ah, no, well, only when I can get reception bars. That's why I was trying to make a call.' I frowned again and started looking about the bushes. 'Where did it go? Did you see? I've already written off my meeting, but I need to get home before dinner.' 
 
    When I looked up, the gun had disappeared. She must have put it in a pocket; her black Driza-Bone jacket could more than accommodate it. 
 
    'Where's your car?' 
 
    'About fifty metres from the gate onto your property. That's why I wandered in this direction. I really didn't mean to cause any bother. If I can find my phone, I'll get out of your hair.'  
 
    I started to get down to reach under the bushes when a hand grabbed my arm and pulled me back. 'No need to dirty those trousers, darlin', I'll get your phone, Jane'll take you in to use the landline.' 
 
    The male voice belonged to the driver of the car. He was shorter than me, but he was strong. His grip on my arm hadn't hurt, but I'd felt his bicep and chest as I steadied myself against him and they were the kind of muscles you got from regularly working out. He had a kinder face but looked similar enough to the woman to be related. 
 
    'Oh, well,' I smiled, 'thank you. I really wasn't looking forward to crawling around under there.' I turned to the woman as the man released me. 'Jane? I'm Jay.' I put out my hand. 'Jane' looked at it, and then slowly put out her hand and shook mine. I saw no point in lying about my name, they could find that out from my wallet if they went back to my car, which I'd left with my jacket in the boot. 
 
    Jane gave me the briefest of smiles and gestured for me to follow her into the house. I was let into the kitchen and was just closing the door when the man reached it.  
 
    'That was quick.' Hopefully my screen saver had kicked in, locking the phone. 
 
    'Wasn't hard to spot.' He put my mobile on the bench but placed himself between it and me. Fortunately, I could see my screen saver— it had locked, so he hadn't seen my text to Mum. 
 
    'You know, I could look at your car,' the man offered. 'I'm pretty handy with engines.' He was trying to sound casual but wasn't quite managing it. 
 
    'That would be fantastic.' I was relieved that my voice didn't betray the panic I was feeling. Once we got to my car, they'd know I was lying. Although, I could suggest something was wrong with the ignition coil. Last year my car had problems starting, but only intermittently. I'd thought it was the battery, but it turned out to be a problem with the ignition coil. If this guy was handy with engines, it might be a plausible enough reason. 
 
    I moved neatly by the male kidnapper to the back door, grabbing my phone from behind him as I did. 'It's not a long walk, and I'd really like to get home in time for dinner. My kids hang out at my neighbours until I get home, but I usually get them by half-past and I haven't been able to let them know I'm running late.' 
 
    I saw the man glance hesitantly at the woman. It was exactly the response I wanted. By mentioning 'kids' I made it seem easier to fix my car and get me on my way. 'Kids' implied I had people who would miss me if I was unexplainably delayed for too long, as did the neighbour caring for them. It also implied I had a husband who would contact police if I didn't turn up. I saw and heard no sign of the abducted boy. In a way, that was good. They had no reason to suspect me or want to detain me as I hadn't seen anything. I also hoped it meant they'd tied him up and would leave him alone long enough for me to get help back here. 
 
    I opened the door, but before I could step out something struck me on the back of my head. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    'I'm just saying, there ain't no reason to think she's lying—' 
 
    'The car started, you said. She wouldn't be poking around unless she saw something. We can't afford to take risks, Riley. Where'd you put the car?' 
 
    'The shed. That's her purse an' phone. Laptop's password protected. Papers in the car are for food supplies, she's some kind of restaurant manager, I'd say. Why'd you have to hit her, Lena?' Riley groaned. 'Her story 'bout the car mightn't've been a lie. Any number of things can cause problems getting or keeping a car going. She's got kids— that means a husband, most likely. And the neighbour was expectin' her. People are gonna miss her.' 
 
    'Maybe it was a mistake,' Lena admitted grudgingly, 'but I can't undo it and we can't let her go now.' 
 
    Riley huffed and I heard him moving about the room. I was playing possum, so I didn't open my eyes to look.  
 
    'So, what d'ya suggest we do?' he asked his accomplice. 
 
    'I don't think she got through to anyone, so we'll wait for Quan. He'll be here first thing to check the stock. Archmore's been pressuring him to unload as fast as possible and he has a buyer lined up who might take some of 'em before we ship. He'll know what to do. Either way, it doesn't matter if she sees the kids, so put her with them.' 
 
    That didn't bode well. 
 
    'Why the hell is Archmore so pushy?' Riley wanted to know. 'Normally he's happy for us to take whatever precautions we need?' 
 
    Lena heaved out a breath. 'Don't repeat this, but Kerri's getting pressure from Langley and the others.' 
 
    'Who the hell is he, and why are you calling Kerrigan Archmore, Kerri, like you know him?' 
 
    There was a tense silence.  
 
    'You said you wouldn't, Lena. I warned you; gettin' involved with him, no matter how charming he makes himself out to be, is dangerous. He killed his wife, you know that, don't you? He had her dissected by that German fellow, August, and buried under that damn fountain of his in the backyard.' 
 
    Disbelief filled Lena's voice. 'Auggie Król? He doesn't have the menace in him.' 
 
    'He told me himself. Says she's not the only one.' 
 
    Lena's tone became petulant. 'Well, she was threatening to snitch, anyway, so she deserved it. She didn't like what he was doing with the kids, but I'm already involved, so there's no need to worry 'bout me. It was only natural when Langley started giving Kerri grief that he sought a safe, sympathetic ear. It's not like Kerri can go to his brother; Vaughn doesn't want to know about the problems, he just wants 'em fixed.' She paused. 'And his pick of the kids.' 
 
    The conversation convinced me that they were siblings. Riley didn't sound jealous, he sounded worried. But his tone became disparaging. 'Don't kid yourself, Lena. Archmore's just after—' 
 
    'Don't say it. I am not a whore. Besides, he tells me things he'd never tell someone he wasn't serious about.' 
 
    'Like about this Langley guy?' 
 
    'If you think Kerrigan's too dangerous to mess with, David Langley will make your toes curl. He controls customs and a lot of police. He can make you disappear,' Lena clicked her fingers, 'no questions asked.' 
 
    'David Langley…' 
 
    'Yeah, the politician. How d'ya think everything works so smoothly? God, Riley, how d'ya expect to move up the ranks if you don't pay attention to this stuff?' She sighed with exasperation. 'Get rid of her. I'm going to call Quan.' 
 
    I heard Riley cross over to me and when he picked me up, I concentrated on being limp. I felt like I was going to throw up but managed to hold it down. The back of my head hurt, too, which was probably the source of my pounding headache. What had they meant by kids? Kids plural, as in more than one. In fact, the whole conversation suggested a more extensive operation than the one abduction I'd thought I was trying to impede. Come to think of it, Archmore's name was familiar. I was pretty sure that was one of the main suspects my mother's taskforce was investigating…  
 
    What the hell had I stumbled across?


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Song of Myself – Nightwish] 
 
      
 
    Archmore's men were so trigger-happy they drew their weapons and fired before checking where Archmore was. It could be because these 'bodyguards' were gang members and their instincts told them to shoot first, but there was no time to ponder Archmore's decision to use them. I materialised beside Archmore, grabbing his arm and jerking him out of the path of a bullet. I felt another coming, could hear them all, actually, but only one needed my attention. I spun Archmore about, pulling him to my chest as I turned; the bullet buried itself deep in my back. I winced. Despite my abilities, I can feel pain and incur injuries. I think my creator, Ceri-talen, decided his reign would be safer if he limited us in some ways. Transmutations, like veiling my wings in the shadow plane to de-manifest them, take energy. Healing requires more. And both take time, although I can speed it up if I am willing to sacrifice more energy, such as when things get dire. Or when I become impatient, something Aurealis tells me I need to get better at controlling. 
 
    'It is as I said,' I told the crime lord. 
 
    I shoved him towards a back room. I needed a quick, and safe, exit for my human charge, but Archmore did not want to co-operate. Most others, upon my second appearance, obey my instructions. Archmore was digging his feet in and turning what would be a swift exit into a stumbling run. He was also trying to draw a gun from a holster under his coat. I felt one of his men die behind us; another registered the pain and shock of a wound. I wrestled my reluctant charge into the next room, which was an office. There were no exits, but the large window would suffice. It was designed to make the most of the view and took up two-thirds of the wall. I could see that the deck extended halfway along the window's length, after that there was a steep drop. 
 
    'Use the cabinet as cover,' I snapped, thrusting Archmore over by the far wall. 
 
    Returning to my natural form, I welcomed the familiar feel of my wings. The room was, of course, too small for flight, but my wings do not have normal feathers and if I flex them a certain way, they lock together to form a shield. Turning my attention to the window, I gathered air in, forming the energy within it into a ball. This ability comes from the same capacity that allows me to manipulate spirit energy but using it like this requires more concentration. Another dismayed grunt, another human wounded; badly from the heavy scent of blood on the air. I heard a sharp crack and then the sound of shattering glass. My guess was that they were breaking one of the other doors. There was a surge in the gunfire forcing one of Archmore's bodyguards to back into the room and take up a position on one side of the doorway. Ignoring him, I threw the ball of energy at the window, causing the glass to explode outwards. 
 
    Stepping over to the cringing Archmore, I snatched hold of his upper arm. He had finally drawn his gun but was too disoriented to use it. With one ear to the commotion in the other room, I propelled him over to the window and prepared to heft him over to the deck portion of the outside. I could fly with him, but the safest way to do that required letting him ride on my back and that was a trust too great for this human. Just as I was about step up to the low sill, I caught sight of movement at the edge of my vision. A moment later someone fired a shot into the room from the deck outside, presumably aiming for Archmore because they would not be able to see me. I leaned back, pulling Archmore out of the line of fire. Then the bodyguard that was squeezed into the narrow space on the right of the door was hit in the shoulder by gunfire coming from the outer room. He staggered back towards the bookshelf positioned along the wall behind him. Two officers surged in, the first barrelling into the guard. I could see H Gilman printed on his vest. The second, T Wilson, swung in to point her gun at Archmore. 
 
    This must be Tien Wilson, one of the officers who could speak Vietnamese. It made me wonder where Em Thaneton was. Tien Wilson's golden-brown skin made her green eyes seem almost supernaturally radiant. Her midnight-black hair was pulled into a tight braid. She was not focused on Archmore, but searching the area in front of her, where I was standing, as if she could sense me. I was less concerned by that than I was by the colour of her spirit— she was not an old yulari, but she was well-grounded, making her strictly off-limits. If any harm came to her as a result of my intervention, Aurealis would have my wings.  
 
    I could not afford for more people to crowd into the room, so I used my will to slam the door shut and engage the lock on the handle. It would not keep them out for an extended time, but it would at least slow them down. 
 
    The untainted one shook off her disorientation and focused on Archmore. Bringing her gun up a little higher to aim at Archmore's chest, she directed him to lower his weapon. 
 
    The officer who had shot from the deck now leapt onto the window's sill, the glass grinding beneath her boots as she repositioned to keep her balance, and then dropped into the room. I turned, saw her aiming for Archmore and shoved him behind me. I grimaced as the bullet rocketed through my chest grinding to a stop against my shoulder blade. It was Em Thaneton. She was frowning in my direction. She realised she had not hit Archmore, but something else, and now her mind was racing to make sense of the situation. 
 
    If I'd thought Tien Wilson's spirit was untainted, Em Thaneton's was even brighter still. The mix of silver with an inner gold of soft sunlight indicated that she was, indeed, an older yulari. Earlier, I'd wondered about the coincidence of coming across two Thaneton's in such a short period; this confirmed that not only were the two women related, but also my suspicion that Aurealis had planned for me to be here. I needed to protect Archmore from the police while also protecting these two officers from Archmore and his people. The question was: how to ground the untainted ones in such a way that they survived, but could adequately explain their failure to capture Archmore? 
 
    The situation was becoming unmanageable. 
 
    The guard H Gilman had been struggling with broke away and started to gesture that he was going to comply with his commands to lower his weapon. Using my will, I raised the guard's hand and aimed at Tien Wilson's shoulder. With a little help from me, the impact spun her to one side and then she stumbled and fell. Then I aimed at Em Thaneton's right shoulder. I anticipated that H Gilman would shoot the guard, but I did not consider it a sacrifice. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    H Gilman lunged forward, shoving the guard's arm down as he did so. As a result, the shot I intended to disable instead hit Em Thaneton in her abdomen. I ground out a curse.  
 
    H Gilman still had the guard's arm, but by infusing him with my strength, I had him throw the officer into the opposite wall and sent him into unconsciousness. I did the same to Tien Wilson to prevent her from complicating the situation further. Rather than shooting at me again, Em Thaneton, who was still standing due to the adrenaline flooding her system, shot the guard in his already-wounded shoulder, rendering it useless, before turning back to aim at Archmore. 
 
    The confrontation in the other room was still continuing as Archmore's men resisted the police. They did not know where Archmore was, but assumed he was either out or looking for a way out, and so they would hold the police off for as long as possible to give him time to escape. I growled, angry at myself for getting so distracted. If only Aurealis did not insist on so many restrictions when dealing with the earthly realm, but because I had to earn my redemption, the experiences to which she subjected me must challenge me. The general rule was to avoid leaving unanswerable questions, like how a guard dies of non-fatal wounds while a mortally injured officer survives, but I'd leave them to their own devices in rationalising it. Lunging at the guard, I wrenched his spirit from his body before discarding it. The spirit resisted, putting everything it had into the fight, thrashing and flailing, frantic to get free, but I was too strong, too frustrated. For an exquisite moment, I revelled in the feel of it as it filled me. 
 
    Oh, how I missed it!  
 
    I missed it all: the feeling of separating the soul from its vessel, absorbing its energy, the satiation of my now-constant, gnawing hunger, its strength flowing through my body— the triumph of a successful hunt. I looked at Tien Wilson's prone, vulnerable spirit. It would be so easy to take… I could say I simply lost control. In comparison to the bodyguard's spirit, her energy would actually quiet my hunger.  
 
    I hesitated… It would taste very fine, indeed. 
 
    I hovered on the brink a moment more, and then, impatiently, shoved the illicit thoughts aside. 
 
    Reluctantly, I turned my attention back to Em Thaneton. As I said, healing takes energy, and time, unless I'm willing to expend more energy, but not only was I impatient now, I was frustrated. I could not leave the untainted spirits without ensuring their survival. Using my newly gained energy, I healed Em Thaneton's serious injury and created a lesser one on her side so her memory of the incident would not require too much alteration. I also decided to heal Tien Wilson's injury to the point it would seem the bullet had only scraped her shoulder, just in case. I then healed my own wounds, dissipating the bullets still wedged in my body first.  
 
    I grabbed Archmore again, snatching his gun and tossing it aside. Em Thaneton was still standing. I was not surprised; yulari are, essentially, magical beings. If they are not familiar with the supernatural, they attribute it to being gifted and are often described as being uncommonly strong or having an uncanny intuition. Her grip on the gun was unsteady though, demonstrating that even with her innate magical ability, she was diminished. As I crossed to the window, she adjusted her aim. I paused, scrutinising her. Her solemn face was framed by greying, dark-blonde hair. Her light-blue eyes, which I thought were following Archmore as I dragged him along, turned up to meet mine.  
 
    She could see me.  
 
    Just like Jayden Emerline Thaneton. I finally took the time to properly examine the spirit before me. Emerline Theodora Thaneton was indeed Jayden Emerline Thaneton's mother. It explained a lot, but it also provoked several intriguing questions, including why had Aurealis put me in contact with them? And how were they connected to Archmore? For now, I had to stay with Archmore. 
 
    'Lower your weapon, Emerline Theodora Thaneton. Rest on the floor until medical assistance arrives.' 
 
    'What are you going to do with him?' She thought I was some sort of angel and she did not understand why I would save such a villain as Archmore.  
 
    'You are right, Emerline Theodora Thaneton, to a certain degree. While I am not an angel, I am allied with them. I only protect souls such as this when there is a greater innocent's life at stake. For now, you must let him go.' Her will resisted. Fearing for the children Archmore victimised, she was not willing to let him go. The untainted ones are incredibly stubborn. 'I promise you; my master has no desire that the children suffer. She will resolve this, but I need Archmore, for the moment.' Then, putting more of my will into the command, I said, 'Lower your weapon.' 
 
    Her arm slowly dropped to her side.  
 
    'Step back, lean against the wall.'  
 
    She did, sliding down to the floor, her eyes drifting shut. 
 
    'I will be absent from your memories.' It would be easier that way. She may well be magical in nature, but she did not realise it. 
 
    I paused, although I could not really afford the time. The sound of ambulance sirens was gradually increasing, indicating the arrival of even more people who would want access to this room. But it was so unusual for them to see me. Oh, untainted spirits saw Aurealis's angels with enough regularity that it was not remarkable. A little exertion of will, a tweak to their memories, and the encounter was rationalised to a dream or a momentary imagination or explained as being something it wasn't— a person in costume, a bride in a flowing, white gown, a trick of the light. Me? They almost never saw me unless I wanted them to. I was also very aware of the fact that this spirit was related to a yulari I had started dreaming about. Surely, that was no coincidence. But why would Aurealis do such a thing? Was she monitoring me? Testing me? The thought made me shroud myself more heavily in shadow. It was unsettling.  
 
    Still holding on to Archmore, I moved to the window and stepped up on its ledge. I took a moment to note the shock on Archmore's face, his eyes wide with fear. I had not hidden the soul taking from him and, if I was fortunate, I had given him a glimpse into his future.


 
   
 
  

 Aurealis 
 
      
 
    'That was close,' Silven observed gravely. 'You may be confident in Therion's restraint, but there was more than one moment there when I was certain we would need to intervene.' 
 
    Silven and I were in an intermediate plane, a plane between realms. Like the astral plane, we could see the earthly realm. More specifically, the office of Kerrigan Archmore's beachside abode, but unlike the astral plane only certain entities could access it. Entities like me, a telari, or as many called us, dragon kind. 
 
    I looked away from the broken window to my second in command. The form I had given Silven was that of an angel, and, to make him comfortable, I, too, appeared in angel form. I had told him that I was bringing him here to attend this event for observation purposes, but his expression, and the statement he had just made, told me he knew the truth. My outward confidence in Therion's ability to redeem was crucial in order to quell the objections of my peers, but I had actually brought Silven just in case I needed help. Help that would be kept quiet; help only he and I would know about.  
 
    'As I told you when I first started to persuade Therion to change sides, it will require immense patience, even more courage, and just a touch of ruthlessness,' I reminded him. 
 
    Silven gave me an impatient look. 'There would be a period of adjustment, you said. Time for him to learn to repress his instinct to kill; yes, yes, I remember all your warnings. I remember, too, that I swore an oath to keep all 'periods of adjustment', also known as times-he-fails-and-obliterates-innocent-beings, between you and me. I believe in your cause, Aurealis. I would never have agreed otherwise, but, as I said then, I lack confidence that a being so base, so corrupted, can ever be redeemed. I know you see what he once was, remnants of it, at least, but despite his being stolen, what he is now— that is what we must deal with and I tell you—' 
 
    'I am pushing him. I know, Silven, but he needs to learn how to restrain himself while under stress.' 
 
    'We have to be able to control him first,' Silven exclaimed. 'We have lost enough spirits to his… missteps. Why would you risk these two untainted to teach him the restraint he needs? They are both yulari, for enlightenment's sake, and he came so close to claiming Tien Wilson's spirit that I was about to step in even if you were not.' 
 
    'Do not do that,' I warned Silven. 'This endeavour will take nerve. I know, despite the criticism I receive from the other telari, that I possess not only the strength, but the ability to redeem him.' 
 
    'If any can do it, it is you,' Silven conceded. 'Your determination alone gives you advantage over your peers in achieving this, but I question the placement of your ambition to be the first telari to redeem a soul taker over the well-being of untainted spirits.' 
 
    'Firstly, I do not just want to redeem him. I will raise him, through ascendance, to his original state. I will return him to his brethren not just redeemed, but greater than he once was. My ambition aside, he has a right to the ascension he would have had if he had not been stolen. How would you feel, Silven, if your spirit was stolen and turned into a soul taker? Would you not wish for a being like myself to attempt to return you to what you once were?' 
 
    'I would,' Silven looked down as he answered softly, sincerity in his tone. When he looked up again, his expression was fierce, hard. 'I would also ask myself what the cost would be and, were I truly of any worth, sacrifice my life in order to protect the realms from what I became.'  
 
    I locked my gaze with Silven's as I said, 'Many have said Therion should be killed, removed in order to make the realms safer, for he is the first therilgalen and his brethren, though powerful, are not as formidable. The question remains, why has no one killed him, then?' 
 
    He took a moment to consider my question. 'Are you inferring that he cannot be killed?' 
 
    The disbelief in his tone told me he wanted me to correct him, for beneath that disbelief was a deep fear. In order to deny that fear any hold on him, Silven could not allow himself to believe that Therion was beyond death. 
 
    'Other telari have tried,' I said, a little reluctantly; I had no desire to make Silven afraid. 
 
    'I did not know that.' 
 
    'Because it is not spoken of. No one wants it to be common knowledge that Therion, so far, cannot be killed. Only I reasoned that if he cannot be killed, redeeming him is the next best option,' I told Silven somewhat smugly. And it was true; none of my brethren had thought to approach the problem from such an avenue. 'We may lose a few spirits in the endeavour, but even you, Silven, must admit that since Therion has undertaken redemption the loss of untainted souls has dropped significantly… And it will continue to drop, as long as we retain our courage.'  
 
    Silven turned his attention to the activity in the room. Since Therion had left with Archmore, officers and, later, paramedics had rushed into the room. The two untainted had been given priority, I had ensured that. The remaining officer was now being assessed and prepared for transport to hospital. 
 
    Continuing to watch the activity, Silven said, 'You are pushing him then, with the intention of…' 
 
    There was no longer anger or objection in his voice; his tone was one of practicality. He had accepted that I was taking risks with Therion and that I had a purpose in doing so. 
 
    'Although I recognise that this undertaking needs patience, if Therion is not pushed, if he is not challenged, then he has no cause to move forward.'  
 
    'You are testing him, seeing where his tolerance is, just how much temptation can he resist. That is why you assigned him to Archmore, a tainted soul so foul his loss would enhance the realm he currently blackens with his presence. Then you put not one but two pure souls in the same location. He almost broke, almost dismissed everything he has been taught, that has been asked of him.' 
 
    'Yet he did not.' I could not mask my jubilation. 'He managed to hold himself in check. Indeed,' I proclaimed with a touch of pride, 'my soul taker demonstrated far more restraint than any expected. You must admit, the old Therion would have taken the less-pure of the two untainted.' 
 
    'Fortunately for Tien Wilson, we were here to intervene if you had miscalculated,' Silven responded. 
 
    I smiled at the less-than-subtle dig. 'Indeed, why else did I bring you?' 
 
    'For observation, or so you said,' Silven answered drily. 'In truth though, your question, although you said it light-heartedly, fills me with apprehension. For if you brought me to back you up, it means you were not entirely certain you could rein him in on your own.' 
 
    'Duly noted. You know you do not have to keep reminding me of how dangerous he is.' 
 
    'Don't I? Aurealis, you are my god, I have chosen to serve you, but in this…' he shook his head. 
 
    I knew he was thinking of the life Therion did take, the bodyguard, not as tainted as Archmore; what of that cost? He wanted to ask.  
 
    Rather than force him to say it, I said, 'I admit, I would have been happier had he managed the situation without taking any spirits, yet the improvement is undeniable. Last time I tested him, he took them all.' 
 
    I found myself frowning. I had not meant to reveal that; I was so focused on demonstrating my point I had forgotten myself. I considered, for a moment, taking the memory from Silven, but decided against it. Silven would ascend one day to take my place; he had to learn that it was a role that entailed balance and that sometimes meant accepting losses in order to gain wins. Redeeming Therion was not about the few spirits that would be lost in the doing, it was about the hundreds of thousands of spirits he would have taken had he stayed with Ceri-talen. Especially if one remembers that Therion was not, is not, limited to just the earthly realm.  
 
    Silven frowned as he processed the meaning of my revelation. 'You let him take other spirits?' 
 
    A flash of anger flared through me. How dare he take such a disapproving tone? I reminded myself that Silven was new to this role. Until he understood the greater purpose, the need for balance, he would be limited by his old role, where things had been simpler and he could afford to see things in contrasting terms of right and wrong. 
 
    Being conscious of maintaining a neutral, calm manner, I said, 'I did not just let him do anything. I chose not to intervene. I calculated the risk. Accepted it. He learned more from making the mistake than he would have had I intervened. I decided the loss of a few outweighed the saving of many. Not that they were completely lost. If he were serving Ceri-talen, they would have been, but he serves me now. Because I was there, I was able to take the spirit energy from him before he absorbed it. I could not return them to what they once were, but I gave them new life, a second chance. I also took the precaution of not placing any untainted in his vicinity then, which is why, this time, I brought you.' 
 
    The shock on Silven's face saddened me, but I resisted defending myself. To assert my superiority in judgement would seem to him like excuses. To become telari, to ascend to dragon kind, requires a level of self-conviction that borders on arrogance, as it allows one to command the power and the responsibility of godhood more effectively. 
 
    'This is a part of my role, Silven. My role is to help spirits ascend. Some require many lifetimes to do so, some require a new start, like the tainted I let Therion kill in my first testing of him, others, like you, require the path of an angel. I do not treat everyone the same, some I prioritise over others; the untainted ones, they are closer to ascension and so I focus on them—' 
 
    'Therion is nowhere near ascension,' Silven interjected. The anger in his tone and expression was more due to his shock at discovering his god did not fit his ideals as well as he thought than actual objection. 
 
    'He wasn't when I first took him in. Now, he is making progress, Silven. He is ready for the next stage. He has surprised us once, and I think he is quite capable of doing it again; we need to give him that chance.' Before Silven could follow through with more objections, I decided a change of subject was in order. It would give him time to process everything we had discussed.  
 
    'Despite my satisfaction with his progress,' I continued, 'I have to admit, this turn of events complicates things. I had other plans for Emerline, specifically, right now, she should be tending to a message from her daughter— that's Jayden Emerline Thaneton,' I added as an aside as I had discussed the Thanetons with Silven earlier. 'Emerline is integral in finding Jayden and the children Archmore has abducted. But now…' 
 
    'Now, Emerline may not make it in time; her injury, though not life threatening, will place her in hospital.' 
 
    I nodded. 'She may not get the message from her daughter in time.' 
 
    'In saving one Thaneton, Therion may have inadvertently doomed the other,' Silven observed. 
 
    I turned away from my second and looked about the room. The paramedics were just starting to move the remaining officer out to the ambulance. 
 
    Indeed, I acknowledged silently, he may have just done exactly that. 


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Vestibule of Hell – Voices From the Fuselage] 
 
      
 
    The scene from the sliding doors of the bedroom was serenity itself. I was in a secluded cabin reserved for the use of guardians. When we had human charges we could not take them to the other realms, so we needed places in this realm that were suitable and safe. Aurealis created an organisation called Envoy to manage such things. Archmore was asleep on the bed behind me. A still lake not far from the deck leading off the bedroom was framed by thick bushland. I opened the door to feel the breeze. It had not rained, yet the air smelled fresh. I withdrew my mobile phone and took a photo. Many people, even guardians who regularly deal with the earthly realm and therefore the technology within it, are surprised by my comfort with technology. It is assumed that my home realm, the Dark Realm, is without technology, but our culture embraces technology just like every other culture capable of developing it. Some of our technology is quite different from earth-realm technology; for instance, our version of data storage involves actual crystals instead of flash drives. Admittedly, I owe much of my adoption of earth-realm technology to friends I have come to know since changing my allegiance, but some of my duties also entails using earth-realm technology, so it has been necessary to learn how. One curious thing I learned, quite by accident, is that I can use the energy I take from spirits to charge electrical devices. The ability is not as convenient as it sounds; it is very easy to over-charge the device, rendering it as useful as a brick, so, for the most part, I use traditional earth-realm chargers. The fact is, as an immortal being I have to adapt to many environments and the tools within them. Indeed, I find learning new technology easier than understanding and adapting to new cultures because that involves understanding their value and belief systems, which is much more complex. Of course, it helps that Envoy take care of all the bills and provide most of what I need— I go through more mobiles than any other angel, I've been told by Envoy staff. One thing I have had no difficulty getting used to is the beauty within this realm, and so, after I took the photo, I spent some time appreciating the view. 
 
    It was as I was gazing at this vista that the vision came and I saw Archmore's life play before my eyes. Aurealis always starts by showing me their past before revealing their purpose. I think it is so I understand why I am undertaking the task. Aurealis believes I need to develop an appreciation for and attach meaning to the realms and people I interact with before I can be redeemed. 
 
    Born into privilege, Kerrigan Archmore was not exactly neglected, just ignored. He and his brother, Vaughn, spent more time with servants than they did their parents and developed a close bond. When Kerrigan came of age and received his trust, he set out to build his own empire with his brother. The partnership was more to protect Vaughn, who had a history of pressuring young boys into sex; by bringing him into the business Kerrigan was better able to monitor him. The move to crime had also been his brother's influence as Vaughn had turned to drugs early on and often relied on his brother to help him when he got into trouble. Later Kerrigan started bribing officials to get his merchandise cleared by border officials faster. The transition had seemed natural to Kerrigan as he was already familiar with bribing officials to help his brother. Then the brothers ran a few consignments for a drugs supplier and eventually branched out on their own, with brother Vaughn working the books, while Kerrigan took care of logistics. They started using illegal immigrants because they were easier to throw to the authorities. An added bonus, in Kerrigan's mind, was that when Vaughn abused some of those immigrants, they could not easily turn to the authorities. This misuse grew into people smuggling and finally, for the last year, slave trading. 
 
    Ah... I sighed as I saw a child in a dark place. She was dying. She did not have the time the authorities might take to find her. Aurealis did not show me the child's future, yet I could feel it, this child would change this realm. If I had not taken Archmore, he would have died, which would have set off a chain of events that resulted in both this child and the children with her being abandoned without the police knowing where to find them. I was needed to help the child specifically because she would die otherwise. I cursed softly as Emerline Theodora Thaneton entered the vision. It was her daughter, Jayden Emerline Thaneton, who would help the other children with the special child. Jayden Emerline Thaneton needed her mother to find her. Not just find her but find her in time. And now, as a result of being shot, her mother was in hospital instead of looking for her daughter and rallying her colleagues to assist her.  
 
    It was my fault.  
 
    It crossed my mind that Aurealis was punishing me for taking too many risks with uncorrupted souls when I'd extracted Archmore. Or, more likely, for taking the life of the tainted bodyguard. 
 
    Curse all gods and their progeny. 
 
    I found myself contemplative as the vision ended. How intriguing! The special child was also a yulari. These spirits were not so rare that I seldom encountered them, but they were remarkable enough to be noteworthy. And with Jayden, it seemed to be something more— I had never dreamed about a human before. But it was more than that. I enjoyed them, these dreams. I looked forward to having them and was disappointed when I did not. I could never precisely remember what happened, just that I had been with her and I felt energised and uplifted.  
 
    To see four yulari so close together was not necessarily unheard of, were I a guardian; they dealt with them all the time. But I was a soul taker. Before Aurealis, these were the spirits my former master, Ceri-talen, preferred. Aurealis had been able to alter that somewhat, but not completely. Why was she taking such a risk? Was this an indication that she was investing more trust in me? It was likely my task was more than just retrieving the child. There would be other soul takers after her; a yulari as vulnerable as this one would attract Ceri-talen's notice. 
 
    I moved over to the sleeping crime lord, who woke with a start, scrabbling up the bed. I smirked, I had not dampened my shadow nature and I could feel his fear. One of the alterations Aurealis made allows me to absorb the energy generated by emotions. Archmore was not terrified… yet. But only because he rationalised that his rescuer would not harm him. He did not realise that my master cared very little about a spirit like his and if I took it once she was finished with it her objection would be based solely on the principle that I was meant to be redeeming. We would argue, she would lecture me, but, so far, she had not severely punished me as long as I was careful about which tainted souls I took and my reasoning for taking them was based on maintaining 'the balance'. This man had caused the suffering of innocents… when I finally took his soul I was confident that the lecture would not be lengthy. 
 
    'Tell me what happens to the children,' I asked Archmore. 
 
    He sneered at me, but the defiance faded fast as he met my gaze. 'We sell them.' 
 
    'Where do you keep them before you sell them?' 
 
    'There's a place, a warehouse. They're stored underneath it until we're ready to ship.' 
 
    He said it like it was unimportant to him. He did not particularly care where they were kept. I tilted my head. 'And this warehouse is, where?' 
 
    Panic entered his eyes and then spread to his face; his heartbeat increased. 'It's not an address, I can't just spout a location. We keep it like that for security reasons. I need a map.' 
 
    I tried tracing the location in his mind. I could see the place, but I could not determine enough from his memories to locate it. He seemed to sense my growing frustration.  
 
    'There could be a map in the car,' he offered. 
 
    As I had not wanted to fly with Archmore— I was loathe to have such prolonged close contact with him— I had used a car. While Aurealis does not discourage us from flying with our human charges, she says there are times when it's too much for a human to process not just the reality of angels, but the existence of magic. In these cases, we try keep them in familiar surrounds and use mundane modes of transport. Some angels will go so far as to follow human routines, brushing their teeth, eating and drinking, or cooking, none of which they need to do, but it causes no harm, either. It's also not advisable to planes-shift with them unless it's necessary because humans do not respond well to the experience of shifting through planes— it makes them very ill unless they do it regularly. Planes-shifting is what we call moving through planes or realms. If I have an injured charge in an unsafe location, I will planes-shift without hesitation and then heal them to help them over the worst of the illness that results. With Archmore, once we left the beach house, I was able to conceal us in shadows, removing any urgency and the need to planes-shift.  
 
    'I could show you,' Archmore offered anxiously, referring to the location of the children. 'Or we could buy a map.' 
 
    Without responding, I left Archmore cowering on the bed to check the car for maps. There was a small chance he would run, but he looked too scared, and on the off chance he did, retrieving him would be no great trouble; we were in an isolated area and I could outrun or outfly him easily.  
 
    When I returned, Archmore was not in the room. I huffed. It was as if Aurealis was mocking me for being so complacent. Lesson noted, I thought in silent acknowledgement to my master, who was no doubt amused by the inconvenience my own carelessness caused. Although… I could mock my master in return by turning Archmore's retrieval into a bit of a game. Let him run a little farther, enough to make the hunt more entertaining… 
 
    A faint sound outside caught my attention. I inclined my head, listening intently. At first, I thought it was Archmore, but the sound did not match those I knew him to be making. He was running and I could hear his feet hitting the ground, branches breaking, his heart beating rapidly, and heavy, panicked, breathing. But the sound that had caught my attention was not caused by Archmore. 
 
    Then Archmore let out a single gasp, as if he had encountered something unexpected. His heart rate picked up even more and the scent of fear increased significantly. Not just something unexpected— something terrifying. As I drew my short swords and started forward, I detected another scent. 
 
    'Vampire,' I murmured. 
 
    He stepped in through the open sliding door, bending his head to make it through. This cabin was custom built for the unusual beings making use of it; the doorways were all at least two metres high. I was not surprised the vampire had to bend though, as he is nearly as tall as I am. The angels I work with find my height intimidating as, although they, too, are tall, I can loom over them without difficulty.  
 
    'You lose this?' the vampire asked, tossing Archmore into the room. Archmore stumbled in, looked back at the vampire, who was now giving him a smile that showed his elongated canines, and scrambled onto the bed to huddle against the wall. The vampire's waist-long, blond hair was braided into a thick plait with a thin piece of leather woven through it and securing it at the bottom. Having his hair back emphasised the almost colourless, pale-blue eyes sparking in his sharp-featured face. If I were human, I'd cringe, too. 
 
    I relaxed, sheathing my blades. 'Not quite. Thank you.' 
 
    The vampire grunted before saying, 'I don't think retrieving him would have posed much of a problem for you. Regardless, I am pleased to be of assistance.' 
 
    I am not prone to laughing, but I did. 'What do you need, Bastien?' 
 
    He had been in the earthly realm for quite some time, from the Ostrogoth era at least, but earlier I suspected. Having saved Bastien from a wyvern, he usually responds to my call if I find myself in need of assistance in this realm. It is not often the vampire comes looking for me. 
 
    'I can see you're in the middle of an assignment, so I'll be brief. I was hoping you'd honour me at a gathering. I've moved to a new region, this region, in fact, which is an irony considering how far I've been to seek you out. I wish to make an impression at this gathering and having a therilgalen as my guest would guarantee a quiet settlement.' 
 
    'Less challengers,' I interpreted. The vampire world was one where strength and power ruled. 'When?' 
 
    'Tonight. I apologise for not being able to give more notice. Finding you has taken more time than I anticipated,' the vampire said earnestly. That was not unusual, my assignments do not just take me all over this world, but into other realms. 
 
    I nodded. 'I should be able to make a brief appearance, provided my duties do not interfere.' 
 
    Bastien bowed his head in a gesture of thanks. 'Of course.' The vampire turned to leave, then hesitated. He nodded towards Archmore. 'If you like, I can dispose of that for you.' 
 
    'Thank you, no. I have not finished with him yet.' I paused and then added, 'I could do with another kind of assistance.' 
 
    Bastien arched his eyebrows; they were pale blond, like his hair, and sometimes difficult to see. 
 
    'He has some information in his mind, but no easy way to communicate it to me.' 
 
    The vampire turned his full attention to Archmore, his gaze narrowing. 'Ask him,' he directed curtly. 
 
    I knew he was concentrating and that was the reason for his brusqueness. 
 
    'Where are the children?' I asked. 
 
    Archmore turned terrified eyes to me. 'I told you, I don't know the name...' 
 
    Bastien started to stalk closer, a frown creasing his brow. 'It's rural,' he murmured, 'much like this location.' He reached Archmore, now paralysed with fear. 'Ask him again, I need him to focus on your quest.' 
 
    I did. This time Archmore could not look away, caught by Bastien's mesmerizing gaze. 
 
    A moment later the vampire abruptly turned and stepped away. I saw him grimace briefly before he raised his head and then gaze to mine. I had done this with the vampire before. He could read minds directly, meaning he could extract from them specific bits of information rather than the general scanning ability I have. I could then use my ability to scan thoughts to take the information from him. A few moments more and I could not tell you the name of the road where the children were, but I knew how to find them just as Archmore did. Not all vampires have Bastien's ability to read minds, so it was very timely that the vampire had sought me out. It had to be Aurealis's influence; why else would he finally find me after searching for weeks? It was in line with my master's predilections to toy with the vampire like that. She may not hate his kind, but she was not beyond such mischief when interfering with their goals. And thwarting the vampire from finding me until it suited her and served her purpose was the kind of act that would amuse Aurealis. It would also reinforce the fact that she had power over Bastien and that he would be wise not to defy her even though he was not her servant. 
 
    I nodded a thank you to the vampire. I had felt no sanction from Aurealis when I had initially agreed to attend Bastien's gathering, so I said, 'I will do my best to attend your gathering. But beware, Aurealis will likely require repayment for allowing me to go.' 
 
    Bastien snorted. 'There's no likely about it. And I will pay the debt when she calls it in.' 
 
    It was that simple for the vampire. In truth, I knew he would not deny Aurealis anything she asked whether it was directly or through helping me. I was too powerful an ally for him to lose. But it was more than that. I believed Bastien had a genuine appreciation for the friendship we had developed. He and I shared more than a few interests, especially when it came to hunting. We also shared a common hate: Ceri-talen.  
 
    Bastien gave me a salute of farewell and left the way he came. Archmore stared at the space where Bastien had been standing just a second before. He sensed my scrutiny and looked up with apprehension.  
 
    And well he should.


 
   
 
  

 Emerline Theodora Thaneton— Em 
 
      
 
    I woke with a start and groaned as a sharp pain spiked through my abdomen. The stitches where I'd been shot pulled and I placed a gentle hand on them reflexively. They felt fine. Well, no blood, at least. I couldn't figure it out. I could have sworn I felt the bullet go through my body, closer to my middle, but the doctor said it'd struck my side. My head was still fuzzy, and I had gaps in my memory, which was why the doctor suspected I'd hit my head, otherwise I'd be home right now. The scans hadn't shown anything, but they'd checked on me throughout the night, so I'd had a fitful sleep— no wonder I felt foggy and disoriented. 
 
    The curtain surrounding my bed swooshed slightly and I saw Tien's head appear, seeming rather macabrely detached from her body. 
 
    'Tien, thank goodness you're alright.' 
 
    I got a brilliant smile. I love Tien's smile; it never fails to lift my mood. My mother adopted her fairly early so although she'd learned to speak Vietnamese, she didn't give it away with an accent, which meant in interviews she had an advantage. We'd been very close growing up, so our parents were not surprised when we both decided to pursue a career in law enforcement. We followed in the footsteps of our father, who had died when a drunk driver had ploughed past dad's police car and into an existing accident scene. My dad pushed a pregnant woman out of the way, but it put him right in front of the vehicle. I'd been worried about Tien and seeing her was a huge relief. 
 
    'You're up!' She observed, battling the curtain briefly before stepping in. She grabbed the visitor's chair by the back as she did, pulling it over to the bed. 'I've got my fair share of stitches and bruises, but my injuries weren't as bad as yours,' she said reassuringly. 'The memory loss caused a bit of concern, though, so I got the usual warnings about concussion. Aaron assured them he'd keep a close eye on me, and he has. How 'bout you?' 
 
    'Turns out it looked worse than it was and I only needed stitches. They decided to keep me over night because I was so out of it. It's a shame I don't have a Aaron to make careful observance of my every move.' 
 
    Tien laughed at my joking tone; she was often teased about Aaron's devotion. Every Monday he sends her flowers at work and he often turns up with lunch or dinner. Aaron is a chef, so his lunch time is usually a couple of hours after lunch, which suits Tien just fine. He always brings a tablecloth and LED candles and sets them up in the break room. No meal, he says, is complete without atmosphere. He often brings lasagne or stir-fry for the rest of us. He claims that it stops us from ravenously eyeing off Tien's lunch, but there's an unmistakeable and sincere generosity in the gesture. 
 
    Leaning on the side of the bed, Tien pushed her ebony hair back behind her ears. Her green eyes make it obvious to other Vietnamese that she had a Caucasian father, which was the reason she was ostracised and beaten before Mum fostered her. I love the way Tien's eyes always seem a little mischievous, like she's up to something. 
 
    'Don't joke,' she scolded me. 'He almost wouldn't let me leave this morning. If he didn't have a wedding to prepare for, I'd be at home in bed, trying not to think of the exercise it'd require to burn off the croissants, eggs, sausages, bacon, and half dozen other things he'd feed me.' Tien paused for a moment and then added, 'Besides, you may not have a Aaron, but surely Jay will keep you well-supplied with tea and all the yummy things she stocks at the café?' 
 
    A spear of panic made me jolt up from my half-reclined position. 'Jay! I don't think anyone's called Jay.' 
 
    Tien had risen and now coaxed me back. 'Be careful of your stitches. I can give her a bell.' 
 
    'Um, no, I can do it, I just need my phone…' 
 
    We both frowned as a scan of the area revealed just medical equipment. 
 
    Tien opened a cupboard to one side and pulled out a plastic bag that had a sticker with my details on it. She rifled through it, finally withdrawing my phone. 'They've turned it off, give me a sec.' 
 
    I was happy to be patient as the action of sitting up too fast caused my side to burn and I was waiting, a little breathlessly, for it to pass. Tien looked over. 'Maybe I should call. You look like you should rest a bit.' 
 
    I didn't have the energy to object and let myself drift. I registered that Tien made a sound but didn't quite distinguish it. 'What was that?' 
 
    'Where was Jay supposed to be today, Em?' 
 
    'Um, well, she's almost always at Fixated, why?' 
 
    'She sent a text saying to come find her, but to listen to her voice mail for more details.'  
 
    I winced as I pushed myself upright again. 'What! Where? And when?' 
 
    'The text was sent yesterday. Let me get the voice mail.' 
 
    I put my hand out for the phone, but it was waved impatiently away.  
 
    'Give me a sec, I'm going to put it on speaker.' 
 
    My daughter's agitated voice filled the air between us: 'Mum, I can't hear you. I've witnessed an abduction.' 
 
    She what? Tien and I frowned at each other as we listened to the rest of the message. 
 
    'I'm following a black sedan… Licence X3Q UT3. X. 3. Q. U. T. 3. I'm in… Damn it, where am I? I'm on… Douglass! Douglass Street… I just passed Marsh Crescent. A young Indian boy abducted in a black sedan X3Q UT3. He's about ten, maybe twelve, dark hair, olive-brown skin. The driver is a white male with light-brown hair. A woman in the back seat grabbed him, she has brown hair. I think they might be in their late twenties or early thirties. I can't give you more, I couldn't see. I'm now on Norton Road, heading… sun's behind me, so east, heading east—' 
 
    The message cut out. 
 
    For a long moment my brain was completely blank, like it had frozen so it could process all the implications of the message. Then, 'When did she leave the text?' 
 
    Tien looked at the phone and swiped a finger across the screen. 'Five thirty-three yesterday afternoon.' 
 
    It was just past nine in the morning. I swore softly. 'Fifteen hours… And nothing else?' 
 
    Tien shook her head grimly. Dread made me shiver; if this was anyone else's daughter being reported to me, I'd have slim expectations of finding her alive. I shoved the thought away, inhaled, and swung my legs out of bed. 'Get the nurse, I want this IV out.' 
 
    Tien hesitated as I held my hand out for my phone again. Realising she was likely to argue, I scooped up the remote attached to the bed with my other hand and pressed the button to summon a nurse. Tien's disapproving frown deepened. 
 
    'Tien, the phone has a GPS tracking app. I can track her phone's GPS as well as the one in her car.' 
 
    Tien handed me the phone. 
 
    'Call...' I closed my eyes. Oh God— fifteen hours! My damnably good-hearted daughter had chased some kidnappers and hadn't been in contact for fifteen hours. I made myself take a deep breath and let it out slowly. I had to be calm if I was going to find her. 'Could you please call…' The tremor in my voice betrayed my anxiety. 
 
    I looked up from my phone to see Tien walking out as she raised her phone to her ear. 'I'm calling him, Em, I'll get the plate run, too.' She jerked to a stop and turned. 'What's Jay's plate?' 
 
    I rolled my eyes ceilingward. 'Ah… QTP 490.' 
 
    She nodded 'Got it. Get that GPS up.' She turned and then looked back. 'We'll find her, Em, and the poor kid she was trying to help.' 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    It was no surprise my head felt like someone had been using it for hockey practice. Thankfully, it was pitch black, so there was no light to add blinding pain to my misery. I felt movement next to me and became aware of shuffling sounds. Someone whimpered to my left. I reached out and felt a small, denim-encased, knee. A child.  
 
    I shuffled over, carefully embracing the girl. 'Hey, sweetheart, it's going to be alright.' I felt a face push towards my neck and a wet cheek rested on my shoulder. I stroked long, soft hair. 'It's okay, hun.' 
 
    A young, male voice said, 'We thought you were gone to heaven.' 
 
    'I have quite a bump on my head, but I'm okay.' I tried to look at the face of the little girl in my arms, but it was too dark. 'It's alright, there's no need to cry.' 
 
    'That's Cassie, she's only seven,' the male voice said. 
 
    'Hi Cassie, I'm Jay.' My introduction triggered several excited voices to erupt at once. I hadn't realised I was surrounded by so many. 'Hey, hey,' I gently interjected, 'I can't hear you when you all speak at once.' 
 
    'We need to be quiet, or they'll come,' said the boy who identified Cassie.  
 
    'He's right,' another young, male voice agreed, 'and she can't see us anyway.' There was a pause and then the same voice murmured, 'I wish it wasn't so dark.' 
 
    Cassie wriggled onto my lap and her movements brought my attention to a familiar shape in my pocket. They'd taken my phone but had over-looked my music player. It was, after all, just a tiny square that fit in the coin pocket of my jeans. It gave me an idea. I dug it out, careful not to dislodge Cassie. 'Who said that?' 
 
    'I'm Sunesh. But Pete spoke first.' 
 
    'Sunesh, I have something for you.' 
 
    After some more shuffling, a small hand touched my head. 'There you are,' Sunesh said.  
 
    I handed him my player. 'This is just an MP3 player. I don't have headphones, I left them in my car. But,' I paused as I activated it, 'it lights up.' I passed it to Sunesh, who turned the display towards him. The light allowed me to see his face— it was the boy I had seen abducted. I was relieved to see he was okay, although his dark-brown eyes reflected the stress of his present situation. 
 
    A boy I presumed was Pete moved next to him and smiled. 'I'm Pete,' he said. Another young, innocent face strained by the trauma inflicted upon him. His lighter brown eyes were very solemn and the smile didn't quite reach them: just a young boy being as brave as he could for those around him. His clothes were dishevelled and his dusty face and black, curly, hair suggested it'd been some time since he'd last washed. He'd been here a while, I surmised. 
 
    'Thank you,' Sunesh said, giving me a grateful smile. 
 
    'You probably can't leave it on or the battery will run out too quickly, but when the dark gets too much...' 
 
    I squinted as Sunesh turned the display in my direction, the dim backlight felt as bright as a thousand suns. He gasped. 'It is her!' 
 
    'Of course it's her!' Pete interjected. 'Her name's Jay, which is what the angel said she'd call herself.' 
 
    I frowned. The what told them what now? 
 
    'Did you say you'd seen an angel?' 
 
    'In a dream,' a female voice said. 'We all had the same dream.' 
 
    Her voice sounded more mature than the others and I said as much. A hand that, while still small, was larger than the others found my free one— I still had an arm about Cassie— and from the light of the music player I saw a girl who looked like she was fourteen or so kneel in front of me. 'I'm Danny. I'm like you.' 
 
    'You don't like your long name, so you shorten it.' 
 
    Danny paused. 'Oh, yeah. No, they didn't want me, but I wouldn't let go of my sister, Cassie.'  
 
    Valiant girl, I thought. 
 
    Danny continued, 'They said they didn't want you, either.' 
 
    I snorted, I bet they didn't. 'How many of you are there?' 
 
    'Eight, including you and me—' 
 
    A loud clanking sound brought instant silence. I heard Danny murmur as she transferred Cassie from my lap to hers. Sunesh turned off my music player, but the darkness quickly dissipated as a door creaked open. That's when I realised we were in a refrigerated truck. I could tell by the walls, which were different to a normal truck. I'd seen a truck parked between the sheds when I first reached the house. I'd thought nothing of it, and it never occurred to me it might have children in it. Thankfully, they didn't have the refrigeration going.  
 
    Someone entered carrying a torch, which was already on. They didn't speak, but shone the light around, pausing on each child for a moment before moving on. Eventually, the shadow behind the torch resolved into a man who was several centimetres shorter than me with Asian features— short black hair, deep-brown eyes, light-brown, unblemished skin. The torch light landed on me and started to move on and then came back. Despite his Asian ancestry, he spoke with an Australian accent. 'Ah, our uninvited intruder. Stand up.' 
 
    The command was delivered as a request. In fact, his voice was quiet and gentle sounding. I considered being obstinate, but that might lead to violence, which wouldn't get me anywhere and traumatise the children. If I could remain relatively uninjured, I had a better chance of helping them, and myself. Still, I rose slowly, because I just realised my ankles were bound by something, not so tight I could not move my feet, but I certainly couldn't run. My left foot was numb and I had to lean on the wall to get myself up. This must be Quan, because he seemed to be examining the children and Lena had said a Quan would arrive early in the morning to 'check the stock'.  
 
    A whole night had passed…  
 
    The realisation almost made me sink to the floor again. Mum should have found me by now. 
 
    Quan came closer and the torch light went from my face to my feet and back up, before he lowered it so it wasn't shining directly in my eyes. 'How old are you?' 
 
    'Does it matter?' I kept my tone neutral. 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. 'It should to you, for it will be the difference between life and death. Our clients generally are not in the market for a woman as old as you appear.' 
 
    I made a soundless 'ah'. 'Perhaps I should be the age that would most appeal to one of your clients?' 
 
    Quan smiled. 'You might come through this better than I expected.' 
 
    'I'm a practical person. From what I can tell, I don't have a lot of options.' I wanted him to think I was scared and co-operative, so, I put a little shake in my voice. 
 
    'For a woman who was just trying to call for roadside assistance, you are remarkably calm. Most people would be yelling and carrying on about rights and police. Are you sure you are not connected to the police? An undercover operative, perhaps?' 
 
    That was the last thing I wanted him to think. I had to convince him I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. 'I've been in here all night with children who say they were taken suddenly. I've had time to adjust to the idea that I've stumbled into something very serious. I won't lie, I hope that when my husband reports me missing, and he will have by now, the police will find me. But I've had a gun pointed at me and was knocked unconscious by the person holding it. I think the sensible reaction is to not provoke that woman or any others to further violence.' 
 
    'You have a husband, then?' 
 
    I shrugged. 'Yeah.' 
 
    'Children?' 
 
    'Two.' 
 
    'Hmmm. That could be unfortunate. Any scars? Appendix? Caesarean?' 
 
    I frowned, not sure why it mattered, and then I realised I'd be of more value to his clients without scars. I shook my head even as I hoped that he didn't check and find the marks on my left knee and ankle. 
 
    He made another hmm-ing sound. ''We might be able to find a use for you yet,' he murmured to himself as he started to back up towards the door. 
 
    'What about food and water?' I asked. 
 
    'This is not a hotel.' 
 
    'We're merchandise, right? Even pet shop owners feed their animals.' 
 
    'You are not merchandise, not yet.' 
 
    That wasn't good news. 
 
    He tapped on the door and it opened. 'We leave now,' he said to whoever was outside. 'We'll take them to the warehouse. We can't risk staying here, her husband…' The door closed. 
 
    I heaved out a breath. That they were moving us was even worse news. What chance did Mum have of finding us if we changed location? 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I dropped into unconsciousness pretty quickly, the rocking of the truck made it hard to resist. My head still ached horribly and I was nauseous and dizzy, sleeping was a means to escape my body's discomforts. What woke me was the lack of movement. We had stopped, but not just for a few moments, like at a turn or intersection, but for several minutes. I was pretty sure we'd reached our destination. 
 
    A few minutes later, the door clanged open and this time Lena and Riley accompanied Quan. The door closed behind them and a torch indirectly lit up Quan's face. 
 
    'Present your hands.'  
 
    Again, the command sounded like a request and I watched as the children put their arms out straight with their hands together. They had done this before. Lena and Riley went around the group and used ties to bind their wrists. Quan walked over to me and shone the torch on my face for several long seconds before stepping back to make room for Lena. Unlike the children, I had not presented my hands, so Lena made a sound of displeasure. 
 
    'Do you want to be merchandise or a nuisance?' Quan asked me. 
 
    I put my hands out to be bound. Lena seemed to take delight in making it as tight as possible. Then she reached back and pulled something from behind her. Because of the dimness, I hadn't realised that Riley was standing behind her and had just handed her something. She leaned forward and shoved a hood over my head. 
 
    'No talking,' Quan instructed. 
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    We were transferred to a long, musty-smelling room that was pitch black. Despite having hobbled awkwardly around the room examining the walls, I couldn't tell you how we got in. We'd been lifted down from the truck and then after a short walk outdoors we'd moved over a hard floor before being lifted again and pushed to the back of a room. Our wrist ties were cut, but we were told not to unhood ourselves until the door closed. That meant there must be a door, right? If it wasn't in the wall, then it must be in the ceiling or floor. I thought the ceiling made more sense; rather than being lifted up, we'd been dropped down. Then I remembered, I had a source of light. 
 
    'Sunesh?' 
 
    'Here.' The light from the music player lit up his face. 
 
    'Can I borrow the light for a moment, please?' 
 
    Sunesh shuffled over and gave it to me before placing his hand in my free one. I smiled, I guess that meant that while I had his source of light, I was his guardian from the dark. I didn't blame him; I'm an adult and I found the absence of light disturbing. 
 
    I moved over to the nearest wall. It looked like just a plain, white wall. The floor was concrete and the ceiling looked like an ordinary ceiling, but in one corner I found a hatch. That confirmed my theory about being dropped down into the room. I gave it a tentative prod. It seemed pretty solid. I should mention, at this point, that the ceiling wasn't that much higher than my head. Aside from what turned out to be a port-a-loo for going to the toilet, there was nothing else in the room. 
 
    As I placed my hand on the hatch door, several of the children whimpered and Danny spoke their fears. 'Should you do that? They might hear.' 
 
    Another voice timidly spoke up. 'They beat Maya. She tried getting away and they hit her lots of times.' 
 
    I gently withdrew my hand from Sunesh's and searched for the speaker. The voice belonged to a young girl, she was around nine or ten, I'd guess. The fear in her hazel eyes showed she'd not just heard about this; she'd seen them do it. Then I realised, this was a new face. While examining the room I was aware that there were children about, but I'd been focused on looking for ways to get out and had assumed they were the kids that had been with me in the truck. I jerked the light about the room and dread washed over me— we hadn't been put in an empty room.  
 
    I approached the young girl and knelt in front of her. 'Hi, I'm Jay,' I said, lighting up my face. 
 
    As soon as she saw my face, she made a little gasping noise and then said, 'You were sent to help us!' 
 
    I, what now?  
 
    'The dream,' Danny reminded me.  
 
    The dream? Oh, yeah. Just before Quan came in that first time, several of the kids said they'd dreamed about me. With my head aching so badly, I'd forgotten to ask them more about it. First, though, I needed to find out what happened to Maya. 
 
    'Is she here? Maya, is she still here?' 
 
    I was led to the far corner and a huddled form. I'd been aware of children sitting or lying curled up near the walls and had carefully moved around them. Kneeling was awkward because of the binds about my ankles, but once I got down I shone the light on her.  
 
    Oh, damn.  
 
    With as light a touch as I could manage, I touched her head. Yep, that was blood. Still wet. Either the beating was recent or she was still bleeding. I locked my jaw tight as I felt down her arm to her wrist, I couldn't lose it in front these kids if she was dead.  
 
    Please, please, please, don't be dead.  
 
    Her mother needed her to live through this. The kids in this room needed her to live through this. I needed her to be survive this. Please, whatever gods there were out there, please let her be alive. 
 
    I let out a heavy breath as I felt a weak pulse. I hadn't even realised I'd been holding it. At least she was unconscious, so hopefully that meant she wasn't aware of the pain. I considered banging on that hatch until I got someone and demanded they get a doctor. Yeah, that was as likely to be as effective as an umbrella in a hurricane. Where was a miracle when you needed it? 
 
    'Allow me to take the child.' 
 
    I almost yelped at the sound of the deep, male voice. I'd not been able to stop myself from jumping and I turned to see an angel. Although, the black feathers and the strange, gold eyes didn't dispose me to think innocent or God-serving. Although the two streaks of gold that marked the otherwise ebony hair looked like they were glowing a little. He had to bend his tall frame to fit in the room and a lock of gold hair fell forward. I resisted reaching out to touch it. 
 
    'Therion?' It had to be him, I thought as I scrutinised his face. I could hardly forget it because even in my dreams his features had been just as vivid as they were right here, in real life.  
 
    'We met at the ice rink,' he confirmed.  
 
    'Yeah, you kicked some serious ass.' 
 
    'My opponent didn't have much of a sense of humour, but I wouldn't call him serious.' 
 
    That took me a second to process, well I never… I think the angel just made a joke.  
 
    'I need to take the child, Jayden Emerline Thaneton.' 
 
    'Jay,' I corrected automatically. What was I thinking, correcting an angel? Was he an angel? I hesitated. 
 
    He seemed to sense my apprehension because he said, 'I have a duty to protect her. If I do not take her, others will come, and that will not bode well for her.' 
 
    'She's still alive,' I objected. 
 
    'Ah,' he looked down for a moment. 'You have seen how we escort the spirits. I mean to take the actual child, not just her spirit. My mission is to keep her alive.' 
 
    He moved past me and knelt by Maya. I thought I heard him curse under his breath and I could see a gold glow envelop him and transfer to the child. He was healing her, I realised. He'd done that to the injured light-angel at the ice rink. I breathed a sigh of relief. The gold glow faded and then he scooped her up, she could have been a doll, she was so limp and so tiny in comparison to her rescuer.  
 
    As he turned, I gestured to the rest of the children. 'What about these others?' 
 
    'They have you, Jayden Emerline Thaneton.'  
 
    He paused, his gold eyes meeting mine. I could swear for a second there was something more he wanted to say, but then he just gave me a little smile and stepped back, allowing the shadows to seemingly swallow him.


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Duel and Cloudscapes – Tuomas Holopainen] 
 
      
 
    'Don't.' 
 
    I put command into the direction, forcing the human male, Riley Joseph Exeter, to obey my will. He was sitting in a truck; we were at a petrol station. 
 
    The light-brown eyes darted to look out his open window. I could see a woman, his sibling from the similarity between their spirits, coming towards us. She must have been paying for the petrol. He glanced back at me, but his fear for his sister over-rode his fear for himself, allowing him to resist my will long enough to yell, 'Run, Lena!' 
 
    I was not perturbed by his action, I only needed him and so I did not intervene. For an instant, Lena looked mystified. Then she took an uncertain step back. She could not see me; I had made myself visible only to the male. The urgency in his tone and her trust of him sent her back another two steps as she looked around for the source of the threat that triggered her brother's warning. 
 
    As I did not look like I was going to reprimand him, Riley, said, 'I mean it, Lena, go.' 
 
    That did it. She turned and hurriedly started walking around to the back of the service station. She looked back once, worried, but not willing to disobey her brother. 
 
    When Riley turned back to me, he looked defiant and smug, his success at warning his sister lessening his fear. I gave him one of the kinds of grins I'd seen Bastien give his prey. The kind that shows his fangs as he lets them come to the realisation that he is far from a fellow human. 'I do not need your sister. You, Riley, will do just fine.' 
 
    I did not have long, Maya was within a warded room, but I could not leave her alone for long. I needed to correct my mistakes, though, and for that, Jayden Emerline Thaneton's mother must find her. 
 
    'You will return to the farm as you planned. When the police arrive, you will tell them everything. Including where to find Jayden Thaneton and the children.' 
 
    He frowned. 'There's no address—' 
 
    'Then show them,' I growled. 
 
    I had been dampening my shadow-nature because I did not want him to try to run, but now, I let him feel it, let the fear seep into him and fill him. Aside from de-manifesting my wings, I had not changed my appearance. 
 
    'Mistake it not, Riley Joseph Exeter, if you fail to do as I instruct, I will return for you and I will extract your soul so slowly from your pathetic vessel, the agony will feel endless.' I leaned in close. 'And I will enjoy every second.'  
 
    I scanned his thoughts, fear so filled his mind, he could not think. I pulled back on my shadow-nature, allowing his fear to dissipate enough so I could be certain he would obey. I then set a psychic link that would allow me to experience everything Riley did. It meant I could monitor what was happening without actually being present.  
 
    'Now, go,' I instructed. I shifted to the shadow plane but remained in the cabin of the vehicle.  
 
    Riley placed trembling hands on the steering wheel but did not start the truck. 
 
    'Drive to the farm,' I sent to his mind, using my will to nudge him along.


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    We were standing in a room with hoods over our heads. I couldn't tell how long we stood there, but it felt like hours. It was probably minutes, but when you're deprived of your freedom every second feels elongated. We'd been told to put the hoods on and lifted out of the basement cell. There'd been a short walk and then someone pushed me about as if positioning me in a specific spot. Our feet had been released before we'd been told to hold hands. Then Quan told us to remain silent and there was the sound of a door closing and locking. 
 
    One of the children whimpered next to me. The sound was familiar. 'Cassie?' I whispered. 
 
    I felt a body lean against mine and I rubbed her back in an attempt to comfort her. 
 
    'It'll be okay, hun. You just need to be brave a little longer. Your sister will be very proud of you.' 
 
    'I am, Cass. I haven't left you.' 
 
    Movement and indistinct voices outside brought us to silence. Locks clicked and the conversation became clear. It was Quan. '…such short notice we haven't cleaned them up yet, but, despite that, I think you'll find them an appealing selection. As I mentioned, the opportunity the woman offers is well worth considering. Such a project will result in large profits with little initial outlay.' 
 
    A few seconds of silence followed and then a male voice asked, 'Which are the sisters?' 
 
    'The first two on the left,' Quan answered. 
 
    The second voice was distinctive because it was higher than average for a man. Despite its almost feminine quality, there was nothing soft about his tone. I presumed he was a buyer. 
 
    'How old is the older child you mentioned?' the buyer wanted to know. 
 
    'Fourteen.' 
 
    They must mean Danny. 
 
    The buyer made a doubtful sound, but did not speak immediately, then, 'I'll see them.' 
 
    Movement followed, during which I assumed Quan removed hoods, not mine though.  
 
    More silence.  
 
    Footsteps indicated that either the buyer or Quan was moving forward. I heard Danny grunt slightly and footsteps move along what I assumed was a line of us and then move back. The buyer sighed, as if burdened with an unwelcome load. Finally, he said, 'Alright. The woman.' He sounded reluctant but resigned; a man doing something he didn't particularly want to do but felt obligated. 
 
    'She's borne children, so she's fertile. Bit of a spirit, but breakable.' 
 
    Ah, well, that was definitely me. 
 
    Suddenly my hood was jerked up. I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the light. Quan was in front of me, the hood in one hand. He stepped back and, in an unsubtle movement, placed his hand on the gun in the holster on his hip. The message was clear: if I did not behave, I would very quickly end up dead. 
 
    A thin, balding man stepped forward and grabbed my chin in a grip that was too tight, making me grunt involuntarily. My mouth was forced open as my teeth were inspected and then I was released just as abruptly. He started to walk around me. Somehow, I knew it would be unwise to pay him too much attention, so I kept my head facing forward. That didn't stop me from taking in as much of my surroundings as possible without moving my head.  
 
    We were in a storeroom. Three walls were filled floor-to-ceiling with shelves with boxes and other miscellany on them. In the corner to my left was a mop next to a metal bucket with a wringer. The door was in the centre of the wall in front of us and next to it, almost blending in with her surroundings, was a woman. Long, ebony hair hung in straight curtain, hiding most of her downturned face except for a triangle of the flawless, dark skin of her cheek. She just stood there, looking at the floor as if it was the most fascinating thing in the room. She didn't look underfed, in fact, her black, sleeveless top showed well-developed muscles. The image contradicted with her subservient manner.  
 
    The balding man was still behind me as he asked, 'What will Mr Archmore contribute to this… investment?' 
 
    'Mr Archmore's network will work between you and the buyers so you cannot be connected to the transactions. His buyers will pay up to, and in excess of, a hundred and fifty thousand an infant.' 
 
    'And how will these profits be divided?' 
 
    'Your expenses plus thirty percent.' 
 
    'Thirty!' The exclamation almost made me jump because his raised voice was near my ear. 
 
    'Mr Archmore is taking the greater risk. He also has expenses. People who need payment. Some of those people take great risks and demand sufficient compensation. It is a very generous arrangement, I assure you.' 
 
    The buyer grunted doubtfully and walked back around, looking me over. 'I have my own networks, you know,' he grumbled. 'I've dealt directly with David Langley MP,' he said, emphasising the title. 'I have a solid in with him unless he wants his dealings with prostitutes and cocaine spread all over the papers,' he informed Quan smugly. 
 
    'Of course, but your buyers are not in the market for infants. You'll need to establish a new network, which is time-consuming and risky. Mr Langley's sphere of influence doesn't include those regions, but Mr Archmore's does.' 
 
    'Hmmm.' 
 
    I got the sense that the doubtful noises were a part of the balding man's bargaining strategy, but as Quan moved back into my field of vision, he looked unperturbed. 
 
    'I appreciate what you're trying to do for me, Quan. I really do. But I need time to consider a venture that will involve such complexity as the one you suggest.' 
 
    Quan shrugged, his manner of someone who was not surprised, but thought the gambit worth a try. 
 
    The bald man backed up and considered the younger girls. 'I'll take the two on the end and the youngest of that pair,' he said decisively.  
 
    I turned my head slightly and could see Danny's face drain of colour as she realised that she was about to be separated from her sister. Quan had moved behind the girls and was urging them forward. As Cassie shuffled forward, she glanced sideways and then back. I could see her processing as she realised that her sister wasn't next to her. Her expression went from miserable, but calm, to wide-eyed panic. 
 
    If I was going to do something, it had to be now. After all, Therion said I was the only help these kids would get. Cassie started crying as she attempted to go to her sister. Quan blocked her way and the crying escalated to pleading and wailing. The bald man made a sound of impatience and moved as if to assist Quan, who now had his back partially to me. I lunged to my left, seizing the metal bucket and swinging it so hard at the bald man's head, I lost my grip on it. I registered that it hit him and the stunned looked of a man about to pass out. Backing up, I grabbed the mop. Quan was still struggling with Cassie. Danny had been trying to calm her sister but paused when she saw what I'd done. Quan hadn't seen me strike the buyer, but was reaching for his gun, aware something was happening behind him. The woman who'd accompanied the bald man just stared. I'd worry about her last. I swung the mop, aiming the metal section of the mop's head at Quan's temple. He turned at the last second, raising his arm in a defensive gesture. I hit his arm and he cursed, dropping the gun to clutch the injured limb. Then, with a sneer, he launched himself at me, bowling me to the ground. The mop went flying and Quan's fist smacked into my face. 
 
    'I knew you'd be trouble,' he growled, his hands circling my throat and squeezing.  
 
    Danny jumped on Quan's back, the jolt dislodging his grip enough for me to gasp in a breath. I aimed a punch for his face but got the side of his neck. My head was slammed against the concrete floor as Quan renewed his grip.  
 
    My vision blacked out for a moment.  
 
    The bald man's woman companion shoved Danny off Quan; the teen tumbling to the floor and rolling into the shelves. The woman had the mop in her hand and I had a feeling I was about to get another head injury. Pins of light were already fogging my vision as Quan throttled me. I struggled, trying to knock him off balance.  
 
    My vision blacked out again, it felt momentary, but when it returned the woman had swung the mop handle under Quan's chin and was now yanking back. I gasped in a grateful, but painful, breath and scrambled back, hoping to get out of reach long enough to get to my feet. Quan tried to duck down to get out of her hold, but she backed up to the wall near the door and used it to brace herself. I could see her muscles strain as Quan bucked and twisted. The look in her eyes wasn't crazed or hateful, her expression was rigid with determination. Then I realised… 
 
    She was going to kill him. 
 
    I gathered the two other girls with us to one side and turned them away, huddling them in the corner. I heard Quan's body slump to the ground, he was still rasping in ragged breaths, though. I almost let the girls go, but as I turned my head, I saw the woman change her grip on the mop and start hitting him on the head. As the metal fitting that attached the mop head to the handle struck, I flinched away and focused on the two girls.  
 
    'Look at me,' I told them. Tears streaked their faces, but I had their attention. 'You know any songs, rhymes?'  
 
    They nodded. 
 
    'Turn to face the corner, close your eyes and block your ears, and keep saying your favourite rhyme until I get you. Don't look, no matter what you hear.' I gave them a gentle nudge, checked they were complying, then looked back over at the woman. She was still hitting him.  
 
    Danny was cowering in the opposite corner, her arms about Cassie's head, muffling the sound and blocking her vision, but the teen watched as our unexpected benefactor made absolutely sure the slave trader would never rise. Her movements were not angry, just thorough. I was surprised at how much effort it seemed to take as she finished one swing and stood back trying to catch her breath. She dropped the mop to the floor, the clatter of it hitting the ground sounded abnormally loud.  
 
    Unbelievably, Quan moved, a muffled groan reaching us. Panic and dread replaced the anxious, distraught expression on the woman's face. Then she spotted Quan's dropped gun. As she snatched it up, I flicked a glance at the girls, making sure they hadn't turned around. They were still huddled together, their eyes squeezed tightly shut, their hands over their ears, but they were sobbing, rather than reciting any rhymes. 
 
    For a moment, the woman looked at the gun as if she wasn't sure what it was and then a deep, terrified sob escaped her. I could see that it was only by a force of will that was she able to stop herself from dissolving into tears. A moment later, she straightened up, moved over to Quan, pointed the gun at his head and pulled the trigger. The movement itself was almost spasmodic as she fired three times. She then walked over to the balding man, who was starting to come to. She moved almost as if she was in a trance, placing a foot on his back to stop him from rolling over, and fired twice in quick succession. After a pause, she fired a third time. Tears streaked her face and I will never forget the terror in her eyes as she looked up and met my gaze. 'Once I disobeyed, I had to kill them. You don't disobey them if you want to live, if you want your family to live.' 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet and searched for something to cover the bodies. No one had come running in yet, which was puzzling because those gunshots had sounded like booming cracks of thunder. Right now, I was more worried about those girls turning around and seeing the bloodied mess of bodies and never being able to forget the sight. I found a large roll of brown paper and used it to cover them. When I finished, I found the woman watching me, the gun still in her hand, she was covered in blood spatter. She saw my gaze focus on the gun, looked at it herself and then her hand jerked open, releasing it. 
 
    'How long did they have you?' I asked. 
 
    'Eight years,' she breathed out shakily. Her accent sounded South-east Asian, possibly Filipino. 'He killed my brother, beat him to death for trying to escape. He said he knew where my parents were. He said he'd kill them if I misbehaved.' She looked at the door. 'They'll probably kill us now, but at least these two won't do any more harm.'


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Outrunning Karma – Alec Benjamin] 
 
      
 
    I felt alarm spark through me. It was not my own emotion, it was Riley. He must have arrived at the farm. I accessed my link with him, my view shifting from the room I was in with my newest charge to one where I was looking through a windscreen. Riley's senses were being overloaded. He was trying to take in the scene, but he was also being shouted at and fear was flooding his system. Before him was an open shed, in which was the vehicle of the woman they had kidnapped, he knew her name from looking through her purse, but he thought of Jayden Emerline Thaneton as the woman Lena had hit. Several police officers were crowded into the shed, but that was not what had triggered the surge of fear. Twice as many police officers were rushing towards the truck, which Riley had just brought to a halt. They had their guns drawn and they were shouting at him, but he was not registering the words. His natural instincts were fighting with the instructions I'd given him. My influence was strong enough to prevent him putting the truck into reverse and fleeing. As his initial shock faded, my influence settled over him more heavily. He took his hands off the steering wheel and held them up, palms open, to the police, who were still approaching. 
 
    Once they positioned themselves, two police officers came up to the door. As one opened it, Riley said, 'I won't resist, just don't shoot.' 
 
    He was wrenched from the vehicle and slammed into the ground. Through my link, I felt the flaring agony of a knee being shoved into his back as they went through the process of securing him. They pulled him upright and sat him against the front tyre of the truck. They had taken his wallet from his back pocket and a male police officer with blond hair and blue eyes flipped it open. 
 
    'I'm Sergeant Ivan Onutchenko. You are Riley Exeter, correct?' 
 
    Riley nodded vigorously. 
 
    'Well, Riley, can you explain what you're doing here and what you know about the vehicle in the shed over there?' 
 
    'You hafta help me, I need protection.' 
 
    The officer frowned. 'From whom?' 
 
    'I don' know his name, but I'm tellin' you, he's gotta be some kind of demon. I've never been into that Satan-devil scene, but I c'n see where those nutters get it from— well, maybe they're not as nuts as ya think because this guy… He just appears, from nowhere. He's got fangs, but I don't think he's a vampire, cause his eyes are crazy-weird and he's got these, like… some kind of scales on his arms— Anyway, he tells me I gotta tell ya everything or he's gonna torture me and—' 
 
    The two closest officers exchanged a look of doubt. 
 
    'I swear to God, it's true. I'm not makin' it up. He told me I hafta tell you where to find Jayden Thaneton, well, not tell, I hafta show ya, 'cause it's not an address, really…' 
 
    The blond-haired officer's eyes narrowed. 'You know where Jayden Thaneton is?' 
 
    'Yeah, he told me, the demon guy. He said if I didn't show ya, he'd kill me. So, you hafta protect me.' 
 
    The officer next to the one doing the questioning gave him a brief smile. 'Well, if you show us where Miss Thaneton is, you won't need protection, will you?' 
 
    'Uh, no, well, maybe. Actually, yeah, I will. 'Cause Kerrigan Archmore is gonna kill me when he finds out I was the one to tell ya.' 
 
    'Archmore!' the first officer exclaimed and then looked back at his colleague. 'Call Stuart, he's going to want to be here.' 
 
    'Tien's already called him, just before she called us. He's already on his way.' 


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    'Em. Em, they got him.' 
 
    Tien dashed aside the hospital curtain and came to a sudden stop as she almost bowled me over. I was gingerly manoeuvring myself into a shirt.  
 
    'You're being discharged already?' 
 
    Ignoring the disapproval in her tone I shrugged the shirt over my shoulders with barely a grimace. 'Jay?' 
 
    Tien gestured to the chair. 'Sit. First, Jay is alive. I'm going to give you the concise version. Stuart sent our guys out.' Stuart was our taskforce leader. 'They found her car hidden in a shed on a farm. The place was empty. They waited for someone to come back. They did. In a truck. It was empty. They questioned him.' Tien glanced at her phone. 'Still are.' Tien shook her head, her expression bemused. 'He was going on about a demon, believe it or not, who told him to confess— he was terrified. It's been a bit of work getting sense out him with all his ravings and demanding protection.' 
 
    I frowned. 'Drugs, you think?' 
 
    In the back of my mind of was aware of a voice I often supressed saying: or angels. I'd seen them, not for a long time, but… I pushed the thought away and re-focused on Tien. 
 
    My sister snorted. 'Without doubt.' 
 
    I'd never had the courage to ask her if she saw them too, the angels… 
 
    'But, not only did he say he knows where Jay is,' Tien was saying, 'he says he works for Archmore.'  
 
    Archmore! I was about to ask her for more information, but Tien was distracted by a text alert tone from her phone. 'One sec.' She read the text and shoved the phone in her jacket pocket. 'That was Stuart. They can't get an address. Apparently the place is so rural the roads aren't signed, but he's going to show us the way. Which means I've got to go, they may need a translator, but I'll—' 
 
    'Tien.' I said it softly, but my expression was enough to get her attention. 
 
    'Em, I can't take you. Not with—' 
 
    'I'll sit in the car, but when you find Jay… Tien—' I took a steadying breath, trying to keep the desperation from my voice. '—I want,' I closed my eyes. 'I need to be on scene… Please.' 
 
    My sister swore in Vietnamese, rather vehemently. She heaved a sigh, and swore again, this time in English. Then, finally, she said, 'I have your iron-clad word, you'll make no attempt to get out of the car until it's all over?' 
 
    I nodded. 'I'll wrap it in titanium, if that will convince you.' 
 
    Tien ducked through the curtains, and I thought I'd become confused and she'd left without me, but a moment later she pushed a wheelchair in. She held up a hand. 'I know you don't need a wheelchair to get to the car, but it'll be faster, and we don't have time to waste.' 
 
    I half sat, half fell into the chair. 'Grab my jacket, please.'


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Scars to Your Beautiful – Alessia Cara cover by Peter Hollens featuring Nadia Khristean] 
 
      
 
    Curled up in the middle of the bed behind me, the child, Maya, slept peacefully. I was looking out the window as I kept guard. This was a serviced apartment run by a hotel. The organisation we hide behind, Envoy, owns this building, among many others. This floor is reserved for the use of Envoy members, who have to have a special chip to access this level. In the elevator, the button panel has a small scanner disguised as a light. The Envoy member just waves their chip near it for it to register. Often the chip is installed in a ring, or keyring, or similar item, mine is in a dragon ring with a shadow stone in it; one of the few things I had taken with me when I left the Dark Realm. Once registered, the elevator takes them to this floor. 
 
    Aurealis started assigning guardians to protect certain spirits several centuries ago, after what she calls the Venturi War. Once, there was no need for Envoy, guardians came and went as invisibly as the wind. As the population grew and societies advanced, they found the need to be able to explain some things to authorities as well as having other staff to help those they were protecting in the earthly realm. Thus, Envoy was created. It has grown into a multi-national organisation that represents youth rights. Generally, they promote their legal work, but they make it known they have a social arm to assist youth and their families. The guardians and those who work for Envoy have built up the networks and funds to cover all of Envoy's needs and I have found it exceedingly helpful as my role grows more complex. For instance, the concierge here knows my human persona and has proved quite useful in organising new clothes for my newest charge, saving me the onerous task of dealing with sales staff. I do not enjoy the custom of making 'small talk'. I also find the crowded, noisy environments of large stores and malls quite disagreeable. 
 
    The sound of the elevator down the hall drew my attention. I'd been listening out for it. My charge needed sustenance. I turned away from the window and the view I had not taken in. Closing the door to the bedroom softly, I opened the main door a few steps ahead of the person coming down the hall. The room attendant gave me a startled look as I opened the door before he could knock.  
 
    'Your room service, sir.' 
 
    I gestured for him to push the trolley in. Once he had positioned it near the dining alcove, I gave him a nod of approval. 'Thank you, that will be all.' 
 
    He bowed slightly, frowned to himself as he wondered what made him do so and then backed out of the room. I have that effect on many people. 
 
    I turned to see bright-green eyes staring up at me with wonder.  
 
    I remembered to smile as I commented, 'You have good timing, Maya, the food has just arrived. However,' I gestured behind her to some bags by the bed, 'I suggest you get dressed first.' 
 
    When we first arrived, Maya had bathed without objection. She had acquired a reek worthy of a sewer rat and the first thing she'd asked for was a bath— a task I was grateful she was happy to undertake on her own. It had been exhausting for her. I had ameliorated the sickness that usually affects humans when you shift them through planes using the remnants of the energy stores I had accumulated— I had not only brought Maya back from death, but saved two others from dying. Maya, having been so critically harmed in the first place, was likely to be plagued by fatigue for a few more weeks, but she would eventually recover fully. Her clothes were little more than rags and so I put her to bed wearing one of my shirts, which hung off her small, bony frame like a nightgown several sizes too big. 
 
    The child tore into the bags, pulling everything out at once, before finding the pyjamas. In the midst of pulling the top on, I heard a muffled query. 
 
    Moving over to sit on the bed, I helped her get her head through the top and started assisting with the arms. 'I did not hear you.' 
 
    'Did I get an omelette?' 
 
    'Two. Precisely how you ordered them as well as the, uh,' I frowned, 'tomato sauce.' I do not know much about human food, but I generally know what to order for the children. Twice an Envoy representative, Lìxúe, had met me in a café for lunch— I do not eat, but Lìxúe is a shape-shifter and quite willing to eat both meals, most shifters have very fast metabolisms. The idea of tomato sauce on anything had clearly been repugnant to Lìxúe when the waiter had offered her some. Not Maya, though. But who was I to question the wishes of a starved child whose mother had made her omelettes every Sunday before her abduction? 
 
    'The child' almost dashed off, but I was still holding onto a sleeve, trying to get a hand through. 'Calm, calm, Maya, the food will stay warm a while, and you will feel better in clean clothing, yes?' 
 
    I got a reluctant nod. 
 
    I helped her finish getting dressed to prevent her tripping herself up in her rush to get her legs into the pyjama pants, which, combined with her distraction when she realised those very pants had unicorns on them, took an extra minute. I gathered the discarded shirt on the floor and tossed it onto the bench in front of the bed as Maya pulled on slipper-socks that matched her pyjamas. I've been told that girls love pink. Not Maya, she had asked, very shyly, if she could have green clothes. The pyjamas were more an aqua-blue, but the concierge had added a set of green-beaded, elastic bracelets that now delighted Maya as she came upon them. The fact that they lit up elicited giggles. 
 
    Finally, Maya pulled on her second slipper. 'Finished!' she announced, looking at me for confirmation. 
 
    I nodded towards the small dining alcove and followed the eager child. 'Wait, wait,' I told her.  
 
    She paused long enough to let me remove the price tag hanging from the back of her top and then raced ahead. As I passed the service trolley, I picked up the heated plate and a napkin of cutlery. Removing the plate cover, I placed it in front of her, before turning the nearest dining chair side on to sit. It was habit, I realised, because with my wings de-manifested I could sit in the chair just as Maya did. 
 
    'Where's the tomato sauce?' 
 
    I got up and returned to the service trolley to retrieve the sauce bottle. I had barely placed it on the table before Maya grabbed it, turned it upside down, and squeezed a very generous amount of the red sauce onto her eggs. She paused, considering the red puddle, and then gave the sauce bottle another hefty squeeze.  
 
    'When will I go home?' she asked between mouthfuls of egg. 
 
    At eight years old, Maya was small for her age. Her green eyes, framed by brown, curly hair, were fixed on me, even though she continued to scoop up spoonfuls of egg. When she was not underfed, she would have a round face. The lack of weight made her eyes look sunken. She was quick, intelligent, had an affable nature, and an engaging smile. I was not prone to feel one way or another about my charges. I had not hated Archmore, even knowing the depth of his crimes, but disapproving of a person's actions is not the same as hating them. Many humans, I have learned, love people who have committed what are abhorrent crimes in the earthly realm. Equally, I did not find myself liking those of my charges that were not guilty of such crimes. 
 
    This girl, this girl I liked. 
 
    When I first saw Maya, her spirit had started to separate from her vessel, her weak heartbeat fading into silence. Without thinking, I used all of Archmore's spirit to restore her. Normally, I would keep some for myself, to keep up my reserves, as I had already brought two others back from the brink of death before revealing myself to Jayden and retrieving Maya. I had enough energy to keep going, but my excursion to see Riley had cost me and I was feeling a strain in my back and shoulders from de-manifesting my wings. Humanising my face so as not to frighten Maya was another expenditure I could have done without. Strangely, though, I did not resent the child for it. Another thing I found unusual was my ability to almost effortlessly curb my natural instinct to prey on a soul such as Maya's when it was vulnerable. Aurealis would be pleased. 
 
    I realised I had not answered Maya's question about going home, having become lost in my contemplations. 'It could take a little while to locate your mother. You do not remember anyone ever calling her by a name, do you?' 
 
    Maya paused; the hand wrapped about the spoon slowly dropping to rest on the table as she tried to remember. The act touched memories but did not access them fully. Finally, she shook her head.  
 
    At her discouraged look, I gave her what I gauged to be a reassuring smile. 'It will be alright, Maya. We will get you home.' 
 
    She managed a weak smile in return, but there was worry in her eyes. She finished her meal more slowly as I interrupted with questions meant to draw memories to the surface that I might find useful. I was not having much success. The name of her school was ambiguous, St Mary's was not a very unique name. Her mind was bleary on how to spell her last name or her street; they were things she never concentrated on or cared about. I had dozens of memories of her riding her bike, but none where a street sign showed. The problem with searching a child's memory is that they do not think of their parents in terms of what those outside the family called them, they think of them as Mother and Father, Mum and Dad, Mama and Papa. In Maya's case, she thought of her mother as Mama. Another problem is that the young are rarely very organised in their thinking patterns, even when asked direct questions. 
 
    After the meal, Maya selected a DVD to watch and settled on the lounge in front of the television with the bowl of fruit in her lap. Either side of the lounge were two chairs designed to accommodate both humans and angels; the back was the same level as the arms so that a being with wings could sit and have their lower back supported without their wings being obstructed. There was also an ottoman, which I pushed to one side, out of the way of the television and sat on cross-legged. As I said, I had my wings veiled, but habit drew me to what I saw as the more practical seat. Most Envoy properties have such things as laptops, chargers, a list of numbers, and a number of corporate documents that are often useful. This was to reduce the number of things the guardians have to handle, although we all have a bag of items we take from place to place. I carry a corporate credit card, ID/pass, charger, and headphones along with my mobile. I rarely use the credit card and ID, but often use the headphones to listen to music, which I discovered I greatly enjoy. It was Bastien who introduced me to mobiles and music as well as teaching me how to download apps and use things like GPS. Envoy also made sure there was a stock of DVDs, books, and games suitable for children in their residences. Clothing is not included as there is too much variation to account for.  
 
    Aurealis generally summons me in cases where violence must be retaliated. This might entail protecting a parent or a child from a fatal event or to protect Aurealis's agents from attacks by creatures of the Dark Realm or those other realms that might have a conflict of interest. 
 
    More recently I have been required to extend my role, either accompanying my charge and their Envoy representative to court or a new place to live, or to mind my charge until Envoy is able to clear the legal way to help them into a safer situation. This concerned me, because, despite the time I have spent in the earthly realm, I have never felt entirely comfortable in it and I had a feeling Aurealis was planning to expand my role, probably so I could eventually take on the role of guardian. While this would mean progress along my path to redemption, a part of me wished that it was possible to somehow skip over this part of my penance. 
 
    I realised I had forgotten to retrieve the laptop. I repressed a sound of irritation so as not to startle the child as I rose to collect it from the desk. I flipped it into its tablet configuration as I returned to the ottoman. Bastien had loaded several books onto a cloud server and I thought, if I had to wait around, I might as well read. I preferred music, but never on a mission. Headphones hampered my ability to hear an attack and I left it for times when I was alone. 
 
    Maya was still nibbling her food. A scan of her thoughts told me she was taking tiny bites in order to make the food last longer.  
 
    'Do not worry,' I told her softly, 'we can always order more food if you are still hungry and there are snacks in the kitchenette.' 
 
    'What kind of snacks?' 
 
    'Nuts, dried fruit, muesli bars, microwave popcorn.' 
 
    'An' I can have them whenever I want?' 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Maya looked at her fruit, decided it was safe enough to finish it and took a large bite from a piece of apple. I looked at her bulging cheeks as she worked her way through it, her concentration on the cartoons before her. I knew what it was like to starve and decided that some parts of my assignments were not as bad as others. Still, I would be happier once the guardian got in contact and took over the child's care. 
 
    As soon as the thought entered my mind, I felt the touch of another. I rose and walked over to look out the window, where I could see the white spire of the Arts Centre, as I accepted her connection. The guardians share a communal mind; they can communicate with each other by mind, know each other's thoughts. Ultimately, they share quite an intimate knowledge of each other's experiences, emotions, thoughts, and ambitions. When Ceri-talen created me, he based many of my attributes on the guardians, and then, in his mind, improved them. My basic wing structure is the same as a guardian's, but a guardian cannot flex their wings to make the feathers lock to create a shield. All therilgalen also share a version of the communal mind. Ours is hunt driven, though, and we only connect in order to work as a co-ordinated group. I am grateful Aurealis does not chain me to the communal mind the guardians share, but on occasion it is useful, such as now, when I focused on Maya's need for a guardian.  
 
    'Therion, I am being summoned to you,' she sent. 
 
    The moment we connect we can identify each other. I knew she identified herself as female and called herself Vessa. She was newly released from a term of guardianship that had lasted ninety years. This new summoning startled her, the strength of the anxiety making her feel weak. Being summoned is a feeling of anxiousness mixed with an intense compulsion drawing you towards the subject of the summoning. I knew that anxiousness, but never suffer the weakness others describe. 
 
    In my case, Vessa did not delve too deeply within my mind— the guardians find my disposition to violence intolerable. As soon as Vessa identified me, she withdrew the connection to the minimum required to communicate. I also felt a flicker of fear. Neither response was surprising. They all know me; Aurealis's therilgalen, the soul taker seeking redemption. There are others in service to Aurealis who know how to repel violence, her soldiers, for instance, but I am quite different. For one, I do not mind using violence to achieve my ends; indeed, quite often, I relish it. Being guardians of life, they abhor my ability to kill, or, more precisely, that I feel no pang of conscience when I do.  
 
    'I have a child,' I told Vessa. 'Her name is Maya. Her current danger has been mitigated, yet she will require a life-long guardian.' 
 
    'Yes, I am aware of that. I will be there shortly.' 
 
    I acknowledged her message and returned my focus to my surroundings. Putting my back to the window, I looked over at Maya. She had not moved, but she was no longer watching the television. I tilted my head, picking up her heartbeat, it was more rapid than normal, yet she was not afraid. 
 
    'How did you get wings? Are you an angel?' 
 
    The questions startled me. Firstly, because I had not re-manifested my wings, they were still veiled within the shadow plane. Secondly, because it meant she could see my true form. It was not unknown. Like some can see the future, others, ghosts, or those who can move things with their minds or perceive thoughts, there are those whose gift is to see the spirits not of their plane, like Jayden Emerline Thaneton and, to a lesser extent, her mother. From Maya's mind, I could tell her true-sight was not fully developed yet. Her memories showed she could only see my true form at certain times. Maya was still talking, an unending stream of questions and comments; it was the most I had heard from her since retrieving her.  
 
    'I didn't think angels could have black wings, they're supposed to be white, an' you have funny eyes, like a cat, 'cept they're gold. Not brown like my dog, but real gold. An' you've got pointy teeth, like a vampire, 'cept they don't have wings, so you could be a demon, I've seen them on TV. I've got all the Meta-mal figures, my mama says that it doesn't matter if they're considered boy's toys, I can play with any kind of toy I like. They're robots that look like animals an' they have symbi-, sym-bi-ot-tic,' she paused to give me a proud smile at having succeeded in pronouncing the word, I smiled back. '...sym-bi-ot-tic humans who work with 'em to destroy evil. You're not a robot, are you? You could be a hybrid, my friend Justin has a comic where they created a hybrid by crossing lion an' human DNA, but he went mad an' they… but your wings have feathers, so…' she frowned, 'you're not a superhero, are you?' 
 
    I shook my head slowly as I processed the rapid eruption of questions and commentary. 'Most would classify me an angel by the work I do,' I answered slowly. Except maybe the angels themselves. 
 
    Maya grinned. 'But you could be a superhero. You helped Wynnie and Brian, made them well again.' 
 
    I frowned; how did she know that I had healed the other children before revealing myself to collect her?  
 
    Maya was still happily chattering on about superheroes, but an abrupt silence made me realise she had asked a question. I reviewed my memory to recall her last words: could I catch a bullet and was I faster than a train... A train? Why a train? Why not a car or an aeroplane? I mentally shrugged. 
 
    'I can move faster than human perception, so, while I have never attempted to race a train, I believe I can move faster than one.' 
 
    A brief, exasperated, look crossed her face and then excitement. 'Can we try it?' 
 
    I'd started to ask her how she had known about the other children but stopped to consider her question. At the same time, there was a light knock on the door. Vessa had crossed into the plane out in the hall so as not to startle the child. 
 
    When I returned from answering the door, I saw that Maya had quickly lost her newfound sociability and retreated to the bedroom. Vessa raised her eyebrows as she caught her disappearing around the door.  
 
    'It is alright, Maya, she is a… friend of mine,' I said as brushed past Vessa and entered the bedroom. 
 
    A scan of the room told me she had decided to hide. I sat on the bed. 'Maya, why are you hiding?' 
 
    'I'm not hiding,' a muffled voice from under the bed said. 
 
    'No? You regularly spend time under beds then?' I kept my tone light, but not teasing. 
 
    'Strangers are dangerous.' 
 
    'That is true,' I acknowledged. 'You should always employ caution when dealing with adults you do not know. This case is different because I know Vessa and I know she will not hurt you.' 
 
    A long silence followed my words. 
 
    'Would a superhero expose you to harm, Maya?' 
 
    More silence as she considered this. 
 
    I tried to keep the impatience from my voice, 'Vessa is here to help you. She is very good at finding parents, which is why I asked her to come. You do want to go home, do you not?' 
 
    I heard a series of shuffling sounds and then Maya's small hands reached out from under the bed near my feet. She gripped the thick carpet and pulled herself out in a number of dragging movements, grunting softly at times. How she managed to fit herself in the small space was beyond my understanding. How she got into such a narrow space so quickly was also an unexpected, and impressive, feat. 
 
    Once she was out, she wriggled into a sitting position at my feet, wrapping her arms about her bent knees. 'Why can't you find my mama?' 
 
    'It is like you say, I am more like a superhero. I do the rescuing, the…' 
 
    'Tough stuff,' Maya supplied helpfully. 
 
    I shrugged. 'More or less. Vessa… Vessa is good at helping the people I save. She reunites them with their family, or helps them find a home, or whatever it is they need to have a happy life.' 
 
    This was not precisely true, but close enough. 
 
    Maya pushed herself up and sat on the bed next to me. She inserted her tiny hand in mine. I frowned inwardly, not sure what the proper response to such an action should be, and then decided to do nothing. 
 
    'It was a woman who took me,' she said softly, fear in her voice. 'She seemed really nice, but she wasn't, not later... She said she was going to take me to my mama too.' 
 
    Long moments of silence followed each statement. The little hand curled about two of my fingers and I could hear a sob in her voice. I let the child speak her fears. Naming a fear is the first step to overcoming it. 
 
    'But she didn't. She locked the car doors, an' when I said I was thirsty, she yelled at me, calling me bad names. She even hit me when we got to the bad place 'cause I was crying.' 
 
    I could clearly see an image of the woman in her mind, it was Riley's sister, Lena. I concentrated on Maya's memory of the event until I could hear her voice, smell her scent, feel the sharp blow as she cuffed Maya. I discovered that this memory was linked to another; Lena was the person who had beat Maya for trying to escape. That was why Maya's fear was so strong. I removed my hand from hers, transferring Maya's hand to my other hand, farthest from her. Placing my closest hand on her neck, I said softly, 'Close your eyes, Maya. Picture in your mind the night sky above your house. I want you to name every constellation before you open your eyes.' 
 
    She did not question my instruction; they never do when I infuse their will with my own. Maya had a strong will, but she was a child still and it was relatively easy to bend to my direction. Her mother often took her star gazing and encouraged her interest in space, so the task was well-suited to absorbing her attention while also evoking feelings of comfort and love, even though she would not know all the names. 
 
    She was so small and fragile. And her spirit was too... I found myself staring and shook free of the old, familiar need. It surprised me, both in the strength of the feeling and its suddenness, especially since up until this moment I had been free of the compulsion to prey on Maya's spirit. I decided it was because I was tired and drained. I had used too much energy without renewing it and was becoming distracted. As a human can taste and smell and experience food, so it is for me with souls. I pushed back the feeling and returned my attention to my original task as I could not keep Maya in trance for too long. I concentrated on Maya's memories of her abduction, moving through them, drawing on them until I could feel her fear in myself. Then I devoured the emotion, just the fear, taking it from the child and adding the meagre ration to my reserves. This was the most dangerous part, the part where extracting this fear could very easily extend into taking her soul if I failed to supress my natural instincts. For a long moment, I thought about it... I found myself hovering on that edge between metaphorical sin and salvation. I cursed my current master bitterly. Ceri-talen had never chained me so. And what if I did take it? What could Aurealis do that I had not suffered already? There would be reprimand, of course, and punishment. That punishment would be unpleasant, tedious... Yet I counted it as nothing against the euphoric ecstasy of taking such an unpolluted spirit. 
 
    But to take her like this...  
 
    This was no way to hunt. Since we started gathering in the earthly realm, I rarely felt challenged. Before Ceri-talen started sending us here, we used to hunt in the other realms. Beings that could not only see us, but that could fight back. The unpredictable nature of the hunt, the adrenaline rush as I closed in on the kill. That was hunting. 
 
    I pushed the memory aside, reigning in the ache hunger caused, as I reminded myself: I liked this girl, I did not want to extinguish her. Focusing on this thought, I returned to the task. The first time Aurealis made me do this, she said it would strengthen my discipline and that, in turn, would make me stronger. She was right, to a degree; it was easier to turn aside the instinctual impulse to take a spirit now.  
 
    Easier, but not easy, by any means. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    When I opened my eyes, I found myself meeting Vessa's silver gaze. She was standing in the doorway and I realised that she had been watching me for some time.  
 
    The guardian sent to my mind rather than speak aloud. 'I never realised what it cost you to do that.' 
 
    My eyes narrowed and I repressed a growl.  
 
    'I have made him angry.' She meant me; she was thinking to herself, but as she had not disconnected our link I heard the thought. She bowed slightly and sent, 'I did not realise I was intruding on something you consider private, please forgive me.' 
 
    She slipped back out into the main room, leaving me with Maya, who was breathing deeply having dropped from the mediation into sleep. I drew back from her, rising to break all contact.  
 
    'Maya,' I said softly. 
 
    The child woke calmly, her long lashes rising to reveal green eyes that were less shadowed by fear. 
 
    'Vessa will not harm you, I give you my word as a superhero,' I assured her. 
 
    She still seemed to hesitate but was less apprehensive. 'Will you leave straight away?' 
 
    'Not straight away, but soon. I have other people who need me.' 
 
    Maya heaved a great sigh. 'I guess that's true. Most superheroes have to move around a lot, there always seems to be someone else who needs saving.' 
 
    I stepped in and nudged her. 'Come, let us join Vessa. I am sure she will feel hurt if we do not come out soon and she came a long way just to meet you.' 
 
    'Why?' 
 
    'Because, like me, she knows you are very special.' 
 
    That seemed to please her and she was up and heading for the door. As I followed, I heard her exclaim, 'Wow! You're a superhero too!' 
 
    Vessa gave me a questioning look. 
 
    'She can sense your true form if you relax your guard.' 
 
    Vessa smiled and crouched. 'Hello Maya, my name is Vessa.' Her silver-white hair fell forward in a silky waterfall and she brushed it back as she rose to move to the lounge. 
 
    Maya could not take her eyes off the guardian as she followed Vessa over to the lounge asking question after question, hardly giving Vessa time to answer. She plopped herself on the seat beside Vessa and when the guardian offered the child her hand, Maya took it without hesitation. The relief I felt was an unfamiliar feeling. Rarely did I worry whether a child I rescued would get along with their guardian, but this time I had been concerned and now I was relieved. I could still remember the feeling of her fragile neck beneath my hand, the desire to extinguish her spirit. I turned away from the two as I grimaced, I liked my life better when it was less complicated. 


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    'I just wish I could remember.' 
 
    'You're not the only one, Em. When I came to I couldn't make sense of anything, my injuries, how I got shot, how I hit my head, who did what— it's all muddled up.' 
 
    'Forensics will clear up some of it. Thank goodness they were able to establish that the bodyguard died of a heart attack— although that was weird, he looked way too young to have a heart problem.' 
 
    My sister snorted. 'Probably doing drugs most his life, that puts strain on a body.' 
 
    We were discussing yesterday's events. Tien had asked what I could remember, but like my sister and our colleague, Henry Gilman, my memory was very patchy. Henry, understandably, was taking time off. Technically, we should be on leave too, at least until we'd had our medicals and been cleared to return to active duty, but Jay had changed that. Stuart Evans, the taskforce leader, had made it clear that the only reason we were allowed along at all was because if they came across anyone at the location where Jay was supposed to be who would not or could not speak English, they had someone on hand. Stuart reasoned that if Jay was being held because she saw an abduction, then there was a chance that not just that abducted child, but other children were nearby and he wanted no delays in locating them. 
 
    I was considered an advantage in interviews with Archmore's gang affiliates because, being white, they rarely expected that I could understand them, as well as speak the language. Because of Tien's mixed heritage, they often don't expect her to speak their language either, but my parents had wanted Tien to feel comfortable and had learned Vietnamese. People who can speak Vietnamese fluently are pretty rare in our work, so Tien had been restricted to specific duties and I was only allowed along out of professional courtesy.  
 
    Tien chuckled. 'I tell you one thing I do remember.' 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    'That move you did, coming through the window. Jeez, Em, do you have any fear? One misstep and you could have ended up on the wrong side of that deck.' 
 
    'Or my butt.' 
 
    Tien laughed at my quip. It wasn't quite forced, but we were both aware that the banter was an attempt to fill in the tense moments between now and arriving at the location where my daughter was being held. We were following behind the lead car, which had Riley Exeter, one of the people involved with abducting Jay, directing them. Despite that, Stuart had been explicit. We were to remain outside until the building was cleared.  
 
    Tien slowed down as the brake lights of the lead car lit up. Its reverse lights went on, prompting a domino effect as all the cars behind it also started to reverse. In addition to the investigators, we had a tactical team as well as some people trained to deal with child psychological trauma. We didn't know how many children were with Jay as Riley was vague on that subject, and we didn't know what medical attention they might need or how far the location was. Nor did we know if an ambulance could handle the roads. We also didn't want to go without any medical assistance in case there were children who really needed it. Or Jay, I reluctantly reminded myself. That was why we'd brought a couple of medics with us, just in case. 
 
    After backing up several metres, the lead car turned, seemingly, into the bush. It turned out that there was a pair of ruts, which Tien generously called a road. As we moved through the opening, I could see the reason the entry was so hard to see, a tree branch had partly snapped, its draping foliage acting like a curtain. All along the road there was evidence of more tree damage. Tien noticed it too. 'That's probably the damage caused by squeezing a truck through here.' 
 
    We came to a stop while we were still surrounded by dense bushland. I saw Stuart emerge from the lead car and signal to the vehicle behind us. He walked over to Tien's window and she opened it. 
 
    'Exeter says there's a clearing about a hundred metres ahead. You stay here. I'm going to leave two guys with Exeter in our car. Radio silence until I signal you.' 
 
    Tien nodded. 
 
    Stuart bent lower so he could see me through the window. 'I'll let you know about Jay as soon as we know, Em.' 
 
    'Thanks.'


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    'What's your name?' I asked the young woman who had killed Quan and the buyer. 
 
    'Malaya.' 
 
    'Jay.' 
 
    'I know.' 
 
    I frowned. Oh, yeah, my oh-so-unhelpful angel must have visited her too. I wondered if Therion was the angel who had given all these children the dream they referred to, surely it must have been him. 
 
    I'd just finished more completely covering the two men with the brown paper from the roll I'd found on one of the shelves. It looked like it was bought in bulk for packaging and there'd been enough to cover both men and still have some spare. The girls were now all in the opposite corner. Danny had them sitting about her with their backs to us so they didn't see the dead men— they certainly had enough fodder for their nightmares already. 
 
    I went over to the door and spent some time listening, trying to determine if anyone was in the next room. 
 
    'It's a hall, a little one,' Malaya said. 'There's an office beyond.' She seemed distracted; her gaze kept moving to the two men. Now that the crisis was over, I thought she was starting to fully comprehend what she had done. 
 
    I moved over to her, saying her name to get her to focus on me. 'Malaya. You said they would 'probably kill us', who did you mean? How many people are in the office?' 
 
    'None when we walked through, but the other times I been here, I been in there waiting and saw people come and go. It's never empty for long.' 
 
    I gestured to the girls as I said, 'I need you to take care of them, while I check—' 
 
    Malaya started to object, but I made a shushing gesture. 
 
    'I promise to be careful, but if the office is still empty we have a chance to escape. It is vital you keep these girls calm and quiet though…' 
 
    She was nodding and I gave her shoulder a gentle, reassuring squeeze. She looked like she was only barely holding herself together and who knew what she would do if she encountered people in the office area? 
 
    Moving back over to the door, I eased the handle down and pulled it ajar, listening as well as using as much of the sliver of gap to try and see who was in the next room.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I kept widening the gap until I could poke my head out. Just as Malaya had said, it was a short hall with a table at one end, looking oddly dainty with its vase of artificial flowers and a fringed, green, floral rug at its feet. There was a window, but when I shifted the curtain aside I discovered it didn't open— damn! No chance of a quiet escape there. Opposite the storeroom was another door. That would be the office. I could hear no voices, in fact, I could hear no sounds at all. No people moving, or machinery, or anything. I wanted to relax, to believe that it was still empty, but I couldn't afford to, not with the others relying on me. I didn't think it'd be possible to leave with all the children, but our little group could possibly get away and get help. We needed to move fast, though, before anyone else arrived. 
 
    I went back to the storeroom, closing the door over without latching it by putting my back against it. Catching first Danny's and then Malaya's attention, I said, 'I think the place is still empty. What's beyond the office?' I asked Malaya. 
 
    'Warehouse storage.' 
 
    'And outside?' 
 
    'A yard, more of a clearing, really.' 
 
    'You came in a car, right?' 
 
    Malaya nodded and then got up from where she had been kneeling with the other girls. At first, she walked purposefully towards the buyer and then she started to falter, fear robbing the determination from her expression.  
 
    'What—' I started to ask. 
 
    'K-k-keys,' was all the young woman could manage. 
 
    'I'll get them.' I moved over to the buyer and used my body to shield the girls from being able to see too much as I rifled through the bald man's pockets until I found his keys. 
 
    Moving back to the door, I closed it over again, but did not shut it. As I did, I thought I heard a sound, but Danny and the girls had started to get up to get ready to leave and their movement covered it. 
 
    'Be still for a sec,' I directed softly. 'I thought—' 
 
    Suddenly the door slammed against me, tossing me across the room. I tried to look up, but my head hit the shelving and a wave of nausea roiled through my stomach and then everything went black.


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [In the Hall of the Mountain King – Edvard Grieg cover by FalKKonE] 
 
      
 
    With Vessa's arrival, I could afford the time to fulfil Bastien's request to attend his gathering. It would also give me something else to focus on instead of wondering how Jayden was faring. It had been difficult to leave her, but I had to place my faith in Aurealis. My master would not abandon her, thus, I should focus on my own responsibilities. After all, the guardian's arrival just in time for Bastien's event was far from coincidental. Rather, I believed it was Aurealis's way of rewarding the vampire for his aid. He had been of service to her through me several times, albeit, often reluctantly. It would not be out character for her to reward him in order to keep him useful to her. I informed Vessa of my plans and the guardian looked unsurprised. 
 
    'Yes, I knew you would need to leave for a short time to undertake another task, but also that you would return as soon as possible.' 
 
    Well, so much for my suspicions only being theory. Vessa's response told me that I had permission from Aurealis to go, but not to linger. Despite it being a task, I enjoyed the vampire's company. He lacked the judgemental nature of the guardians and understood what it felt like to hunt and what it meant to be deprived of it. He had also taken me in to a degree; he provided me with information and items in this realm that were useful to my survival, but also lessened the encumbrances of redemption. Most notably, he'd uploaded music and books to my phone. I'd not realised what a pleasure it would be to fly or undertake other tasks while listening to music. And reading both gave me a means to pass time as well as revealing details about cultures and their development I had not anticipated. 
 
    I homed in on Bastien's spirit energy and shifted to his location. I did not immediately shift through to the physical plane; first I checked for threats and assessed the surroundings. Once I determined that Bastien was in the room alone, I shifted fully into the plane. 
 
    The vampire was sitting at a desk. As I stepped through the plane, he looked up from the papers he was reviewing and laid down a silver fountain pen, which I noted was shaped like a unicorn. It reminded me of a vampire named Svaneh who had an affinity for unicorns. I'd helped Bastien free her. 
 
    Bastien was dressed in an embroidered, calf-length, black coat. The dark blue shirt had what I have learned is a Mandarin collar. I smiled, Bastien was not one for a conventional collar. But then he was hardly a conventional person. His long hair was out of its familiar braid and draped over his shoulders, a section had fallen forward, concealing most of his face as he leaned over the desk.  
 
    He flicked his hair back and rose from his seat as he greeted me. 'Aurealis has granted me the pleasure of your company, I see.' He gave me a little bow before sitting back down. Our relationship is not as formal as it sounds, he carries out these seemingly formal gestures in a rather roguish manner. 
 
    'This is not your office,' I observed. I was assuming it was in some way connected to Svaneh. 
 
    Bastien considered the room. It was spacious even with the long, wide desk of honey-coloured wood and matching armchairs before it. A crest with two unicorns on either side of a sword was on the front of the desk, confirming my suspicion that this was Svaneh's office. The crest was not an original part of the desk, for I could tell the desk was very old. Whoever carved the crest had done a remarkable job, it looked neither out-of-place, nor overdone. There were filing cabinets and bookshelves against the walls. A cabinet in the same style as the desk was behind Bastien. 
 
    'No,' Bastien was saying, 'I am signing my agreement to abide by the code of this region. Lady Svaneh of the Court has graciously allowed me her office to do so, since it is her role to store and monitor such agreements.' 
 
    'She is a Lady now! And within the Court! How is it that she earned this title?' 
 
    Bastien's smile was more than a little self-satisfied. 'Because when I introduced her to the Court that was what I told them.' 
 
    I arched one brow. 'Really? Quite a discovery that, to find that a peasant girl has such a heritage.' 
 
    'Even produced papers to prove it.' 
 
    I snorted softly. 'Of course you did. You probably forged them yourself.' 
 
    Bastien declined to respond verbally to my statement, but the smugness in his grin increased by several degrees. 
 
    'There is a reception in the main hall. It is, in actuality, a spring equinox event that traditionally welcomes in the time of festivals, but newcomers to the region in recent months will also be acknowledged,' Bastien explained.  
 
    'She does well, then? Svaneh?' 
 
    Bastien nodded. 'She now has a position of authority. She fills the role well, earning respect from her peers. She has found herself a lady companion and I think she has finally achieved contentment.' 
 
    'Good,' I murmured, 'good. Her former life was one of suffering.' And she had gone out of her way to help me, exposing herself to not just death, but loss of her spirit entirely.  
 
    This time, Bastien snorted. 'That girl has more claim than some to a peaceful life. She wanted to see you,' the vampire added, 'but she was called away to attend to some detail for the reception.' 
 
    'Perhaps, then, I can wait for her return before we join your gathering.' 
 
    'Do you have time?' 
 
    Good point, I might not.  
 
    The vampire read my expression. 'Aurealis is damn stingy in her rewards. A point I'll be sure to bring up next time I encounter her,' he said as he sat back down at the desk. 
 
    'She already knows,' I assured him confidently. 'Although, I think, this time, it is less about her schedule and more about the protection of my latest charge.' 
 
    Shrugging, Bastien picked up the pen and scanned down the page of the document before him. 'A new charge?' 
 
    'A yulari. Fourth one I've seen in a short time. I think…' 
 
    Bastien glanced up at my hesitation. 'Guardian duties, you think? Finally.' 
 
    His remark made me frown. 'I still think about it. Taking souls. Untainted ones.' 
 
    Leaning back, the vampire sighed as he considered me. 'When was the last time you actually did?' He didn't wait for my answer. 'It's been ages since you took an untainted spirit, Therion. It's time. I know it, you know it, she knows it.' Then something occurred to him. 'This new charge, will that—' 
 
    I was shaking my head. 'A guardian has arrived for her already.' 
 
    Bastien's eyes narrowed. 'Then why is she keeping you around?' He paused and then added, 'Unless she wants you to learn from another guardian. Is this new charge located around here, in this state, I mean?' 
 
    'I do not know. It is possible.' 
 
    'Hmmph. Interesting. Your new charge might be from here, Thomas asked me to move here, and then you and I have reason to meet.' 
 
    Thomas was Bastien's 'son' as far as the vampire community was concerned. Bastien also considered himself grandfather to Thomas's adopted daughter Amelia. 
 
    'Then,' Bastien continued, 'Aurealis grants me the favour of allowing you to be at a gathering where I want to make a show of power, clearly placing me in her debt.' 
 
    'You think she intends I become an apprentice guardian in an area where I have connections, a source of support?' 
 
    'That's exactly what I think. Come on, Therion, nothing is a coincidence with Aurealis. And it is a transition that is long due. You are ready for this. Are you worried because of the complexities involved when a guardian takes on a life-long ward? Because I can understand your hesitation there. The relationship, even when non-sexual, can become very intimate, but from the sounds of things, you will just be an apprentice, not directly involved.' 
 
    'You are right about my hesitation, but there has been another development, one that confuses me.' 
 
    The vampire put down his pen and turned his full attention to me. Strangely, I felt my throat go dry and I swallowed before saying, 'I met a yulari. A little while ago. The first of the four I mentioned…' 
 
    Bastien's eyes narrowed as he scrutinised me. 'And… what about her.' 
 
    'How do you know it's a her?' 
 
    'I didn't, I guessed. Or assumed, I do not know why. Does the fact that she is female matter, is that the source of your concern?' 
 
    I shook my head. 'Never mind. It is nothing.' 
 
    'It is something. You would not have mentioned it otherwise. Did you need to protect her, this yulari?' 
 
    'No. I was defending some light-dancers and she was there. She could see us. Me. We spoke. After the threat had passed. And then…' 
 
    Bastien raised his brows. 'Then?' 
 
    I found myself feeling reluctant to continue, but the vampire was the only person I knew well enough and trusted enough to discuss this with. 'I dream about her.' 
 
    'Dream? Frequently?' 
 
    I nodded, then reconsidered. 'Perhaps not frequently, but often enough. I've never dreamed about a person before. And this latest ward. A child. The one I believe I will apprentice with a guardian to protect. I like her. I do not know her, but I like her.' 
 
    'You are conflicted because, once, you would have considered both prey.' 
 
    I nodded again. 
 
    'I think it reflects that you are changing in your views. It is a natural progression of your redemption. Aurealis is trying to teach you that the spirits you take are more than just a source of nutrition, they are individuals with personalities, thoughts, feelings. You are starting to recognise that.' 
 
    That made sense. Perhaps I was worrying for no cause. This change in my perception was just a step along my path to redemption. 
 
    'It is a logical explanation,' I agreed. 'You are settling here, then?' 
 
    Bastien paused, considering my changing of the subject, then accepted it, picking up his pen and returning his attention to the contract he was reviewing. He continued reading as he answered, at points he stopped and placed the point of the pen on the page before continuing to read. 'Thomas has established himself as Clan Leader of one of the districts in this region. When Amelia comes into her independence, he wants her in an area where he has acquired significant influence.' Bastien signed the document, then the page underneath. He folded the top one and placed it in an inner pocket of his coat as he rose. 
 
    'Thomas is wise,' I said. 'He asked you here, no doubt, to support him in these endeavours.' 
 
    Bastien gave me one of his predatory smiles. 'Well, in the very least to ensure no one impedes him. That is the only reason I would ask a friend such as you to do this. I do not conceal the fact, Therion, that in my culture, you represent considerable power. Lending the impression I can manipulate you leaves a foul taste in my conscience, but one you and I have discussed as being practical in achieving our various ambitions.' 
 
    'It does not mar our friendship. As you said, you are transparent about it, which is more than I can say for my masters.' 
 
    Bastien gave me a nod of thanks, closing his eyes as he dipped his head briefly. 'A compliment, yes, but in my opinion, when considering your masters, not very hard to earn.' 
 
    Bastien's attitude soothed some of the frustration I felt when having to comply with the many rules set out by Aurealis. His company was refreshing in comparison to the light-dancers and guardians, none of whom would hear even the slightest criticism fired in the direction of their god. It made me wonder what it would be like to have a yulari friend, like Jayden Emerline Thaneton, would she, too, be the kind of person I could appreciate for her fresh view and objectiveness? It would certainly make it a lot harder to kill yulari if I was friends with one. It made me wonder if my encounter with her at the ice rink was coincidental. Had Aurealis meant for me to meet her? 
 
    Bastien withdrew a mobile from his pocket and checked something on it, before returning his coat. 
 
    'New phone,' I noted. It was larger than the last one and had a different cover. 
 
    'You fried the other one, if you recall,' he responded a little archly. 
 
    I frowned. Oh, yes, I had. 'You asked me to try charging it,' I retorted with a shrug. 'I warned you I was still practicing.' 
 
    The vampire echoed my shrug, as if to say it was a fair point and then led the way from the room. I followed just a pace behind until we came to the entrance of the main hall. Bastien shortened his pace to make sure we entered the room side by side, as equals. Leading me into the room would imply he controlled me, but if I led, it would imply submissiveness on his part. This way, his peers would see that we were allies. 
 
    This was one of the few places in the earthly realm where I could retain my natural form, thus I strode forward with my wings sweeping proudly behind me. Curtains in alternating pairs of rich blue and green set a festive mood and crystal chandeliers cast rippling sparkles about the room. A small orchestra played Grieg. There were various groupings of seats and lounges for people to gather and a respectable crowd made use of the dance area. Waiters moved about the room with trays of food for the non-vampire guests and glasses of what looked like red wine. As one passed I felt the heat from the warm glasses near my bare arm. The glasses had garnishes of various fruits and I thought some were frosted with, I inhaled as another waiter passed and raised my brows. 'Are my olfactory senses correct? I am certain I can smell... chilli, amongst other things.' 
 
    Bastien glanced at me, flashing a grin. 'You can smell fine. Contrary to myth, we can tolerate some foods, but it has no substantial nutritional value, and, to understate it, we are very picky. Our main source of nutrition is blood, but often the younger generations experiment. At the moment blood cocktails have become popular, but not all our kind embrace such contemporary inspiration.'  
 
    Bastien was obviously not one of those who disdained the blood cocktails because he swept up a glass for himself with chilli frosting the edge of the glass and a strawberry on one side. Bastien always seemed very welcoming of the future. I was learning from him to observe the many social details entailed in interacting with various cultures. I found this education more relevant as my role forced me into greater contact with humans. I liked Bastien's style, and agreed with him about the collarless shirts, I certainly preferred the style he wore to the ones that fully enclosed the neck and throat. It was Bastien who had given me my first pair of modern boots and my first pair of modern, multi-pocketed pants. Since we were about the same size, Bastien had given me an open invitation to borrow anything from his wardrobe with the exception of one section that he preferred to reserve entirely for his use. It simplified matters for me in terms of not having to spend time buying clothing. Although, it is worth noting that Bastien does not do much shopping himself, he has his assistant obtain whatever he needs. 
 
    As we walked through the reception hall, conversations trailed to a halt, heads turned, and a few vampires even disengaged from their conversation group entirely so they could saunter closer, usually under the guise of tracking down a waiter for a fresh drink. Svaneh appeared but hesitated when she saw us. Bastien gave her a subtle nod to come forward. 
 
    'I have signed the contract and left it on your desk.' 
 
    Svaneh tried to focus on Bastien, but her eyes kept flicking towards me. 'Thank you, darling, that will aid in clearing up some officious paperwork.' 
 
    Suppressing some of his amusement, Bastien partially turned to me. 'I believe you remember, Therion.' 
 
    A radiant smile broke free from the petite woman's lips and lit up her hazel eyes, they had blue flecks in them, giving them an otherworldly quality, 'It is a delight to see you again.' She gave me a little bow and then murmured, 'Thank you… for everything.' 
 
    Stepping forward, I took her hands and bowed over them slightly. 'It is greatly satisfying to see you content.' 
 
    Svaneh beamed at me. 'I never thought I'd see you again, and there is so much I want to say, but I know you do not have time. Please consider me at your service if you ever need anything.'  
 
    'It is completely unnecessary,' I held up a hand, 'but if I do, I will not hesitate.' 
 
    'Good,' she said sincerely. 'I would have nothing, but for your intervention.' 
 
    She bowed again, gave Bastien a less-brilliant version of her smile and gracefully disengaged, moving towards the entrance to greet some newcomers.  
 
    'Being vampire suits her.' 
 
    Bastien looked at me askance as he moved me on. 'I've never heard it put quite like that before.' 
 
    'I mean to express how healthy she looks. The fear is gone from her eyes. She was beautiful as a human, but looks quite exquisitely lovely now, as I understand your standards of beauty.' 
 
    The vampire nodded thoughtfully. 'In a way, she is free.' 
 
    'It is not a perfect freedom, but I understand your meaning.' 
 
    Bastien seemed to have a destination in mind, but he spoke casually as we made our way towards it. 'Thomas will be pleased to see you, he was certain you wouldn't be able to get away from your duties.' 
 
    Just then we came to a halt. Thomas turned as those facing me stopped talking to stare. Smiling, he gave me a short bow of respect. Bastien openly claimed kinship with Thomas, but no one knew exactly what that kinship was. Kinship was different to begetting a vampire, kinship, in the vampire world, meant actual family of some kind. To shape-shifters kinship could encompass anyone; family was more of an affair of connections, not bloodlines. Thomas certainly did not look like he'd inherited any of his elder's traits. While Thomas's hair is also blond, it's a dark, honey-gold, and kept short in what I assume is the latest style. His eyes are a deep green and remind me of the ethereal green of the aurora in Svalbard. His face, though narrow, doesn't have the sharpness of Bastien's, and compared to Bastien, Thomas's height of hundred and eighty centimetres or so looks positively diminutive. But one thing he absolutely shares with his 'kin' is charisma and bearing. And he doesn't give much away unless he intends it. 
 
    'Therion,' Thomas greeted. He glanced back to the vampires he'd been engaged in conversation with. 'Please, excuse us.' 
 
    That he did not introduce me was a bit of strategy. It made me not just mysterious, but inaccessible. In their culture it was not considered rude, in fact, to do otherwise and detain a person of import to merely introduce them around like a party favour was perceived as disrespectful. Svaneh was the exception because she was the host. 
 
    I offered Thomas a wrist for him to grip in friendship, and I know Bastien was pleased everyone saw Thomas take it and saw me return the hold. It was not just in passing that Bastien had mentioned Thomas was trying to establish a firm base of influence. Bastien wanted tonight to confirm his alliance with me as well as establishing, in the eyes of those attending and those who would hear of this event, that Thomas also held the favour of a therilgalen. 
 
    'You honour us with your presence, Therion. We are in your debt.' 
 
    I inclined my head, acknowledging the respect he offered in the words. 
 
    Already Bastien was moving us towards one of the balconies that led off from the hall on one side. They were perfect for the private discussion of plots and the progression of conspiracies as well as direct feeding, if one was so inclined. He was smooth in doing so, not making it obvious. He appreciated that Aurealis could summon me at any time. For me to suddenly shift out of the room would diminish the effect of my being here, thus the seemingly unhurried walk through and then a discrete exit.  
 
    'Ah, Thomas,' Bastien was saying, 'I have paid our debt, Therion needed aid earlier this day and I was able to assist.' He turned to glance at me as we walked, 'I trust you located your quarry.' 
 
    'I was entirely successful in my endeavours.' 
 
    'And the vermin that tried to escape?' 
 
    'Eradicated.' 
 
    'How very appropriate,' the vampire drawled, giving Thomas a look that said he would explain later.  
 
    Our path was abruptly blocked by a vampire couple. They looked belligerent and determined.  
 
    'The Lords d'Estrees,' the female greeted in a haughty tone. 
 
    For a moment I was confused, then I remembered, Bastien went by the formal title of Lord d'Estrees, and Thomas, being his 'son', would hold the same title. Something told me another forgery was involved, but no one would dare question Bastien's right to the title. 
 
    'Brought your pet with you, I see,' the male taunted. 
 
    Bastien received their intrusion with icy silence.  
 
    I mirrored his attitude, but rather than stare, I swept my gaze over them, flicked my wings in a manner to suggest a shudder of repulsion and stepped around them. I addressed Thomas as if the pair had never appeared, 'Amelia is well?' 
 
    Without missing a beat, Thomas broke away and joined me as he answered, 'Indeed.' 
 
    I caught sight of Bastien in my peripheral vision, he paused only long enough to give the intruders a wide grin that was both smug and predatory and then unhurriedly caught up to us. 
 
    We reached the curtained balcony Bastien had been heading for and Thomas drew the draping material aside to allow me to step through unimpeded. After Bastien ducked through, Thomas made sure the curtain was drawn over before joining Bastien to lean on the wall enclosing the balcony.  
 
    'Do I need to know anything about them?' I asked, referring to the interlopers. 
 
    'Those two?' Bastien shrugged, 'The female, Ainsley is the clan leader of one of the neighbouring districts. Her sidekick, who is also her brother, is Cyneric. It's actually amusing that it's not me they have a problem with in this case, but Thomas.' 
 
    'Cyneric wanted clan leadership of the district I have just acquired.' Thomas's green eyes reflected his amusement, although he did not quite smile. 
 
    'Speaking of your new status, Amelia is nearing independence, I hear.'  
 
    According to Bastien, Amelia looks remarkably similar to Thomas's real daughter, so it was no surprise that the mention of her name lit up Thomas's face with happiness. 
 
    'Not quite, she still needs to take a role of leadership.' 
 
    Ah, thus the acquisition of leadership over a district; not only would Thomas be able to provide a more stable political status, he could appoint Amelia into whatever position he deemed suitable. 
 
    'She is also adjusting to the move, a new country, and many new places and things to explore,' Thomas continued. 'However, she has been doing a remarkable job helping organise everything.' 
 
    He looked proud and happy. He had faced many challenges, both as a human and as a vampire. Like Svaneh, at the juncture between his two lives, he was forced into a decision that had meant great sacrifice. 
 
    'It is propitious, then, that you have found a district in which to develop a base of influence and stability.' 
 
    Thomas inclined his head modestly. 'The position as Clan Leader is not new to me, but,' Thomas threw a brief glance towards Bastien, 'we decided it was time to find a region where a Court appointment would eventually be accessible.' 
 
    That made me raise my brows. The Court! Thomas was aiming high. Yet, it made sense if he wanted a secure sphere of influence in the vampire community. I gave Bastien a long, steady look. 'And are you intending to join clan or Court this time?' I asked in a tone that clearly indicated I doubted I would get an affirmative answer. 
 
    Bastien let out a bark of laughter. 'Oh, I think you can be sure I would prefer not and so shall continue to be a rogue prevailing upon Thomas's hospitality as Clan Leader of the region I have settled in.' 
 
    I looked to Thomas. 'Rogue?' 
 
    'A vampire who has no formal ties,' Thomas explained dryly. 'Protocol dictates that if a rogue plans to be in an area for any significant period, he must seek permission from the Clan Leader of the area he wishes to stay in, as they will be responsible for him. They will also have a certain amount of authority over him.' Thomas paused to give Bastien a deadpan look. 'Not that he pays much heed to such details.' 
 
    At this point Bastien offered me his wrist. 'I promised it wouldn't take long. But I'm glad you were able to spend a few minutes with us; it has been quite some time since last we met.' 
 
    I grasped his wrist briefly in return. 'It certainly makes an agreeable change to be in your company.' 
 
    Just as I was about to shift through the planes, I paused. Both vampires gave me an expectant look. Bastien, I could see, saw my hesitation and tilted his head slightly.  
 
    I met his gaze. I had a brief inner debate about whether to say anything, but then I remembered Maya, her fear, her vulnerable soul made more vulnerable by Ceri-talen causing criminals to target her. I may not be able to divert from my assigned tasks, but Bastien had no such restrictions. 
 
    'This being a new region, you may want to look up Lena Exeter, she might provide you with some interesting leads regarding the eradication of vermin in this area.' 
 
    Thomas frowned in puzzlement, but Bastien received my remark with a slight nod. 
 
    'An infestation that needs dealing with, perhaps?' 
 
    'You could say that.' 
 
    Without another word, I shifted through the planes.


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    'Will she be okay, Kaija?' 
 
    I'd known Kaija for several years, we both volunteered for the State Emergency Services. Being a paramedic, I'd also see Kaija as a part of my work on occasion, so I knew I could rely on her to not sugar-coat her answer. 
 
    'Just give us a few minutes.' 
 
    I stood back, giving her room as she and her partner examined Jay. My daughter looked near death. Her hand had been cold and clammy when I'd first knelt by her side and her breathing was alarmingly shallow. Five other people had been in the room, four girls and a young woman who remained mute and looked like she was in a state of shock. Two dead men lay under brown paper. I glanced over to where they were, they'd been covered with a tarp at one point, probably while my attention was on Jay.  
 
    Stuart had, very reluctantly, allowed me to come in once tactical established there were no immediate threats. When they'd initially gained entrance to the building, they'd been expecting at least two people as there were two cars parked outside. But aside from a large room full of crates and an office with a kitchenette, the building appeared empty. Tien had remembered that at the Docklands Op there'd been a door hidden behind a wall hanging in which they'd found the crates with the children, and, sure enough, there'd been a wall hanging in the office. The entrance team found a short hall and another door, which had been ajar. They could hear voices but didn't realise one of the victims was standing in front of the door. Jay had been flung across the room. It was as Stuart was delivering this news to me that I brushed past him to go find my daughter. Stuart had followed me the whole way, finally agreeing to let me in as long as I did nothing more than watch over Jay. 
 
    Just then, Stuart re-entered the room. 'Is she going to be okay?' 
 
    'More than likely,' Kaija answered without looking back. She rose and turned to address us. 'She has at least two head injuries, one is older, but the other, a smaller one right next to it, was probably caused when she hit the shelves. I think she will be alright.' She held up a hand. 'But I can give no guarantees.' She looked directly at me. 'If I didn't know you as well as I do, I wouldn't even commit to that. She needs a CT scan at the very least.' 
 
    'But you don't think, in your educated opinion, to which I will not hold you accountable, she's about to die.' 
 
    Kaija gave me a curt nod. 'She probably has a concussion, two possibly, which is my main worry. There are lots of things that can accompany head injuries, and two head injuries, this close together.' She huffed out a breath, not willing to go into the details. 'Look, I'm not seeing signs of them at this stage. I,' she gave me a stern look, 'am not a doctor or a specialist and she will definitely need the former if not the latter. I'm going to get a back board so we can move her outside and when the ambulance arrives.' She looked at Stuart, 'You put a call in?' 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Kaija moved past us and Stuart turned to me. 'Where are the kids? I mean, I said we needed only one ambulance, but I was sure we'd need more. Now, we find just four kids.' He paused, but before I could form an answer, he continued, 'And those four, they're talking about other kids, kids they're worried about. They've given at least half a dozen names, where are they? And what about the boy Jay was following?' 
 
    Kaija moved back by us and we backed up to give her and her partner room. I found myself ducking into the hall where we bumped into Tien who drew us into the alcove formed by the short hall. 
 
    'Nothing,' she said ambiguously to Stuart. 'We've gone through almost twenty crates and they're all full of legitimate goods, plumbing, hardware, that kind of stuff.' 
 
    Stuart sighed and looked down, shaking his head slightly. 'I guess that's not all bad. I mean, I don't want to find kids in crates, but at the same time, if there are children, I want to find them.' 
 
    'They're onto the third row. There are definitely more children, but those girls outside are talking about being in a room. So, either there's another location where these girls were held, or it was that room,' she nodded towards the storeroom, 'and they've been moved since then.' 
 
    Our conversation was disrupted as forensics tried to enter the hall at the same time Jay was being carried out. Two of the forensics team ducked sideways towards us, while the rest backed up. I caught a glimpse of Jay's face, unconscious, but not as sickly grey. They had an IV in and no doubt were doing everything they could for her. 
 
    'Have they said anything about them in there,' Stuart made a sideways head gesture towards the storeroom and the two dead men. 
 
    'Whenever we try to bring it up, they just start crying or go mute.' Tien ran her hand through her hair. 'Whatever they saw, they're going to need years of therapy to deal with it. The social worker says they need time, but she understands there are other kids in danger and she's doing her best.' 
 
    I tuned out the conversation, I was thinking about the other children. I leaned on the table behind me, careful not to disturb the vase of flowers on it. I was tired, no, scratch tired, absolutely exhausted. My side was burning too. I closed my eyes, and 'walked' my way through the building using my memory. The front door had a wall of crates on either side leaving only a narrow walkway to the back, which was also lined with crates. The walkway made a left turn and went down to the office door. Directly opposite the door were two desks, facing a window, and a kitchenette to the right with a window. None of the windows had been impeded, so no hidden rooms there. Then, in the wall on the left, there was the door to this hall, covered by a rug hung up like a wall hanging. The doorframe here was twice as thick as the one to the office and the one at the entrance; soundproofing. Archmore used that at the Docklands location, too. The storeroom door was also doubly wide, indicating more soundproofing. The walls of the storeroom had shelving bolted directly to the wall. I remembered because they'd said Jay had hit the shelves and I was trying to assess how bad the impact had been. Wood shelves sat on metal framework, there was nowhere to conceal a door. Where in the world were those kids? 
 
    Just then, I realised I was alone. Stuart and Tien must have said they were going somewhere and I'd been off in my own world. I moved to look in the storeroom, almost tripped on the rug on the floor, which had been bunched up at one end with the movement of people. I caught myself on the door frame as a wave of dizziness washed over me, I needed to rest. While it was true that my version of rest was to follow Jay to the hospital and doze in a chair by her bed, rest in whatever form, was essential. I looked in the storeroom to see if Stuart or Tien had just slipped in to follow up something. The bodies were gone, but forensics were still gathering evidence— how long had I'd zoned out for? I backed up the way I'd come to let two forensics staff through and turned to look out the window. It made no sense for these four girls and Jay and the young woman to have been brought here separately, but something told me that no children would be found in the crates. 
 
    Underground.  
 
    It was almost as if someone whispered the word in my ear. In fact, I even thought I recognised the voice, a deep male tone, but I couldn't place it. It had been recent. 
 
    Underground. I looked down. A thick green, floral rug lay on the floor. It was a smaller version of the one that had been over the doorway. Oh, for heaven's sake, it couldn't be, could it? 
 
    I kicked aside the rug, revealing a hatch. There was a lock and a handle that folded down flat. I crouched and gave the handle a yank: locked. I pulled my mobile from my pocket and dialled Tien. 'Get in here, bring a hammer and a screwdriver, heavy duty, and someone who can give it a hefty whack.' I hung up. 
 
    It took her barely two minutes to come thumping down the walkway and through the office. She had an officer with her who I didn't recognise but was built like the proverbial brick outhouse. I didn't need to give instructions, he saw the hatch, dropped to one knee, lined up the screwdriver and smacked it into the lock. It took three blows to demolish the lock. He pulled the door up and we all peered anxiously within the depths.  
 
    It was pitch black, and then… a pale ghost-like face hovered into view, tear-streaked and dirty. 
 
    I laughed with relief; we'd found them!  
 
    We'd found them.


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Rise – Katy Perry] 
 
      
 
    When I shifted back to the apartment, I discovered I had barely been gone an hour. 
 
    Vessa looked up from her laptop. 'You are to stay the night.' 
 
    It was neither request nor suggestion. In all likelihood the instructions came from Aurealis, or Silven, who was the equivalent of her second in command, or Cyndar, who managed the redeemers. Being a redeemer, any instruction from a light-dancer might as well be from Aurealis. The only exception was when I was acting in the interests of my charge. The light-dancers found me utterly repugnant. If they could, they avoided dealing with me altogether. I'd once had an entire conversation with a light-dancer through text even though that light-dancer had been staying in the next room. I'd suggested that a phone call would be more efficient, but it was flatly rejected. Thus, when I had a chance to rest, I either found an Envoy residence or went to Bastien's. I was not welcome in Dellen-littah, the realm where the light-dancers dwelled, even though none would say so openly. The members of Envoy were largely beings with a supernatural aspect to them, shape-shifters, elven, dwarven, centaurs, and the like. Many were also human but had knowledge of the supernatural realms, like witches and druids. The role of a guardian was usually one-on-one with their charges, whereas those working in Envoy fulfilled the roles of lawyers, advocates, accountants, and property managers. Many Envoy members have very little understanding of the kind of being I am, and so, have no objection to dealing with me. They are too naïve to be afraid; too ignorant to hate. In truth though, I rarely had more than a few hours between assignments. Many would consider my life lonely, but I do not find it so. Alone, I do not need to remember all the conventions and rules necessary to deal with other cultures. 
 
    I considered Vessa's silent form. Maya was asleep in the main bedroom and Vessa was using one of the armchairs; her wings were out. She had probably decided that there was little point in de-manifesting them if Maya could see them anyway. Any other guardian would have left the room upon my return, so I found it intriguing that Vessa chose to remain. Her expression was one of absorbed concentration as she manipulated the laptop, so I considered the possibility that she was so focused on her task, my presence was easier to ignore than avoid. I assumed she was running some kind of search in an attempt to locate Maya's parents. Envoy had access to missing persons' data amongst other avenues of investigation. 
 
    'I've not had any positive results from my searches.' 
 
    I shook my head slightly, then realised that she expected a response. 
 
    'Uh…' I frowned. 'Her mother has not reported her missing?' 
 
    'I have yet to get any results.' 
 
    I moved over to lean on the arm of her chair as I looked at her screen. 'Ah, you have left in the default of New South Wales, we are in Victoria, you need to adjust your search parameters.' I pointed at the top corner of the screen. 'Select Advanced, you will find that more helpful.' 
 
    'Oh,' she shook her head, 'I feel like a dunce.' 
 
    'It has been a long time since you've done this. You were with your previous charge some ninety years, were you not?' 
 
    She nodded, there was a deep sadness in her eyes. 'I protected first mother and then infant.' 
 
    I rose and stepped away, aware that my wing had been touching hers. She had not flinched as others had when I accidentally came within physical contact with them. I gave her a tentative smile. 'Well, I imagine that the last time you had to search for a child's parents there were no computers or software. It is a credit to you that you have kept up with the changes in technology.' 
 
    Her return smile was unconscious and genuine. 'Technology was a large part of my previous charge's life. I could not help but share his passion for science and technology, we had a strong connection.' 
 
    I nodded. 'Many underestimate my understanding of technology. Indeed, some light-dancers have remarked that they are surprised that a being of my… origins… has the intelligence to use technology at all.' I was surprised by the admission, but Vessa's expression was one of interest and I thought I saw sympathy or empathy, too.  
 
    'There is a tendency among our people to see redeemers as lesser than ourselves. I think it is because it makes them seem less intimidating. While I do not approve of their attitude, you have to admit, a being of shadow, such as yourself, and in your particular case, one who used to kill our kind very efficiently, is quite frightening. By reducing you to a thoughtless barbarian, they find you less terrifying.' 
 
    'I had not considered it from that perspective before. Thank you for your insight.' 
 
    Vessa gave me another smile before turning back to her laptop.  
 
    'If you use the filters as much as possible, I think you will have more success,' I advised her, then I paused before adding, 'If you have no objection, I will take time to bathe.' 
 
    Vessa shook her head. 'No objection.' A puzzled looked flickered across her features and she started to say something more and then stopped herself. 
 
    I paused again. 'You need something?' 
 
    'Oh, no. I just find it curious that you undertake such mundane activities. I was going to ask you about it and then decided it wasn't really any of my business.' 
 
    My initial reaction was to shrug off her comment, and I started to leave the room, then I changed my mind. 'The kinetic energy of running water is a source of energy for me. Having expended energy returning Maya and one other to health a shower will make me feel less wearied.' 
 
    My answer seemed to surprise her. 'Oh. Well, then, of course, you need to replenish your reserves. You should use the bathroom connected to Maya's room; it has the large shower.' 
 
    I nodded my thanks and took my leave. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    [Bleed it Out – Linkin Park] 
 
      
 
    I took my time showering. Outside of my nutritional needs, I consider hot showers a remarkable pleasure. It is like being in the rain, but warmer. I like the feel of the water hitting my skin and often follow a drop as it makes its way down my body. It elicits a kind of meditative state that I find restful.  
 
    Envoy has refitted many of their residencies to accommodate the beings they employ. Arched entries and doorways, raised ceilings, larger showers, longer beds, and extra space so that furniture is not too crowded together. The shower here was the width of the room and doubly wide; not enough for me to extend my wings, but enough for me to remain in my natural form. Maintaining an alternate form takes energy and often causes an ache in my back as my wings are usually the part of my natural form I have to alter most frequently.  
 
    I had very little energy reserves left and I was aching so badly, I could oath I felt the weight of weariness in my bones. Where once spirit energy was my only source of sustenance, I am now able to supplement my reserves through many, more natural, sources, the sun being my primary one with storms and other natural events providing sustenance of a kind. Thus, in a way, I can actually gain a small amount of energy from standing under running water. I take everything I can get. And it makes a respectable excuse for long showers. 
 
    I considered the instruction to remain. It shouldn't be because Maya was vulnerable, having healed her, no ethereal jackals would come lurking now. As Bastien said, it was likely Aurealis wanted me to be more involved in order to prepare me to take up a guardian role. Aurealis's perception of redemption was when a being like me learned of sacrifice. It has to have meaning and be selfless. Although Aurealis told me there were other, more intricate, factors involved that I did not yet understand. And she was right. When I learned of these things, when I understood them, only then, could she trust me with any freedom. This move towards guardianship was an indication that she thought I was progressing towards that understanding. 
 
    A new pattern was emerging with my assignments. Instead of simply extracting someone or defending a guardian, I was being drawn in more deeply. Instead of being summoned directly to Maya, I had to find her through Archmore. Aurealis had presented both Vessa and I with the challenge of finding her parents. At any time Aurealis could provide the information about how to find the child's parents, but she wanted us to earn it, be challenged, and grow through overcoming these challenges no matter how insignificant they might seem. Just now, for instance, I had connected to a light-dancer; through my aid to Vessa in using the search program, we both realised that there were assumptions we made about each other that were contrary to reality. She understood me more than I expected and I had been given insight into why the other light-dancers looked down on me. Despite these benefits, there is a certain adrenaline rush when racing against time to find a quarry that this new pattern lacked. A guardian gave up mortal lifetimes protecting and guiding their charge. This does not mean preventing a fatal car accident, for death is a part of the cycle, but it requires patience and it is a more reflective role. The investigative side of it slows everything down. I compared it to a sprint and a marathon. For centuries I'd been a sprinter, and now, Aurealis wanted me to change. Aurealis might feel that I am ready for the more convoluted paths, the journeys that will teach me what I need in order to 'redeem' myself; I was less sure. And despite the inevitability of it, I did not have to look forward to it, or like it. 
 
    I dried off and wrapped a towel about my waist. My bag was still in Maya's room where I'd left it when I arrived. It was a fortunate oversight; I could dress without having to cross to the other bedroom. Many of the things I need I can access from the communal supply. All Envoy residences and offices have laptops and mobile phone chargers along with things such as toothpaste, food, soaps, shampoos, first aid kits, and the like. Thus, I require very few possessions. My corporate credit card purchases anything I lack, but I generally take a change of clothes between most places. I will often leave my bag at Bastien's, who has adjusted the wards on his residence to allow my entry. He also provided me with a room to use if I need it. If I really need to, I can manifest clothing, but it costs too much energy to continually waste it manifesting something so easily available.  
 
    I moved through the bedroom. Maya was sleeping deeply and without dreams. She looked very small and fragile, curled up in the centre of the large bed. I could see Vessa through the open door. The laptop was now on the side table and the guardian had changed to a cross-legged position, her back very straight, wings partly open, chin tucked in a little. She could have been a statue she was so still. She was sifting through Maya's mind, trying to determine who her mother was and where she lived. 
 
    I paused in the doorway as a thought occurred to me. 'Forgive my interruption...' 
 
    Vessa opened her eyes, her gaze unfocused for a moment, before she centred on me. I was surprised by her lack of irritation at my interruption, but then, considering our earlier interaction, perhaps I shouldn't be. 
 
    'There may be an alternate means to locate Maya's kin...' 
 
    The guardian raised fine, silver eyebrows. 
 
    'Can guardians trace a spirit's essence? I ask because not only can I see a spirit, I can also trace the connections it has with other spirits.' These connections are not as simple as a line attaching two spirits, it is more of a... kind of like a scent. A scent I am able to follow to their connected counterparts. 
 
    'Oh! What a good idea!' Vessa exclaimed.  
 
    Her amazed tone and bright smile startled me. I returned the smile, as Bastien said such a response was appropriate. Why were such things so natural when I was with the vampires, but something I had to monitor when amongst light-dancers and humans? 
 
    'Of course,' Vessa continued, 'a child as young as Maya will still be very closely bonded to her mother. It will take time, but I believe I can do it.' 
 
    I gave her another brief smile and started to withdraw, I stopped, and, noting my hesitation, Vessa tilted her head, awaiting my query. 
 
    'I presume you will share the main bedroom with Maya.' 
 
    I received a confirming nod.  
 
    'As I am required to remain, after I finish dressing I shall transfer my things to the other bedroom.' 
 
    The guardian nodded again. 'Take your time, if I succeed in sensing out the spirit tie, I will likely be here most of the night tracing it.' 
 
    I withdrew to Maya's bedroom, closing the door softly. I didn't need a light, indeed, I prefer darkness.  
 
    I could offer to trace the spirit-link between child and mother. From what Vessa said, it was not an easy thing for her. I considered going back, making the offer. The sooner the search was complete, the sooner I could move on— possibly, I was less sure of that now. Despite her oddly cordial acceptance of my presence, I was distinctly uncomfortable being in close quarters with both her and Maya. Every moment, in the back of my mind, I was aware of their spirit-scents and had to restrain the natural instinct to view them as prey. Despite Bastien's assertion, I didn't feel ready to spend long periods in the presence of spirits such as these. 
 
    Once Vessa identified and located Maya's mother, she would play the role of Envoy child specialist, delivering Maya to her mother and offering free psychological counselling to assist her in recovering from her traumatic experience. This would give her regular contact with Maya in the mundane world and the rest of the time she could watch from the planes in her spirit form. 
 
    What I found unappealing about the idea of tracing the link for Vessa was that it required me to get to know my subject, because I must immerse myself in them, like I had done when removing Maya's fear related to her abduction. I cursed silently at my indecision. This was Vessa's journey, therefore it would not be my place to interfere, I decided. My decision was followed by a feeling of reassurance. That was Aurealis. It was one of the ways my master communicated. She wanted Vessa to do this without assistance. That was probably why the search on her laptop had not been successful, my master wanted to challenge Vessa. Tracing the spirit tie would entail a deepening of the connection between Maya and Vessa, strengthening their bond. Perhaps that was my master's goal, considering Vessa was to be Maya's life-long guardian. 
 
    Quietly extracting my bag from the closet, I placed it on the padded bench in front of the bed. I had one suit and replaced it as needed, which was less often than you would expect for a therilgalen on the wrong side of his brethren. Aside from the suit, there was a black shirt, two pairs of black cargo pants, underwear and socks, and two t-shirts, both black, one with a gryphon and the other a lion, both printed against a Celtic/tribal background in grey, silver, and gold. My other shirt was lying rumpled on the bench where I tossed it earlier. I put it and my other dirty clothing into the bag the laundry service supplied, they usually had it back in few hours. Although, sometimes, I'd moved on in that time and one of Envoy's employees would eventually get it back to me, or I went to Bastien's place where his assistant kept up a supply of my more basic clothing. I drew out some underwear and a pair of cargo pants and started to dress. 
 
    Lost in contemplations of my future, I did not hear the knock on the main door, although I was aware of Vessa moving about in the other room. Suddenly, a spark of warning seared through my senses and I stiffened. 
 
    'She could not have been that stupid,' I muttered, hurrying to the other room as I buckled my belt. I opened the bedroom door and froze as I met a fiery-red gaze.  
 
    Changing to my natural form was automatic, normally I soften my facial features and dampen my shadow nature when around children and I had not wanted to startle Maya if she'd woken while I was in the room. Vessa looked shocked as I did so. All she saw was a tall, dark-haired man in a suit. He had an ID wallet out and had been asking her about an investigation he wanted help with. I wondered how the intruder had even gained access to this floor, but that was a matter to be investigated later, the more immediate urgency being to get him out. 
 
    Before she could voice her objection, I thrust Vessa behind me. 'Go to Maya, seal the door with your strongest ward. Check the seal around the apartment,' I snapped. She tried to stammer a question, but I cut her off. 'Do not,' I raised my voice, pushing command into it, while not taking my eyes off the intruder, 'attempt to leave, the wards are the only protection you have from the soul takers waiting outside.' 
 
    The intruder smiled lazily at me. His transformation was good, I had trouble mimicking human expressions so easily. His disguise was good enough to fool Vessa, but not me. He had been careful to form not just his physical shape into a human, but also to make his spirit look human too. However, because spirits are our main source of sustenance, therilgalen can sense the true nature of a spirit, just as chicken smells like chicken and cow smells like beef to a human, a therilgalen spirit smells very different to a human spirit. Vessa was not designed to consume spirits and that was how he had deceived her into admitting him past the ward protecting the apartment. Now that he was inside, it was going to be very difficult getting him out. Had Vessa and Maya been alone, the guardian would have had little chance of surviving. 
 
    And as I had warned Vessa, our intruder had not come alone. I could sense his brethren in the shadow plane, waiting to assist him once he made it out past the wards. If he made it out. They could not sense that I was in the apartment because of the wards placed around it, and so I had just changed the odds of him getting in and out quickly. What had me off-guard was that he was here at all. True, Maya had recently died; vulnerable souls draw therilgalen, and the most vulnerable are those just leaving their physical forms. But I had healed Maya, so she should not be a target any longer. 
 
    The intruding therilgalen changed to his natural form, spreading black-feathered wings wide in a gesture meant to intimidate me. I kept mine tight behind me, it did not matter that my wingspan eclipsed his; pride had no place here, just the kill. 
 
    'That colour is so pretty on you,' he goaded, referring to the gold on my body that had replaced the dark red when I took the oath to serve Aurealis.  
 
    My rival had a broadsword strapped to his back and he pulled it slowly from its scabbard drawing out the sing of steel against the metal adornment of the scabbard's opening. I had left my twin short swords in the other room. Just after I'd made my oath to Aurealis I'd not been allowed outside her realm, so I decided to use the time to make new weapons. Because I ended up in a lot of closed combat, I'd decided on shorter blades and a pair in place of a singular sword. The black handles have bronze-gold embellishments and shadow-stones on the ends. I'd engraved the blades, naming one Spirit Bane and the other Spirit End. It was a reminder of what I had once been that, at the time, I'd felt the need to have. I considered my opponent and decided I would not need my blades— a weapon such as his would only impede him in this setting, which would give me enough advantage to defeat him barehanded. 
 
    I drew back my upper lip, it looked like a snarl, but I was actually pushing my incisors fully forward to start the venom flowing. Only this deliberate movement will trigger it and it is a standard tactic for therilgalen— I may have an immunity to our venom now, but my opponent did not. I considered using my shriek but was reluctant to expose Maya and Vessa to the nightmare vision and the terror the shriek induces. I would leave it as a last resort, I decided. 
 
    Finishing his show with his sword, my opponent swept towards me, raising the blade for a diagonal strike. I flexed my feathers to form a shield. As the therilgalen closed, I shifted to avoid the strike. My closest hand shot out to grasp his wrist. Jerking him off-balance, I closed my other hand about his throat. Before I could fully grip it though, he emitted the paralysing shriek. He was young and did not quite achieve the right frequency, but it would still be partially effective, compelling me to react immediately.  
 
    Using the hand on his throat, I pulled myself up to his ear. My inner core tightened with the pain of resisting the paralysis, but just before my nervous system gave way and my muscles seized up, I managed to shriek right back. Even though both of us were now paralysed, my shriek was at the optimum frequency and far stronger, so it would affect him for precious moments longer than his affected me. Satisfaction filled me as I saw metallic red-violet blood ooze from the ear I assaulted. 
 
    The shriek paralyses prey for varying lengths of time depending on the being and whether we get the right frequency. As I mentioned, non-therilgalen will usually see a vision drawn from their deepest fears, a kind of conscious nightmare. I say usually because I'd just found out that some, well, one, did not experience the terrifying vision, but Jayden Emerline Thaneton may be unique in her immunity. If used on a therilgalen, the paralysing effect only lasts a matter of seconds. Still, when we hunt in groups or engage in a confrontation, we stay a certain distance from each other, enough so that if one of us employs the shriek, the others are not affected. 
 
    When coming out of the paralysis, the prey experiences a number of shocks as their nervous system regains control. I felt the first of these barely half a minute after I finished my shriek; they are extremely unpleasant. The instant the paralysis wore off, I increased my grip on my opponent's throat, essentially strangling him. Just a few heartbeats later I felt his body tense as his system recovered. He dropped his sword and used his fist to deliver a blow to the side of my head. I grunted but did not loosen my grip. He struck again, this time at the underside of my wrist, leaning his head back as he did. My hand slipped up to his chin and I felt him drag in a laborious, but deep, breath through his nose because my new hold kept his mouth closed. He crumpled slightly, as if in weakness. I did not relax; it is a standard therilgalen strategy to feign feebleness. 
 
    He dragged in another breath through his nose. I could see panic lurking in the depths of his eyes, and I readied myself for a more forceful attempt to break free. It came a moment later; he dropped the shoulder of his free hand and, twisting in under my arm, thrust his shoulder into my chest. Pulling back, he rammed his shoulder up underneath my arm. I lost my grip, stumbling backwards. Recovering, I twisted and ducked a strike. I still had his wrist in my other hand and I used it to wrench him in front of me, turning him to face away from me, leaving his back vulnerable. I wasted no time delivering a sharp blow to the closest wing joint. 
 
    He screamed. 
 
    I smiled with triumph. I wasn't as weak as my former brethren thought, was I?  
 
    When he whipped around to face me, I could see fury had flared in his eyes. Of my kind, I am the only one Ceri-talen gifted with the reflection of his realms in the irises, all other therilgalen have light-red eyes, but when the fury is upon us, the red darkens. All soul takers, both the therilgalen and those Ceri-talen created before us, experience fury: when we get hungry, and when we take a spirit, a chemical is released in our system, we call it fury because it has that effect on us. Right now, only flecks of dark red were present in his eyes, so his threat level was not at a peak, but it was something I needed to monitor.  
 
    My opponent closed, going for my throat. I leaned out of reach, knocking his hand away before using his move against him, ramming my shoulder into his chest. I hit his chin instead, blood and venom flying from his mouth. He stumbled, but recovered to round on me, and using my move, caught my throat in his hand as I started to follow through my attack. Before he could shriek again, I bent my knees and tossed him over my shoulder. As I did, he grabbed for one wing, but I was moving, wanting to be ready when he landed. He twisted mid-air, landing in a crouch. The fury had made his eyes completely dark red by now, the colour so deep, they were almost black. His pupils had contracted to thin, vertical lines. Venom was dripping from his fangs.  
 
    I grinned. I had embarrassed the pup. 'Leave off, young one, and I will let you depart.' 
 
    He scoffed at my offer. 'Ceri-talen will praise me when I drag your hide to him, traitor.' 
 
    'He enslaved me,' I snarled. 
 
    'You are still a slave. You have merely exchanged one master for another.' 
 
    My faced hardened. He was right to a degree. Yet I had felt the sincerity of the promise Aurealis had made. With Ceri-talen, there was no chance for freedom. 'You get only one chance: leave now or perish.' 
 
    'The light-dancers have made you weak,' he sneered. 
 
    He charged, dodging at the last second and curling an arm about my waist, whipping me into the wall. It was instinctual to flex my feathers, preventing serious damage. With a thrust of his wings to gain height, he leapt to execute a double kick, I rolled clear, just in time. 
 
    His head snapped around, looking for me. I pulled my wings in and circled behind him keeping just out of his line of sight, using the shadow plane to partially shroud me. Seeing an opening, he lunged for his sword, snatching it up and swinging it around. I was still behind him. As I moved, I knocked the remains of a table, now so much shattered glass and bits of metal. He spun to face me, his blade slicing through my mid-riff. By no means was it a shallow wound, but it was not life threatening.  
 
    We were both breathing hard and I took a moment to consider a new approach. My opponent saw the gold blood oozing from my wound and looked startled by the sight; it was no longer metallic red-violet like his. He brought the sword back and thrust forward in a direct attack; he was trying to force me into a corner. I let him for the moment.  
 
    The longer he was in here, the more dangerous it was for Maya. What I could not predict was Vessa's reaction. Any moment, now, the guardian might try to intervene in an attempt to aid me. I needed a killing strike before she panicked and endangered herself and Maya.  
 
    In this situation, administering a venomous bite would be the most efficient way to kill him. Unfortunately, it can be quite difficult getting the bite in a sufficiently vulnerable area to make it fatal. I might be able to get a hold on him, but as soon as my teeth came close, he would put a lot more energy into fighting back, or he would simply planes-shift out of reach. That was one way to end this confrontation— if he planes-shifted out of the apartment, he would not get back in through the wards… 
 
    I really wanted to kill him though.  
 
    Yes, the offer I'd made to let him depart had been genuine. Aurealis requires me to give them a choice in circumstances such as this; where the wards will keep them out once they leave. But I was tired of masters and rules and this young pup, so confident I was no longer capable of the hunt and the kill. So, I let him believe he had the advantage as I dodged his strikes and backed up. When his sword hand drew back for what he was sure was the killing strike, I felt my muscles tense— this was going to hurt.  
 
    I felt the blade pass through my ribs and strike the wall behind me. The young fool had struck too low and missed my vital organs, but then I would never have allowed him to make the strike if I had not judged that the angle would not be permanently damaging. At the same time that he lunged towards me, I pushed forward bringing my body up to his cross-guard. I expelled what he was certain was my dying breath... And then I sank my teeth deep into the side of his throat. Again, satisfaction rippled through me, and then I remembered myself and pushed it aside; Aurealis would not approve. 
 
    He recoiled, taking his sword with him, stumbling back several steps. The terror in his expression brought me more sadness than I expected. Dropping to his knees, his life drained from his eyes even as metallic red-violet blood trailed from the four points where my fangs had breached his throat. Had he been one of my ranks, when I was in command of the therilgalen, he would have expected such a move. As it was, I was just a legend of which his elders spoke. The traitor once great, become weak. 
 
    'There is pride and there is survival. You chose the wrong one.' 
 
    He did not sneer this time; he was still in shock. First, the venom paralyses the outer limbs, then, the organs fail. He slumped to the ground, eyes fluttering closed, as if he was just sleeping, until his chest stopped moving. 
 
    As he had noticed differences in me, so I now noted changes in him. Ulyn not only managed the therilgalen but spent much of her time 'finessing' the creatures Ceri-talen created. Her obsession in this area was utterly consuming. She would be responsible for the changes I could see.  
 
    Some of the differences were subtle. For instance, our undersides have an intricate pattern of short, wine-coloured hair, but his markings were a little wider than mine, a little longer too. He looked more muscular and I remembered that he'd felt heavier. I wondered how that affected his ability to fly— I am well-muscled, but not bulkily so. When I had bitten him, I had seen armour along the back of his neck. I crouched for a closer look. I wanted to see if it was a part of him or something he wore. I ran my fingers over scales that started small and soft and formed hard plating over neck and upper spine, much like those over our forearms. Interesting. 
 
    I stepped back, watching his spirit coalesce as it readied to move on to the ether. Ceri-talen would approve: a new beginning brought about by destruction. Despite my injuries, I could not take his soul as I might do at other times. If I needed to protect or save a life, Aurealis would accept that. To heal wounds that were not fatal would lead to punishment. My jaw tightened as I suppressed the urge to take the soul anyway.  
 
    This is my path now.


 
   
 
  

 Aurealis 
 
      
 
    The breeze amplified the cool shade of the trees and I enjoyed the sensation of a shiver as it rippled over my skin. I was in my angel form as I did not want my companion to feel intimidated. Cyndar co-ordinated the redeemers, monitoring their progress, providing guidance, and delegating their assignments. Some redeemers came to us, others Cyndar sought out, and, on occasion, I found them. Cyndar oversaw them all, except one...  
 
    We were in the Sunlit Meadows, a place I created to echo the beauty of the earthly realm. It was a place familiar to spirits who had just departed the earthly realm, a place where they could rest, a place where they could learn, a place where they could heal. Many served me, but just as many were in a state of transition moving from one vessel to another, moving towards ascendance. We were on the edge of a forest, the sun stretching towards us, but we were just beyond its reach. The peace of the location belied the intensity of the discussion taking place. 
 
    'I am reticent to disagree with you, but the risk in this case is not only extreme, it is irreversible.' 
 
    Cyndar looked up at me anxiously. I was not just his chosen god; I had redeemed him, saving his soul. I gave him a reassuring smile, another reason for appearing as an angel; it is impossible for a dragon to smile without revealing a mouthful of incisors. 'There is no need to be hesitant in your objections or concerns. I appointed you because of your experience as a redeemer. Your understanding of their perspective is valuable. I desire your input without reservation— have no fears in being honest.' 
 
    Cyndar gave me a deep nod, then, after a moment of thought, he said, 'It is too dangerous, what you propose. Placing a soul taker within proximity of a yulari is hazardous enough, but prolonged and close contact… That is a perilous situation. I cannot support this plan to place Therion alongside a guardian watching over Maya Del Omo. If Therion loses control, her spirit will not just be lost, it will be extinguished. And— even if he is able to restrain himself, he is too violent, too brutal, still. Furthermore, he is not yet consistent in his behaviours, which makes exposing a child to his influence or the consequences of his actions most unwise.' 
 
    My silence was more due to surprise than to what Cyndar said. I had asked for honesty and he had not held back. His courage, in the face of his god, was remarkable. Many would apply diplomacy in such discussions, veiling their true beliefs in meaningless platitudes. It confirmed that I had made the right choice with Cyndar.  
 
    'Already, Therion is overcoming many of the instincts Ceri-talen bred into him,' I countered. 'And I disagree. While gentleness is something he has had to learn, he is capable of compassion.' With the words I sent Cyndar imagery of Therion interacting with Maya, taking away her fear, helping her recover from her traumatic experiences. 
 
    'I grant you that,' Cyndar responded, a note of impatience in his voice, 'but that does not infer he is safe to be around the child long term. Being a guardian is quite different to the role he currently performs. There is still some aspect of hunting, albeit in a reactionary role, he still gets to kill, occasionally. You cannot safely predict how he will respond if that is removed almost entirely from his role. As a guardian he will not be in conflict regularly. There will be no fights, no releases for his aggression and frustration. We have never been successful with a soul taker before. They have, always, eventually turned away from redemption,' Cyndar reminded me in a dark, solemn tone. 
 
    It was a valid concern. The point irritated me a little, for I had, if I were honest with myself, been rationalising Therion's kills too easily. Archmore, for instance. I may agree with Therion that the earthly realm was a better place with the darkness of Kerrigan Archmore removed, but that eroded the lesson I was trying to teach him. I should have arranged Archmore's death in another manner. The deeper truth was my fear surrounding that question of what if Cyndar was right? What if, without the occasional kill, Therion turned away from me? If I could just get him to connect with others— no, not others, just one was all it would take to spark the epiphany he lacked, the realisation of exactly what he had been turned into and why he needed to strive to change back. 
 
    'He needs to be pushed, Cyndar. You needed to be pushed, remember? For almost a century you worked with the other redeemers, you followed instructions but never took any initiative. You stagnated. Only when I placed you in charge of one redeemer, gave you responsibility—' 
 
    'Yes, you did, indeed, give me responsibility, and what did I do with it?' Cyndar exclaimed. 'I failed. I lost that spirit, Aurealis.' 
 
    The pain in his tone ran soul deep. I closed my eyes in the face of his grief. 'One soul, yes. Gone. But many souls, saved. You felt loss, grief, and responsibility. It spurred you to change, really change. You started making yourself accountable. You have pushed yourself, ever since, to make up for losing that soul and, because of that, you have saved many.' 
 
    Cyndar growled as he broke from walking by my side to pace away from me. Anger radiated from him, his spirit darkening and shadowing the very atmosphere about us. He partly turned back to me, a deep frown creasing his brow. 'Was there no other way? You are a god. My god. Was there no alternative?' 
 
    'I made the choice that was most likely to succeed in instigating the change you needed.' 
 
    Cyndar's frown turned into a glare. His dark nature had never been removed, he served the light by choice and, despite his redemption, he was capable of reverting. He would not, of course. But sometimes, when his emotions gained control over him, his dark origins could be seen. As such, not only did the air about him darken, but his silver eyes returned to a glittering-black diamond. His hair and skin darkened to his original obsidian tones. His wings shifted, splitting into four as they changed to silver metal-like feathers, bearing a closer resemblance to blades than avian-like plumes. Before the transformation continued, a look of surprise replaced the anger as Cyndar realised he'd lost control. He turned away again and I felt him reign his darkness in. He took several deep breaths. 'How can you be at peace with such decisions? You teach that all life is of equal value,' he said, a slight shake in his voice.  
 
    My answer was not going to aid in restoring his composure. 'I do nothing of the sort,' I chided softly. 
 
    My refutation made him jerk back around, his expression full of disbelief. 
 
    'Cyndar, my role, like the other telari, involves maintaining the balance. Not everything is equal, therefore not all life has equal value and the need for karmic intercession. I teach that all spirits have a right to ascension,' I clarified. 'For many reasons not all of them gain access to that right, some of them forfeit it, others have it taken from them, a few do not want it. My goal was to help you move towards ascension. I weighed up the options, the consequences, and how they affected the overall balance and I decided the benefits outweighed the risks. It is not something I do lightly, but it is a part of my role. Just as you do, Cyndar. You make the same decisions overseeing the redeemers.' I turned from him, not angrily, and walked the few paces between the shade and the sunshine, giving him time to take in what I'd said. I felt the sunshine on my head and turned my face up to enjoy the warmth.  
 
    'I understand why you felt the need to propel me along my path. I see also that I do, indeed, make very similar assessments and decisions.' 
 
    I looked back and watched as Cyndar moved up beside me, then gave him a small smile. 'But?' I asked as I took in his solemn expression and the determined set to his jaw. 
 
    'Therion cannot be pushed in the same way I was. To begin with, he is always convinced he is starving. Despite the myriad of sources he has for energy, he insists it is never as fulfilling or as sustaining as spirit energy. And even when he is given access to spirit energy, he complains that it is not sufficient. He often remarks on how low his energy reserves are and warns that he feels he does not have enough if he is involved in a confrontation.'  
 
    His comments made me laugh softly. 'Yes. I am well familiar with those complaints. But to be fair, he is starving, Cyndar. In comparison to what he subsisted on in the Dark Realm, we allow him very little. To him, it is not enough and may never feel like enough.' 
 
    'That may be,' Cyndar allowed, 'but because of that he is always looking for the next opportunity to kill and even the weakest excuse to do so is sufficient to spur him into violence. Putting him in proximity of a child, a yulari, at that— I cannot see how the benefits outweigh the risk in this case. I cannot see how this will contribute to the overall balance you seek. There are other ways to teach him restraint.' 
 
    'This is not about teaching him restraint.' 
 
    My statement elicited a huff of frustration. 
 
    I gestured to the grass, indicating we should sit and lowered myself to the soft, green bed. We were some distance from the centre of the meadows and even further from the temple and the city, but two of the many cottages scattered about the meadows stood nearby, although they were without occupants at the moment. Knee-high flowers and grasses covered much of the meadows, but some sections, nearer the forest and flanking the river, had thick carpets of short, green grass dotted with tiny flowers of all colours. 
 
    As Cyndar settled himself, I said, 'You have often said that one of the key factors in helping a redeemer achieve their redemption is when they learn about sacrifice. Not just the need to make sacrifices, but to willingly do so. For that they must connect with the beings who they make those sacrifices for. Therion needs to connect. He sees humans as a source of energy, not as people.' 
 
    'I agree,' Cyndar interjected somewhat impatiently, 'but I do not see how risking Maya's spirit will help here.' 
 
    'He connected with her, Cyndar. He likes her. He gave up spirit energy to save her without hesitation.' 
 
    The silence between us was profound.  
 
    Finally, Cyndar spoke in a hushed tone. 'He needs to reinforce that connection. By enlightenment's sight, this will be a fine line we walk.' 
 
    I gave him a deep nod. 'Now you understand the need for this risk. For centuries he has connected with no other. Recently I have been placing him with yulari. Another risk, yes,' I conceded before Cyndar could say anything. 'The magical bond the yulari develop with the earthly realm anchors them to it—' 
 
    This time Cyndar did interrupt. 'Allowing them to continuously draw on earth energy, which is how they become so powerful, I know this. I know also that it is this tie that causes the spirit to seek a new vessel when their old vessel dies instead of seeking the ether, which means, even when they are ready, they do not ascend.' 
 
    'I did not mean to lecture you on a topic you obviously understand well. I simply meant to explain that, because of this link, Therion cannot just pounce on a yulari, he has to decimate the link first.' 
 
    'Granting us precious seconds to intervene, I see your point.' Cyndar nodded absently as he grew contemplative. 'And there have been more opportunities for you to place him with yulari as Ceri-talen has escalated his attacks on them. He must be getting very low on whatever stores he had left when he last harvested from Therion.' 
 
    'They have and he is. Ceri-talen harvested from Therion's spirit the very eve Therion changed sides. I'd known for a long time that Ceri-talen was harvesting energy from Therion's core spirit, but it wasn't until he arrived here that I could see it was far worse than I anticipated. At first, Ceri-talen would allow Therion's spirit to regenerate before harvesting again, but he became greedy, taking more and more often. It left Therion's spirit significantly scarred.' 
 
    'From what I understand of the process, it is an excruciating experience because the spirit is, essentially, torn apart and then left sundered until it eventually heals. It is little wonder the first therilgalen is so full of rage; that is what pain becomes when it is too much for the mind to deal with.' He raised his eyes to me, the sliver irises flashing in the sunlight. 'The attacks on yulari are only going to get more aggressive. It is a terrible thing that Therion has suffered so much, but without him protecting our more vulnerable wards, they, too, will experience a torment none should know. Which makes me wonder: can we afford for Therion to be apprenticed to a guardian at this stage? I mean, as long as we abide by the treaty, you are not in a position to directly oppose Ceri-talen, which obliges us to keep our strongest warriors close to hand in order to defend those under our protection.' 
 
    He had the right of it. I could not oppose Ceri-talen directly because of the truce Veyhaleth forged after the Venturi War. I needed Ceri-talen's equal in power, but not a telari, to oppose the subversive god. That meant Therion. At the same time, I had a responsibility to Therion to help him redeem and eventually ascend. 
 
    'There will never be an ideal time for Therion to undertake his apprenticeship. Even now, Ceri-talen continually pushes against the boundaries of the treaty. For instance, he was the one to influence Kerrigan and Vaughn Archmore to take children.' 
 
    Cyndar made a sound of disgust. 'Of course, the lives and therefore the spirits of the children would be made vulnerable through their mistreatment, easy prey for Ceri-talen's soul takers.' 
 
    'Exactly. Ever will Ceri-talen be a threat. Be it now or a century from now, we will feel Therion's absence from our main force. But, while he learns to be a guardian, Therion can still be available for emergencies, the guardian he will train under is capable of protecting Maya on her own. I have also arranged that his apprenticeship is undertaken in the same city as the vampire who currently calls himself Bastien d'Estrees, so he will have that support, too.' 
 
    Cyndar smiled. 'Despite Silven's low opinion of the vampire, he has been remarkably effective in helping Therion understand the boundaries you have set and how to operate within them.' 
 
    'Making him an important source of support. Up until now, I have directly overseen Therion's redemption, but once he begins this apprenticeship, I want you to monitor him and give him guidance in my place.' 
 
    Cyndar drew his head back sharply at this news. He had not been expecting to be given greater responsibility. 'You honour me with your trust. Are you certain you wish to relinquish your supervision, though? And when would these duties begin? Will I oversee Therion in addition to my other duties?' 
 
    'No. If you take on this role you will oversee Therion, his guardian companion, and one other.' 
 
    Cyndar raised his eyebrows in question. 
 
    'The one other will be whoever takes over your role as co-ordinator of those being guided through their redemption. That replacement will be your decision. I have made allowance for a period of transition so you can instruct your successor. During that time, I will guide Therion through the initial stages. I have already begun to start Therion on this path and, so far, things seem promising, but I need to send him off on a smaller assignment first, there is another yulari whose path has been altered and there is a need to nudge it back to its original trajectory. Will you take this role, Cyndar? Therion will be a challenge and there are risks, I acknowledge that. You can say no, you can continue as you have been, overseeing the other redeemers…' 
 
    I left the rest unsaid: but, in doing so, he would fail all the souls an unredeemed Therion would destroy and he would stagnate in his own ascension. 
 
    Cyndar looked down, absently adjusting his flowing pale-blue robes, which had pooled about him when he sat. My own silver-white dress overflowed on to it where I sat next to him and it had adopted a matching, but not exact colour at the points where the two fabrics touched. As I concentrated on the spot, I saw a wood with deer bounding through it. 
 
    Cyndar noted my gaze. 'I have always been fascinated by that fabric. Will you ever teach me how to weave it?' 
 
    'What do you see, Cyndar?' I asked, not ignoring his question, just curious to hear his answer. 
 
    'A mountain range crowned in spring, eagles soaring above.' 
 
    I smiled. 'Yes, Cyndar, you will learn to weave it one day.' 
 
    Cyndar returned my smile and then looked away, gazing out over the meadows for a few minutes. When he turned back to me, there was a determined look about his features. 
 
    'You have stood steadfastly by me, offered me all you ask of me, I could never have hoped for more.' 
 
    In the words, I heard his agreement. 
 
   
 
  



Therion 
 
    [Angel of Darkness – Alex Christensen featuring Yasmin Knoch] 
 
      
 
    Vessa gazed through the open doorway, the threads of her ward criss-crossing her face. Maya clung to her; her face partly buried in Vessa's robes. The eye I could see was wide with fear. It was with surprise that I realised she was not fearful in general, but afraid for me. It was likely that I was now firmly imprinted in her mind as a superhero, but I simply felt exhausted. I sank to my knees, curling my wings about myself as a comfort. 
 
    Moving my will through the room I mended broken furniture, pulling shattered glass and wood together; pushing every splinter back into place. I transformed the vessel of my assailant into its essential molecules and released them; as protocol in these situations dictated. Vessa looked on silently, stroking Maya's soft, dark hair by way of comforting her. By the time I finished, I had expended my reserves. I had broken ribs, bruises and cuts, a laceration stretching across my abdomen, and a puncture through my body, but we could not risk planes-shifting with Maya; there were still other soul takers just outside the wards, so instead of healing, I restored the room. 
 
    I frowned as I noted the sudden disappearance of the others I'd sensed waiting outside. There had been five of them, not all therilgalen, but all soul takers, none-the-less. The defeat of the younger therilgalen should not have put them off, yet they had vanished. Then I felt a flurry of warm air descend around me. As if it had hands and fingers, the warmth probed my injuries and, after they passed, my pain was gone. I watched the muscle and skin of my abdomen re-knit leaving a trail of half-dried blood in its wake. I lifted my head knowing Aurealis was here. 
 
    Her spirit, comprising of an aurora of colours, was forming into an angel. Before she finished forming, I dropped my head back down. I often felt conflicted in her presence. I both resented her authority over me, and yet, needed her approval. That day, the day I had made the oath, I had looked upon her and felt a depthless shame. Other times, her presence brings me a rare sense of peace.  
 
    'You have fought well, Therion.' Her voice whispered through my mind. 
 
    'I have done rightly, then.' I could not conceal my fear. I had killed and I was never absolutely sure she would agree with my decision to do so. Especially because I had wanted to, not to prove myself, but through sheer frustration and the need to release it before I found myself unleashing it on what Aurealis considered less-deserving parties. 
 
    She crouched before me, trailing a finger along the tear running down my cheek. I do not understand why I cry, but Aurealis says when I am redeemed I will no longer be compelled to shed tears in her presence. 
 
    Her expression was one of sympathy. 'My visit is not one of retribution, Therion, be at ease.' 
 
    I felt her touch again as she turned my face up, the silent message was that I was worthy of looking upon her.  
 
    'I have a new assignment for you.' 
 
    I met the silver gaze. 
 
    She smiled, a mix of mischievousness and mystery. 'You are intrigued.' 
 
    'You could have simply summoned me.' 
 
    'This will be different. However, I have a smaller task for you first.' 
 
    Rising, she turned to speak with Vessa. They spoke in the soft song of their language. Normally I understood the language, but Aurealis veiled the discussion, concealing it in a frequency beyond my range of hearing. They were discussing me, or the discussion was somehow related to me, and the guardian disagreed with Aurealis. It was not her body language or tone that betrayed it, but the way she kept flicking her eyes towards me.  
 
    Those who serve Aurealis only tolerate me because Aurealis herself recruited me; and that tolerance provides for only the barest modicum of civility. I do not resent them for it. Before I changed masters, I had killed, no, not simply killed, I had extinguished the souls of many of their brethren. Although Vessa had been much more civil to me, it did not mean she liked me or was comfortable in my presence. 
 
    I rose and a deep feeling of gratitude passed through me as my body responded without twinge or ache. Carefully spreading my wings, I felt them touch the walls and then drew them into a compact bundle behind me. 
 
    In this form my master had long iridescent-pearl hair and light, golden skin. The dress seemed simple on first assessment, dropping to her ankles, but revealing the fine curve of her collarbone and long, delicate throat. Woven from multi-hued threads, it seemed to form a scene when I concentrated, but with every shiver of the fabric the scene changed. Although she looked like a light-dancer, there was a presence to Aurealis that set her apart. She returned her attention to me, her silver eyes, large and long-lashed, like diamonds reflecting light. Her lips curved into a proud smile. 'Therion,' she said with mock reproach, 'could that be the first tendrils of devotion emerging?' 
 
    I drew my chin back. 'I was not aware of feeling anything but gratitude.' 
 
    She glanced at Vessa; the guardian looked unhappy but accepting of whatever instruction Aurealis had given her. Vessa nudged Maya around and towards the bed, shutting the door behind her. 
 
    'Jayden Emerline Thaneton is in need of protection until she and her mother recover.' She pre-empted my defensiveness. 'This is not about criticising your actions. Ceri-talen has missed out on Maya, he will be looking for the next most-vulnerable target, and Jayden fits his criteria.' 
 
    'Ceri-talen will influence the remaining leaders in Archmore's organisation to target her. They will reason that as a witness, she is a threat. They will also feel irrationally compelled to overlook cautions they might otherwise take.' 
 
    Aurealis inclined her head. 'Which means that until they regain full health, you must watch over them.' 
 
    I hesitated. 
 
    'Speak, Therion,' she commanded kindly. 'If you have any doubts, I wish you to voice them.' 
 
    'She can see me, Jayden Emerline Thaneton, that is. Her mother has also perceived me. I am concerned by your mandate that interaction with mortals does not disrupt their world. I am not like a guardian, I cannot cloak myself in religious mythology, and passing myself off as a dream or vision is more difficult—' 
 
    'Valid concerns, Therion, and further proof of your progress.' 
 
    I was surprised by how much I valued the approval in her tone. Was it because I was moving closer to the redemption that would set me free, or, was I developing some kind of loyalty, as she suggested? 
 
    'All guardians need to learn to judge when to cloak themselves on the earthly planes and when to allow their charges to see them. In Jayden's and Emerline's case, they can perceive you even when cloaked, but you can still monitor them from outside the earthly plane. It requires more effort, but for a short-term assignment, it should not overtax your reserves.' 
 
    'And if I must be present on the earthly plane?' 
 
    'They already know your true nature, be honest and respectful, but provide only that information they need to accept your presence and guidance. This is an ideal training opportunity for you, Therion, make good use of it. Now go. Ceri-talen is already influencing events in his favour, Jayden needs your protection.'  
 
    Not wanting to try my master's patience with further questions, I bowed my head respectfully and pulled the shadow plane about me. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    [Angel With a Shotgun – The Cab] 
 
      
 
    The moon was creating an eerie ballet of shadow and light across Jayden's café, Fixated. A corner shop positioned on a roundabout; one side of windows provided a view of a park on the other side of the road. The other set of windows looked onto a covered carpark-like area, which was currently a hive of activity. Just barely a quarter hour before it had been almost empty, but now people were unfolding trestle tables and unpacking merchandise. Considering that a sign on a nearby building said parking for the Queen Victoria Markets was to the left, I surmised that these were stall-holders setting up. My attention was on a stationary black four-wheel-drive near the park in what looked like a disused, dead-end road that now served as a parking area. The driver had arrived just after Emerline had brought Jayden home from the hospital late last evening. The Saturday night traffic had been heavy. Cars parked and people disembarked, many simply pulled over to drop people off or pick them up, but this driver did not leave his car, waiting the long hours through the evening. Now, it looked as though we would greet the dawn together. 
 
    Jayden lived in an apartment above her café. In order to keep Emerline safe and reduce the risks to her daughter, I had influenced her to go home after settling Jayden. Not an easy feat, but one helped by her daughter's insistence. Strategically, one person was easier to protect than two, especially when dealing with people of such independent and unpredictable natures as these two. The driver's presence assured me I had made the correct decision. 
 
    I was within the shadow plane and not worried about whether the occupant of the four-wheel-drive could see me as I walked up to the tinted window to scrutinise him. There was no gun, no thought of one, this was a scout. I returned to the café to maintain my vigil. I did not notice the time but was aware when the moon disappeared and the sun started to rise. In that time, the driver drank coffee from a thermos and kept tabs on his surroundings. He appeared neither restless nor bored.  
 
    A woman hurried by the café windows, stopped, dug about in her handbag, and then walked up to the door. Unlocking it, she let herself in, dropped her bag on a nearby table, and then relocked the door. She went through to the kitchen and into an atrium, hurrying up the stairs that led to Jayden's apartment. I followed her. 
 
    'Jay, honey, are you up?' 
 
    The woman was short, petite, and of Asian origin, her accent sounded Chinese. Her hair was drawn back in a braid, but quite a bit of it had escaped and floated about her face as she jogged up the glass, spiral staircase. She tapped on Jayden's door and then used a key to let herself in. 
 
    'Jay? It is Yu. I wanted to see if you need anything before starting the prep.' 
 
    After a long pause, Jayden answered, 'Sorry, Yu. I set an alarm, but I must've hit snooze.' 
 
    Jayden emerged from her room and over to the kitchen's island counter. Her blonde hair was dishevelled and her face was drawn, clearly showing signs of fatigue. I was surprised at how clearly my dreams reflected how she looked. I'd only seen her a few minutes but my memory was very detailed, right down to the silver flecks in her pale-blue eyes. 
 
    'Looks like you needed it,' Yu was saying. 'Still do. Why not go back to bed? I can handle the café.' 
 
    'But you've already been 'handling' it for… when did my aunt text you?' 
 
    'Tuesday, but when you did not come back Monday afternoon to close, I know something is up and come in early Tuesday. When you were not here, I opened. Were you really kidnapped? Actually, stupid question, Tien would not joke about that, why were you kidnapped?' 
 
    Jayden shuffled back from the counter and used her foot to draw out a stool before sinking onto it with a sigh. 'That's probably a longer story than I have the energy for right now. Can I take you up on going back to bed and fill you in this afternoon?' 
 
    Yu nodded rapidly. 'Of course, of course. Do not worry about a thing. Roster is sorted for next week, supplies ordered yesterday, everything is running smoothly.' 
 
    Jayden rose and hugged the diminutive woman. 'Thank you.' 
 
    After Yu let herself out, I was pleased to see Jayden lock her door. I watched her go back into her bedroom and then went to look out the windows. The street-side apartment windows were tall and very narrow with the exception of a bay-style window, comprising of small, square panes, that stretched across the corner of the building and had a built-in padded bench flanked by bookshelves. She was an avid reader. There was a mix of classic literature in gold-embossed hardcovers and paperbacks ranging from murder-mystery to speculative fiction. 
 
    I looked for the black four-wheel-drive. It was still there. 
 
    I turned my attention to the apartment's layout. The main room consisted of three areas; a lounge, which took up the side closest to the bay window, a compact kitchen with black, granite benchtops, and a dining area near the door, which consisted of a wicker table barely big enough to substantiate the four chairs nested about it. A sliding door adjacent to the front door and behind the dining area led to a balcony overlooking a courtyard. There were three other doors, two of them closed. The first, closest to the kitchen, was a guest room/office, the second was a large bathroom with a washer-dryer and a bath. That left the open door, which I presumed was Jayden's bedroom. 
 
    Sauntering over to the open door, I looked upon the sleeping woman within. Her spirit was very much diminished. Aurealis was right to be concerned. I pondered the differences between mother and daughter. All spirits went through birth, death, and rebirth. Not all returned to human vessels, indeed, a spirit could choose any entity and did, humans were not necessarily preferred, but they had become more prevalent over time. They continued through these cycles until they were ready to ascend, at which point they were given guidance to do that or returned here, depending on their needs. Each spirit also developed an affinity for elemental energies; a yulari favoured earth energy, which led it to bind itself to the earthly realm. As a result, they accrued a strong, unyielding energy, the kind perfectly suited Ceri-talen's needs. The older a yulari, the rarer and stronger it was, but separating even a young yulari is not easily achieved, which is why Ceri-talen pursues them when they're vulnerable. Often, he manipulates the earthly realm in order to increase that vulnerability, such as in Jayden's case. He would have influenced Lena to take Jayden prisoner when Lena was more likely to let her go. Now, he'd be making the high-level people in Archmore's organisation panic and over-react, ordering Jayden's assassination and blinding them to impracticalities, risks, or expenses.  
 
    Emerline was a yulari too, but young enough that there was a chance she might choose to ascend at her next death. The problem with yulari is that the more often they choose to return directly to an earth-realm vessel without a period of respite in one the realms of the gods, they end up so tightly bound to the earth realm they can no longer leave it. Jayden's spirit was in just such a condition. I realised, then, that it was Jayden's tie to her mother that protected her from Ceri-talen. The two, together, were too strong to take as long as one was healthy, but with both recovering, they needed a guardian. Instead, Aurealis had sent me. 
 
    My understanding of my history was that I had once been like Jayden: an old spirit. I had no clear memories of that time. Mostly, I remembered the emotions, the strongest one being a sense of freedom. When Ceri-talen captured my spirit, it had given him the power to wage a war and challenge his masters and peers. I watched Jayden's spirit, the silvery-gold glow shimmering about her, mesmerising me. What I could achieve with such a spirit! Freedom, perhaps. Freedom without the tedium and complexity of redemption? How long would it take Aurealis to intervene?  
 
    The scent of her spirit was potent, strong, even when she was in such a weakened state. I inhaled deeply, letting the scent filter through my senses. It was a heavy, intoxicating scent, the kind humans describe as making their mouths water. I found myself swallowing self-consciously, a spirit like that was sure to taste divine. 
 
    I could take it.  
 
    I found myself completely entranced as I watched her spirit. 
 
    All I had to do was reach for it. 
 
    My focus narrowed to the point that my surroundings faded and all I could see, all I could smell, all I could feel was the spirit before me. So, so pure. I had not consumed energy like that for… for far too long.  
 
    Nothing was technically stopping me from taking it… 
 
    Right here… 
 
    Right now… 
 
    That spirit could be mine— 
 
    'You!' 
 
    Jayden's exclamation, as quiet as it was, whispered through a hoarse throat, made me jump slightly. She could see me. Ah, so intent was I on her in the earthly realm, I had drifted into it to study her spirit more closely. The scent was still so tantalising… I focussed. 'Yes?' 
 
    She was smiling. She was genuinely pleased to see me… No one has ever been pleased to see me. Tolerant, pitying, relieved, terrified, but not pleased. 
 
    'Now you turn up. I really could have done with your help, you know.' 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. 'You seemed to have survived well enough, mopped up both your assailants, I heard.' I realised I was smiling, she looked both irritated and happy, and for some reason I found it amusing. She reminded me of Bastien. Never did he complain of his ordeals, but if it was a case where I'd have been of assistance, I'd get what Thomas called 'attitude'. Jayden was definitely giving me attitude. 
 
    I felt different around her, energised, like I was getting some kind of energy from her. Although, as I understood things, that was not possible… Was it? I'd have to ask Aurealis about it. 
 
    'For an angel— by the way, are you an angel? Because all the others seem to be the opposite of you.' 
 
    'As I said at the ice rink, I may differ in appearance, but I share their goal and their master.' 
 
    'God?' 
 
    I grunted. 'A god. Or, more accurately, you would call her a goddess, because she presents herself as feminine.' 
 
    She made an 'ahhing' motion and then considered me more carefully before asking. 'The red-marked dark ones don't share the same purpose or master, do they?' 
 
    'No, and if you see a therilgalen, do everything you can to get away.' 
 
    'A ther-il-ga-len?'  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    'If they are therilgalen, what are you?' 
 
    I found myself laughing briefly. 'I am a therilgalen, but I am uniquely aligned among my kind.' 
 
    'That's why you have the gold, to distinguish you from those who would harm the angels. Last time I saw you, I didn't need you, or so you said. And, by the way, I didn't mop anyone up, I was two inches from death when Malaya rescued me. Why didn't you just send a dream saying Malaya would save everyone since I did relatively little?' 
 
    'You are angry, Jayden—' 
 
    'Jay.' 
 
    I inclined my head in apology. 'What you do not realise was that without your show of courage and then fall, Malaya would never have acted against her oppressors. She knew from overhearing Quan's conversation with her master that you'd been taken captive because you were suspected of trying to help one of the children and had seen too much. Malaya was abducted, remember? You were the angel she had always wished for, the stranger who would not stand idly by despite the risk; she could not let Quan kill you. But if you had been absent, Jayden, Malaya would not have possessed sufficient motivation to push through her fear and help those children.' 
 
    I let her consider that, and her manner suggested I was begrudgingly forgiven for not intervening. 
 
    'So… what has changed that you now watch me while I sleep?' 
 
    'Complications.' 
 
    Jayden rolled her eyes. 'Well, that explains everything.' 
 
    'I do not usually talk to those I protect. Normally, they cannot see me. I am not used to explaining my presence or trying to summarise the ambitions of my masters. Your life will be far less troubled if you accept that there are those like us, angels, if you will, who protect those like you from beings who would end your existence to achieve their own ends. Some need a guardian for life, some for a few days. I shall only be here until you and your mother recover from your injuries. To that end, I advise you rest.' 
 
    She tilted her head. 'Fair enough.' 
 
    With that out of the way, I tried to decide how best to remove myself to the shadow plane where I could monitor things without being seen. I really wasn't looking forward to becoming a guardian. My instincts told me that the next assignment, the special one Aurealis referred to, would entail some kind of longer-term guardianship duties.  
 
    Jayden lay back down on her bed. 'I'm going to take your advice and sleep. I don't want to offend you, but is it possible for you to keep guard outside my room?' 
 
    I almost smiled, her intuition was a blessing. With a nod of acquiescence, I stepped back into the shadow plane. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    [This is why we Bleed – Leader] 
 
      
 
    I spent most of my time in Jayden's apartment, but regularly patrolled the building and café. The café was steadily busy throughout the morning and early afternoon. Yu seemed quite comfortable managing it and for some reason I was relieved that Jayden had someone she could trust to run her business while she recovered. The black four-wheel-drive did not move, its driver patiently observing comings and goings. He used his phone to check texts or send them but did not engage with the device for long periods. His discipline was noteworthy.  
 
    As the sun started to set, I took advantage of the extra shadows to move back to the earthly plane and shifted next to his vehicle. Scanning his thoughts provided the same information as when I checked earlier. He was paid to watch and report in every hour, nothing more. As I had initially determined, if there was going to be an attempt on Jayden's life it would be planned using the information this man gave, but he would not be informed of it, nor be the one carrying out the action. Considering it had been so long since he'd started his watch, it was likely that whatever was going to happen would happen soon and I decided should remain close to Jayden from now on.  
 
    Shifting back to Jayden's main room, I found her by the large bay window. She seemed to be aware of my appearance but was intent on looking at the street. 
 
    'I thought I saw something…' she shook her head. 
 
    I started to answer, and then I saw a flash from a window in one of the buildings behind the markets. Manifesting fully into the realm, I stepped in front of Jayden and grabbed her by her arms to hold her in front of me, because, with my back to the window, I could flex my wings to form a shield. I heard the sound of glass cracking as the bullet passed through the window. It was just my misfortune that it found the sliver of space between my wings and buried itself in my back. The bullet did not stop there and I thrust Jayden to one side, just in time for it to miss as it exited my chest. One arm was now across my chest and I felt the bullet hit it, stopped by the armour scales that form natural bracers on my outer forearm. I growled low as pain flared through me, but the injury was not fatal.  
 
    That's when I heard the second bullet and I realised that someone in the vicinity was using magic to guide it around obstacles. 
 
    I started to pull Jayden back, but I was a fraction of an instant too slow. It hit Jayden in the upper chest close enough to her collarbone to shatter it. Pain contorted her face and she exhaled with the shock of the impact.  
 
    Fury rose swiftly within me, but I kept my voice calm as I said, 'Go to your room. Lie under the bed or on the floor until I return.' 
 
    She was clutching at the wound, blood seeping through her fingers. Turning her towards her bedroom, I pushed her forward with enough momentum to get her going but not with the kind of force that would put her off balance. I used my will to give her an additional mental nudge, helping her push through her shock and get to safety.  
 
    Inhaling deeply, I ignored the scent of Jayden's blood permeating the air and sifted through the energies. People who kill, particularly those who kill without the compulsion of survival driving them or the remorse of killing unnecessarily, acquire a taint. That taint gives their spirits a particular scent. I found such a scent and planes-shifted. 
 
    As soon as I emerged from the shadow plane it became apparent as to why I had not detected the threat as well as who had been manipulating the environment so at least one bullet struck Jayden. A therilgalen was enshrouding a human assassin. We were in someone's living room. The assassin was tending to the weapon he had set up behind the closed curtains of an open window. A scan of his mind showed that although he could see Jayden's bedroom window, her curtains were drawn. To my further relief, the attacker, though protected by a therilgalen, was an ordinary human. 
 
    I met the gaze of the therilgalen protecting the assassin. 'Qu-te-se.'  
 
    My once second-in-command sneered. 'Could it be your master has let you off your leash?' 
 
    Once we had been close friends and I think my defection hurt Qu-te-se more than actually made him angry, but he disguised that hurt as hate. We had met several times since and he had let his mask slip often enough for me to suspect that had I told him of my plans, had I explained why, perhaps he would have understood. Another thing occurred to me, in the Dark Realm, it might be necessary for Qu-te-se to maintain an outward attitude of hate towards me, being a friend to a traitor would not exactly gain him allies. 
 
    As I was assessing my opponent, I realised his arms looked different. Where we have armoured scales on the outside of our forearms, Qu-te-se's arms also had four curving spikes, each longer than the last. What shocked me most was that they looked artificial, this was no manipulation of DNA, but an addition made of synthetic materials. Despite humans believing that other realms are more medieval in composition, many are far from it, and Ulyn created and had access to some highly advanced materials. Whatever the metal-like spikes were made of, my guess was that they could cause significant damage and deflect most weapons. 
 
    'What has she done to you!' 
 
    Qu-te-se flicked his glance downwards. 'Improvements.' 
 
    'Was it due to an injury?' 
 
    My response made him hesitate, like he had not expected sympathy, then he said, 'She needs no reason, you well know that, brother.' 
 
    His use of brother surprised me, and further supported my thoughts that his hate was not more than a protective armour. Qu-te-se's gaze darted to the assassin. He was looking through the scope of what looked to be a very powerful rifle and was oblivious to our presence. 'It seems that my task is at an end. Considering we are both without supervision today, perhaps we should consider it a welcome reprieve.' A brief smile passed across Qu-te-se's lips and then he gave me a mock salute. 'On another battlefield, at another time, brother.' 
 
    With that, he shifted planes. 
 
    I was momentarily bewildered. Why hadn't he fought? There were standing orders to kill me. It may have been that he was instructed not to engage, but I was more inclined to think that without someone like Ulyn watching over him, without 'supervision' as he had said, he had chosen not to. A welcome reprieve, indeed. I had not been looking forward to fighting him. I wondered what he'd tell Ulyn and what she would say if she found out he hadn't attacked. 
 
    Gods need to be worshipped; it gives them power. Thus, when Ulyn shows her devotion by emulating her master through 'improving' those under her control, Ceri-talen encourages it. Having been subjected to days and sometimes weeks of torture I was infuriated on Qu-te-se's behalf, despite our now opposing goals. Changing sides wasn't as straight-forward as now holding opposing views and no longer maintaining friendships with my former brethren. I did not hate Qu-te-se. In fact, I missed him, he had been an exceptional friend and hunting companion. 
 
    My attention was drawn back to the assassin as he sighed. His rifle was on a specialised stand and positioned so that it was mostly hidden behind the curtains covering the window. He leaned back as he wondered why there were no signs of police and whether he had been mistaken and had achieved a killing shot as opposed to just wounding his target. He pulled out his phone and sent a text to the man in the car to go in and see if he could ascertain the status of the target. If he had struck his target, he planned to drive to Sydney and lie low. If he had missed… well, he'd need a new plan. He didn't know where the people who occupied this unit were, and he didn't like that kind of uncertainty, but his employer had been insistent, the job had to be carried out as soon as possible. What he found most perplexing was his employer's direction that the job be done at a distance. That would be because of me, those influencing these events would know that Aurealis had someone protecting Jayden. 
 
    Dropping the shadows enshrouding me, I moved over to the assassin. Before he could register my presence, I slammed my fist into the side of his head. He dropped to the floor, limp with unconsciousness. With the immediate threat mitigated for the moment, I shifted back to Jayden's apartment. 
 
    I found Jayden on the floor of her bathroom, one leg folded under her, the other outstretched, leaning against the side of the bath and the sink cabinet, breathing erratically as she fumbled through the scattered contents of a first aid kit. She had taken off her top and I could see the shredded skin and muscle of her wound.  
 
    Blood was on everything.  
 
    She turned a tear-streaked face up to me. 'Do you— do you— I need… I need a phone. I think mine's in the lounge. I need an ambulance.' 
 
    The shake in her voice and the fear in her expression made me wish I'd killed the assassin. 
 
    Kneeling with one leg on either side of her outstretched one, I gently cupped her cheek and gave her a reassuring smile. 'I am far more efficient at healing than an ambulance. Close your eyes.' She hesitated a moment and then followed my instruction. 'Now, breathe in slowly. It may hurt to breathe too deeply but do the best you can to regulate your breath.' 
 
    It took me but a moment to drop her into a trance, sequestering her mind away from the trauma her body was experiencing. Healing is not a natural ability for me, but because I am able to manipulate energies, I was able to learn how from a light-dancer. It requires all my concentration though, so I drew on the shadow plane to enshroud us, just in case someone decided to try to enter the apartment and attack us. Then I set about repairing the damage. I took my time, making sure I did it correctly. I dissolved the bullet rather than drawing it out. I did not want to leave internal scars or unrepaired nerves. By the time I finished, my head ached and fatigue pulled at my senses. I found myself closing my eyes and rubbed at them with one hand. 
 
    'Are you okay?' 
 
    Opening my eyes, I met her gaze. 'Healing is not natural for me.' I found myself smiling and placed my hand on her shoulder and ran my thumb over the now unmarred skin. 'But as you can see, I spoke truly about my efficiency.' 
 
    Jayden looked down. The blood was still there, but the skin beneath was flawless, just as it had been before. 
 
    She returned my smile. 'You did.' She shivered then. 'Why is it so dark in here? I mean, even with the light off it's usually much brighter, even at night, because of the skylight.'  
 
    I pushed the shadow plane back and then, moving into a crouch, picked her up. 
 
    'Hey, um, I don't think—' 
 
    Before she could finish her objection, I placed her so she was sitting on the edge of her bed. Returning to the bathroom, I retrieved a washer from the shower. Wetting it, I wrung it out so it was damp but not dripping and returned to kneel at her side. As I cleaned the blood from her shoulder and collarbone, I realised she was watching me. I paused as I looked up. 'Would you rather do it yourself?' 
 
    She frowned for a moment, as if disoriented, and then seemed to realise what I meant. 'Uh, no. You're fine. I was… I was just thinking that, um, there's a grace about you, no matter whether you're kicking ass or cleaning up bloody wounds. It made me think that for a being who defines himself as not being an angel, there's a very angel-like quality to you… Oh, I'm… I'm sorry, I'm babbling, now.' She exhaled suddenly. 'Look, I'll just get some clean clothes—' 
 
    She got up abruptly, dodging around me and going to a dresser where she hastily pulled out some clothing before dashing into the bathroom and sliding the door shut. 
 
    I rose, a little confused. I'd made her uncomfortable, but I was not sure why or how.  
 
    In a surprisingly short time, only a minute or so, she opened the door. She was wearing a sleeveless top that ended in a kind of skirt-like hem, although it only covered her hips. It had a stalking panther on it. She still wore the black jeans she'd been wearing earlier. 
 
    As she pushed the sliding door fully open, she wavered, groaning softly before her eyes fluttered closed. I moved to her side, holding her up. She was only unconscious for a moment because, before I could change position and lift her to the bed, she put her hand on my chest and looked up at me. 
 
    'I do not feel well at all. Everything went black for a second. Did I actually pass out?' 
 
    'Not quite enough to fall, but you started to. You need to be careful. You lost blood and although I repaired muscle and bone, your body still has work to do.' 
 
    'I'll keep that in mind,' she murmured hoarsely. 
 
    I felt her lean on me more, as if she was having trouble keeping herself up and steady. She was looking down now, and I bent to try to see her face as she moaned softly in distress.  
 
    'Oh, I need to sit. I'm really dizzy.' 
 
    I helped her back over to her bed, but she did not let go of me. 
 
    'Just a moment, everything went black again.' 
 
    Concerned I lifted her chin so I could see her eyes. She looked tired, but the pale-blue pools were clear.  
 
    'Are you nauseous?' 
 
    She gave me a slight nod. 'A little, but I don't think I'm going to throw up.' 
 
    It was probably a combination of shock and blood loss. With her recent head injuries, her body would still struggle, even after the healing. I closed my eyes, shifting my spirit to a plane where I could fully interact with hers. The heady scent of it hit me and, for a long moment, I was utterly intoxicated. I did not want to consume it, though, I wanted to immerse myself in it, for here, on this plane, I could, if I wanted to. But it was a very intimate thing to do, especially for a being like me. Looking over her spirit, I could see it was very diminished. That was unusual— 
 
    'Therion?' 
 
    Jayden's voice brought me back to her plane and I looked at her. She'd said something, she looked worried. I could smell her fear, hear the thoughts that were clamouring for her attention; she'd almost died, she was thinking. What if they came back, she worried? She did not want to die. She felt sick. Exhausted. Depleted. I had an overwhelming urge to make her feel safe. To let her know that I would not let Ceri-talen take her soul. She would not end up like me, enslaved to masters who had no right to her spirit. 
 
    'Do not fear, Jayden. I will take care of you. Give me but a moment and you will feel better.' 
 
    And then I did it. I moved my spirit into hers, transferring part of my spirit to hers. Merging it, creating a shield about her soul. I didn't know how long it would last, as this was the first time I'd ever done such a thing. I hadn't even realised it was possible until this moment, but I wanted to protect her spirit, protect it with mine and I wanted it enough that the shield formed. Ceri-talen would not get this one. He had stolen me. Tortured me. Enslaved me. He would not get a chance to do that to this spirit, not if I had a choice in the matter. 
 
    Immediately Jayden's spirit brightened, returning to its full brilliance. And instead of my spirit feeling diminished, I felt energised.


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    The bullet hurt like dragon's fire.  
 
    One moment I was looking out the window, certain I'd seen… I couldn't remember what had caught my attention. I 'felt' Therion appear, somewhere to the side. The sun was at an inconvenient angle because it was starting to set, so I moved closer to the window as I tried to figure out what the movement was. I thought it came from one of the upper windows of the apartments in the building behind the market, but I didn't actually see anyone. It was like this weird intuition, but I wanted more than that. I wanted to see if I could see someone. 
 
    Suddenly, Therion was there, right in front of me. A second later he grabbed me and thrust me to one side, but I couldn't figure out why. I didn't even hear a gunshot. Didn't hear it come through the glass. Didn't know anything about a bullet until a searing, stab of pain violently pierced my body.  
 
    'Go to your room. Lie under the bed or on the floor until I return.' 
 
    I looked at Therion, dumbfounded as I raised my hand to my collarbone. My brain was giving me a bunch of muddled messages, most of them hysterical. Sifting through them, I realised the dark-angel with the pretty eyes was right; I needed to get out of sight. Stumbling into the bedroom, I didn't fully realise I was bleeding until I took my hand away from the place where it hurt and it came away sticky and red. For one ridiculous moment I just stared at my hand, trying to figure out how and why blood was coming from it. Finally, my brain got into the right gear. I'd been shot. Someone had shot me. 
 
    I looked down, taking in the ragged hole just beneath my collarbone. No wonder my collarbone was on fire and my shoulder ached like I'd been whacked with a baseball bat. I could see bone! Not a broken bone, but bits of bone and shredded skin and muscle. My vision started to fade to black, and I stumbled. 
 
    Oh, no, no, no, no, no! I was not going to let myself pass out. 
 
    I turned back to the bedroom door. I didn't remember closing it, but it was shut. I needed my phone. I needed to call for help. An ambulance. Police. My mum. I really needed my superhero mother. She'd won awards for bravery, for saving other peoples' lives. But now I needed her. 
 
    The only problem was that in the other room, where my phone was, someone had tried to shoot me, and they hadn't been bothered by the complications of a window being in the way.  
 
    I turned back, then moved to the left, intending on going to the bed. I hesitated as my gaze registered the window on the far side of the bed. It was like the one in the lounge, a bay-style window. I'd installed bookshelves all along the wall, framing the window, and put in a padded bench seat. When I read there, I'd often 'rest' my eyes by looking out at the park across the street. The curtains were drawn, so the person who'd shot at me couldn't see me… I found myself holding my breath for a moment while panic fought with logic. What happened if the person who'd shot me just decided to fire randomly through the window, regardless of the curtains? Did they want me dead enough to take that kind of gamble? Almost unconsciously, I found myself moving towards the bathroom. I only had one bathroom, but it had two doors, one to the main room that visitors could access and a shortcut for me from the bedroom. I closed both doors and just stood there for a moment, hurting, bleeding. 
 
    My first aid kit! I had one in the cabinet under the sink. 
 
    Dropping to the floor, I yanked one of the doors open, clumsily rummaging through the cabinet, dropping most of the contents on the floor until I found the first aid box I'd bought and never used. Fumbling with the clasp I made a sound of frustration as my hands refused to operate properly. Then the box seemed to explode open, spewing its contents all over the floor. I struggled for a moment to get my t-shirt off, sobbing and cursing as the pain tried to overwhelm me. I needed to stem the flow of blood. I needed saline, right? To clean the wound. I— I really needed an ambulance. 
 
    Suddenly exhausted, I fell back against the tiled wall, leaning on the cabinet, not really having achieved anything. Why wasn't I more like my mother? She'd be thinking clearly. She'd have herself all bandaged up by now. I took as deep as breath as I could manage and assessed my situation. If they'd hit an artery, I'd have bled out already. The bullet must still be in there. I needed to staunch the flow of blood until I could get help or Therion came back. I didn't need to clean anything or bandage it, just place as much pressure on the wound as I could and keep calm. I took another steadying breath and patiently used my good hand to sort through the first aid items. I found some gauze padding and, after tearing the bag open with my teeth, went to press it against the wound. I cried out as the slightest touch resulted in excruciating pain. Where had Therion gone? I really needed that ambulance. 
 
    A moment later the bathroom door slid opened and Therion looked in. 
 
    'Do you—' I struggled to focus, 'do you— I need… I need a phone. I think mine's in the lounge. I need an ambulance.' 
 
    He seemed immense, all that tallness in what was a relatively small room. I didn't expect it when he knelt, carefully placing each knee either side of my outstretched leg, the other was folded underneath me as I'd fallen more than sat. 
 
    He smiled kindly, like he knew I was in a whole load of pain and he was trying to reassure me that I'd be okay. And strangely, even though it was just a smile, I did feel a little less scared. 
 
    'I am far more efficient at healing than an ambulance,' he told me. 'Close your eyes.'  
 
    It took me forever to follow the instruction, like there was a disconnect between my brain and my body, but, eventually, I closed my eyes. His voice was a deep murmur that was very pleasant. For some reason it reminded me of the sound rain on a distant tin roof, it had that same kind of entrancing and relaxing quality. 
 
    'Now, breath in slowly. It may hurt to breath too deeply but do the best you can to regulate your breath.' 
 
    I was surprised at how easy it was. If you'd told me to imagine breathing in a steady, gentle rhythm just after being shot, I'd have insisted it was impossible. But I did it and between one moment and the next, the pain receded and I felt like I was floating in a warm, safe place. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, the pain was gone. I felt really tired and my body felt weirdly heavy. Like I did after working twenty hours straight and I'd just fall onto my bed, not bothering to change because I had to get up in four hours and open the café. 
 
    I looked up at Therion. His eyes were closed, the dark eyelashes resting on his cheeks. He was so still. His face was narrow with high cheekbones. His lips were set into a solemn line. He looked so fierce when he was moving. Everything about him seemed so ungiving, so formidable. But, right now, his features seemed softened, almost gentle. The dark eyebrows arching over the closed eyes moved into a slight frown and then he reached up with one hand to rub his eyes, like he had a headache that just wouldn't quit. 
 
    'Are you okay?' I asked. 
 
    He opened his eyes. 
 
    My god, they were beautiful. He had golden eyes, with narrow, vertical pupils. The strange thing was that his irises weren't just gold, they seemed to have this galaxy of stars eddying about in them. It sounds ridiculous, but there it was, and they were exquisite. 
 
    'Healing is not natural for me,' Therion was saying. He smiled again, placing a hand on my shoulder and running his thumb over my skin. 
 
    I suppressed a shiver. I think it was because I was cold, not because he touched me, because his hand was actually pleasantly warm. 
 
    'But as you can see, I spoke truly about my efficiency.' 
 
    I took forever to figure out he was referring to his assurance earlier that he was better at healing than paramedics would be. I looked down, expecting to see stitches or at least some scarring, but I was immaculately intact. I found myself smiling. 'You did.' Another shiver ran through me and I found myself asking, 'Why is it so dark in here? I mean, even with the light off it's usually much brighter in here, even at night, because of the skylight.'  
 
    Almost as if he just simply willed it, the room brightened. Then, moving into a crouch, he picked me up. 
 
    'Hey, um, I don't think—' 
 
    He sat me on the side of the bed before getting a washer from the bathroom. He knelt to clean the blood up. When I'd first seen him, at the ice rink, he'd seemed so forbidding. Which was understandable, he'd been protecting the light-dancers, as he called the angels. But I could never have imagined him like this. So careful, so gentle. What did his skin feel like? If I touched his face, would it be as hard as stone or like a normal person's, soft and warm… 
 
    'Would you rather do it yourself?' 
 
    I frowned. Would I rather do what? Touch him. No, he couldn't mean that. He must mean whether I wanted to clean myself up, like, did I mind that he was doing it? 
 
    'Uh, no. You're fine. I was… I was just thinking that, um, there's a grace about you, no matter whether you're kicking ass or cleaning up bloody wounds. It made me think that for a being who defines himself as not being an angel, there is a very angel-like quality to you… Oh, I'm… I'm sorry, I'm babbling, now.' I exhaled suddenly. 'Look, I'll just get some clean clothes—' I pushed myself up and dodged around him, going to my dresser to get some clothes before dashing to the bathroom and closing the door. As I changed, I tried to figure out what to do. I hadn't thought to ask Therion where he'd gone, but I presumed he went to investigate the person shooting at me. When I opened the door again, I meant to ask him, but then my vision faded to black and a feeling of nausea flooded my stomach. I pushed away the blackness, I did not want to faint in front of the dark-angel. Said dark-angel was at my side already, holding me up. I put my hand on his chest to support myself. His skin was warm, but the muscle beneath was unyielding. Considering he had wings, that wasn't surprising, I imagine you need to be super-fit to fly. 
 
    I looked up at Therion, into those incredible eyes, and lost my train of thought for a second. Then, wooziness swept over me again. Why was I feeling so ill? He had healed me; I shouldn't be feeling this awful, should I? 
 
    'I do not feel well at all. Everything went black for a second. Did I actually pass out?' I asked as I tried to remember if I'd won my fight with unconsciousness. 
 
    'Not quite enough to fall, but you started to. You need to be careful. You lost blood and although I repaired muscle and bone, your body still has work to do.' 
 
    'I'll keep that in mind,' I murmured hoarsely. The world seemed to spin for a moment and I supressed the urge to throw up. 'Oh, I need to sit. I'm really dizzy.' 
 
    As Therion helped me to my bed my vision started to fade again. What was with that? 
 
    'Just a moment, everything went black again.' 
 
    Therion lifted my chin, examining my face. I wasn't sure what for. 'Are you nauseous?' he asked. 
 
    I managed to nod; movement made it worse. 'A little, but I don't think I'm going to throw up.' 
 
    He closed his eyes and he seemed to… kind of shimmer. It was almost as if his physical body was still there, but his spiritual one was doing something else. 
 
    'Are you okay? Did you get hurt? I heard two shots.' That's when I realised, I had heard shots, two of them. Perhaps in my initial shock I'd forgotten... But looking at Therion, I couldn't see any injuries. Had he healed himself? And where was the shooter. Had he… killed them? Or did they get away? What if they came back? What if someone else came when they found out I was still alive? I didn't want to die. I didn't want to be afraid to be in my own home. And what about my café? Mum had said we'd need to talk, that my life was going to change, but I'd begged off, asked for just a couple of days to recover. There'd been no indication that Archmore's organisation knew who I was, Quan was dead, after all, and Riley was in custody. I guess his sister had told someone… Now, they were coming for me. 
 
    Therion still hadn't responded, so I patted his chest to get his attention. 'Therion?' 
 
    When he opened his eyes, the already narrow pupils were so thin, I could barely see them. And he was… glowing. A halo of light was shining about him. 
 
    'Do not fear, Jayden. I will take care of you. Give me but a moment and you will feel better.' 
 
    And I did. This feeling of warmth, like a pool of air, shifted from him over me. It was like I'd been standing in the cool shade and the sun shifted, enveloping me. My heartbeat picked up, so did his, I could feel it against the hand resting on his chest. I ran my hand down that chest, over the smooth peaks and valleys of his abdomen. I think I meant to step away, but as he breathed out, it was almost as if his body didn't want to lose contact with mine, and I ended up leaving my fingers resting on his stomach.  
 
    There was such an intense look on his face and then he leaned forward, his hand gently cradling the side of my cheek. As his lips touched the top of my head, he murmured, 'I will keep you safe, Jayden Emerline Thaneton.' 
 
    I raised my head to look at him, to ask him… something, I couldn't remember what I'd wanted to say. 
 
    I felt his breath against my face. My lips were so close to his… 
 
    Abruptly his whole body tensed and his head whipped up and back so he was looking over his shoulder. 
 
    'Oh, no you don't,' he growled. 
 
    Then he stepped back, swallowed by shadows.


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Lighting up the Dark – Klaypex featuring Brandon Paddock] 
 
      
 
    Time stilled. 
 
    I was immersed in Jayden's spirit, felt its sheer power, and she was indeed powerful. Little wonder Ceri-talen wanted it for himself. But, I did not. I had been tempted before, would possibly be tempted again, but in that moment, merged with her, I felt… I felt utterly serene. It was so foreign to the hunger that was always driving me, the fury, the rage that burned so intensely it physically hurt at times. Only feeding, taking a soul ever quelled it.  
 
    Until this moment. 
 
    Until Jayden Emerline Thaneton.  
 
    I wanted to stay here. I wanted to stay as long as I could. 
 
    Abruptly, the sensation of summoning descended upon me. Aurealis was sending a warning. Instinct told me it was the assassin I had knocked unconscious. He must have regained consciousness. He must be seeking another way of attacking Jayden.  
 
    Not this soul. Ceri-talen would not get this one. 
 
    'Oh, no you don't,' I growled, re-locating the assassin's spirit scent and shifting through the planes. 
 
    He was still in the apartment, a mobile tucked between his shoulder and his ear as he finished packing his equipment in a case. 
 
    'I'm telling you, someone knocked me out. I didn't just imagine blinding pain and unconsciousness.' His tone was calm, but there was a slight shake in his hands as he disassembled the rifle. 'I— No, they didn't take anything…' 
 
    There was an angry voice on the other end of the phone, they were reminding him that if he did not finish the contract, then he would be the subject of the next one. 
 
    The assassin didn't quite manage to keep the resignation and frustration out of his voice as he said, 'I understand.' 
 
    The caller ended the call, but the assassin closed the case and flicked the latches over before he reached up to grab the phone and shove it in his back pocket. 
 
    Exhaling sharply, he made a soft noise of irritation. He did not like the job, but he was committed now. He did not want to get close, either, but decided he had to. Although no police had come, he was pretty certain his target was not going to be standing near any open windows again soon. While he'd been unconscious the scout had gone into the café and reported back that nothing seemed out of the ordinary. When he'd asked about seeing the owner about business with the café, he'd be told that she wasn't available and to leave a message. 
 
    The assassin muttered under his breath. He wasn't sure he was getting paid enough for this. But, better to get it over with, he decided. Before the target called someone or, if she'd already called someone, before they could arrive. Get in through that back balcony he'd seen. A shot to the head. Get out. 
 
    I was still wreathed in the shadow plane, but I stepped through to the earthly plane. As far as the assassin was aware, one moment he was picking up his case, the next, his neck was broken. 
 
    The instant I released the assassin, I was drawn through the planes. The effect was like experiencing a sudden drop, gravity and the body were at odds and nausea flooded me. Bright sunlight blinded me and I dropped my chin to my chest to let my hair fall forward, shading my face. 
 
    Aurealis's voice was full of reprimand and sorrow. 'Therion.'  
 
    I could feel the disappointment radiating through her tone. I felt tears streak my cheeks. The shame was overwhelming. 
 
    'He's been around those cursed vampires too much. He's been infected by their logic. Just because the human had killed and would kill again, he felt justified in ending his life.' 
 
    Silven. Aurealis's second. Ever a ready critic. 
 
    'It's not the vampires, Silven, you expect a lot from a soul taker. You cannot place a lioness in a vegan civilisation and expect an instant miracle. That he just killed him shows marked progress.' 
 
    Cyndar. Not my automatic defender, but a voice more reasonable.  
 
    Why did they speak as if I were not present? 
 
    'Just! Just killed him. Can you hear yourself?' Silven retorted. 
 
    Their argument continued.  
 
    I couldn't move. Aurealis had immobilised me. I knew from experience I could speak, but I rarely did. What was the point? I knew I was in the Sunlit Meadows. My punishments always took place here in the blazing sun, not a shred of shadow for comfort. Here, all the residents and visitors to this realm would be able to see me— indeed, as word of my punishment spread, many would come here just to see me. I would be reduced to an object, none would consider that I had feelings nor care about them as they sated their curiosity and boasted to their companions that they had seen the therilgalen, been so close they could almost touch me. They knew when I was caged here, like this, I was being punished and they would come to witness it and judge me wanting. I reminded myself that I had brought this upon myself, my weakness, my inability to restrain myself had placed me here.  
 
    'How do you know?' Silven was saying to Cyndar, 'Aurealis removed him well before he could consume the soul, we'll never truly know whether or not he would have let it go.' Then to Aurealis, 'He considered it, you know, taking Jayden Emerline Thaneton's spirit. He watched her sleep and fantasised about taking her soul.' 
 
    'Thought and action are two entirely different things,' Cyndar pointed out. 'You don't know what it is like, to be fed on a diet of blood and then, overnight, be expected to abstain forever.' 
 
    'You'd know all about that,' Silven sneered. 'To the vampires your legend still bestows a thrill of fear.' 
 
    'I was not a vampire,' Cyndar growled. 'For one who claims to be intelligent, you'd think you'd get that right.' 
 
    'Is this my punishment?' I asked. 'To listen to them squabble like this.' 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I smiled. No, I grinned. I so rarely get one up on them. Sanctimonious Silven had the power to shut me down, and he never hesitated to use it when the opportunity presented itself. Cyndar was always full of well-meaning lectures. Often he took my side when Silven criticised me, but when Silven was absent, he was just as harsh a judge as Aurealis's second. He said he knew how I felt, and perhaps he did, to a degree. But he was not viewed with abhorrence in this realm. He hadn't annihilated hundreds of guardians and light-dancers in addition to the thousands of souls I had taken. I was, and always will be, a monster to them. 
 
    Suddenly it felt like I was flying, soaring. My heart felt like it would break as a feeling of pure freedom filled me. I wanted it so badly, that freedom. I wanted it more than anything, more than the purest soul. 
 
    'You remember, Therion?' Aurealis's soft voice. 
 
    'Yes.' My voice cracked; it was almost a sob. I remembered it, I remembered it well. That feeling got me through moments when I was certain I would break. 
 
    'You came to me because you wanted freedom.' 
 
    No, I thought to myself, you fed me dreams of that freedom until I came to you. I am no fool, I know Aurealis lured me here, but I wanted freedom so badly, I did not care. Not then. Not now. But perhaps... If I were to guard souls like Jayden Emerline Thaneton's. Perhaps my service would be more bearable. 
 
    'I cannot release you unless I know you will not become the apocalyptic force you have the potential to be. Ceri-talen has no right to you, never had a right to you. It is not fair what he did to you, but it happened.' 
 
    'I know my lectures bore you, Therion,' Cyndar put in, 'but you need to learn discipline. I was just telling Aurealis that your tendency to take the violent path over any other prevents you from progressing your redemption. How can we place you in proximity of a vulnerable spirit if we cannot trust you?' 
 
    'Cyndar speaks truly,' Aurealis said, a note of exasperation in her tone. But I noticed something else, she seemed distracted. Thoughtful. 'There is no doubt you are changing. Even less that you have some kind of connection to the yulari that may, just may, trigger a change in you that finally quells your need for violence. But it is something I need to consider more deeply.' There was a long pause, a silence full of tension as we all wondered what Aurealis meant exactly. Finally, my master spoke again, 'You will remain here. The sunlight will allow you to restore and you can use the time to think through your choices.' 
 
    I did not so much as feel her leave as feel her absence. 
 
    Then I heard Silven's voice, close to my ear. 'They may be willing to soften their disappointment with encouragement, but you will not find me so trusting.' 
 
    I realised that Cyndar must have departed with Aurealis, else Silven would not dare make such a comment. Cyndar might be lecturing and boring, but he'd not let that remark go by without challenging it. 
 
    'You may have their sympathy,' Silven was saying, 'but I know your mind.' 
 
    He took my chin and raised my head so he could look into my eyes. 
 
    'Given the chance, you would take freedom without redeeming your blackened soul.' 
 
    I gave him a predatory grin. 'And yours would be the first soul I would extinguish.' 
 
    His eyes flashed and he shoved my head away. 'Aberrant fiend, you… are… unsalvageable.' 
 
    I thought he had left, as silence graced the next few moments, but then he spoke again. 'Oh, and guess who has to fill in for your incompetence. Instead of seeing to more important duties, I will get to babysit Jayden Emerline Thaneton. Think on that, while you burn here, shadow-dweller.' 
 
    I found myself saying, 'But she is not less important. Saving her from Ceri-talen is no chore, Silven, it is a privilege, for she eclipses your less-than-virtuous essence and most certainly my tainted hide.' 
 
    I had the impression that my words were so unexpected Silven found himself speechless. Then, more gently, he lifted my head. He didn't say anything, just looked into my eyes again. Finally, he turned my head back down, not out of disgust this time, but in a deferential way, as if he knew I could not tolerate the light and he was granting me the small relief of not having to look up into it. 
 
    He was right about one thing, the sun burned. It made me wonder about the benevolence of my master. I was, as Silven cursed me, a shadow-dweller. I came from Unia-littah, a realm of darkness. I was, in the very best of circumstances, uncomfortable in sunlight. Yet this was the main source of alternative energy Aurealis made me reliant on. Here, my skin, even my feathers, felt like they were immersed in flame. There were no storms here, no clouds, no shadows. Even if I was welcome here, I'd never find rest in such a place.  
 
    I thought about Jayden. Now in Silven's temporary care and who knew after that? Did he possess the skill and tenacity he needed to protect her? Silven was an elder. He would challenge your average soul taker. They weren't all therilgalen. There were those like Ulyn, the generation of soul takers before I was created. A draconic race, they were bipedal dragons without wings. There were also all manner of creatures Ceri-talen could send to kill Jayden, such as wyverns, another dragon species, the panther-like vilitaran, or the avian-based jut-tar-har, which easily stood higher than an elephant and moved faster than a cheetah. I'd seen Silven kill a jut-tar-har. I'd been impressed; they give me trouble. Silven has also defeated therilgalen before. But they'd been young, less experienced. If Qu-te-se found himself opposite Silven… the guardian didn't have a chance. 
 
    I realised I was anxious. For the first time, I found myself berating my actions. Why had I'd been so impulsive? I could have called the police and held the assassin until they arrived. Envoy were known well enough because of their work with domestic violence cases and their child protection activities. I could easily have made up a plausible story. Between the professional-grade weapon, the shots through the window, and Jayden's mother's reputation, I could have resolved the situation differently. Why had I killed him? It wasn't, as Silven suggested, to take his soul… I had been thinking about Jayden. About her fear. About how I had been stolen and warped, twisted into this creature that was abhorred by the light-dancers and how I did not want her to face the seemingly endless years of torture, the humiliation, the vilification. How could I let something that beautiful be destroyed? I thought about that moment, when my spirit had merged with hers… But that had not been all I'd been aware of. Her body had been against mine, too. Trembling slightly, the shock from being shot still affecting her. That was when my resolve to protect her had set in completely. She had become more than just another vulnerable spirit. She had become more than a task, a mission, the subject of a summoning. She had become Jayden Emerline Thaneton. A person who had accepted me as I was. Who had not feared me but had seen me as her protector. She hadn't wanted just any angel protecting her, she had wanted me. 
 
    And I had failed her.   
 
    Because of my rash decision, now Jayden had only Silven between her and Ceri-talen.  
 
    A soul like that.  
 
    A soul like mine had once been.


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    'Where's Therion?' 
 
    The angel raised his eyebrows and then shrugged dismissively. He was a real angel, all silver and white and almost androgynous. The long, silver-pearl hair was pulled back in a pony-tail, but his fringe had escaped. There was more than a touch of self-importance about his face and in his eyes, but he seemed nice enough. 
 
    'Is he okay? Last I saw him he took a bullet in his back, told me to hide in my room, and disappeared.' I decided not to mention the rest. And he had just disappeared. Left me there not knowing what was going on. 
 
    The angel laughed softly. 'Oh, he's far from happy, but Therion will be fine.' 
 
    'What does that mean?' 
 
    The angel sighed. 'Do not worry about the shadow-dweller. Be assured, he is not injured. He has been… assigned another task. His… expertise are not entirely suited for this assignment.' 
 
    He was choosing his words carefully, like someone who didn't want to technically lie, but also didn't want to be honest. I didn't have the patience for the kind of verbal acrobatics it was going require to get the truth. I decided he was being truthful about Therion being unharmed. That would have to be enough. 
 
    'Fine. I'm going to my mother's. Do you…' I shook my head. 'I don't know how this works, are you going follow me everywhere, hang out with us, that kind of thing?' 
 
    He moved his lips into a smile, but it looked more like a grimace. He didn't want to be here, I decided.  
 
    'I do not need to follow you in the physical realm,' he replied. 'I simply want to assure you that you are safe.' 
 
    'I don't need protection any longer?' 
 
    Again, his smile seemed a little forced, although I think he was going for reassuring. 'As I said, there is no need to worry. I shall leave you to your plans.' 
 
    He disappeared. Like a ghost, one moment there, the next… 
 
    There was a knock on the door. I hesitated. After Therion disappeared for the second time, I'd hidden in the bathroom until Yu knocked and then let herself in. I'd gone out to meet her feeling like I'd just had a waking nightmare. No one seemed to have noticed the two shots, but then, maybe they'd used a silencer, because, when I thought about it, what I'd actually heard wasn't shots but the sound of the window cracking. Never-the-less, Yu had insisted on opening for the rest of this week and next week. I still looked terrible, apparently. After she left, I called Mum. At first, I just asked to stay at her place, but Mum has uncanny intuition and eventually I admitted that someone had put two bullets through my window. We argued about making an official report, but I broke down and just begged her to let it go. She'd reluctantly agreed to discuss it later, possibly because I omitted that I'd actually been hit, and I'd told her I would pack a bag and get a taxi to her place. I'd gone into the bedroom to clean up and get my things only to find an angel in there and the room looking pristine. No mess on the bathroom floor, no sign of blood.  
 
    I walked back out as whoever was at the door knocked a second time. Only Mum and Yu have the code to the atrium door and access to my apartment keys. Yu had no reason to come back. Then it occurred to me; it was Mum. 
 
    'Mum?' 
 
    'What's taking so long, Jay?' 
 
    Hearing her voice filled me with relief. 'Sorry,' I called out as I hurried to open the door. 
 
    Mum was leaning on the stair railing in the atrium. While, primarily a writer, my friend Alyssa designed the circular staircase to replace the old one when it was damaged in a storm. It was made of glass steps suspended from non-flexible wire-thin cylindrical lights. The railing was also held in place by said lights and it made my mum look like she was glowing a little. It made me think of angels. 
 
    Mum gave me a long, almost-too-tight hug. 'Oh hun, I'm so glad you're alright.' She pushed me back, looking me over. 'You are alright, yes?' 
 
    'Yes,' I said firmly. I paced backwards a couple of steps. 'I won't be a minute. I just need to get my toothbrush.' I turned and ducked into the bathroom, but when I re-emerged, Mum was by examining the window. Why had the angel cleaned up my room, but not fixed the window? As I joined Mum, she looked over at me and I could easily read her thoughts.  
 
    'I'm not calling it in.' 
 
    'You don't have to, I can.' Her expression hardened and she took my hand, placing it over one of the small circular holes. 'That takes a professional, Jay. Someone had the right kind of rifle, they found a position across the street, they planned this. You've been home all of one day and a professional has tried to kill you.' 
 
    I looked away. 'I don't want to—' 
 
    'No. No one does. But you're a witness. Grief's ghost, Jay, I'd give a limb to make it me and not you. But this is organised crime and your statement gives names and details we could never get before. It won't convict some of them, but it tells us who to focus on. A young woman, captive, enslaved, has you to thank for freedom and a dozen children owe you their lives, because even if they weren't killed, their lives would've been sheer misery. But you saw a boy being pulled into a car and, bless your heart, you couldn't look the other way.' 
 
    My mum is rarely sentimental, but there were tears in her eyes. 
 
    'F—' 
 
    'Jay, language.' 
 
    How did she always guess I was about to swear? Instead, I groaned, 'For the sake of a decent coffee.' 
 
    I got a look that said she wasn't fooled. 
 
    I sighed. 'Right now, I hate you in a very teenage I-don't-really-mean-it-but-you're-the-safest-person-upon-whom-I-can-direct-my-frustration way.' 
 
    Mum hugged me. 'I'm sorry, Jay.' 
 
    I let my head drop on her shoulder and mumbled, 'I'm making a coffee, do you want tea?' 
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    We were finally in Mum's car, heading to her place. It took forever for the police to finish. Okay, it felt like forever. My place was invaded by forensics and, to my disbelief, the apartment where they thought the shots had come from ended up having a dead man in it with a case full of kill-without-being-seen. Thankfully the CCTV in the atrium, courtyard, and café proved I hadn't secretly left and killed my would-be killer. Two bullets turned up, to my surprise, one in the wooden floor and the other in the wall. I was grilled, respectfully, but definitely grilled. I told them that when I heard the crack in the window and seen that it looked like a bullet hole, I'd hidden in the bathroom until I thought it was safe and then, after Yu came up and I realised the shooter must have gone, I found my phone and called my mother. The dead assassin explained where Therion had disappeared to. It also explained the other angel's evasiveness as well as raising a lot of questions, like why clean up all the blood and the bathroom, but not the bullet holes? And where had the bullets come from? More disturbingly: how 'good' were angels if they were willing to kill? Yes, the person they killed was trying to kill me, but… they'd killed him. Not they, Therion. Was that why he was dark where the other angels were light? To be honest, thinking about it made my head ache and I let myself zone out while I looked out the passenger window.  
 
    'Hey. Jay?' It was my mum; we'd arrived at her place. She tapped my arm. 'C'mon. Let's get you settled in front of the TV with a coffee. I've got the new season of… oh, actually, you probably won't be interested in any murder mysteries, right now. How about something light-hearted, like Firefly, or some Whose Line?' 
 
    My mum, the geek, before being a geek was cool. Not that I could talk, who do you think brought over Firefly and gave her the complete collection of Whose Line is it Anyway? for her birthday? 
 
    'Sounds like a plan.' I think my smile looked more weary than optimistic, but I didn't have the energy. Mum looked exhausted too. I wouldn't be surprised if we both ended up falling asleep in our chairs; never underestimate the comfiness of a recliner in a dimly lit room.  
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    A bleary glance at the clock put the time at almost a quarter past four. I wasn't sure what woke me. A feeling was all I could put it down to. It was the same odd sensation I felt when I saw angels. Sure enough, I looked at the other end of the lounge room and there was my newest angelic companion standing near the closed folding doors that separated the dining room from the lounge room. 
 
    'If you're going to keep appearing like this, I feel like we should be on first-name terms.' 
 
    He jumped. I'd startled him. For some reason I was a little bit pleased by that. Possibly because they so frequently did it to me, popping in and out whenever they felt like it without so much as a beg-your-pardon. 
 
    'Ah. Well, I'm not sure that's necessary,' he told me. 
 
    I gave him a deadpan look. 'You're watching me sleep. We may not be having sex, but I still think we should exchange names.' 
 
    'I know your name, Jayden Em—' 
 
    'Jay.' 
 
    He inclined his head. 'As you wish. Regardless, I am…' he trailed off, changed his mind about what he was going to say and said, 'I will not watch you sleep in future. I just wanted to make sure you are both well.' 
 
    'You gave me the impression that this 'assignment' was over when you disappeared yourself last time.' 
 
    'Ah, well, as I said, I was just checking in.' 
 
    'You're lying.' I held up my hand, forestalling his objection. 'Okay, maybe not lying, but you're not telling me everything.' 
 
    'It might be best if you think of me as a bodyguard. My job is to keep you safe. Most times I can do that from a distance, but occasionally I must be present. Conversation will distract me from my task.' 
 
    I thought about that. I'd rather have an angel watching over me than not, especially considering recent events. If he didn't want to talk, then I didn't want to miff him, he might decide he had better things to do. 
 
    I nodded. 'I can understand that.' He seemed relieved. I smiled mischievously. 'But just so you know, I'm calling you Garry.' That made him arch his eyebrows. 'Short for Garrulous. You know, because you're so talkative iron pots everywhere fear for their legs.' I got a perplexed frown and a dismissive head shake and then, surprise, surprise; he disappeared. 'Maybe I should call you Houdini,' I muttered. My mother's chuckle made me jump. 'You're awake.' 
 
    'I thought it best to not to be obvious, but yes, I've been awake since you started talking.' I started to apologise, but my mum shook her head. 'You were quiet, hun, I was sleeping lightly.' 
 
    Then I realised. 'You saw him.' 
 
    Mum paused. 'Yes, yes I did. I've seen them before. Not for a long time. I'd quite forgotten, actually.' 
 
    'So when Gran passed on.' 
 
    'Oh, I knew. Well, I was pretty sure you hadn't imagined it, but it's not the kind of thing you can tell a child to believe in. Soon enough they'll tell other adults and, well, there's imagination that adults are accepting of, and imagination they think a child is taking too seriously, which is when they start suggesting things like psychologists.' Mum shrugged. 'When you stopped talking about it, I just assumed you hadn't seen one since and, as I said, I haven't seen one for,' she shook her head, 'a really long time. Long enough to forget for the most part.' 
 
    'I saw one when Dad passed.' 
 
    'You did?' Her tone went up with pleased surprise. 
 
    'Same one as for Gran.' 
 
    'Oh,' she smiled. 'I'm glad. It kind of, well, it makes me feel like your father is being taken care of. And he always got on well with my mother.' She paused, lost in thought. I knew she missed my dad, a lot. She often talks to his photo by her bedside. I've heard her say good morning or good night to him and tell him about her day. 
 
    'This angel, Garry,' Mum grinned at the name I'd bestowed on him, 'you said he was protecting you, something about an assignment.' The grin had been replaced by a look of concern. 
 
    'Well, as you've seen, they're not effusive conversationalists, so a lot of what I've got is guess work. I don't think they're used to being seen. From what I can tell, their role is to protect people at certain times. Actually,' I gave her a sheepish look, 'I have a bit of a confession…' 
 
    Mum gave me a confused look and then she frowned, uncertainty clouding her expression. 
 
    'It's to do with the angels, that's why I didn't say anything before.' 
 
    'Okaaay. Why do I get the feeling that this is not good news?' 
 
    'It isn't and it is. Those shots through the window? Well, one of them hit me—' Mum started to get up, fear and panic on her face. I half rose myself as I made sit down motions with one hand. 'Stay calm, stay calm. I'm fine now. You saw that at my place, remember?'  
 
    Reluctantly, Mum sat back down, and I did too. 
 
    'The angel that was assigned to me healed me. I don't even have a scar.' I filled her in on the part about being shot. She took it rather well and only asked a few questions, leaving me to do most of the talking.  
 
    As I finished, she asked, 'Do you think, I mean, it seems unlikely, but this first angel, he came back to heal you, but after the second time he disappeared this new angel, Garry turned up—' 
 
    Mum stopped talking because I'd raised my hand. 'You didn't finish, you said, do I think, and then you kind of started rambling, what do I think?' 
 
    'Oh, uh, well,' she looked a little embarrassed, almost like she was ashamed. 'Do you think the first angel, do you think he was the one who killed the shooter?' 
 
    I took a moment to process her question. Damn, I was hoping she wouldn't pick up on that possibility. For some reason I wanted her to have a good impression of Therion and this, well, it wouldn't help. Neither would trying to side-step the issue, so I said, 'I kind of do. I mean, at the time, I didn't realise it. He shot at me and the angel disappeared, but he came back and healed me, but then he disappeared again. After that Garry showed up…'  
 
    Mum frowned and shook her head slightly. 'It does seem unlikely that an angel would do such a thing. It also doesn't make sense, why didn't the angel kill him before he took the shot? Would've saved him some trouble.' 
 
    Hmm, I hadn't thought of that. I shrugged. 'It was a theory. Therion never came back, so I couldn't ask.' 
 
    'Therion? I thought they didn't give you their names.' 
 
    'Ah, I forgot to mention that, didn't I? The first one, Therion, he was more forthcoming than Garry. I got the impression his role requires him to be more direct. My theory is based around the idea that because Therion is a dark-angel his job is to deal with the… um, violence, I guess, while the light-angels are more passive. Kind of like how they have a tank in World of Warcraft who takes the brunt of the charge and the healer to, well, heal and so on.' 
 
    'Really? You're referencing World of Warcraft while talking about angels? There's a priest crossing themselves right now, but they don't know why.' 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    'Dark-angel?' 
 
    'Yes. You know how Garry is all silver and glowy?' 
 
    Mum nodded. 
 
    'Therion is...' I frowned trying to articulate something more complex than black. 'It's like he's made of shadows. But he has these gold markings, brilliant gold, like sunshine. He said his job is protecting the light-angels. Actually, he didn't say it…' I paused, not sure where to start. 'You remember the ice hockey game?' 
 
    Mum made a hmmphing sound, as if saying; who could forget it? 
 
    'While you were helping out, I saw these light-angels appear, they seemed to be there to help the spirits of those people who died to,' I looked up trying to figure out how to phrase it, 'move on. But this dark-angel appeared, like Therion, but his markings were red, and he attacked them and Therion appeared and, well, kicked his ass.' 
 
    'Jay, language.' 
 
    'But Mum there's really no other way to describe it,' I insisted. 'Besides ass isn't that bad, it's not like I'd said kicked his effing ass.' Mum started to object again, but, in my enthusiasm, I talked over her, 'He seriously kicked this dark-angel's butt. You know that massive crack in the ice?'  
 
    Mum nodded again. 'No one could figure out what caused it.' 
 
    'That was Therion, he picked up the other dark-angel— and he was huge, but Therion lifted him almost over his head— and slammed him into the ice.' 
 
    She looked sceptical. Of course she did. I sounded unhinged. 
 
    I shook my head and rose. 'Forget it. I know it sounds crazy. I sound crazy. Look, put it down to stress, exhaustion, and too many knocks on my head.' I sighed. 'I'm really tired, I think I just need to go to bed.' 
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    I'd just climbed into bed when Mum came in. She pulled the covers up, quite literally tucking me in, and sat on the bed. 'You're not crazy, Jay. If one angel is real, the rest will be too. It just sounds unbelievable. And it's been such a long time since I've seen them.' She kissed my forehead. 'But I believe you. In fact…' 
 
    'In fact?' 
 
    'I think I saw him, or one like him. This Therion. At the Archmore op.' She rubbed her forehead. 'I can only remember bits and pieces, but,' she paused for so long I thought she wasn't going to finish, 'I think he took Kerrigan Archmore.' 
 
    I sat up. 'The Kerrigan Archmore, drug trafficker and slave trader?' 
 
    Mum nodded. 'I can't remember why, just that I was sure he was in the room and he took Archmore.' She nudged me back down. 'You look exhausted. You really should get some sleep. We'll talk more in the morning.' 
 
    I received a second kiss on the forehead and she left. 
 
    I spent several minutes just processing what she'd said before the call of nature dragged me up. In the bathroom, I was shocked by my reflection. I looked almost grey. No wonder Mum had decided to leave things till morning. My head ached and a wave of dizziness washed over me. I stumbled back. Caught myself and leaned on the basin. After a few minutes, I looked up. For a moment, I thought I saw a dark-angel with red markings in the mirror. It was just a flash… I really needed some sleep.


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Sound of Silence – Disturbed] 
 
      
 
    I had no notion of how much time passed. In the Sunlit Meadows, the sun never goes down. I felt plenty of guardians come and go as well as lesser angels and spirits I could not identify. Many took their rest here, others were staying in this realm temporarily, and some lived here. Many of them took a path that just happened to take them right past me. In some cases, they were less subtle, walking to within a few meters to stare at me. It always happened when Aurealis restrained me here; they all wanted to see the big, bad therilgalen. The demon their master had vanquished. 
 
    They knew by now that I could not move. I remained in the same position in which I'd been brought here, standing, wings tight against my back, head bowed. Aside from not being forced to look into the too-bright sun, having my head bowed also gave me a convenient excuse not to meet the gazes of the curious onlookers. Most thought I was asleep as my hair concealed part of my face. Many spoke without diplomacy regardless of whether they thought I could hear or not, as if I was no sentient being, but a monster, not capable of intelligent thought let alone capable of overcoming my instinctual compulsions. To a degree, they were right. I was here because I failed to overcome my instincts, but I was well aware of my failure. 
 
    There was one difference to my punishment this time, though. Vessa had taken to visiting. The first time she said it was to let me know how Maya was doing, but during her visits we ended up discussing a wide range of topics. It made me wonder whether Aurealis had asked her to come, perhaps my master thought it would encourage some kind of bond, or at least a sense of gratitude. My thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of some lesser angels.  
 
    'Look at the way the gold threads his feathers,' a young feminine voice remarked. 
 
    'Look at the size of the feathers,' her companion, also feminine, retorted. 
 
    'I wonder what they feel like…' 
 
    'I wouldn't be touching that if I were you. It may be inanimate, but it could be dangerous.' 
 
    There was a pause. I guessed the curious one was looking at the cautious one, some expression passing between them. 
 
    'Well, you've heard about the venom, have you not? For it to just drop onto your skin is instant death.' 
 
    'Instant?' the first one queried doubtfully. 
 
    'Vessa said this one bit the one attacking them and by the time it hit the floor it was dead.' The naysayer's tone was horror mixed with fascination. Had she not been so full of fear, the naysayer would have liked to touch my feathers too. She also wanted to touch my skin, see what my markings felt like. What did I sound like, she wondered? 
 
    It would have been far more bearable if Aurealis had blocked my ability to hear thoughts. I felt like praying for an end to this humiliation, but I knew the god I currently served would be deaf to such an appeal. 
 
    The brave one's heartbeat suddenly picked up. Her breathing sped up too. A moment later her friend's heartbeat shot up to a rapid pace, but her breathing slowed, stopping when she held her breath. 
 
    I could not see them, but I knew the first had moved closer to me, probably reaching out towards a wing. If she was that close, she was close enough for me to form talons of my fingers and rip out her heart, and then... Aurealis forgive me, but I wanted her spirit. I wanted to feel its energy course through me. Not Aurealis's strength, not Ceri-talen's, my strength. Mine.  
 
    I shut off the thoughts, pushing them away, rejecting them. That kind of thinking had brought me here, leaving Jayden to Silven's doubtful protection. As soon as Ceri-talen realised it, he would not hesitate. A spirit like that; he would not stop pursuing her. He would subject her to eons of torture, warp her into a creature like me. Enslaved. Used to feed a war and advance a godling who wanted more power. 
 
    Pale fingers came into my view, reaching towards my left wing. I had to admire her courage. When most took it into their heads to touch me, they approached from the side or behind. The hand and arm that followed trembled only a little. So fragile, so delicate, so easy to kill. I remembered doing it. They would flock forward trying to protect whatever it was they felt worthy of their souls and I spent only moments destroying them. The guardians were another matter. They had the means to defend themselves. Against me, that just meant it took a little longer.  
 
    A pale, silver head came into view.  
 
    Why was I here?  
 
    She was almost there.  
 
    Why had I agreed to submit to this? 
 
    Her fingers centimetres from my wing.  
 
    Was all this humiliation really worth what I sought? 
 
    Silver hair was picked up by the wind, floating like strands of stray silk. 
 
    Was this better than what Ceri-talen had put me through?  
 
    The torture. I remembered that well, but somehow pain seemed less arduous than this. 
 
    An intense desire to reach out and crush her throat seared through my muscles. As if sensing my consciousness, she looked up, pale, silver eyes widening, small, petal mouth gasping in a breath of fear as she met my golden gaze and realised that not only was I conscious, I was aware of her, watching her. Her fear froze her, her heartbeat thrumming hard. Recognising me for the predator I was, her spirit shivered. 
 
    'Flee,' I sent contemptuously, for I would not give them the satisfaction of hearing my voice. 
 
    She made a startled sound, a cross between a yelp and a mewl and stumbled back. I tuned out the sounds that followed until I heard a familiar voice. 
 
    'He cannot harm you, but you should not approach him,' Vessa warned. 'He is here because he needs time to think, you should not disturb him. We all come here for our own reasons and we respect each other by leaving one another to tend to those reasons.' 
 
    'It is not thinking,' the second voice, the cautious naysayer, 'it is being punished.' 
 
    Vessa's voice hardened. 'Even if that were so, that is none of your business. In fact, what is the business that brings you here?' 
 
    There was a tense silence in response. 
 
    'I see. Well back to your duties, for it is of a certainty that if you are caught here again to simply sate your curiosity, you will face reprimand.' 
 
    Some of my anger dispersed at the words and the hardness of Vessa's tone. 
 
    A moment later Vessa sat at my feet. She looked up at me. Her expression was not welcoming, or consoling, it was neutral. 'I will speak to Aurealis, recommend perhaps that you be restrained elsewhere…' Her voice touched my mind; it was surprising she chose that method to communicate, speaking would not have required her to encounter my spirit. It was, however, the most common means of communication for the light-dancers. 
 
    'This is the best cell for me,' I sent back, this time not because I begrudged letting her hear what I sounded like, as with the young one, but as a mark of respect. 'There is no private access, no means of slipping away, no shadows.' 
 
    'I am sure Aurealis will heed my words and at least place you in a cottage or something similar. Your punishment is the loss of your freedom, not humiliation.' 
 
    'Are you sure?' I challenged, trying to supress the harsh emotion that accompanied the question, but not entirely succeeding.  
 
    To her credit, Vessa did not flinch, mentally or physically. Instead, she thought on it for a moment, then nodded. 'There is nothing to gain by humiliation. Indeed, you would regress. Your rage rules you. Your path to redemption has been constructed to free you from your anger, Aurealis would not risk negating that.' 
 
    'Perhaps I am meant to learn humility as well as restraint,' I suggested bitterly. 
 
    Vessa turned so that her back was to me, bending her knees and wrapping her arms about them, her wings brushed against my legs. I felt none of the inclination to harm her that I'd had with the other angel. I wondered why, was it her kindness and acceptance?  
 
    'Maya asks about you every day. She calls you her guardian angel. In her mind, you are on par with one of her superheroes.' 
 
    I expected to hear resentment in her voice. It was Vessa, after all, who was her true guardian, her life-long guardian. She glanced up and I caught a faint smile. 
 
    'Her memories of you are quite fond. Her favourite is the confrontation with the other therilgalen.' Then, after a long pause, she added, 'I did not realise it immediately... That you brought Maya back from death.' 
 
    'She is not the only one.' 
 
    'I know.' 
 
    I could sense she had a question. 'What?' 
 
    Unfazed by my gruff tone, Vessa said, 'There was nothing in your directions that would have prevented you from walking away at that point. The point at which you discovered Maya's spirit had left her vessel. Aurealis would have accepted it, no punishment would have come. Yet you expended energy bringing her back, energy you were limited in replacing.' 
 
    'I had the energy from Archmore.' It was not quite a lie, I had used his energy rather than use up all of mine, but I made it sound like I had sacrificed none of my own energy, which was quite untrue, but I could not let Maya die by then, not once I realised just how very important it was to Jayden that she live. 
 
    Vessa sighed, dissatisfied with my response. 'I was here for several weeks after my charge died,' she said. 'He was ninety-three, his death was natural and peaceful. I guided him to the ether and then came here to grieve. It had been scores of years since I had used my natural form and I was feeling restless and lost.' 
 
    'You mean you maintained a human form for the entirety of your guardianship?' 
 
    She nodded. 'Well, not the entirety. For the first nineteen years, I watched over him. Then manifested as an eighteen-year-old woman and he fell in love with me. I married him and spent the rest of those years as his guardian. Inspiring him when he needed it, consoling him, encouraging him, guiding him.' 
 
    This revelation was a bit of a surprise, I had never known they went to so much effort to protect their charges. Although, in truth, I knew little of what was required of guardians, just that I was ostracised by them. 
 
    'Is that usual?' I asked. 
 
    'To manifest as human? It depends on the soul we are protecting. My charge was a scientist. It is very difficult getting such a mind to believe in angels, intuition, or anything else remotely spiritual. He believed in me though and I was able to help him reach his full potential.' 
 
    'You… had a human relationship.' Of course, they had relationships, I reprimanded myself. But I had never thought about it much, never really cared what the guardians did. Not until now. Not until Jayden. 'What was it like?' 
 
    She laughed softly. 'Like any other relationship. It reminded me of my own mortal years.' 
 
    'Did you have offspring?' 
 
    'No…'  
 
    There was regret in her voice. It had been a strong connection. 
 
    'Will you do the same for Maya?' I wondered. 
 
    'Perhaps. It is too early to know that yet. After her experience with you, it may not be necessary.' 
 
    'I hope it isn't,' I told her. 'She deserves her freedom.' 
 
    Vessa frowned up at me. 'How do you feel I robbed Gerald of his freedom?' 
 
    'He did not know. He knew not that he was with a being that was not human. That knowledge may have changed his choices,' I explained. 'You manifested as a human to manipulate his choices to cause him to make ones he might not otherwise have made; in that I feel there is deception. A betrayal of trust.' 
 
    'How does whether I am human or not matter? There was no agenda, Therion, aside from protecting his life as much as I was able, and to do as much as I could to ensure he had a fulfilling life; that is no less than any human who loved him would have wanted for him. I did not lie or manipulate him. I supported, encouraged, and loved him.' 
 
    We settled into uneasy silence.  
 
    Abruptly, she rose. Placing a hand on my wing, she said, 'I will speak to Aurealis about restricting access here. I am certain her intention is not humiliation. After all, she genuinely intends for you to progress. She,' Vessa hesitated, 'she wanted you to work with me. During my guardianship of Maya. She wanted you to see what we do, to, to get involved— with my supervision— but she felt,' Vessa faltered again, 'she really felt you were ready. That you were safe to be around a yulari for prolonged periods.' 
 
    Her voice was heavy with emotion. She had clearly objected at the time but had changed her mind. She regretted that I would not have a part in Maya's life.  
 
    'I am sorry, Vessa. Considering my background, where my masters have taken all my critical choices from me, my distrust sometimes rules me. You did right by your charge, Gerald, and I genuinely feel that Maya is fortunate to have a guardian such as you.' 
 
    She accepted my apology with a nod and then suddenly she stepped forward and kissed my cheek. Her move confused me, but as she met my gaze she said, 'I saw it many times in the earthly realm, those who were misunderstood, mistreated, all they needed was kindness and patience. I know you feel Aurealis humiliates you, but when she speaks of you, she speaks as one who only wants to be kind and I can assure you; she has infinite patience.' 
 
    'That may be so, Vessa. What makes me different is that while I may have been taken in by well-meaning souls, I have attacked kind and vicious hand alike. I cannot be trusted, at least not for some time.' 
 
    She smiled. 'As I said, infinite patience.' And with that she stepped through the planes.


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    Mum lives a good hour from her workplace near the city, so she sometimes uses my guest room when she's working long days. My grandmother inherited the building where I built Fixated and my apartment, just on the outskirts of the city. My father's parents left them their semi-rural property. It's surrounded by forest and has a river going through it. It's not the kind of land you can farm, but if you wanted quiet, it was ideal. It also meant strangers stuck right out. 
 
    Dad spent a lot of time establishing the rose garden and he'd also put in a walking trail with a few seats along it. Towards the end, he and Mum spent most evenings sitting on one of those benches watching the sun set. There's a small mountain on the other side of the river, which I sometimes walk up with Mum. Mum often jogs up. She likes to keep fit and though she loathes running, she loves the view and uses it as her reward for getting through the tedium of the exercise. I used to run with her, back when I still did archery and martial arts, but with the café I have so little time I rarely keep fit enough to run any longer, so I walk. I usually go in the early morning when the Australian sun won't sap your energy before you get halfway up and, occasionally, there are still some wallabies about. Tonight, I stuck to the garden; it had just rained and everything smelled renewed. The smell of Dad's roses often transports me back to a time when he was alive, making me feel nostalgic.  
 
    Mum and I had yet to get back to our angel conversation. The morning following the shooting, Stuart not only got Mum signed off to return to work on desk duties, but approval to continue to help with the case, which was required because my involvement could be construed as a conflict of interest. If Mum wasn't one of a few officers who could speak Vietnamese it would have been a lot harder to justify her staying on the taskforce. Mum said there were more strings attached to the conditions of her staying on than a puppet with two masters, but she felt it was worth all the trouble as well as the long hours at the office. I think she wanted to do whatever she could to prevent another incident and saw it as one of the ways she could protect me. Every morning Aunt Tien would arrive with an officer— to keep an eye on the place, she said, I read that as keep an eye on me— and give Mum a ride in to work. Sometimes Mum would return in the afternoon, others, it would be well after dark. Even now, I was aware of Kate, or Officer Garibaldi, watching me from the kitchen window. She often used the excuse of tidying up or making tea to position herself by the window whenever I went out the back. She tried to make her presence seem as natural as possible, almost like a friend staying for a few days. I liked how observant she was, on her first day I could see as she scanned the property that she was registering every possible hiding place a person with a rifle might consider. She'd made recommendations for thinning out the trees or bushes in some parts and motion-activated lighting in others, all which she did in her first few days here.  
 
    Outside of work, I don't socialise much. Running a café takes a lot of time. Even now, Yu had brought all the admin over for me to do. I'd been advised to get someone to help manage Fixated and all front of house tasks until the taskforce could determine the ramifications of the shooting and get a better handle on the extent of the case they had. The children would provide evidence, but being an adult, I was able to be provide more detail. Malaya had yet to speak. She'd been in a state of shock since we'd been rescued and just stared off into space. Not even sudden, loud sounds seemed to register. When they'd first arrived at the hospital, they'd assumed she'd follow the rest in, but she stood motionless in the emergency area, even when a car swung around the corner and screeched to a halt to avoid hitting her. That meant I was the key source of information for the taskforce. They interviewed me here, at Mum's place, and sometimes it would go on for hours. Tien lined up the interviews, but Mum and Tien weren't allowed to attend them. Not that the officers interviewing me were impolite or anything, but I suspect Mum would have been inclined to give me more breaks. After the interviews, there'd be nothing for a few days while they followed up leads or tracked down evidence or… whatever it was they were doing. They were all very apologetic for the inconvenience but had not needed to emphasise how important it was they kept me safe. It was fortunate Yu was able to manage the café. She wanted to own one herself one day and this was an opportunity she had been happy to leap for. I promised her I'd find the budget to give her a raise for the extra responsibility, but, to be honest, I wasn't sure how I was going to do it. My lack of a social life was also fortunate in that I didn't have a large social circle, because that meant no tricky explanations to friends about why they couldn't visit or why I was staying at Mum's place. 
 
    My one really close friend, Alyssa, had started out as a customer. A self-employed writer/editor, Alyssa's never had an office, but my café might as well be it— I've even taken to letting her stay after hours if she's got a deadline. Over the course of a few months we discovered we had a lot in common, including being very serious about our coffee. We also share the same taste in music and fashion and driving; usually too fast. Alyssa has a pain condition and barely sleeps, so she's learned to live off coffee. One day she gave me a t-shirt that said: Death before dishonour, nothing before coffee— we've been friends ever since. I really miss her because not only does she know about me seeing angels, she sees them too. She's been asking about me at the café and she'd sent texts and an email. The problem is, I don't want her drawn into this, but I don't want her to worry, either. I decided I should send an email, but I'd have to be careful with my words so I wouldn't find her suddenly on my doorstep— she's been here plenty of times because we often have movie marathons with Mum. Alyssa's the kind of person that, no matter how inconvenient, if you even hint you could use some help, she'd turn up and make you feel like you were doing her a favour. I'd told her about Therion at the ice rink and I wanted to talk to her about recent events, but I knew that even if I kept it to angel-talk, I'd be putting her at risk. A non-committal email assuring her I was fine, just busy, would have to do. 
 
    As I walked around the garden, I felt my flagging energy pick up a little. There was a kind of muted vibration in the air, almost like that charged atmosphere the air takes on just before a thunderstorm. Ah, Garry was around. Even if I couldn't see him, and he'd taken to hiding himself very well, I could feel him. I wandered back up and down the garden. When I finally decided where the vibe was strongest, I stopped and sat on the ground, leaning back until I was lying. I bent my knees and put my arms behind my head to create a cushion. 
 
    'You know, Garry, you don't have to hide, I know how to share a companionable silence.' 
 
    'You are very perceptive.' 
 
    The observation was grudging, and he sounded irritated. I couldn't see him, just hear his voice. I couldn't decide if I could only hear it in my head or whether it was an actual sound. 
 
    'It would be less disconcerting if you would appear when you do decide to talk,' I pointed out. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I mentally shrugged, I was getting used to talking to myself and having my questions left unanswered. 'At least Therion had the decency to appear whenever I talked to him. He seemed more tolerant, too.' Okay, I was being a bit of a troll, provoking him with statements like that, but I was feeling frustrated about the whole situation and if someone was watching me, I preferred they showed themselves. 'Therion looks quite different, too, almost like he's an angel-vampire cross.' I paused as something occurred to me, 'He's not some kind of vampire, though, is he? I mean, he has fangs, so he could be a vampire, for all I know.' 
 
    Garry appeared. 'Vampires rarely bother themselves with the kind of affairs that concern angels, nor do they possess the restraint required for the work we do.' He scowled deeply as he added, 'Neither does Therion, for that matter.' 
 
    'Is that why he's more forthcoming than you?' Okay, now I was being an utter troll, but he'd appeared after I'd suggested Therion might be a better angel than he was. It was a weak point through which I might gain enough information to understand what was going on. 
 
    A scornful expression further marred the perfection of Garry's face. 'You think he is some kind of hero, some kind of mysterious and enchanting creature of justice, but he has committed atrocities beyond your imagining. He has spent centuries redressing them and will spend centuries more before he comes close to any kind of redemption.' 
 
    I sat up and crossed my legs, looking up at Garry. 'At least he seeks redemption. Doesn't that count for something? My mother has encountered some truly horrible people who are without remorse. In fact, right now, she's working with a taskforce to stop an organisation that trades in children like they're cattle. Which brings me to a question I've been meaning to ask, why did Therion protect Archmore?' 
 
    'Who?' his beautiful face went blank for a moment, then, 'Oh, him.'  
 
    I waited out the silence that followed, hoping my patience would be rewarded with an answer. 
 
    'Archmore was the only one who knew the location of a child called Maya Del Omo.' 
 
    'That was the girl Therion took. She was badly hurt, but Therion promised he'd take care of her.' 
 
    My remark clearly affected Garry because his reluctance to take part in the conversation seemed to dissolve. He sank slowly to the ground, kneeling, lifting his wings, and then sitting in a side-on manner that kept them from getting beneath him. 'She was indeed gravely injured. That was why Therion was instructed to protect Archmore until he gained her location. Maya is safe now and has recovered. You can assure your mother that Archmore has since paid his dues.' 
 
    'He did? You mean, well, you don't mean he's in some kind of jail or anything.' 
 
    'He's dead,' Garry said flatly. 'His body is near the creek where you were held.' After a moment, he added, 'Therion's attempt to redeem does, indeed, count for something. He is, however, a very volatile creature, one that is far more dangerous than the oft-cited wolf among sheep. Do not mistake him for a friend. It was because he almost killed your mother that induced the need to protect you.' 
 
    That got my attention. 'He what?' 
 
    I heard the sliding door behind me open and close. 
 
    Garry was saying, 'Ah, I should clarify, it was an accident, a misjudgement…' 
 
    Footsteps indicated that Kate was approaching, I glanced behind me, sure enough, she was coming up the path, a mug in each hand. What was with her obsession with tea? I turned back to Garry, but he was gone. Of course! I grumbled incoherently under my breath and then pasted a smile on my face as Kate arrived. 
 
    'Do you mind if I join you? I made some tea.' 
 
    'Thank you, you really didn't have to. Please,' I gestured for her to take a seat. 'My father planted this garden, so I often like to sit here,' I added by way of explaining why I'd plonked myself down in the middle of the backyard. 
 
    'Oh, I gather he's, um…' 
 
    'Passed away.' 
 
    'Sorry—' 
 
    I shook my head. 'No need to apologise, it was a while back. I know I'm not really with him here, but I miss him a little less.' I sipped my tea, looked away to wince so as not to hurt Kate's feelings. 
 
    'You don't like tea, do you?' 
 
    I laughed. 'You don't miss much. It's not that I don't like tea, but I prefer herbal, and my mainstay is coffee.' 
 
    Kate smiled, she had hazel-green eyes with gold flecks that matched the olive tone of her skin. 'I saw the coffee machine, but I have no idea how to use one.' 
 
    'I can show you, if you'd like.' 
 
    She nodded. 'Yeah, that'd be great.' 
 
    'Hello-hello!' 
 
    It was Mum and Tien. 
 
    Kate jumped up and started brushing down her jeans. Tien said plain clothes would be better suited for this assignment, and because of the shooter, Kate had a gun in a holster under her hoodie. 
 
    'I'll see you tomorrow,' she said and headed back to the veranda where Tien had stopped to wait for her. Tien waved and I returned the gesture. Some days she would stop to talk, others, like today, when it was already late in the day for her, she'd just wave or say hello because she still had to take Kate home before she could head home herself. They said goodbye to Mum and went into the house, presumably to collect Kate's things before heading off. Mum jogged down the veranda steps and then walked over to me. 
 
    When she reached me, she said, 'You missing your Dad, hun?' A kiss on my forehead followed the question. 
 
    I nodded. Then I remembered what Garry had just told me. 'Oh, um, don't let Tien leave, just yet, but I want to talk to you alone for a minute.' 
 
    Ever practical, Mum pulled out her mobile. 'Tien, just hang on for a minute, I'll be right out.' 
 
    'I know where Kerrigan Archmore is,' I started as she pushed her phone back into her pocket. 
 
    Mum frowned, started to say something and then gestured impatiently. 'You what, now?' 
 
    'I had a winged visitor.' I gave her a meaningful look. 'He said Archmore is dead, he's near a creek where we were being held.' 
 
    Mum groaned and rubbed her head. 'Ah, Jay,' she sighed. 'And how am I supposed to tell Tien I know this?' 
 
    I almost shrugged, but then had an idea. 'Tell her I remembered it, I overheard Quan say something about having a body near a creek to get rid of, let her do the math, she'll know there's a creek near the place they found us.' 
 
    Mum sighed again, then said, 'This will result in another interview, you know?' 
 
    'I know, but perhaps it could be tomorrow, I'm feeling pretty wiped out.' 
 
    'Okay. I'll tell her. Why don't you head inside? I'll make you a coffee when I finish with Tien.' 
 
    I let her guide me back into the house and fell onto the lounge. I really was tired and pretty soon my eyes drifted shut. 
 
   
 
  



Bastien 
 
      
 
    It wasn't exactly your average suburban house; it was surrounded by a wall and the extensive, landscaped gardens included a pool and entertainment deck. I dropped from the top of the wall into the yard. The garden was in darkness, but the back section of the inner house was lit up and I could see people moving about. Avoiding the light spilling out through various windows, I made my way up to the deck. A young, Asian man was leaning against an outdoor kitchen bench next to a barbecue. He wore dark clothing and would have been hidden from human eyes but for the end of his cigarette lighting up every now and then. He was armed; I could smell both the oil for cleaning the weapon and the gunpowder. Yes, vampire senses can be that comprehensive, it depends on the type of vampire and the age, but like a shark, I can scent a drop of blood from a long way off. And, unfortunately, sweat and all the other less-appealing scents that accompany humans. There was a sour taint to the man's sweat. A drug-user, but sober, right now. I amused myself by working my way as close to him as I could. I got to within a meter or so and he didn't even look in my direction. I was now opposite him on the other side of the sliding door, near the window panel. Assured that my 'companion' was unaware of me, I turned my attention to the room within.  
 
    In front of my position, there was a large u-shaped lounge taking up two thirds of the space. Looking to the right, I could see the edges of a dining area and kitchen, but I would have to lean too far out to see it properly. Four people sat on the lounge; one couple— the woman sleeping with her head on the man's shoulder— and two men sitting on separate sections of the lounge. A wooden chest-like, square coffee table was strewn with drug paraphernalia, ashtrays, cigarette packets, and two decorative, wooden boxes. I almost huffed my dissatisfaction, then remembered the guard sharing the deck area with me and suppressed it.  
 
    I'd left my hunt until just after midnight, the address retrieved through various sources had not been easy to track down and I'd been told that my target, Lena Exeter, was moving around, never staying at one address for long.  
 
    Lena Exeter. 
 
    She had started as just a name Therion had given me, but I'd been able to match her to memories from the man he'd me question, Kerrigan Archmore. From there I'd enough to send an investigator on an information hunt and what I discovered was that Lena Exeter's crimes extended far beyond having a relationship with a slave trafficker and looking the other way. She had been aiding her brother, Riley, in his own paedophilic pursuits all her life. The two were abused by their father and that gained her a certain amount of empathy, but she was suspected of letting her brother abuse her childhood friends and later luring children her brother wanted away from safety. Therion had given me her name for a reason. He very rarely gave me names. He had to be careful because if Aurealis thought he was overstepping his bounds, he would be punished. So would I. By only giving me her name, all the rest was on me. I could have just tracked her down and killed her— Therion did not give me the names of innocents. But, by doing my research, by confirming the need for action, I acted as a balancing factor, and Aurealis was very keen on balance. 
 
    I felt a flurry of warmth and all my muscles tensed. Speak of the devil, as the saying goes. 
 
    Aurealis appeared as an angel right next to me. It was alright for her to just drop into the earthly realm unannounced, no one could perceive her. 
 
    'Nor you, while I will it.' 
 
    I turned, still in my crouched position, and rested one knee on the ground. I looked up at her. 'Why are you here?' 
 
    'He gave you the name of a woman within. You plan to kill her.' 
 
    'Not without purpose,' I objected. 'First, I plan to extract her memories using a psychic link; a thoroughly excruciating experience, but one not undeserved. In the spirit of direct honesty, though, after that, well, then I will, indeed, kill her. And it will be bloody and terrifying, much like it was for her victims. You know,' I shrugged, pulling off an attitude of nonchalance I didn't quite feel, 'because I am all about balance.' I finished in a soft drawl, but maintained steady eye contact with the god, daring her to react to the unsubtle provocation in my manner. 'Why do you object? By removing Lena Exeter in this manner, I will, at the very least, be dispensing justice.'  
 
    Aside from narrowing her gaze in what I perceived as haughty disapproval and then settling on an expression of disinterest my explanation was left to drift in an abyss of silence. 
 
    'I get it, I get it; you are not a god of justice, thus this aspect is not crucial in achieving your ambitions. Consequently, I feel it would be remiss of me not to also point out that my course of action will prevent Lena Exeter from targeting others, spirits who might otherwise move closer to ascension in this lifetime were they not subjected to the trauma her crimes impart.' 
 
    'Yet, had he not given you this name, you would not be interested in Lena Exeter, or delivering justice on behalf of her victims, or potentially progressing their ascension. I must conclude, then, that your motivation stems from Therion and his provision of this information.' Aurealis persisted. 
 
    'True. However, I've been killing paedophiles and other equally vile ilk for centuries, so I'm not exactly behaving aberrantly. Anyone could have given me this name and I would act the same, thus, I can assure you, that neither of us are motivated by personal vengeance. This particular vile creature also possesses extensive information on an organisation that trades in children. Once I extract that information, I will give it to others who can use it to take that organisation apart. I am also sure that you are well aware that Ceri-talen is behind much of this, influencing these criminals, getting them to target spirits he wants made vulnerable and then harvesting them.' I paused and then added with special emphasis, 'Ceri-talen is not just disrupting the balance here, he is flaunting his disregard for the treaty. I simply mean to even things out. That I get to kill while doing so is an unexpected pleasure, but not required.' 
 
    For a very, very long moment she assessed me. She could not read my mind; one of the major advantages of not pledging service to a god. Again, I did not flinch from her gaze. She might not be able to read my mind directly, but that did not mean she had other ways of divining my motives or my sincerity. 
 
    'I will allow this. But do not mistake it, vampire, I will not always be accepting of such actions. Next time Therion gives you a name, be absolutely sure of your motives and his before you act upon it.' 
 
    I snorted. 'I am surprised you are not going to give him a direct order not to give me any other names.' 
 
    The angel-god gave me a mysterious smile. 'Who is to say I did not put the thought in his mind to give you every name he has ever passed on?' 
 
    'Then why are you here this time and not the previous times?' 
 
    'Perhaps I thought it was timely to remind you that just because I may not be present, does not mean I am unaware of Therion's actions.' 
 
    'Well, now that I am reminded, I'd like to get back to my task, if you don't mind.'  
 
    Aurealis raised a hand in a stalling gesture. 'Just one more thing. This, what you are doing, I know it is a personal vendetta of yours. I know that despite your protests that there is deeper meaning to your drive to rid the realm of these people and to thwarting Ceri-talen. Mistake it not, Arareiks, this is a favour I have done you.' 
 
    I kept my expression blank when she used my real name. Very few know that name; the name I'd given myself when I decided to finally take a name in the earthly realm. 'Message received: I owe you. Now, let me get on with my evening before you drain all the joy from it,' I drawled. 
 
    Her smile was one of deep and genuine amusement, but she said nothing more, just dissolved in a sparkle of lights.  
 
    Bloody gods. 
 
    It was bad enough I'd had no time to prepare for this hunt, I did not need surprise visitations from gods. My original plan was to locate Lena Exeter and quietly get the information I wanted before killing her… 
 
    How dare she? God she might well be, but how dare she imply she had control over me. I was not in service to Aurealis, she had no right, no jurisdiction over me or any other vampire. I ground my teeth, my outrage building every moment I thought about it. Aurealis might be a god, but the telari were lesser dragons, godlike but not all powerful.  
 
    Just then my prey walked into the room. I would have to consider the problem of Aurealis later. Right now, I didn't feel like being careful or judicious. Without seeing my kill, knowing where she was, I could not have afforded the risk of being reckless. But now she was in sight. 
 
    As soon as I saw the Lena Exeter emerge from the dimly lit hall and into the lounge area I rose and, faster than he could see, moved to the guard's side. He had just drawn on the cigarette, lighting up the end with orange embers. His neck was broken before the embers could fade. I quietly dropped him to the ground. And there my stealth ended. 
 
    Using my elbow, I smashed the window, no easy feat with safety glass, unless you're a vampire. I ignored the others in the room. They started rising, drawing guns, protesting my intrusion. I caught Lena's gaze, held it long enough mesmerise her and then said, 'Do not move.' 
 
    Not all vampires can do that. First, you have to have some level of psychic ability so vampires that feed on emotional energy are more likely to have it than vampires like Thomas who feed on blood for the most part. Me, well, I'm a very different kind of vampire. Being born with psychic abilities, I have had centuries to hone them, and I had another advantage: I was not born in this realm. 
 
    With Lena frozen in place, I turned my attention to the other people in the room. I had four guns pointed at me and from the smell of gunpowder in the air, they had fired. I gave myself a quick mental once-over. They weren't very good shots; no bullets had hit me. But then, the glazed look in the eyes of one shooter and the wobbly stance of another suggested they were possibly too drug-addled to do anything properly. They were poor pickings in terms of prey. The remaining male seemed to be sober though because he was moving, making his way around the lounge, yelling at me, who did I think I was, etcetera. I closed on him first, grabbing his gun hand, breaking his wrist in sharp flick, yanking him towards me I pushed my fangs forward. I sank my teeth in deep into his throat. His blood tasted rancid and I thrust him aside. Not chancing another befouled blood source, I leapt over the lounge, taking the gun from the man with the glazed eyes and hit him with it hard enough to shatter his skull. The woman started to scream, so I shifted to her next, grabbing her throat in a grip tight enough to cut off all sound. Pointing the gun at the remaining man, I shot him in the head. By the time I turned back to the woman; she was dead, I'd crushed her throat. Letting her go, I stepped up onto the lounge and then over it, heading to the hall where I could hear a man running from the front part of the house. As he came into the short hall joining the front section of the house to the back, I side-stepped as he rushed forwards and I slammed my fist into the side of his head. He almost went through the wall. A moment later, his heart stopped beating. 
 
    'Bloody gods,' I muttered softly. 
 
    I looked back at the slaughter behind me. Lena still stood in place, her body trembling, her fear intense and foul on the air. 
 
    Stalking towards her, I said, 'Now you have an inkling of how the children you lured into your brother's grasp felt. Except you are fortunate, Lena. Your torment will end this night. Theirs will last their lifetime.' 
 
    Her mind was in a panic: don't admit it, don't admit it, if he thinks you're someone else, he might let you go, send him upstairs, get free, get help.  
 
    'That won't help you,' I murmured. 'I would apologise to you for not giving you as pain free a death as your allies, but let's just say that you definitely haven't earned such mercy or consideration.'  
 
    I moved behind her, one arm about her waist, the other over her mouth, nose, and chin as I turned her head to expose her neck. When I bit into her, she tried to scream but my hand was closed tightly enough to smother it. If she were not the cruel being she was, I might have felt guilty. Normally when we feed we kiss or lick the area, just enough for the numbing agent in our salvia to take the pain out of the bite. There's also another chemical in it, the same one that contributes to our swift healing, which allows the wound to close quite quickly once we finish. But I wasn't feeding. 
 
    I drank just enough blood to put her into a deep thrall. Her panicked attempts to breathe ceased. Her automatic functions like heartbeat and breathing would still operate in this state, but with my hand over her nose and mouth she would not attempt to save herself. I removed my hand as I did not want her dead just yet. I turned her around and tipped her chin up so I could look into her eyes. There was no consciousness in her now. 
 
    I took a moment to establish the psychic link I required and then ripped all her memories from her. Even if I had the time to do this with the finesse required to make it painless, I felt that the children who had suffered because of her actions deserved some justice. She was fortunate, her pain, though excruciating, would last mere seconds, the children she traumatised would have to live with that pain all their lives. Some would suicide, some would struggle to form intimate relationships, others might put on a brave face, but inside… I knew from my telepathic abilities that they all suffered, no matter how well-adjusted they appeared. I would sort through the memories later. The only downside to the process is that the psychic link meant I felt a reflection of everything she felt, so although the pain was not quite as intense as the pain Lena experienced, it still left me feeling exhausted and nauseous. 
 
    Once I finished, I pulled my mobile from my pocket. There was far more mess and evidence than I'd planned on leaving and I knew a guy, well, dwarven more precisely, who was capable of taking care of it. 
 
    'Paul? Bastien, here.' 
 
    'Aye. What is it that has ye callin' me well after any respectable person's bedtime?' 
 
    Paul had a Gaelic brogue that sounded charming when he was in a good mood but got rather thick when he was distracted or irritable. At the moment, he was both, so it took me a moment to decipher his question. 
 
    'Are you implying that I am not respectable?' 
 
    'Yes. But that be not news to ye.' 
 
    I laughed softly. 
 
    'Ye sound tired. Been a day, has it?' 
 
    'I need a fire.' 
 
    'A fire, ye say? That it?' 
 
    'I'd not be calling you if that was it. I need one of your specials, the kind that leaves nothing behind. I also need removal of—' 
 
    'I dunna need th' details, just th' address. And this'll cost ye, I'mma in th' middle of training a neural network, which I was wantin' to finish this eve, but knowing the impatient sort ye are, I'mma guessin' ye need it done right this minute.' 
 
    'I do. Just send me the invoice.' 
 
    'Send me the address. Wait fer me girls to get there before ye leave.' 
 
    'Girls? You sending the trio, then?' He spoke of three dwarven sisters. I'd had them do work for me before. On first impression they came across as misfits who took nothing seriously, but they were highly intelligent, reliable, and, most importantly, very good at their jobs. 
 
    ''Course I am. Bunch of little pyromaniacs they may be, but those lasses know how to get a good fire going, keep it from spreading where it ain't wanted, and to burn mighty speedily.' 
 
    'I'll pay double, then, but make sure they get an equal cut.'  
 
    Paul made a sound of disapproval. 'Don't be doing that, now. They already dote on ye, they'll go on fer weeks 'bout how saintly ye are, and I've not the ear for that kind of twaddle.' 
 
    'Charge me for some earplugs, then,' I retorted with a chuckle. 'Paul,' I added in a more sombre tone. 'I need them as soon as possible. I'm not sure how long this place will stay empty. I don't want to add to that removal task if I don't have to.' 
 
    He hung up. That did not worry me, it meant he was getting in contact with 'the girls' as he called them. I texted him the address so he would know where to send them. 
 
    I looked at Lena, eyes still glazed but alive. The people Paul was sending wouldn't burn the place with a living person inside. I broke her neck cleanly and gently lay her down. A better death than she deserved, but I was not the monster she was.


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    It'd been a long time since we'd hiked up the trail all the way to the summit of the mountain behind my place together. Most times Jay stops at the half-way point where there's a lookout with a picnic area and some toilets, while I go to the top— I'm an all-or-nothing type. 
 
    When I told Kate, the officer who normally watches Jay, to take the weekend off because I wanted to spend some time with my daughter, Jay had been excited and suggested we have a movie marathon. We'd stayed up until almost three in the morning watching the extended edition of The Hobbit movies and Jay was thinking we might switch it up a bit with genres and binge Sherlock Holmes or Maigret— the reviews with the newest actor to play the title role had been propitious, she'd said. I'd countered with the suggestion that if we were going to spend the evening scoffing popcorn and watching movies, we should spend at least some of the day outdoors. I think Jay was regretting her easy agreement as we finally reached the top of the hiking trail. 
 
    The summit has a much smaller lookout consisting of a couple of benches and a stone wall for people to lean on and enjoy the view or take photos from without losing their footing and coming down the side of the cliff. Jay walked over to lean on said wall and gaze out over the wooded serenity below while she caught her breath. I moved to one of the benches and sat crossed-legged, sipping from my water bottle while I watched my daughter. I knew she wasn't as fit as she used to be and I'd promised her we'd take it easy— and we had— but she looked like she could do with a longer break before we started back down. 
 
    I could feel her guardian angel, Garry, somewhere near me, but he hadn't made an appearance. I couldn't always feel him, but Jay said she could. She said he was almost always around, which worried me. It meant she needed protection. Garry had learned pretty quickly that if he appeared, Jay would talk to him and then he spent the rest of the time trying to figure out how to politely disappear. I think he appreciated that all I ever did when I saw him was give him a nod and leave him be. Although, in Jay's defence, Garry was her only source as to why the angels were around her, so she had good reason to want to talk to him. 
 
    Jay told me that she found Garry's behaviour disconcerting. It wasn't that she didn't like him, but, she said, he didn't seem as physically attached to this world with his brief, and often silent, appearances. Therion, Jay told me, had run, walked, moved through this world. He had connected solidly with everything around him. Unlike Garry, who didn't want to talk at all, Therion had a sense of humour that Jay described as subtle and dark. 
 
    I was concerned by the way she talked about him, it reminded me of when she was a teenager and there was a boy she liked, but this was no 'boy', this was, as far as I could tell, a much more dangerous being. An angel that surrounded himself in shadow, who killed… Damn right I was worried when my daughter described him as complex and intelligent and said it would be interesting to get to know him. She wanted to know what his life was like, where he came from, how he came to work for the light-dancers, as she called angels like Garry. It was true, there was an untouchable, undiscussable, unrealness to the angels, and— like a dream— I often surprised myself by managing to forget my encounters with them until I saw the next one. Jay expressed a very similar experience, so it seemed like the forgetfulness was something the angels could induce. Not that they seemed to be bothering about that with us any longer. Jay's curiosity about the angels lacked fear, lacked any sense of caution, and while that might be okay with angels like Garry, Therion seemed more unpredictable. Why did he need to be redeemed? What had he done that required this redemption he was undertaking? 
 
    'You ready to head back down?' 
 
    I looked at Jay, she'd crossed over to me, but I hadn't registered her movements. I nodded in answer to her question and we both took a swig of water before turning and heading back down the trail. 
 
    About half an hour later I paused to sip my water again when I heard a shout. I stilled, holding my breath a moment and cocked my head to listen. 
 
    An indistinct female voice sounded again. Her tone and the regularity of her calls made me think she needed help. 
 
    'Jay. Did you hear that?' 
 
    Jay had paused to wait for me but walked back up and stopped to listen. Then, she nodded. 'A woman, I think.' 
 
    We both started trying to pin-point the direction the sound was coming from. 
 
    'I can't make out what she's saying.' Turning slightly, I frowned, hoping she'd yell again. She did, enabling me to pin-point her; down the hill and to the south. 'This way,' I told Jay as I left the trail, jogging over the debris of fallen twigs, leaves, and rocks littering the ground. Twice more we heard the woman yell and altered our direction accordingly. She was getting louder as we closed the distance, and I could make out what she was saying, which wasn't much, just a cry for help. There was no panic in her tone, just urgency. My guess was that she was another hiker who had twisted her ankle or something similar.  
 
    I stopped to get a better bearing on her, waiting for her to call out again. As I turned to look at Jay, I saw Garry appear just behind her. I gestured with my head for Jay to look behind her, so she didn't get a fright later. I gave Garry my standard nod of greeting. Jay turned back to me, but I could see she was listening for the woman, who had been yelling about every three or four minutes.  
 
    When we heard nothing, she turned back to Garry. 'I don't suppose you could track her down and lead us to her?' 
 
    'I am your protection, not hers.' 
 
    Jay scowled at his response and then we heard another yell. She was much closer.  
 
    I called out, 'We hear you, keep yelling.' 
 
    'I'm here!' The cry was louder and had hope in it. 'Help me, I'm hurt. Please hurry.' The tone had changed, although she still sounded distressed, there was relief and hope in her voice now. 
 
    'We're almost there,' Jay called. 
 
    As we jogged in the direction of the voice, the trees thinned, giving way to a clearing. The sight of a dark-angel brought us skidding to a halt.  
 
    At first I thought it was Jay's dark-angel, Therion, but I quickly reviewed that impression as I took in the blood-red colouring— Jay had described Therion as having gold colouring, it was his opponent, she'd said that had the blood-red markings, which did not bode well for us. What was even more disturbing was the clear, feminine tone coming from his mouth. If I'd been blindfolded you wouldn't have had a marshmallow's chance at a bonfire of convincing me that I was not hearing a woman yelling for help. 
 
    I heard a crash behind me and saw Garry disappear into the bushes as a blur with black feathers crashed into him. He gave back as good as he got, flinging his assailant into the one coming for us, who had stopped his mimicry to charge us. Garry's assailant hit his companion hard and they rolled to the ground in a tangle of wings and limbs. Garry didn't continue to attack them though, instead, he spread his wings wide and launched himself into the air. Looking up I saw a third attacker, heading straight for us. My instincts were screaming at me to run, and I almost did, but my beautiful, idiotic, daughter wasn't going to abandon Garry to face three of them alone. So, rather than be sensible, she charged the two on the ground while they were struggling to get up.  
 
    'Jay, don't be daft— Run!' 
 
    She didn't listen though, jumping so she could land all her weight on the nearest dark-angel's wing. The snap made my stomach lurch. My daughter wasn't finished though, she rammed her elbow into the kidneys of the dark-angel she'd landed on. I did not want to fight these beings, but it looked like I'd have to. As if some god realised my despair, the dark-angel flung Jay off him, sending her flying through the air. I saw her squeeze her eyes shut as she waited for the inevitable, and painful, impact. Gravity did not let her down as she landed on her back and a sharp oophing sound indicated that all the air had been driven from her lungs. I raced to her side; she'd landed far enough away that I hoped to drag her further into the brush before she got her breath back. I may well have taken her to self-defence training when she was young, but I'd never intended she use it to take on the demon-angels attacking us now. Sometimes the smartest defence you can employ is to run. 
 
    Jay was rolling to her stomach as I reached her. 'Take a breath, it'll hurt, but you're going to need it to run.' She was drawing herself to her hands and knees, I felt resistance in her back muscles as I put my arm about her to help her up. 'Jay, I know you're worried about Garry, but this is not a fight you or I can win.' 
 
    As she staggered to her feet, still breathless, I glanced up to see how Garry was fairing. The angels were still sky bound. Garry had manoeuvred himself above his opponent and now seemed to be driving him towards the ground. The two dark-angels still on the ground had risen, and I could see that one had a distinctly bent wing. Dread settled heavily over me as I watched one take off. The one with the injured wing pulled it round and jerked it back into place. He paused for a long moment and then gave us a slow, wicked smile as he flexed it. The blood-red eyes seemed full of malicious promises as he took off.  
 
    I realised, then, that their intention was to ignore us while they overpowered Garry. As much as I wanted to believe he was invincible, facing three of them seemed like very slim odds to me. I had my gun with me— ever since Jay's attempted assassination I always carried it— but I had a feeling my Glock was not going to be much of a deterrent to beings like these. Perhaps if I had another gun… And several grenades... And maybe a rocket launcher. 
 
   
 
  



Therion 
 
    [Feel Invincible – Skillet] 
 
      
 
    With a slight jerk, I felt the power imprisoning me release. A moment later a strong summoning pervaded all my senses. I shook it off. Flexing my wings, I cast my gaze over the guardians and other angels who had stopped in their tracks to observe my release. Fear permeated the air. 
 
    Snarling in contempt, I flung my wings out and planes-shifted.  
 
    I entered the earthly realm in the sky. If I planes-shift while being summoned, the summoning draws me fairly close to my new charge. There was a forest below, a river to the east, a valley to the north and… 
 
    Therilgalen attacking a guardian mid-air. 
 
    This was, effectively, a demotion. I had noted that more and more my assignments had some kind of investigative quality, necessitating interaction with other beings, analysis, investigation, and the application of judgement. Since my misjudgement with Jayden's assassin, it looked like I was being returned to the more mundane role of simply fending off aggressors. Despite this step back, I grinned. After all that time penned in, I really felt like a good fight, and this looked like it could easily escalate to a brawl. 
 
    Inhaling deeply and tensing the muscles of my diaphragm and throat, I shrieked, paralysing the lot of them. I used the time to close the distance while getting higher than the others. It was not hard, because while paralysed, they weren't flying and if they weren't flying, they were falling.  
 
    Aurealis forgive me, but I dearly hoped that if any of them hit the ground, the impact did not kill them immediately. Do not get me wrong, therilgalen are powerful, but out of our home realm, in realms where magic is not as potent as it once was, like the earthly realm, we are more vulnerable. 
 
    There were three therilgalen; one, the biggest, was obviously the oldest and held dominance in the group. Of the other two, one had streaked his cheeks with red— it was not blood, but a paint made from crushed berries in the Dark Realm. The third was quite obviously the youngest; smaller than the others, he still had the downy feathers of a youngling interspersed amongst his fuller, larger adult feathers. 
 
    I picked the leader as the guardian should be able to handle the other two until I could aid him. Folding my wings, I dived. Sweeping one arm out, I wrapped it around the falling therilgalen. Face-to-face now, I could see hatred seething in the blood-red pools of his eyes. By the time he was able to struggle, I had both arms clamped around him as we sped towards the ground. At the very last moment, I flung him into the hillside just before opening my wings; the effect was similar to a parachute, stalling my fall. I used a strong, upward thermal to climb again. The one with the war paint broke off to pursue me, while the youngest therilgalen moved to attack the guardian. 
 
    For the next several minutes I played tag with War Paint, clashing to fight, before breaking apart to seek a better advantage, then clashing again. In the meantime, Leader had joined Young Pup in tackling the guardian. I missed what happened exactly but heard his heart-rending cry as they got him to the ground. 
 
    I felt other light-dancers coming, warriors I hoped. Guardians have combat training, but Aurealis has actual fighters, they're not as strong as I am, nor are they as coldly efficient, but, most of the time, they're more effective than the guardians. A healer would also be useful, I was reluctant to have to, yet again, waste energy healing a guardian. They complained and fussed so much— some piffle about where my energy comes from. From the pitch of his scream, the guardian had a broken wing, at the very least. 
 
    War Paint took advantage of my distraction to smash into me and try to manoeuvre me so he could drive me to the ground. It's a common technique among our kind because, effectively executed, if it doesn't kill your opponent outright, it usually damages them enough you can finish them off at your leisure. I bared my fangs as I wrapped an arm about his neck. As I hoped, he assumed I meant to bite him and thrust me away. I spun mid-air, and, drawing my blades, dove for the two on the ground. They didn't hear me and the third gave no warning. Spearing Young Pup, I used my momentum to toss him off the guardian. Leader was poised to bite the guardian's throat. Placing my foot against his head, I shoved him away while swinging an arm out to warn off War Paint, who'd landed just behind me. 
 
    'Do not try it,' I growled. 
 
    A blur rushed through the trees and knocked him off his feet. Finally, assistance had arrived.  
 
    Lunging towards me, Leader drew his short sword and long knife. He started with a forceful frontal attack, but I spun out of reach before sweeping back in to graze him across his upper legs with both my blades. Leader followed through with an overhand strike with his knife, but I raised my right wing, using the flexed feathers to deflect it. His blade skimmed across my wing, doing little damage. Behind the cover of my wing, I readied for a head kick. As he started to draw back, I dropped my wing and delivered the blow just beneath his chin. A spray of blood shot out of his mouth and he slid a malevolent look towards me.  
 
    'You cannot expect me to be accountable for your stupidity,' I told him. 
 
    He snarled in response, rushing forward to aggressively attack with both his blades. A distinctly human, and female, scream distracted me, allowing Leader to score two strikes. Ducking his short sword, I closed, managing to grip him around the neck. Tossing him onto his back, I heard a snap, probably a wing, and he hissed with pain. It gave me a moment to scan the clearing for the source of the human cry. My blood froze; the guardian who had attacked War Paint was not a guardian, it was Jayden. She was on the ground, War Paint standing over her, leaning on a long, thin sword. He was pushing it into her upper chest near her shoulder, near where she had been shot recently, he'd be able to see that her spirit was duller there. The shield I had placed over her was no longer there, it seemed I must be present to maintain it. Jayden had both feet against his chest trying to keep him off. Behind them I saw Jayden's mother, Emerline, aiming her gun, she fired a shot, which didn't even make War Paint wince.  
 
    Snarling, I rammed my fist into Leader's head, knocking him out cold. Turning, I charged War Paint. 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    Good grief it hurt! 
 
    The searing pain from the long, thin sword seemed to be spreading; like my veins were filled with oil and someone had set them on fire. 
 
    I could feel my legs weakening, any moment they'd collapse and the bastard above me would quickly turn his attention back to Garry. I heard a gunshot. Of course, Mum had brought a gun. I mentally sent my thanks to whatever gods were out there for having such a practical mother and then cussed as I realised she'd either missed— unlikely, Mum's an expert shot— or the dark-angel wasn't bothered by it. The dark-angel managed to snarl and grin at the same time as he twisted the blade sharply. His eyes were an ungodly red and venom was starting to drip down his fangs. The smears of red across his cheeks looked like war paint. It all culminated into quite a macabre mask. 
 
    A low growl brought my head to the side. Another of the dark-angels was… wait a minute… I frowned trying to make sense of the scene. Garry was still on the ground, but he was no longer surrounded by dark-angels, one was slumped on his side up against a tree with a short sword stuck in his chest. The other, the large one that had crashed into Garry when we first arrived, was just starting to surge up against a fourth dark-angel. This last one violently smashed his fist into the side of the therilgalen's head and was now charging towards us. 
 
    Gold eyes seethed with rage. He clutched a bloody, curved blade in one hand and he was snarling, pointed fangs set in amongst what were otherwise remarkably straight teeth. My vision blurred and my head felt heavy. 
 
    Suddenly, I made the connection and I let my head drop back as I laughed with relief.  
 
    Therion. It was Therion! 
 
    'Oh, now you're in for it,' I warned the dark-angel above me. 
 
   
 
  



Therion 
 
    [Shake That Bagpipe – The Sidh; Iridium – The Sidh] 
 
      
 
    War Paint tried to run!  
 
    I was faster though, and just as he started to launch into the air, I brought him down, thrusting my knife up and along his mid-section. I did not wait for him to die, pushing him to one side as I turned to Jayden. I could hear her heartbeat slowing. Her temperature was up and still rising. Poison on the blade was my guess; it is another oft-used tactic. Not our own venom— that would be idiotic if our enemy got hold of the sword and used it upon us. Whatever it was, it would be deadly enough. 
 
    I raised a hand to Emerline, who had taken cover so she could use her gun without being impeded. 'Stay hidden,' I commanded, 'and do not waste your bullets.'  
 
    Emerline seemed to understand that I couldn't afford the distraction of keeping an eye on her while also assisting her daughter and stayed where she was. I knelt by Jayden's side to inspect the wound. 
 
    'Therion…' she breathed. 
 
    I paused to look into her eyes. She sounded… happy. Was smiling even. What amazed me more was the lack of fear. She was not frightened, not of the therilgalen, not for her life… But for… I frowned, Garry? Ah, Garry was what she called her guardian. She feared for him just as she had feared for the children. 
 
    'Save your strength, you are going to need it,' I told her. 
 
    I ran a finger through the trail of blood leaking from the wound and tasted it. Making a face I spat to the side. Shadre venom. It was a type of viper found in the Dark Realm and it was fairly common for therilgalen to anoint their blades with it. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I drew in my energy; preparing to heal her. 
 
    Jayden's hand on my arm brought my eyes open. She whispered, 'Behind—' 
 
    I pulled my wings in as my attacker lunged at me from behind. His knee landed hard on my spine and I braced my foot and knee to take his weight without risking either of us landing on Jayden.  
 
    I rocked forward but held. 
 
    A blade flashed over my shoulder towards my chest and an arm wrapped about my neck at the same time. I gripped the wrist wielding the blade, placed the leg with the bent knee across Jayden's body, planting my foot. Then, jerking to the side, I allowed myself to roll with my attacker away from Jayden, using my foot to stop us with my opponent on his back beneath me. I could feel his chest heaving against my wings. Driving my elbow into his ribs, I felt them give. The force of the blow brought his head forward and I drove mine back. The resultant crack hurt him more than me, because my opponent slumped back unconscious. I rolled off, my own head ringing and came to a rest on my knees. I lifted one foot and placed it solidly on the ground, preparing to rise, but paused still feeling light-headed. I took a moment to catch my breath and to check for any other threats. I also took the chance to spread my wings before drawing them back in again. I had lost more than a few feathers, but my wings were sound. 
 
    It became apparent that the Thanetons weren't a family that took easily to following instructions. Emerline had scrambled to her daughter's side, gun still in one hand, but her attention dangerously focussed on her daughter and not on any threats around her. 
 
    The therilgalen I had speared with my blade, Young Pup, was not dead; I could still hear his heart beating. He was unconscious though, his breathing deep and slow. Having removed my sword, he had healed himself and then passed out from exhaustion. A common mistake for the young. War Paint, was dead, having bled out too quickly to help himself, leaving just this one, Leader. I noted he did not have the extra armour the other two had. He was an older generation, before Ulyn had made her latest changes. 
 
    I had just started getting to my feet when, in a swift jerk of movement, Leader rolled from his back to his knees. He shrieked, catching me off guard. He was old enough to know exactly the right tone for it to have the most effect. My muscles seized.  
 
    He knew he would not have long, I was the first, the oldest, no matter how good his pitch was, the paralysis would wear off quicker. Part of it was also due to exposure. After hearing the paralysing shriek so often, I am able to shake it off a little faster than my brethren. He drove his knife into the front of my left shoulder first, knowing it was my stronger fighting arm and then disappeared from view. I worried about Jayden. And Emerline. The immobilisation may last mere seconds, but it felt endless. Finally, my muscles started trembling and electric shocks fired through my body; a sign the paralysis was weakening.  
 
    I heard Leader inhale sharply and a sound of pain. 
 
    I jolted forward as my muscles won the fight with my nervous system. 
 
    Jayden cursed under her breath; indicating that not only was she impervious to the nightmare vision, but the paralysis wore off sooner for her, too.  
 
    Still fighting the last of the effects of the paralysis, I managed to turn to see Leader crumpled over to one side for a moment before he violently ripped something out of his thigh. It turned out to be one of my blades. I darted a look to Jayden, her stance suggested she had just thrown something. That was when I realised that, at some point, Jayden had retrieved my blade, and had now thrown it at my opponent. She was closer to Young Pup, suggesting that after Leader had attacked me, she had scrambled over to Young Pup to retrieve my weapon. Leader growled, a low threatening sound, and then charged towards her. Emerline was standing next to Jayden and the younger Thaneton grabbed her mother's upper arm as she started backing up, but Emerline was still paralysed.  
 
    Leader was unaware my paralysis had worn off, but I did not bother trying to be stealthy as I pulled out the blade he'd left in my shoulder and went after him. 
 
    As soon as she could move, Emerline aimed her gun and started firing repeatedly at Leader even as Jayden tried to drag her out of his path. 
 
    Hearing my approach, Leader flexed his wings, creating a shield as he turned. It would mean that Emerline's bullets were even less likely to hit anything significant.  
 
    Once Leader turned away from them, Emerline looked back to Jayden, who was sweating and trembling, her skin an unhealthy pallor. Her legs looked like they couldn't support her and Emerline moved towards her daughter, slipping one arm under Jayden's and wrapping it about her back to stop her from falling. She needed healing. Now. 
 
    As I closed in on Leader, I readied the knife for an upward strike. Using my ability to see spirit energy, I located his heart— it works just as well for hitting vital organs as it does for missing them. As I struck, I said, 'You really shouldn't leave your weapons behind.'  
 
    He tried to block the strike, but I deflected it with my other hand, driving the blade deep into his chest. 
 
    Strangely, he smiled. 'You should never have left.' 
 
    He bled out swiftly, the red in his eyes lightening and then fading as his life followed. Leader knew me, had known me, before I'd defected. I was often kept separate from my brethren because Ulyn sought the favour of my creator and so kept me with her. But I'd trained with them. Hunted with them. I searched my memories for a name but couldn't find one. For some reason that bothered me. 
 
    I took a moment to mentally assess my wounds. They were serious, but I would not bleed to death. Movement was going to be limited and difficult. My wings were undamaged, so at least I could fly. I could heal myself, but during combat, I only heal potentially fatal wounds and see to the rest later. Despite my opponents being down, I wasn't sure the fighting was over. 
 
    I moved over to Jayden and Emerline. Emerline still supported her daughter but was kneeling now. As I knelt by them, Jayden opened her eyes. 'You came...' she whispered. 
 
    'Be still,' I instructed gruffly. Poison isn't easy to deal with; I needed to concentrate. Closing my eyes, I focused. I'd been taught by a light-dancer who was a healer how to use antibodies in the blood to essentially push the poison out of the site it entered by. It was a shame I did not possess the knowledge or skill to just simply render a poison harmless. By the time I finished, Jayden had lost a lot of blood, but not so much she would not recover. She had a broken wrist and fractured ribs, many bruises and several cuts, but none deep enough to cause grave concern. The sword wound that had delivered the poison into her body was fairly deep, but not mortal. I needed to reserve some energy for her guardian, I reminded myself. Thankfully Emerline had only scratches and bruises. 
 
    There were others on their way; I could still sense them… It was likely the one who sent the therilgalen was intervening, making it difficult for help to pass through to this realm. I would have slipped through the net because I was therilgalen too. That was why Aurealis released me, I realised. By selecting me, she could get help to her guardian immediately while she dealt with whichever of Ceri-talen's servants was preventing her warriors from getting through to the earthly realm. Still, I decided to heal Jayden's sword wound to ease her discomfort. Who knew when a healer might get to her? I re-knit skin and tissue with care. It was an arduous task and I was tired by the end of it. My own healing seemed more instinctual and less taxing. 
 
    Assured by the steadiness of her heart and breathing, I rose to go see to the guardian.  
 
    'Your daughter will recover, I have healed her urgent injuries, she is just tired. I will see to her guardian, please,' I paused to emphasise my request. 'Stay. With. Jayden.' 
 
    Emerline nodded. 'Thank you.' 
 
    On my way over to the guardian, I stopped by the unconscious therilgalen who had healed himself. This moment he was not a danger, but the second he regained consciousness he could become a bigger threat than I was. Perhaps I should not have healed Jayden's sword injury… I shrugged, it was too late now.  
 
    My first instinct was to kill Young Pup, but would Aurealis reprimand me for doing so? I looked back at Jayden. Punishment would almost certainly mean removal from this realm…  
 
    Aurealis had directed me to look for other options. If I had any chance of regaining my lost esteem, and with that, perhaps, just perhaps, a chance to be Jayden Emerline Thaneton's guardian and progress this cursed redemption, I must make the right decision. This attack more than proved that a guardian was not up to the task of protecting her and Ceri-talen was certainly determined to get her spirit, sending not one, but three. It leant weight to Aurealis's theory that he was running out of his yulari energy stores and getting more desperate to replenish them. 
 
    I considered my options. Young Pup had exhausted himself healing his injuries through youthful naïveté. If he woke to find himself re-injured, it was highly likely he would again exhaust himself by seeing to his injuries. It would give me time to see to the guardian and for Aurealis's soldiers to break through to this realm. 
 
    None-too-gently, I tossed the therilgalen over and broke his wings. Not dead but incapacitated. If I broke his neck, would my master find that offensive? Technically, I could make it so he was still alive. Not that he'd last long in that condition. With a sharp exhalation, I left him and continued to the fallen guardian. 
 
    It was Silven. 
 
    When Silven told me he had to take over Jayden's protection, I hadn't believed it would be for longer than it took Aurealis to decide who to assign to Jayden for the longer term. It made me wonder why she had not assigned another and how was it that one so advanced as Silven had fallen? Perhaps, he had become complacent. It happened to many of those who advanced to Silven's level, they forgot the vigilance required to guard a human who was being targeted by soul takers. More often for guardians, the case was like Vessa's Gerald, their role was guidance and inspiration. Yes, they would give their lives to protect them, but their charge was not a specific target.  
 
    The elder light-angel was lying face up, head thrown back exposing the soft, golden skin of his throat. The scream I'd heard was probably the last conscious thing he'd done. From the looks of things, at least one wing was shattered. It is common practice to assault a guardian's wings to keep them on the ground. I shook my head. I have no great love of the guardians, but I pitied him the pain he would endure upon awareness. I dropped to my knees more heavily than I intended and grunted at the jolt. Once I had seen to his more serious injuries, I spent several minutes resting. I could hear a wheeze in my breath and taste blood in the back of my mouth. My role was clear, though, the guardian must take priority and his wings still needed looking after. 
 
    Pushing him over to lie on his stomach, I brushed the leaves, twigs, and dirt away from his face to be sure he did not breathe it in. Carefully, I took hold of the wing closest to the ground and drew it out, making sure the bones lined up. I cannot say I can see bones precisely, but upon concentration, my sight can perceive the journey of energy through nerves and veins, which is how I can identify the precise location of major organs. By focusing on the patterns that enclose skeletal structures I can set any break with confidence.  
 
    I healed the major breaks but did not have the energy to fully repair the damage his opponents had wrought; not if I wanted to heal the major breaks in his other wing. I re-positioned him on his side. With great care, I drew the other wing out and lay it on top of the first. I spent some time adjusting it until I was satisfied and then did as much healing as I could manage. Once I finished, I re-examined his position. Kneeling in front of him, I decided to put one arm under his head so it was not lolling so much. That was when I saw the four marks on his other forearm, the outer two thicker and longer than the inner two and spaced in a way that left no doubt as to what had caused them. 
 
    I swore softly.  
 
    I heard movement and looked up to see Jayden groaning as she pushed herself to her feet. 
 
    How is it that the yulari are always so stubborn? All that earth energy, no doubt. 
 
    'You are not well,' I said, trying to keep the growl out of my voice. 'You should stay on the ground.' 
 
    'Should. Won't,' she retorted, waving her mother off as she rose. 'Is he okay?' Concern filled her tone. 
 
    Inexplicably, I felt… I searched for a term to describe the feeling… I was disappointed that I could not bring the guardian back to full health. Why did I want to please Jayden so much? Why did I care for her welfare? 
 
    Jayden groaned again and then cursed softly as her mother came to her side and helped her walk over. Emerline lowered her daughter to the ground next to me, nearer Silven's head, but remained standing and on alert. My eyes drifted shut. I was trembling. I had neglected the wounds to my chest and shoulder, if I focused on them for any amount of time I became aware of the agony, but it was the healing that was taking its toll. Healing others is not a natural ability and drains me very swiftly. If only I had access to real energy. 
 
    I felt a soft warmth settle on my arm. At first, I thought it was sunshine, but it had no burn to it. I could hear Jayden and Emerline talking, but I could not comprehend the words. Those light-dancers needed to get to us soon; I was well on the way to passing out and the guardian required immediate attention if he was going to survive. The warmth moved up my arm and across my chest, increasing in intensity, as if it knew my dilemma. It reminded me of how it felt when another healed me, though that occurred very rarely; the light-dancers avoid any contact with me.  
 
    I breathed a soft sigh as I began to absorb the energy. My relief was short-lived as a sharp pain stabbed through my head. Jolting to awareness, I looked around to find I was still kneeling near Silven. Jayden was now partly slumped over him, she was shivering and struggling to breathe. Silven's hand was about her wrist, but his silver eyes were glaring at me with distinct hostility. I tried to make sense of what had just happened but seeing the guardian's hand also brought my mind back to a greater urgency as I re-focused on the wounds on his arm. 
 
    I could detect a faint aura passing between Silven and Jayden. Her trembling stopped and her breathing eased. The guardian's eyes slowly closed and, at the same time, Jayden came to with a slight shudder before jerking upright to give me a bewildered look. Emerline, who had bent to check on her, now helped support her, but Jayden seemed fully recovered. Silven must have finished healing her. 
 
    'You blacked out for a moment,' I explained. I knew it was more complex than that, but those marks on the guardian's arm did not give me much time. 
 
    Gently, I removed the guardian's hand from Jayden's wrist and bent to examine his arm more closely. If Aurealis blessed us, I'd discover that I was mistaken and they would only be scratches obtained in the fight.  
 
    'Those marks seem to be causing you great concern, which means I can assume it's not good news as to how he's faring,' Emerline remarked. 'You looked like you were going to pass out for a moment too, is there anything I can do? Do you know if more of them,' she nodded towards Young Pup, 'might be coming?' 
 
    I shook my head. 'If more are heading our way I will feel it before they appear. I am taxed, but functional. There should be angels on their way to aid us, but they may be having trouble getting through. We just need to be patient. Silven is, as you assume, not faring well.' 
 
    'It's the scratches,' Jayden murmured. 'They're bite marks. When one of them snarled, I saw that he had some kind of venom dripping from his fangs. Will he die?' 
 
    I met her pale-blue gaze. 'Many assume that a therilgalen's fangs are like a vampire's— a therilgalen is a dark-angel,' I added at the perplexed look Emerline gave me, '—to a degree, they are, but you make an astute observation, Jayden, it was venom you saw.' 
 
    I pressed around the small set of wounds. Though a thin line of blood showed in each wound, no more seeped out. The real danger was the clear, syrupy fluid surrounding each fang mark. 
 
    'The venom is deadly.' I continued. 'Generally, it takes mere minutes to exact its fatal effect. He should be dead by now, that he is still alive provides a small ember of hope.' 
 
    Jayden stilled, lowering her gaze to the face of the guardian. She placed her fingers on his throat, checking his pulse, then examined the arm I was holding, before she looked back up at me.  
 
    'I don't think they managed to do more than break the skin,' I said, 'so it may not have entered his blood stream, or what has is a minute amount. He is an elder, he might be resilient enough to withstand such an injury.' 
 
    'You said once it gets into the blood, that implies he is still at risk.' 
 
    I nodded. 'It can be absorbed.' 
 
    With a sudden movement that startled me, she was up moving about the clearing. After a moment she started cursing more and more profusely. 
 
    Emerline and I watched her with more than a little confusion. 
 
    'Our backpacks, we had water, we could rinse the wound, that would…' she paused to look at me, 'that would help, wouldn't it?' 
 
    I nodded again. Indeed, it would. Being so shallow, it would take a long time for the venom to be absorbed. I felt particularly stupid not having thought of such a simple solution. I ran my tongue around my mouth. I had not triggered my venom as I'd normally would, but sometimes in the chaos and aggressive atmosphere of a confrontation it can happen anyway. Having tasted none of the bitter serum, I lifted the guardian's arm and licked the wounds.  
 
    Emerline went to help her daughter look for their lost bags, but at one point they both turned and froze to stare. Abruptly Jayden said, 'Of course, you have some kind of immunity.' 
 
    'Our saliva has an enzyme that protects us, in our blood it is deadly, but, if swallowed, it is negated by the enzymes that are swallowed with it. But rinsing the area is still advisable, if you can find your water bottles.' 
 
    When I could no longer taste the venom on his skin, I stopped. Jayden and Emerline returned, empty-handed and disappointed. Jayden awkwardly lowered herself to kneel behind Silven, next to his head. It looked as though she was trying not to bend a certain way. She rested one hand on Silven's head, absently stroking his hair, and held the other up near her chest. I wasn't sure what the guardian had used his energy on, but my guess was that it wasn't her broken ribs or wrist judging from the way she was moving. What had he been doing? I wondered. Perhaps he had just been replenishing her energy. Then it occurred to me, the odd warmth, Silven had probably been replenishing me through Jayden. The move would mean he did not have to bear direct contact with my spirit while ensuring I remained strong enough to protect the humans. 
 
    'Do not continue to move, Jayden, clearly, you are still injured.' I looked up at Emerline, who shifted behind Jayden, indicating she would deter further movement if needed. 
 
    Jayden looked up and partly turned so she could see her mother. She gasped in pain as she did, and Emerline moved a little closer so her legs were supporting Jayden's back. Her adrenaline would be dropping by now, and she would become more aware of her pain.  
 
    I was concerned that no light-dancers had appeared yet. Only a few minutes had passed since the fighting had ceased, but they should be here by now. That indicated that Ceri-talen or one of his higher servants was still thwarting attempts to get aid to us. That also meant it was possible that more therilgalen or other soul takers might be able to reach us. Emerline was justified in voicing her concern earlier. Best not to give them another reason to worry, though. 
 
    As if reading my thoughts, Emerline said, 'We can't move him, can we? And he will die if that help doesn't get through, won't he?' 
 
    I thought on it. Silven's spirit energy was not as strong as it usually was, but it was steady. The healing I had been able to do gave his wings stability, if he were up to walking, he could probably manage it. The unknown factor was the therilgalen bite and whether he had absorbed any of the venom. Therilgalen venom can work its way into muscle and other tissues, killing a weaker being over time even if it doesn't make it into the blood stream. A more powerful being might live, although I have never seen it happen, but I imagined they'd be very ill for quite some time. 
 
    'Thus far, he remains steady,' I answered finally. 'If the venom has entered his blood stream he may not survive. He has lived this long, though, and that is a very positive sign. Despite his healing abilities, his wings will still take time to return to full functionality. He really needs his brethren—' 
 
    Just as I was saying it, several of Aurealis's warriors stepped through the planes. I recognised the first, Ne-ru. I wasted no breath on a greeting as I rose. 'Summon a healer.' 
 
    'We can all heal,' one of the warriors behind Ne-ru retorted. 
 
    'He requires a proper healer,' I growled. 'His wings are shattered and he has been exposed to therilgalen venom.' 
 
    Ne-ru dipped her head, acknowledging that I was right. 'Take him to the Sunlit Meadows,' she ordered curtly. 
 
    I shook my head and gestured towards Jayden and Emerline. 'I cannot leave, the summoning is still upon me.' It was the equivalent of saying an order from another outranks yours. I thought of a child I had once been assigned to saying triumphantly to her brother, 'Mum said, so ner!' and sticking her tongue out at her sibling. For a moment, I felt like sticking my tongue out at her. I was not sure why the child had done so, but there had been no mistaking the smugness in her posture. A part of the urge was due to the way the light-dancers refer to me, as if I am lesser because I am not one of them. 
 
    Ne-ru gave another nod. 'I registered their presence,' she gestured to Jayden, 'but not her injuries,' she said, sounding a touch defensive. 'You should remain.'  
 
    I repressed my retort, pointing out to Ne-ru that she had no actual say in the matter in this instance would just heighten the tension between us.  
 
    'Can you please help me with him?' she said. 
 
    The polite words came clothed in a civil, but hard tone. Ne-ru had good reason to hate me. I have faced her more than once across the battlefield and had to give her credit for surviving. Between us, we got Silven in her arms without causing further damage to his wings. In the meantime, the soldiers spread out, creating a perimeter. 
 
    'I will return for a report,' Ne-ru informed me, her tone less severe. 'My people will transfer the living therilgalen to another plane. I will send a healer for your charge.' 
 
    I gave her a grateful look and then moved wearily over to Jayden to sink down beside her. Despite the presence of the light-dancers, Emerline remained standing and on alert. I gestured for her to sit. 'We are safe enough.' 
 
    I sat with my wings spread slightly to allow them to catch more sunlight. With my knees bent, I could lean a forearm on each knee, and I used my hands to brace my aching head. 'Forgive me,' I murmured, 'the confrontation has taken a toll.' I was more aware of the various protests made by my wounds now that the crisis was over. I realised I had taken several bruising hits, as well as cuts, but had not noticed them during the fight. I had a pretty hefty injury on my left shin from the feel of things, but I did not bother to investigate. 
 
    I did not see what triggered it, but suddenly Jayden cursed under her breath. It brought my head up to meet her pale-blue eyes.  
 
    'You're bleeding!' she exclaimed softly. 'And quite badly.' 
 
    A long, diagonal cut on my bicep seeping gold blood had caught her attention. I frowned at it. I could not recall how I acquired it. 'That is the least of my injuries,' I replied wearily. 
 
    She leaned back and started tugging at her shirt. I realised from scanning her surface thoughts that she meant to make a bandage from her shirt.  
 
    I placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. 'Do not trouble yourself. There will be a healer here soon and she can see to my injuries, as well as yours.' 
 
    She sighed, reluctantly stopping, and I returned to my original position, leaning my arms on my knees and supporting my head. 
 
    'Well, I hope they get here soon,' Jayden said. 'You certainly have a lot of injuries,' she said as she placed her hand on my shoulder and leaned back to examine my back and wings. The hand splayed on my bicep had long, delicate fingers. Her touch was gentle and through it I could feel her spirit all the more clearly— it felt sublime! It was not just the purity of her spirit, but her tie to the earth was strong. Aurealis forgive me, but for a moment I let myself just feel it, as if I were hunting it, drawing in its intoxicating scent, gauging the amount of force I'd need to sever the link from the earth— I made myself stop, shuddering slightly as I applied what discipline I could to cordoning off the illicit thoughts. 
 
    Misinterpreting my shudder for physical pain, Jayden soothingly stroked my shoulder. Her attention shifted to the leg closest to her, but she spotted a laceration across my side first. 'That one looks pretty shallow.' As she leaned in to look, she caught sight of the injury to my chest. 'Oh, fire truck!' she exclaimed vehemently. 
 
    I frowned. 'You want an emergency vehicle?' 
 
    Distracted she glanced up, and then gestured to Emerline with her chin. 'Mum discourages me from swearing; 'fire truck' is a colloquial term sometimes used in place of a curse word considered unacceptable in my culture.' 
 
    While she was explaining, she reached forth, pulling my arm off my knee so she could see the wound properly. I did not offer any resistance, fascinated by her utter fearlessness. No thought in her mind was dedicated to what I was or how dangerous I could be to her. She was solely concerned about my well-being.  
 
    I grasped the uninjured wrist of the hand that was carefully touching the skin about my injury, she was trying to determine how deep it was and her mind was racing as she tried to figure out how she would bandage it without her first aid kit if the promised healer did not soon arrive. She looked up at me as my hand closed about her uninjured wrist, such a slender thing, my fingers easily encircled it. I was so aware of how breakable she was, and yet, like Maya, I was not inclined to actually harm her this moment, despite the hunger gnawing at me. As Cyndar had said to Silven, I might fantasise about taking her spirit, but thought and action were different things. But, like Silven, a part of me did not trust my resilience, to not turn thought into action. Would I be strong enough? Were I more injured, were I more desperate, would Jayden be safe around me? I made myself focus on Jayden and reassuring her. 
 
    'Be at ease, Jayden,' I murmured. 'Given time to rest, I will heal. The injury is not fatal.' 
 
    She looked doubtful, but drew back, cradling her broken wrist in her lap. 'I'm sorry, I just…' 
 
    'You are concerned. I appreciate that, but you need rest yourself. The wounds you've experienced are taxing enough for your body. Your nervous system will also be frayed because of the shriek I used, even if you do not see the vision.' I looked up at Emerline as I said, 'I am sorry for that, by the way, I did not know you were here when I used it.'  
 
    'That cannot be helped,' Jayden said. 'And it's certainly effective in gaining an advantage over your opponents.' She tilted her head up so she could see Emerline. 'That shriek we heard, that's what made us freeze up.' 
 
    Emerline raised her brows. 'Oh.' She looked at me. 'That's what caused the strange hallucination?' 
 
    'Indeed, when used on non-therilgalen, our shriek not only paralyses, but it causes a vision that draws upon the hearer's worst fears.' 
 
    'That's a good way to describe it because it was sort of like a nightmare, but it was so fast I barely remember it.' Emerline looked down at her daughter. 'You didn't see it?' 
 
    Jayden shook her head. 'I freeze up for a few moments and I get those horrible electric shocks when it wears off, but I don't see any vision.' 
 
    Emerline looked about to ask me more about it, but I straightened up as I felt movement on the planes. I gave Emerline a reassuring look. 'It is okay, it is one of Aurealis's people.'  
 
    It was probably Ne-ru wanting her report, so I dropped my head to rest on my arms. Several moments later I started as a cool, soft hand touched my shoulder. I looked up into the sympathetic face of a healer I knew. Sharna was one of the few light-dancers who did not treat me with contempt. Her silver eyes were flecked with a soft lavender colour and they looked upon me with concern as she said, 'Ne-ru said you had need of aid.' 
 
    I gestured towards Jayden. 'My charge has fractures that need attention.' 
 
    'Of course,' she murmured as she turned to Jayden.


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    I wouldn't describe myself as a morning person, but I've long been accustomed to early mornings because work often requires it. This morning was a little different, between the hike and the confrontation with the dark-angels my body ached and was not at all enamoured with the idea of getting up. But I wanted to get into the office— after finding the children with Jay we'd been doing more targeted surveillance and I had new recordings to translate. While much of the intelligence we gathered was related to drugs, one of them had put me on to the idea that Archmore was also trading in children, so I was anxious to get to the new material.  
 
    I pushed myself out of bed and got dressed. I don't share Jay's obsession with coffee, but first thing in the morning I always have a cup to get me going. Since Jay had been staying with me, she'd been getting up early enough to have my coffee waiting, but this morning I had a feeling she would sleep through any alarms she might've set. Sure enough, the kitchen was empty. 
 
    I made my coffee in a travel mug Jay had given me for Mother's Day, it was an Alice in Wonderland design with the characters having tea. It was Jay's way of having a light-hearted dig— she liked the irony that the first thing that went into the cup most mornings was coffee, rather than tea. I sipped my coffee and smiled to myself as I thought about my daughter. Something moved in my peripheral, making me jerk with surprise as I realised Therion was standing in the corner of the dining area. I managed not to drop my cup, but I swore. 
 
    'I apologise for startling you.' 
 
    He had a low, honey-smooth voice. His golden eyes looked like sparkling gems within the shadow created by his wings. 
 
    'How long have you been there?' I demanded. 
 
    'Only a moment, I can move outside human perception.' 
 
    I shook my head absently, then said, 'In this household, you move within my perception.' 
 
    He tilted his head, my stern tone was more to cover up the fright he'd given me and I think he realised it, because he nodded solemnly. 'I will be more considerate.' 
 
    'I have to go into the office, will you be staying or should I organise someone to keep an eye on Jay?' 
 
    'After yesterday's confrontation, my master has not rescinded my summons.' 
 
    That explained everything— not.  
 
    I must have looked puzzled because he approached the kitchen and said, 'Aurealis, the goddess responsible for the light-angels, summons me to protect vulnerable souls, like your daughter. She summoned me yesterday to come to your aid. She has not withdrawn that summons, which means, I am to remain. If that changes, I will contact you.' As he had been speaking, he withdrew a smartphone from his back pocket. 'If you give me your phone number, I shall add it to my contacts.' 
 
    I was actually struck dumb. The absolutely last thing I expected an angel to have was a smartphone. 
 
    'Um, sure…' I finally responded. I recited my number. 
 
    He smiled. He looked less threatening when he did, but his amusement at my reaction made me feel self-conscious.  
 
    'I'm sorry, I just… It doesn't seem…' 
 
    'It seems contradictory, I know, but the more we interact with humans, the more necessary it has become that we learn your technology, just as we learn of your culture, laws, and values.' 
 
    Fair enough, I decided. Regaining my composure, I raised my cup in a farewell gesture. 'I need to get going. Tell Jay I expect to be back for dinner, but I'll call her if I'm held up.' 
 
    My instruction received a deep nod. I paused, not sure if I should say something more, decided I didn't need to and then went to get my bag and keys. He was going to take a lot of getting used to, I decided.  
 
    Dangerous— that's what my intuition screamed at me. He was dangerous. He had helped us and he seemed to be particularly gentle when it came to Jay, which disturbed me, but that was another subject altogether. I'd watched him yesterday, he didn't just like killing, he relished it. He drew power from it and the more he did, the more aggressive he seemed to become. What the hell was this Aurealis doing taking him on? He was like an attack dog, he was trained to protect his owner, but who knew when some invisible trigger would make him turn on those owners? To be honest, I didn't want to leave Jay alone with him, but she trusted him, and I trusted her. I stalled at the door, again, on the verge of deciding to stay home after all. 
 
    Therion walked into the hall and I raised my eyes to meet his. 
 
    'I am dangerous, Emerline. That was why Aurealis sent me. My former brethren, they can take down a light-angel, but they will have a much harder time doing the same to me. Aurealis would never place me in the presence of innocents if she did not have full control of me. If I break, as you fear, she will remove me before I can do harm.' 
 
    'You admit it, then, breaking is a possibility.' 
 
    He blinked slowly. 'The same instincts that protect your daughter are exactly that, instincts. I was created this way. But I spent centuries learning to control them and more time after that being monitored before I was allowed near innocents. Go to your office. Work to stop these people who defile children. Aurealis wants you protected for exactly this reason; she wants them stopped. As do I.' 
 
    I considered him for a long moment. A feeling of assurance filled me and my anxiety seemed to suddenly ease. He was dangerous, true enough, but he also spoke the truth about his god. A god who wanted to protect children was one I felt I could trust. I gave him a wave and then headed out to my car. 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    When I woke, it was light outside. I wondered idly whether this was the same day or the one after. My body still felt heavy with sleep and I was reluctant to move. The last thing I remembered was lying in the warm, comforting sun while a delicate-looking angel with silver hair and eyrie, but beautiful, silver-lavender eyes leaned over me. A healer, Therion said. 
 
    I was thirsty and kind of hungry, but not enough to actually propel me into any kind of motion. I curled up under the blanket and sighed happily. Several minutes later my bladder announced it was time to move. I pointedly ignored the suggestion. I held out for several more minutes before groaning and pushing myself up. My left wrist twinged and I rubbed it absently as I shuffled to the bathroom. 
 
    A glimpse in the mirror told me it could use a brush. In fact, a shower was probably in order. I've never been the stereotypical 'girl' in the shower. I get in, I get clean, I get out. Usually in less than five minutes. Today I took seven. My muscles didn't ache exactly, but the soothing feel of the hot water made me linger. 
 
    My feet padded against the wooden floor of the bedroom as I wandered back and forth getting dressed. I grabbed a pair of black jeans and a sports bra, before moving back to the bathroom to finish drying my hair and putting on my bra, underwear, and jeans. Then I headed back to my room to find a top. I dug a loose-fitting tee from my overnight bag, managing to drop half the contents on the floor. Scooping them up I shoved them back in. Turning the t-shirt the right way out, I saw it was a humorous one Alyssa had given me. It said: I hope this coffee kicks in before reality does. It had a bedraggled dragon hugging a coffee mug. I smiled, I'd emailed her, saying I was caught up with some personal issues, which I'd tell her about when the timing was better, but it was tempting to give her a call. I dismissed the idea, if she got hurt because Archmore's people connected her to me, I'd never forgive myself. 
 
    I found an errant singlet at the foot of the bed. I'd probably worn it for ten minutes, changed my mind, threw it onto the bed, and then forgot about it until it ended up on the floor. If you guessed that I'm not the most diligent housekeeper, you'd be right. Mum often makes this observation, but not in a nagging manner. I can't blame her, really, she usually ends up doing all the tidying. I tossed the singlet into the corner opposite where there was a chair. A hand shot out of the shadows and caught it. Twin gold diamonds blinked at me. 
 
    'Holy son of a Siberian war monger!' 
 
    Therion was merged with the shadows. 
 
    'How long have you been there!' 
 
    'On and off since putting you in bed yesterday. I needed the rest.' 
 
    I sputtered, caught between indignation and embarrassment— I'd walked about naked here just five minutes ago! 
 
    Therion rose, seeming to bring the shadows with him. I took a step back.  
 
    'My apologies,' he murmured and suddenly I could see him as clear as, well, as if I was standing barely a metre away. 'It is a defence mechanism and habit to cloak myself in shadow.' 
 
    'That's understandable, considering the kinds of creatures you deal with, but try to avoid giving me or my mother a heart attack,' I grumbled, more because I was still getting over the fright than actually feeling upset. 
 
    'Your mother said much the same thing, I did promise to try to be more considerate.' 
 
    Up close, without distractions, I was very aware of how tall he was. There was a kind of energy radiating from him, like heat, but not quite the same. I'd noticed it last time I'd seen him, before he disappeared. I wanted to lean in towards it, kind of like a flower facing the sun.  
 
    'You are not afraid of me.' 
 
    I looked up at the statement. His voice was still a melodic and entrancing song. He was looking down at me, his gold eyes oddly captivating. It was like looking at the night sky, except instead of blacks and dark blues, dark and light golds carried the stars. His pupils were narrow, like a cat, and the long, dark lashes framing his eyes emphasised their colour. I realised he was fascinated by my lack of fear. 
 
    'Only when you're not sneaking up on me,' I retorted, probably a little archly considering his stunt catching my singlet from the shadows. 
 
    'I will endeavour to announce my presence more obviously.' 
 
    I could see the sharp points of his canines as he spoke. It wasn't until now that I realised he had two pointed teeth on the bottom as well as the two at the top. I remembered seeing him snarl at one of the other dark-angels, his fangs had seemed longer yesterday. 
 
    'They extend for confrontation.' 
 
    My eyes widened, then I frowned and shoved at him. 'Don't read my mind, either,' I scolded, stalking past him and heading towards the kitchen.  
 
    I didn't care what time of day it was, I needed coffee. As I passed him, he didn't look ashamed, more amused. My grumpy mood deepened. He followed me, but wisely kept out of my way, leaning on a stool on the far side of the counter. I started the coffee machine, which is a miniature version of what they have in cafés. They take a bit of effort, but I think the end result is worth it. My apartment smells like real coffee and fresh bread because I enjoy making both. Yes, I cheat a little and use a bread maker, but I can be forgiven because I don't cheat with the coffee. Mum lets me do both, she loves fresh bread, too, and bought herself a bread maker for times when I stayed. The coffee she doesn't mind, but most of the time she prefers tea. 
 
    Speaking of my mum… 'Where's my mother?' 
 
    'After securing my assurance that I was not going to leave you unguarded, she went to the office. She expects to be home by dinner but will call if she is going to be later.' 
 
    I waved an empty coffee cup towards him. 'Want one?' 
 
    Therion looked a little startled and then shook his head. 
 
    I raised one eyebrow, my right, I can't do it with my left, I have no idea why. 'You don't like coffee or you prefer to drink something else?' 
 
    This question also surprised him and his brow furrowed into a thoughtful frown. 'Neither. I have never tasted coffee. I do not eat or drink.' 
 
    'Really? Never? How do you survive?' 
 
    'I am not sure what you mean.' 
 
    I leaned on the kitchen counter. 'How does your body run,' I gestured, making a circling motion with my hand, 'you know, energy?' 
 
    He made an 'oh' and said, 'I do not require the same kind of energy sources as you do. If I assume a human form, I am not in it long enough to need to sustain it off your traditional sources.' 
 
    That was when I realised his wings were gone. His hair was still black with two rivers of gold winding through each side, but I could tell, now, that it fell to mid-back in heavy waves of fine thread-like silk. He was also wearing a black t-shirt— I'm not sure how I missed that, perhaps because I was so tired still. It had a lion against a Celtic-style background. I frowned. 'Are you shorter?' 
 
    'It is the wings; they make me look taller.' He gave me a lopsided smile. 
 
    Laughing, I revised my assessment of him yesterday, not only was he more conversive than Garry, it seemed more natural to have him around. I felt guilty for a moment, Garry, for all his reticence to talk had saved our lives… 
 
    'Is Garry, I mean the angel that got attacked yesterday, is he okay?' 
 
    'Silven? I believe so. At least the healer indicated he would live.' He paused and considered me for a long moment. He did that a lot, as if he wasn't sure how to answer or react and needed to figure it out, like a kid taking their first steps, uncertain, but interested in the outcome. 
 
    'He did not tell you his name?' His voice was filled with curiosity. 
 
    I shook my head. 'No, so I called him Garry.' I confessed, feeling a bit self-conscious, perhaps I'd somehow insulted Garry… no, ah, Silven, and that was why he was so abrupt. 'He also didn't tell me why he had a sudden need to follow me like a lost puppy,' I added, trying to inject a little humour into my voice. 'It was quite unnerving, at first,' I found myself admitting after Therion considered me in silence for several more seconds. 
 
    'They are not used to being seen, most humans cannot visually perceive them,' Therion explained. 'I think he did not know how to act, or what he should tell you. None of his past charges would have ever questioned him. It was, I would say, completely out of his experience and thus, not knowing what he should say or not say, he abided by a rule of: say nothing. Silven also has not been an active guardian for some time.' 
 
    'A guardian?' 
 
    'The light-dancers, angels, if you will, fulfil many roles. One is as guardians to sentient spirits. Silven was once a warrior, moved on to guardian, and then moved on again.' 
 
    I turned back to the coffee machine and smiled, both happy that Garry would survive and that his lack of friendliness had probably not been personal. 
 
    Looking back at Therion, I said, 'You know, I really missed you.' 
 
    He looked disconcerted by my statement. 'It seems you had good reason, Silven, though earnest in his efforts, would likely have died had I not intervened.' 
 
    I realised he didn't understand what I meant, but let it pass. I just wanted him to know I appreciated his role in saving our lives and I think he understood that. I made two coffees, pushing one towards him. He looked unsure. 
 
    'It's hot,' I warned crossing through the dining room and into the lounge room. I glanced back in time to see him raise it and take a cautious sniff before bringing it to his lips for an experimental sip. The face he made was worth a chuckle, but I repressed it. I really had to introduce him to chocolate, coffee was a bit hit-and-miss, but chocolate had to be universal. 
 
    I sat in one of the recliners and gestured for Therion to take a seat. Instead, he leaned against the open French-style doors dividing the lounge room from the dining and kitchen areas, and I shrugged. I noticed he'd left the coffee behind and smiled, obviously not his thing. 
 
    'I'm not terribly good at subtlety,' I started, 'but I have a few questions, if you don't mind me asking.' 
 
    He nodded, though whether it was a simple acknowledgement or permission to ask whatever I wanted was unclear. I would take what I could get under the circumstances. 
 
    'Are you here until they send another, um, guardian, you called them?' 
 
    'I do not know. My summoning was… last minute. Silven can handle most circumstances, however it is not common for three therilgalen to make a concerted, unprovoked, attack.' 
 
    I groaned softly. 'That can't be good news. What do they want with me anyway?' 
 
    'Your spirit. They hunt spirit energy.' 
 
    'That sounds even worse.' Then it sunk in. 'You don't require food because you're like them?' 
 
    He tensed, right through his whole body. 'We share race, yes,' he said crisply. Then, more softly, 'I was once like them, only soul energy gave me sustenance, but my new master, Aurealis, altered me. I survive off nature's energies now. You are not in danger, Jayden.' 
 
    'Jay. Why my soul? I mean, why now? I've seen them before. Like at the ice rink, that dark-angel came for the spirits of those people and you drove him off. It seemed like he was only interested in the dead, have I got a cancer or something I don't know about yet?' 
 
    'No, you do not have a terminal illness. Most of the time, the dead are their focus. The angels you've seen, they are in charge of guiding spirits once they shed their vessels and sometimes a therilgalen will try to get to the spirit. That is when, as you saw at the ice rink, I help protect them.' 
 
    From his tone and the time spent considering each answer, it was obvious he didn't want to go into details unless he thought it was necessary. That was fine, for now. He had fought off three therilgalen and been injured pretty badly, that bought a lot of patience. Time to change tactics. 
 
    'You said they don't normally attack in groups?' 
 
    He shook his head absently as he pushed away from the doorframe and crossed to the window. 'It is not that they rarely attack in groups, in fact, they do, very regularly. It is more the circumstance in which this group attacked that I find so concerning.' He paused, as he tried to figure out how to explain it more clearly. 'You know when you see disaster footage on the television, a cyclone or earthquake...'  
 
    I half shrugged as I nodded. 
 
    'You see the destruction nature has wrought. What most humans do not see are the therilgalen. If those cameras happened to be in the right place at the right time, you, Jayden, would be able to see them in that footage, while others without your ability, your true-sight, would not. Their purpose is to collect the spirit energy of those who have passed for a god-like entity called Ceri-talen.' 
 
    'Like when the angels collect those little pinpoints of light together.' 
 
    He looked over at me, not startled, more amazed. 'You really do have true-sight,' he murmured. 'Yes, therilgalen do that too, but they do not take the spirit onwards, they take it to Ceri-talen, my former master. Aurealis, my new master, only agreed to take me if I promised to make a sincere effort to redeem, for that is one of her roles, redeeming souls such as mine. Now, I only take tainted souls. And only when necessary.' 
 
    There was more to it, I sensed— a lot more— but, for the moment, it was probably better to let him choose the depth of the detail. 'Why have I never seen them when I watch footage on the news?' 
 
    'They do not often film where the therilgalen are, as I said; the right place, the right moment. If you do some research, you will come across humans who tell stories about how they saw an angel protecting a spirit as it departed a body, those are guardians, like Silven. You will also find accounts of dark-angels appearing…' 
 
    'Therilgalen.' I said the word slowly, still not sure of pronouncing it correctly. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    'So, what you are saying is that the therilgalen do move in groups, but usually only at disasters and similar events.' I chewed that over. 'There were no deaths where I was yesterday. No reason for them to be there. That means it was no coincidence they were there.' 
 
    Therion nodded again, this time just the once. 
 
    'That means it was either me or Silven they were after. From what you've said, it is not unusual for therilgalen to attack guardians.' 
 
    'No, it is not. Yet there has always been a death involved. The guardian has always been protecting a spirit. I just recently fought a therilgalen… It came for Maya.' He saw me tense and made a calming motion with his hands. 'Maya is safe. I thought at the time that they came for her because Maya died just moments after I arrived to collect her. I brought her back, re-linked her spirit to her vessel. It made sense that a therilgalen was drawn to Maya. Now, I am wondering if they are targeting any spirit I am protecting, as this seems to be the only reason they would attack you and Maya. My departure from Ceri-talen has not incurred any admiration from my former people. It is not impossible they seek to punish me for my lack of loyalty. Except…' 
 
    'Silven had taken over.' 
 
    'There is one other possibility.' His face looked dark, closed.  
 
    'And that is?' 
 
    Abruptly, he started pacing. His agitation was palpable. 'I need more information. My theory is possible, but not something I can put forward without confirming, for if I am correct…' 
 
    For the first time, I heard something close to fear in his voice. No, not fear. An apprehension, the kind that told me that he wasn't afraid of what he thought was coming, but, if he was right, it was going to be bad. Very, very bad. 
 
    Therion stopped pacing and looked up, as if checking the sky even though the roof obstructed his view. 'You need to go to your mother.' 
 
    I sat up straight. 'What? Now?' 
 
    'Yes, now.' 
 
    'Ah, I came in Mum's car, I have no way to go anywhere. I could call her, ask for her to send an officer.' 
 
    Therion shook his head vigorously. 'No officers, they won't understand what's going on.'  
 
    He drew a mobile from his back pocket and started typing a text. I was mystified, but one thing was clear, he needed to go somewhere and he wanted to go ten seconds ago. I pulled my own phone out to make a call. 'Hi Mum. Sorry to put a dent in your day, but it turns out my friend can't stay. How quickly can you get back?' 
 
    My mum was quiet for just a heartbeat and then, 'Forty minutes, possibly a little less. I'll bring one of the taskforce officers with me, they still need a formal statement about you hearing Quan talk about Archmore's body.' 
 
    'Forty? There's no way you can get here that fast without— oh, right, you can probably justify it as official business if you get done speeding.'  
 
    I could hear her packing up and imagined her signalling to one of the taskforce members that she needed them, but I still felt the need to add, 'Please hurry, something urgent came up for my friend.' 
 
    She hung up. I wasn't offended. 
 
    'Therion?' 
 
    He was still texting. 
 
    'Therion!' 
 
    Finally, he looked up. 
 
    'Mum's on her way. I'll be fine until she gets here. Wherever you have to go, go.' I could see he was about to object. 'I promise she'll only be forty minutes.' 
 
    'Then I will wait forty minutes.' 
 
    No arguing with that tone.  
 
    'Wait here,' he said, then strode out, going up the hall.  
 
    After a minute, I heard the front door open and saw him walk by the window. His wings were back, the t-shirt gone, and he was murmuring softly and making gestures in the air. Like a priest blessing something.  
 
    I watched him disappear around the corner and then looked up through a gap in the trees where you could see the main road. It was too early for Mum, but it gave me something to do. My mind brought back the image of Therion tapping with his thumbs on his smartphone with all the naturalness of a teen who'd grown up on texting and YouTube. I found myself amused despite the seriousness of my situation. 
 
    I watched the front drive, not really thinking, just waiting. Therion walked by two more times, still gesturing and murmuring. Eventually, I saw a flash of blue up on the main road and Mum's car turned down the driveway a minute later.  
 
    Therion entered the room. 'I've placed wards about the house. They are not impenetrable but will deter any potential human assailants and daytime attacks from the other realms. I've sent a message to a friend, Bastien d'Estrees. As my kind can mimic others, you are to ask him the name of the creature who took my oath to Aurealis. He should respond, Elaren-her-ah. No one but he and Aurealis know this. If I'm not back by this evening, he will protect you. You may want to make sure whoever your mother is bringing with her has left by then.' 
 
    He was gone before I could question him further. I had a feeling that was partly why he left so hurriedly. I could surmise several things though. The first, and most obvious, was that my life had become important to these two factions, or in the case of one; my death. Why? I was really hoping Therion would come through for me on that because I had no connections in his world. The other was that Therion had once done very bad things. Things that would make Archmore seem saintly. With those teeth and his efficiency at killing, I really didn't want to visualise it. The fact that was in my favour was that at some point he had changed sides. In a weird backwards way, it was to my fortune he had once been on the wrong side. Despite his best intentions, Silven was clearly at a disadvantage when it came to fighting off the therilgalen. He'd been a good fighter, but not as sure or as confident as Therion. Never-the-less, I was still deeply grateful to the guardian for putting my life before his. 
 
    Mum and Ivan, a taskforce member, walked into the lounge room. Ivan had the blond hair and blue eyes of his Ukrainian heritage and a cherubic, round face, although he wasn't overweight. He said the only reason his grandmother had survived World War Two was because of her hair and eye colour; millions of Slavic people had been slaughtered along with Jewish people as a part of the German and Russian agendas.  
 
    Ivan said, 'I hear your babysitter had an emergency.' 
 
    It took me a moment to figure out that Mum had probably said that to explain the need to return unexpectedly. 'Uh, yeah— family problems. Sorry to drag you away from work.' 
 
    Ivan hefted an overstuffed work bag; the seams were under considerable strain with the weight of his laptop and the equivalent of a ream or more of papers. 'Not so much dragged away as relocated. Em said you felt up to giving a statement about Archmore being near the creek.' 
 
    I nodded. 'Yes, I just wanted to give myself some time to make sure I remembered everything. I took a fair few knocks to the head and the doctor said I'd regain most memories, but to give it time.' I gestured towards the dining area. 'Let's work at the table, you can spread out a bit.' 
 
    Ivan walked through the open French doors to the dining area and started unloading.  
 
    Mum leaned in close. 'Is everything okay?' 
 
    'Therion had to check something out. He wouldn't confirm it, but I think I'm being specifically targeted.' 
 
    Mum frowned. 'By whom?' 
 
    Shrugging, I shook my head. 'We'll know more when he gets back tonight. He suggested we get Ivan off home by then.' 
 
    Grimacing, Mum patted my back. 'It's a good thing we have Therion on our side, then, eh?' 
 
    I returned her grim expression. 'I only hope he's wrong, because I don't want to even start thinking about the implications if Therion's theory turns out to be right.'  
 
   
 
  



Therion 
 
    [Undead Lullaby (Dark Souls song) – JT Music nightcore remix by Zero.Miz-Kun] 
 
      
 
    Unlike Dellen-littah, the realm of the light-dancers, my home, Unia-littah, is without sunlight. The angels claim there is no beauty in the Dark Realm; they are wrong. Beneath a mountain range, Ceri-talen's servants carved him a city of sweeping curves, elegant lines, and impressive archways from rock that sparkles with natural minerals. The beauty is sharper, darker, and colder, yet it is still beautiful. Whether covered in intricate engravings or mosaics, polished smooth or painted in the tradition of the clans that inhabit the area, almost every surface is a work of art. Gardens fill every hollow, cavern, and alcove. The darkness never hampers our movements because, even without our night vision, glowing mosses and plants with crystal-like leaves or trunks light up many areas. 
 
    I miss Unia-littah and the dark serenity that can be found here.  
 
    It was risky leaving Jayden, but when I had asked Aurealis for guidance, I received no vision, no instinct, no sanction against my intended actions. I had checked more than once, first, when it occurred to me, then as I waited for Jayden's mother, and finally, at Bastien's where I exchanged my twin blades for a long sword and left a note to expand on the text I had sent. Because of his age, I knew that Bastien did not sleep through the entirety of the day, but it was deep enough into the day for the vampire to be resting. 
 
    There was a chance Aurealis was preoccupied by other events, or she was abiding by her maxim of not interfering in order to allow me to evolve through my journey. Either way, she would not be able to aid me now that I was here. Speaking of being here, I was relying on my therilgalen nature to not trigger the wards shrouding the Dark Realm. It was possible Ceri-talen would know anyway, but I had learned from Aurealis that although the telari like to maintain the illusion they know all that occurs in their realm, they are often distracted by their own ambitions. 
 
    Of the possibilities for the therilgalen attack yesterday, the unspoken one was, for me, the worst. Yes, we all knew, expected really, that Ceri-talen would make another attempt at Jayden. Aurealis thought it was because he was robbed of Maya and Jayden was vulnerable; an easy and acceptable alternative. But I had served Ceri-talen long enough to know a hunt as opposed to a gathering. That implied specific targeting, something Ceri-talen was not allowed to do. His brethren accepted that he preferred yulari over other spirits, but they would not accept what he often did, when he could get away with it, and that was identify specific spirits and send hunters.  
 
    The attack on Jayden did not seem like a general target-vulnerable-yulari hunt. Rather, it seemed like a get-Jayden-Emerline-Thaneton hunt. Ceri-talen did not normally throw away therilgalen lives. Ulyn has not yet discovered how to successfully breed therilgalen naturally again. I was not created the same way other beings of this realm were, I was stolen and transformed, so I had no immediate female counterpart at first. I was kept secret until Ceri-talen was certain he had created the hunter and warrior he wanted. Once he felt I was complete, he used the spirit energy he harvested from my core to create a legion of male and female therilgalen. Then…  
 
    We went to war.  
 
    When Ceri-talen was finally subdued, a treaty was brokered. It was just after this that Ceri-talen discovered his therilgalen were no longer reproducing. Ceri-talen believes this was caused by one of his rivals. After the war, our numbers were greatly diminished, it is not out of the realm of possibility that, fearing Ceri-talen would build another army, one of the venturi or telari found a way to render one or both sexes infertile. Ulyn could only do so much in the laboratory and was reliant on Ceri-talen's store of my spirit-energy to bring each one of us into existence. Therefore, the therilgalen were not disposable. For this reason, whether we were gathering or hunting, if we found ourselves outnumbered by too great a margin or facing a being that could take us out too easily, we retreated. Yet those I had faced yesterday had remained even after the first death. 
 
    I had finally remembered one of the fallen from yesterday's attack, Leader. His name had been Ranathar. He had trained under Qu-te-se, which was where I was heading now. It was a risk, going to Qu-te-se for help, but my intuition told me that our friendship was strong enough that if he could, he would help.  
 
    Getting to Qu-te-se's quarters was not an adverse challenge since it is not uncommon for therilgalen to cloak themselves in shadow. I also knew that Qu-te-se had built a tunnel from his room through to a sheer rock face bordering the therilgalen barracks. Before I defected, we often went there after finishing a gathering, and one time we worked out that it would be fairly straight-forward to create a tunnel straight through to Qu-te-se's quarters. Not only did it give him quick access to a place ideal for flying, it was a place where he could not easily be found or disturbed when Ulyn was on the warpath.  
 
    Once in the tunnel, I discovered that Qu-te-se was not in. That was a surprise, we are nocturnal creatures, which is why I wanted to leave Jayden's immediately, while it was still early in the day and when most of the Dark Realm would be settled. I stopped just within the hidden entrance to his quarters and, kneeling, I entered a meditative state, which allowed me to extend my awareness of the activity in the area. Eventually, the tunnel door grated open. 
 
    'If I did not realise you know me so well, I would say that you are taking quite a gamble coming here,' Qu-te-se's sonorous drawl echoed softly through the cavern. 'But, at one time, we were as close as brothers and you know I will listen before bringing attention to your presence. That said, you better be persuasive, brother, for your betrayal still burns my heart and that keeps my patience short.' 
 
    'I did not betray you, brother.' 
 
    'No,' he agreed softly. 'You abandoned me. I consider that equally as bad.' 
 
    To a degree, he was right. I had treated Qu-te-se like a younger sibling, trained him, protected him from Ulyn, been his mentor and, at times, his parent.  
 
    I raised my brows. 'I could take you with me this time.' 
 
    He laughed, long and low. 'I do not have the temperament for all that redemption,' he exclaimed haughtily, his fangs flashing white in the darkness. 'Were I to leave, it would be to pursue a life free of masters.' 
 
    I rose, groaning softly as I straightened my legs. 'The only path to that kind of freedom is to pit one master against the other. True, I must suffer this redemption, but Aurealis will keep her word. Once she feels I can control my more vicious tendencies, she will release me.' 
 
    He was silent for a long time, then he said, 'It will take you centuries to do it, but I can see why you have hope. You cannot trust Aurealis though, all the while she will drag it out and have you do her dirty work. Her precious guardians recoil at the need to take life and yet she has no problems if you do it.' 
 
    I sighed. Qu-te-se and I had engaged in a much briefer version of the same argument the first time we clashed after I defected. 'At least I chose my burden this time. If I have made a mistake, it is mine to make.' 
 
    My comment received a grunt of acknowledgement and then he stepped away. I thought it was his way of ending the conversation, but then he returned, lifting himself into the tunnel. 'If I must listen, I shall do so at the other end, with the wind to caress my face and the promise of flight afterwards to collect my thoughts.' 
 
    I could either back all the way out to the cliff ledge at the other end of the tunnel or turn my back to him. The tunnel was cramped, but large enough to accommodate us standing. It was not large enough for a fight, but neither would it inhibit Qu-te-se if he chose to ram a knife into my back.  
 
    I needed him to feel I trusted him. 
 
    I turned my back and led the way to the tunnel exit— so far, my intuition had not failed me.  
 
    When we emerged from the tunnel, I turned right and walked along the ledge bordering the cliff face for several metres to put a little distance between us and the waterfall a few meters to the left of the tunnel's exit so we could talk without raising our voices. 
 
    'I need some information.' 
 
    A long silence followed my request. I waited it out. 
 
    'I owe you a life.' Qu-te-se laughed self-depreciatingly. 'Several actually. And there is still friendship too, Therion, whether you realise it or not.' 
 
    'I do.' 
 
    'I cannot disobey him.' 
 
    He meant Ceri-talen.  
 
    'Has he instructed you not to speak to me?' 
 
    The question surprised him and he frowned before a slow smile curved his lips. 'No…' 
 
    'Then you break no commands by having this conversation.' 
 
    Qu-te-se grunted, a sound that said he did not think things were quite that simple, and slouched against a narrow rock outcropping that provided a convenient seat while not placing his wings against the cliff face. He gave me an open, direct look. 'My guess is that this is about the failed hunt, which relates to Ulyn; someone to whom my loyalty is not as firm. I am not certain she serves my master so much as seeing to her own ambitions. With that in mind, I will tell you this: I do not know why she is targeting what I am assuming is your charge, but I knew when not one of them came back, you were the source of their demise.' 
 
    I frowned as I retorted, 'I left one alive.' 
 
    Qu-te-se snorted. 'He may well have been when you left him. Ulyn may not have felt very forgiving when he returned.' Qu-te-se shrugged in a 'who knows' manner. 'Ulyn gave the order, chose the therilgalen to undertake it. Yes, the hunters were from my company, but you know more than anyone that one does not question Ulyn. From what I understand, it has something to do with one of her projects.' 
 
    I tilted my head to regard my friend with increased interest, my former keeper had more than enough projects going. 'Do you know anything about it, this project?' 
 
    Qu-te-se grimaced. 'I know more than I want to, but I am not privy to all the details. Jasilen is the only one Ulyn has fully allowed into her confidence. Whenever I am in the lab, Jasilen immediately stands by Ulyn's desk and the data crystal in the dock there as if she is sure I will try to steal it or view its contents.' Qu-te-se smiled. 'She's right, though, I am curious enough that should that crystal be left unguarded, I would likely look at its contents.' 
 
    That made me raise my brows and I asked, 'And what, precisely, is a Jasilen?' 
 
    'A therilgalen. Ulyn's newest favourite. She helps Ulyn with her research, particularly the breeding program as Ulyn significantly altered her as a part of her attempts to solve the problem of reproducing therilgalen naturally.' Qu-te-se gave me another grimace. 'A program, I might add, that pays little heed to the dignity of those involved.' 
 
    'I know. Ceri-talen was certain one of the venturi gods made some kind of subtle change in us at the end of the war to prevent us from reproducing naturally, but he could not find it, and set Ulyn to the task, so similar programs were underway when I was here. I never had to participate because I made a direct appeal to Ceri-talen using the argument that I was more interested in, and skilled at, hunting. I promised to up my gathering rate in return to not be subjected involuntarily to the mating program. That did not prevent Ulyn from taking blood and other samples when she had me knocked out on her operating table, though. She moved on to experimenting with artificial impregnation, but never had a successful birth. I gather not much has improved.' 
 
    'Humph! Change has happened, but I would not consider it an improvement. The current program is focused on natural reproduction.' He looked away from me. 'Ulyn strictly monitors all interaction, chooses the match and the time, locks us in some quarters and leaves us there until... until we are done. Before and after we undergo many tests, the females more than the males. Her investigation has revealed that it is just the females who are affected.'  
 
    I nodded; they had long thought that. 
 
    Qu-te-se looked up. 'It is more than a little humiliating and unfortunately, none of us hold the favour of Ceri-talen like you did.' 
 
    'Sounds delightful.' 
 
    Qu-te-se grunted again and then sighed. 'Two approaches are being pursued. The first, genetic manipulation and natural reproduction, the second involves what Ulyn calls transformative exploration. She has identified a number of specific yulari targets who are strong enough to survive a transformation like the one you went through, but not as powerful as your spirit was. I believe the plan is to have Ceri-talen transform their spirits into therilgalen. There's not enough of the energy Ceri-talen harvested from you left to create a therilgalen as powerful as you are without an existing spirit as a foundation. While there is not an easily accessible equal source it is hoped that the right yulari will prove sufficient. If your human is not on that list of yulari targets, you could knock me over with a feather.' He meant the sarcasm in his tone to be light-hearted, but there was a grimness in his voice that reflected my own feelings. 
 
    I dropped my head and pushed a stray rock around with the toe of my boot as I considered my options. I could leave now. I had confirmed my theory. Jayden was not a random target, but one Ulyn specifically wanted. I could report to Aurealis that Jay needed a life-long guardian not the temporary protection she had told me was required. Yet, I had taken great risks to get here. Was it worth risking a little more for that data crystal? To know Ulyn's precise plans, the names of all the yulari she was targeting. Aurealis may disapprove of my coming here, but she would not turn down such intelligence. 
 
    For the first time, I realised Qu-te-se was holding something in his hand as he turned a roundish object over and then tossed it up in the air to catch it. Then he tossed it to me. 
 
    I frowned down at the little black pot. 'Hunting paint?' We used it sometimes to mark our faces before a major gathering event, like an earthquake followed by a tsunami. 
 
    Qu-te-se smiled. 'Red, works just as well on hair and feathers as it does on skin.' 
 
    Ah! I returned his smile. Qu-te-se knew me well enough to guess that once I heard about Ulyn's project, I'd most likely try to get that data crystal and to do that I needed to disguise myself with more than shadows. 
 
    He raised his chin and gestured slightly. 'You get started; we cannot take too long. When I left the lab, Ulyn was just heading to sleep, and we'd worked late, so that is in your favour, but, as you'd remember, she's known for waking with inspiration and then calling us to her in the middle of the day. I will be back in a moment.' 
 
    I spent more than a few moments wondering if he was actually getting Ulyn, but he was not gone long enough. 
 
    When he returned, he put his hand out for the pot of paint. He had a brush between his teeth, the kind we used to paint the black part of our feathers red, which we did on occasion. I handed him the pot and started to turn around, but he stopped me with a hand on my arm. I gave him a questioning look, thinking he might start with my hair. He lifted his hand from my arm and then transferred something from his palm to his fingers. He held a data crystal up and grinned around the brush still in his mouth. 
 
    I took it, completely blank for a moment and then grinned myself, it was to replace the one I stole. It would give me time to get away before they noted the original's absence. 'Thank you,' I murmured. 
 
    Qu-te-se grunted and gestured with one finger for me to turn around. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    It took us a good hour to cover my gold markings with red, but I'd need it to get into Ulyn's lab, which also housed her quarters. We only did the parts of my wings that were visible while they were closed or it would have taken much too long. We reasoned that I could use shadows to veil them during flight. The therilgalen live at the mid-point of a cliff where a long, wide ledge splits the upper cliff from the lower one, providing a sizable place for training. Legend says that once it was all one long face of rock, but a fight between Ceri-talen and another god had all but destroyed the upper half. It had been cleared up at some point and used as a nesting place for wyverns, who put their eggs in the lowest caverns near the thermal pools, but would live at the top, for it made an excellent diving point. Then I chose it as the place the therilgalen would live. As I said, the long flat area atop the cliff was ideal for training as well as the cliff providing a superb launching point. We found we could share it with the wyvern with only a little compromise. We agreed not to take their souls and they stayed out of our way. Well, most of the time. The wyverns have no love of us and will take any opportunity to ambush us if they can get away with it. 
 
    I emerged from an archway at the top of the training area and walked to the edge of the cliff. I could see the rest of the city spread out before me. It was a sight I missed. I did not linger though. Drawing the shadows about me, I stepped off the cliff, spreading my wings and gliding down to the main avenue leading to Ceri-talen's temple. Using the colossal ebony and crystal trees that lined either side of the broad avenue as cover, I crossed to a series of narrow, more-shadowed passages that would lead me to Ulyn's lab behind the main temple. I stopped just once to pick up a tiny pebble, it looked just the right size to fit inside a data crystal reader, which would stop it from loading the empty data crystal Qu-te-se had given me. It meant it would look like the original crystal had not been removed because it would leave up the previously loaded data until it was refreshed. 
 
    With the red colouring, no one took special note of my passing, unless it was to stay well away from my path. The granoult guarding the entry of Ulyn's building were no surprise. Granoult are stupid, but incredibly quick. Thankfully, they cannot fly, else we'd have wiped each other out ages ago. Resembling a bipedal dragon crossed with a hawk, a horn-like plating ending in short spikes covers their body. Long tails help them balance and their talons are more efficient and deadlier than any kind of blade. Their beaks are no less dangerous. The horns that sweep back from their heads are accompanied by a feather-like plumage, which is razor-sharp. Similar plumage covers their shoulders and can be flexed in the same manner as my wings, but my feathers do not cause the kind of lacerations theirs do. Though they communicate by sound, they often signal one another through different arrangements of their bodies and plumage. One advantage they have over us is a bony part in their ears, which, when closed, shuts out our paralysing shriek. Granoult eat absolutely anything! They also have very keen senses: they know their food: every breed, every sub-set of a breed. And how to hunt it.  
 
    When I reached the building, I decided on a bold approach, one that would require no hesitation and careful attention to my heart rate. If the granoult guarding the building heard it pick up, it would catch their interest. If it was racing, their hunting instincts would kick in. I needed to avoid both. 
 
    Confidently, I strode up the wide staircase leading to the entryway, passing by the statues of griffins rearing with their wings outspread at the bottom. The rest of the stairway was flanked by a series of statues of therilgalen, but my focus was on the entry, an arch formed by the wings of the dragons carved into either side of the building. The two granoult standing guard eyed me malevolently but remained silent. Therilgalen went in and out of here all the time; as long as I looked like I had purpose, they would leave me be. 
 
    As I stepped through the doorway, I noted a long, pipe-like attachment on either side of the door. A thin, red light flickered as I stepped through. A scanner— that was new. I wondered what it scanned, certainly not weapons, most races here have enough natural weapons that scanning for other weapons is entirely superfluous. Knowing Ulyn, it has something to do with bio-technology. Probably to detect guardians or vampires who have disguised themselves; both have broken in to Ulyn's lab in the past. A soft beep from the scanners caught the attention of two more granoult standing guard within. I did not hesitate, moving straight by them and through a second set of doors before they could prevent me. I heard a disgruntled growling sound and then a series of clicks, which was their way of speech. Could they be considering halting me? The doubt almost made me pause, but I pushed on, head high, wings slightly out, shadows swirling about me and clinging to my feathers; as arrogant as a creature who knows he has very few threats to face in this realm. I noted with relief that the sounds subsided and they did not follow. 
 
    I immediately headed for the stairs that would take me down to Ulyn's lab. I know the building well, for I spent much of my life here. For a long time I viewed Ulyn as a mother-figure and she treated me as her child. That was actually rare for her. She managed many of Ceri-talen's new creatures as well as those few of her own creations that Ceri-talen deigned to give life to, but rarely did she become as solicitous as she did with me. A shame that it had not exempted me from her torture and experiments. 
 
    To call Ulyn's quarters a laboratory is a bit of a misnomer. True, she does most of her work here, yet the room is as long as the building itself and the roof several stories above. Many of the floors have windows that make up the inner walls. It is not straight up either; the inner walls gradually slope towards the centre so that those looking through them have a view to the lab below. A long, wide, curving skylight spans the ceiling. Interspersed along the length of the long walls are sculptures of winged creatures and wrought-iron lamps. Some of the lamps have just one globe, others have as many as six. For me, their long, scrolling arms served both a decorative and practical role as I often used to perch on them. I remember stretching out on them and gazing at the glittering canopy above. I broke one of the lamps in my first days here. It was one of my first flights and I'd almost reached the glass roof when I suddenly became very tired. I almost dropped, all thirty-odd stories, to the stone floor. Catching the light fixture, I smashed into the globes, shattering three. My injuries had been minor, but Ulyn's punishment had been far more severe. When Aurealis took me in, she removed the scars, but I still remember where they'd been, stretching diagonally across both my upper arms. 
 
    As Qu-te-se had said, Ulyn was asleep, so the laboratory was dark, or as dark as it ever got, many of the upper lights were on, but they were far enough from the main floor to leave it in heavy shadow. When entering via the stairs, there's a wide empty area and then three rows of benches stretch out in columns. The walls to either side are designed to house various creatures. Many of the inhabitants appear in human myth: harpies, chimeras, hippogriffs… Centaurs and pterippus, often called Pegasus from the Greek myth, hid in the dense foliage of their enclosures, yearning to return to their beloved forests and mountains. Manticores and griffins lay along the far walls of their respective cells, each looking as despondent as the other. They would never soar the heights of their mountainous homes again. The haetae and indrik restlessly paced in an area less than a hundredth the size of their former territories. When it saw me, the one-horned, lion-like haetae moved to recline on a rock in the far corner of its enclosure, while the more rhinoceros-like indrik paused to warily observe my passing. I saw the scales of a kelpie or panlong occasionally flash by the front of their aquatic enclosures. The poor creatures doomed to a life of circling their pitifully small pools. A lone matagot's black, feline face stared miserably out of her cell, her cobalt-blue irises had a teal rim creating an extraordinarily ethereal effect. She used to have a partner, but he'd managed to escape some time ago with Bastien's help— yes, Ceri-talen had once tried to put the vampire through a similar transformation as the one I had undergone. When Bastien had escaped, he had tried to take them both, but circumstances had not favoured them and this one remained. I felt a deep sadness for her… For them all. They had to endure listening to the sorrowful song and agonising screams of those being tortured while never knowing when they, too, would undergo the same torment. 
 
    Tall, curving frosted-glass panels at one end of the room screened Ulyn's living quarters off from the rest of the room and the floors above. Every water creature you can imagine is sculpted into the panels and water flows from a waterfall over them into a wide, oval pool sculpted of the same frosted glass. 
 
    This was where I once lived, where I, too, had slept. 
 
    The area between the benches and Ulyn's quarters often changes depending on her current projects. When I entered, I immediately noted a section to my right now also screened off, but with temporary black dividers on wheels. One of the large pools installed off to one side now had frosted panes covering it. I remembered how the shark-manticore hybrid climbed out once, proving it was not reliant on water after all. I made a mental note to stay well away from the open pools. My gaze swept over a large operating area to one side of the pools and opposite the screened-off area. Two 'beds' resembling a cross between a dentist chair and a hospital bed occupied the centre. They could be adjusted to accommodate all manner of creatures, strapping their limbs in place to ensure they could not escape. Many a creature had been tortured on those beds, and I shuddered at the memory of my own suffering. Directly in front of Ulyn's quarters was another new addition, or additions more precisely. Two rows of monitors glowed, some filled with text, others displaying molecular images. While there were a lot of changes, I found it oddly comforting to see so much that had not changed. The stone floor, the sculptures, even the smell, after all this time, still seemed familiar.  
 
    The creatures in the cages along the walls were quiet, as we ever were, one did not disturb Ulyn or one lost their ability to make sound, literally. She removed vocal cords just as easily as she added wings, tails, or talons. Curious faces, furred, feathered, scaled, and just plain skin, peeked out. There were no bars just a clear panel that slid up when unlocked. 
 
    I was stalking now, moving silently, paying more attention to what I could hear than what I could see. Two-thirds of the way to the rows of monitors, I spotted the glow of a data crystal in its dock. It was near the centre of the row nearest Ulyn's quarters. This time I did pause. Being so close to her ignited a spark of fear. If she caught me, Aurealis could not save me. And Ceri-talen... He would certainly leave me in Ulyn's charge as punishment for my defection. Ulyn, who could torture a creature for hours just to observe how they responded. I could not appreciate such fascinated curiosity when so often I was the subject of her observations. 
 
    I heaved in a breath and then caught myself, making sure I let it out slowly, in a soft, controlled stream. When I reached the data crystal, I took a moment to examine the monitor nearest it. It was a molecular image, but I needed context to fully understand it. I sifted through the various screens, using the touch screen with confident familiarity. I scanned the notes, reading enough to verify that this was, indeed, Ulyn's data crystal. 
 
    I removed Ulyn's data crystal and crouched to slip it in a pocket on the inside of my boot; it was meant to hold a knife, but I'd lost it. Just as I was doing this, I froze. I was sure I heard a sound.  
 
    The worst thing about Ulyn's laboratory is that you cannot planes-shift in or out of it. This is because many a creature with the ability to planes-shift would do so in order to kill her. Thus, she has warded against it. Only silence greeted my tense awareness. I repressed an urge to run, to get out as quickly as I could sprint the distance. Hurriedly, I finished securing the data crystal, then, rising, I fished Qu-te-se's crystal out of my hip pocket. I also dug out the pebble I'd retrieved on my way here. I placed the tiny stone in the curve of the dock and then the crystal after it. Unlike flash drives, data crystals hover a few millimetres above the dock and dropping the pebble in it prevents the crystal from fully connecting. I'd learned this when, one time, after a harpy had escaped, shattering several of the windows above, my data crystal wouldn't load. After hours of frustration, I discovered a sliver of glass was stopping the crystal from properly docking. I knew from this experience that the monitors would retain the image of the previous crystal until the new crystal properly loaded. 
 
    I realised that the sound I thought I heard was real, and I could detect the rhythm of footsteps coming down the stairs. There was no other way out of this room but those stairs. It would be too much to hope that they were heading to another level. My best chance was to hide and slip up the stairs after they entered the room. 
 
    I cast a nervous glance back towards Ulyn's quarters. I had enough time, I thought, to make it to the area cordoned off by black screens. If I hid at the other end, I might be close enough to slip through to the stairs. I did not run because I wanted to remain as quiet as possible, but that did not preclude moving quickly.  
 
    The sound of footsteps disappeared.  
 
    I was just at the beginning of the screened off area and I paused to listen.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    They must have indeed stepped off at one of the other levels. I decided not to waste my good fortune and changed direction to the exit. Once on the stairs, up far enough, I could relax, I would be just another therilgalen. If they discovered me here though, they would question my presence. 
 
    Considering the circumstances, I did well to maintain a neutral expression when the therilgalen female appeared. As Qu-te-se had warned, she was significantly different from the ones I had known, and I presumed this was Jasilen. Originally, the main difference between males and females were that they were slimmer with small breasts, their bodies streamlined for flying. Jasilen was much shorter than an average therilgalen female. She had a thick mane of wavy, black hair and long eyelashes. Her face was rounder, as was her body; her breasts and flared hips distinctly female. She wore black pants and boots with thick, square heels, but she'd made no sound when she'd entered. A remarkable feat, one, I knew from experience, that required practice. Her halter top emphasised a well-toned upper body without being revealing. I suspected that the artfully designed piece of clothing was actually armoured, which meant a strike to the heart was likely to be deflected. I noted that her belt held nothing but small throwing knives. It told me she liked to strike from a distance, which meant she was not confident fighting up close. She wore actual bracers, so I could not tell if she had the armoured scales that form natural bracers for me. They were more decorative than useful; the black leather was encased in gold vines and embellished with violet gems. Her gold pendant was stylized in a manner similar to the vines decorating the bracers; two wings arced up from a feminine form and held a violet-coloured gem. The most startling change was her eyes, they were violet with red flecks, but her other markings, such as the twin streaks through her hair, remained dark red. 
 
    'I thought I scented a therilgalen down here, but yours is not a scent I have met before...' The dulcet, feminine tone held a note of enquiry, turning the statement into a question. 
 
    'I do not often have a reason to come here.' I paused and she arched her brows in question. I resisted clearing my throat. 'I… I was sent to report the outcome of a hunt Master Ulyn set Qu-te-se's company... but Master Ulyn is sleeping and I do not wish to risk her displeasure by disturbing her.' I kept my voice cautiously low— let her think it was out of consideration for Ulyn rather than fear for my own feathers. 
 
    At my explanation, she relaxed her wary posture, flexing her wings and giving me a seductive smile. 'Well, you can leave a message with me and I can have you sent for if needed,' she offered. 
 
    I bowed my head submissively. 'I would be immensely grateful for such a service.' 
 
    Her smile broadened, her fangs showing slightly, and her gaze travelled the length of my body in unhurried assessment. I was glad I had thought far enough ahead to stop in at Bastien's to exchange my twin blades for a longsword because my short swords would be too easily recognisable here. I registered that she must find me attractive, but what was more disconcerting was how her pheromones hit me: like a brick to the head— that was new, too. Ulyn had not let her reputation for experimentation to go wanting. 
 
    'For one such as you, I am all too pleased to be of service.' She gave me another smile. 'I am Jasilen.' 
 
    'Vestryn,' I responded, feigning shy discomfort. Technically it was not a lie, if she presumed that the word was my name, that was her error, not mine. 
 
    'You are older than most other therilgalen I have met,' Jasilen observed as her gaze took in my wings and estimated my wingspan. Her tone said she liked that, and I realised that had I been younger, I probably would have barely rated notice. 'I cannot believe I have not noticed you before.' 
 
    'I do not often come here, indeed, it is the first time in many years. When not gathering, I lead training sessions, thus, there is little time, or desire, for socialising. I feel there is no better way to serve our god.' 
 
    In a swift, graceful movement, I suddenly found her quite close. 'Your devotion is admirable. Still, I think we could offer each other much more than just this simple exchange of messages, do you not agree?'  
 
    Another wave of pheromones enveloped me. I was more impressed by how quickly she moved, and how silently. Her hands slid up my chest. 'You are very tall... and strong... I can sense your power...' Her voice was heavy with suggestion. 
 
    I have never experienced an 'intimate' relationship, my focus from my first moment of consciousness had been Ceri-talen's will, and after that, redemption. I have seen humans and other races, other species… I knew of 'love' and of sex and of intimacy. Sometimes I wondered, what was a touch that did not bring pain? Yet I had no inclination to return Jasilen's attentions. I just wanted out and I was not sure how to achieve that without making her suspicious. 
 
    Then, something pressed against my side. 
 
    Weakness flooded through me. With the last of my strength I tossed Jasilen across the room. She hit the wall near the doorway and dropped limply to the floor. I managed to turn, but I already knew who was behind me. I think Jasilen's attraction was real, but her aggressive manner, her immediate seduction— that had been to distract me from Ulyn.


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    'Oh, that smells good!' Jay exclaimed upon her first inhalation indoors. 'You couldn't have possibly cooked that this evening.' 
 
    She'd been out in the garden since Ivan had finished interviewing her. He'd left not too long ago having stayed on to write up his notes while Jay was within easy reach. When I checked on her, she'd been on the phone with Yu discussing café business. I was relieved she had finally come in. I didn't want to hover, but without Therion here, I was feeling tense. I was doing my best not to show my daughter that, though. I wondered how long it would be before it was safe enough for Jay to get back to her business. Investigations like this and, if we were fortunate, the resulting prosecution can take months in the very best of circumstances. 
 
    Jay had worked so damn hard to get that café open. The initial investment almost put her under. She barely ate, more because she couldn't afford the food and I'd been too busy at work to realise it. But business slowly picked up and now that she was breaking even she couldn't afford to be away from it for too long. If only the Filipino woman would recover enough to speak, it might help to progress the case along a little faster. At just eighteen, Malaya had lost most of her childhood to those thugs. We still hadn't located her parents. And she hadn't uttered a word since we found her, well, aside from the little bit she had said to Jay before we found them.  
 
    I wondered whether it might be best for my daughter to just disappear, get a new identity. She might not have a choice. None of them might. I sighed and then realised Jay was expecting some kind of response to her remark about my cooking. I pushed down my worries and, turning, summoned up a playful smile. 'I don't know. I'm a modern woman, I've learned to do some fairly fancy things in the kitchen.' 
 
    'Yeah, yeah, single mother equals superhero,' she teased. 
 
    I lightly scuffed her up the back of the head in mock reproach for the hint of sarcasm in her tone, but then hugged her side on, so she knew I was just joking. 'Kids are so unappreciative.'  
 
    'I love you,' she retorted. 
 
    She was such a great kid; she didn't need all this. She certainly didn't need my fears on top of everything, so I determined I would keep things as light-hearted as possible. At least until Therion returned and we had to face reality again. I gave myself a mental shake, I'd just referred to an angel and reality in the same thought… 
 
    Jay flicked on the oven light and peered into the oven. The casserole dish was covered in foil so she wouldn't be able to tell what it was.  
 
    'The aroma definitely has garlic, and… mushrooms…' 
 
    I passed her a knife and pointed to a long, sesame seed roll on the counter. 'Put some garlic butter on that and pop it in the oven. I'll get some tea going.' 
 
    'A-hah! Garlic bread, it's some kind of pasta!' 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her as I put the kettle on. 'I gather you'll have coffee, even if the sun's long gone?' Before she had a chance to answer, I turned the coffee machine on.  
 
    I served the meal, which turned out to be tortellini with vegetables smothered in a creamy sauce. 
 
    'I didn't know you could make tortellini,' Jay commented. 
 
    'Alright, you've got me. Aaron made it,' I admitted, referring to Tien's partner who was a chef. 'He thought, with everything we have going on right now, we wouldn't have much time for preparing real food.' 
 
    It was nice to enjoy a meal that wasn't microwaved or warmest when eaten out of its packaging and I made a mental note to thank Aaron next time I saw him. Despite my resolution to keep things upbeat, we didn't talk much through dinner. The silences weren't uncomfortable, but I could see that Jay was just as mindful of Therion's absence. 
 
    I told myself we'd be okay. Therion would return soon; we'd be fine. Leaning back in the chair, I savoured my last mouthful of pasta while appreciating the view from the veranda for a few minutes. Nope. I wasn't fooling myself. I still remembered that dark-angel in the clearing using a woman's voice to lure us into an ambush. I rose and started to collect dishes; it was best to keep busy. Jay moved to help, but I waved her back to her seat. When I returned, I placed a bowl of sorbet in front of her and received a smile of thanks. Dropping into my seat, I handed her a spoon. 
 
    'Thanks. Mmm, lemon and strawberry—' 
 
    We both said at the same time, '—the best of both worlds!' 
 
    Before Zack died, he'd been the one to prepare the meals as he'd had the more routine job. After he passed away, I struggled to take over and it seemed like everything was burned or tasted pretty awful. One evening, while trying to redeem a meal I'd burned, I found two containers of sorbet, one lemon and the other strawberry. Not being able to decide which one to serve, I'd served them both. Originally, Jay hadn't been sure about the combination, but she'd seen how hard I was trying and so she dug in, telling me that with both sweet and sour flavours we had the best of both worlds. I'd almost burst into tears. Jay was very much like her father in that thoughtful way she had. It had been an incredibly painful and wonderful realisation that while Zack was gone, there was a lot of him in our daughter. 
 
    Jay tried to surreptitiously peek at her watch, I knew from the kitchen clock it was almost ten. Reading her concerned expression, I said, 'Therion should have returned by now, right?' 
 
    She mumbled an affirmative around a spoonful of sorbet. I signalled her to finish before trying to continue.  
 
    'He said he'd left a message with a friend to come in the evening, but didn't say when that might be.' 
 
    'I remember, you said so earlier. He advised that we get anyone else that might be here to leave before dark and I was worried Ivan stayed over long. I think it was close to eight before he finally left. Do you think Therion's friends came, saw Ivan and decided to stay hidden?' I asked. 
 
    Jay thought it over. 'That's a good point, perhaps they did. But I'm not sure where that leaves us.'  
 
    I sighed, looking at my empty bowl. Dessert bowls always empty far too quickly. 'I'm going to make tea. Coffee?' 
 
    Jay got up. 'I'll make both, you've done enough.'  
 
    I didn't object as she collected the bowls. Suddenly realising how tired I was, I let myself lean back in the chair so it could support me and give my muscles a break. I scanned the yard; it was so still and quiet. Then, the smell of Zack's roses drifted over on the breeze and I found myself closing my eyes, missing my husband.  
 
    A loud whooshing sound followed by the sound of branches snapping put me on alert. That wasn't a bird. A wombat or a roo might make that much noise, but not the flapping sound. Perhaps it was Therion.  
 
    Slowly, I got to my feet, examining the shadows. Something told me that if it was an angel on our side they would have announced themselves by now. Then I saw it. I really couldn't tell you what it was, there were too many shadows, but I had the impression of a massive bipedal bat, and not the superhero variety. 
 
    I started backing up into the house. I had to get my shotgun; I didn't think a handgun would do in this situation. Jay was just walking back out onto the veranda, but I swung a hand behind me to shove her back inside, making her grunt. I realised she was holding two cups full to the brim, but years of serving hot beverages and being unexpectedly jostled by impatient or unaware customers paid off as she managed to swing herself and both cups out of my way and put them on the bench unspilled. 
 
    'Get down,' I growled. 
 
    'What—' 
 
    I backed into my office just off from the dining area. I didn't want to take my eyes off the last place I'd seen the creature, but I finally turned to get to my gun safe.  
 
    When I came out with my shotgun in one hand and one of two handguns in the other, Jay's eyes went wide with alarm. She darted a glance outside, but the creature had disappeared. She looked back to me, her expression clearly indicating she was wondering what that was out there warranted a gun of any type let alone a shotgun. 
 
    'Mum, what—' 
 
    I moved past her. I'd shoved the second of my handguns in my waistband, and, after I flicked the safety off, I handed the first gun to Jay. 
 
    She looked down at the Glock in her hand with a shocked expression. 'Mum, I can't shoot a real gun.' 
 
    I knew that. Aside from trying target shooting a couple of times, she had no real experience using a gun, but I'd rather she had something.  
 
    'You need something, just in case. The safety's off, as long as you keep it pointed away from you and make sure I'm not in your path, you'll be fine.' 
 
    I was sidling into the kitchen now, keeping well away from the window but staring tensely out. 'Tomorrow…' I started; was that it there? I squinted. No, it was just the shadows of the trees moving in the breeze. 'Tomorrow,' I continued, 'I will start training you and we'll start the process for getting you a licence. You need to learn.' 
 
    Jay started to respond, but I wasn't listening, the bat creature appeared right in front of me.  
 
    It was as big as the angels. I didn't register much about its features except for black pupil-less eyes and a whole load of teeth. I brought the shotgun up and fired— straight through the kitchen window! 
 
    Okay possibly not the best move, but I really didn't want to get too close to it, and, to be honest, I kind of panicked a little. My daughter's face was as white as a sheet.  
 
    In the silence that followed, we heard the sound of wings. 
 
    Then, in a panicked tone, Jay hissed, 'Mum, that could be Therion…' 
 
    I shook my head. 'No,' I assured her in a tight, clipped tone. 
 
    We both saw a shadow moving along the back area of the garden. 'Mum…' 
 
    'I see it,' I said as I fired again. 
 
    The shadow blurred, speeding forward and then disappearing into the darker recesses between the trees. I changed positions to where I could cover most of the veranda in front of the sliding door. It was still open and a breeze fluttered through, making the world seem deceptively calm. I picked up the shadow again, this time it was using the veranda as cover. I tracked it, waiting for a clear shot. I tensed as the shadow disappeared again. I hadn't seen it go anywhere, so either it was waiting in a blind spot or it had moved without my seeing it. 
 
    There was no sound, no warning to give it away. One moment the veranda was clear and the next blazing eyes and teeth that reminded me of a bear trap flashed as it stormed the open doorway. In the full light of the room, I got a better look at it. If you crossed a lizard, bat, and dragon, made it bipedal and covered it in a striped, leathery, brown hide, you'd come somewhere close to envisioning the dreadful thing. I ran forward and shot twice. It hissed and darted back out the door. A solid thump told me the thing had slammed its back up against the wall near the door, just out of sight. I shoved Jay back as I moved to put my back against the wall nearest the door; the same one the creature was against outside. I placed the shotgun on the bench so I could draw my spare Glock. I flicked the safety off and, before I had a chance to rethink my course of action, I spun about the frame of the door, firing as I did, aiming for the head region. This time the creature exploded into fiery ash. 
 
    I turned to see that Jay had come to the door, the gun I gave her held hesitantly up, ready to be aimed and fired. For a moment, all I could hear was our breathing; me a little more rapidly than Jay. I backed up, nudging Jay back into the house. I shut the sliding door and locked it. 
 
    'Do you think there was only one?' Her eyes said she dearly hoped that was the case, but doubted it. 
 
    'Not likely. There were three when we were attacked on the hiking trail.' 
 
    The shriek of sirens rose and fell in the distance. Someone had called the police. 
 
    I calmly took out my phone and dialled. 'Tien? There'll be reports of shots being fired. I can hear them coming. It's us. We're okay. Just a bit of panic. Can you call them off?' 
 
    Tien paused for a long moment, but ultimately she trusted me. 'Stuart will want a report...' 
 
    'That's fine, but do you think it can wait till morning? I promise, we're fine and I'll explain it all.' 
 
    'First thing.' 
 
    'I'll bring coffee,' I promised. After I hung up, I turned to Jay. 'Get that painting off the wall in your room for me, hun.' 
 
    She didn't question the strange request and while she was gone, I dashed into the laundry to grab some tools. I checked that the drill still had charge and sorted through a box of screws for some long enough to do the job I wanted. Then I used a dustpan broom to sweep the glass from the bench to the floor.  
 
    When Jay returned, I hopped up on to the bench. 'Help me position it.' 
 
    Jay figured out my plan, which was to use the painting to cover up the hole left by the shattered window. After helping me position it, she handed me the drill and screws before getting the larger broom to clear up the floor. 
 
    'It's not a great option, but better than going out to the garden shed for some plywood.' 
 
    The painting was of horses grazing in a green pasture backed by woodland. Jay had been horse crazy as a kid and we bought the painting for her room as a twelfth birthday gift. I drilled through the frame rather than damaging the actual painting as I could replace the frame easily enough. When I finished, we both stood back and considered the peaceful scene for a few silent minutes. 
 
    'I really need to learn how to use a gun,' Jay said quietly. 
 
   
 
  



Therion 
 
    [You Want a Battle? (Here's a War) – Bullet For My Valentine] 
 
      
 
    The chill from the stone floor seeped through to my bones. Every joint felt stiff and my muscles were aching terribly. I tentatively pushed my wings out a little. Like the rest of me, the joints ached, but would function. Dragging my knees under me, I stifled a groan and used the wall to pull myself half-way up, still on my knees, but upright. I slowly turned to put the wall at my back and used it to support me. It was an awkward position, but I would wait for the fogginess to pass before I tried getting to my feet. The drug cocktail Ulyn used to knock me out caused the horrible aching. Unfortunately for me, it was not an unfamiliar experience. Ulyn called the drug Inertia. She had created it specifically to incapacitate therilgalen. Once administered, its effect was almost instant. The 'syringe' Ulyn used was a cylinder full of tiny needles; you barely felt it, which was essential when you wanted to incapacitate a soul taker without them realising. Considering that, at its peak, the fury can almost obliterate our ability to reason, it is an essential tool when handling soul takers of any kind. 
 
    'I thought you would know better.' Qu-te-se looked faintly amused. He was leaning on the end of one of the benches filled with monitors. From what I could see, I was in one of the two smaller holding cells at the end of the eastern wall; closest to Ulyn's quarters. 
 
    'I gather word of my capture is widely spread,' I retorted drily. 
 
    'Actually,' he said as he crossed over to the cell, 'Ulyn has kept it pretty quiet. I was called to watch you while she saw to Jasilen. It turns out, you shattered both her wings, such was the force you used to throw her against the wall.' 
 
    I grunted at this news, dropping my head and closing my eyes wearily, wishing the cursed drug would wear off. 'I'd hoped to break her deceitful, little neck,' I muttered, looking back up. 
 
    Qu-te-se leaned against the stone wall framing my cell and looked down at me, still on my knees. He shook his head but gave me a smile. Despite being branded a traitor, you are still legendary among the therilgalen. This,' he gestured to the cell with his chin, 'may dent your reputation a little.' 
 
    I looked up and somehow found it in me to give him a genuine smile. 'How will I ever cope?' I drawled. 'I am only 'legendary', as you say, because I am the first,' I demurred. 
 
    Qu-te-se nodded slowly. 'That is a part of it. Yet, you are fierce in everything you do. I watch Ulyn bow and cower before our god, but you always stand, confident and unafraid, and you never flinch from his gaze. Not all will rejoice in your capture. If, that is, you remained captured long enough.' 
 
    His remark made me pause to fully consider my dilemma. I had to get out, not just to save myself, but to return to Jayden. Even though I'd left Bastien a message, there was no guarantee he would get to her before another attack. 
 
    I looked about the cell, there was the usual rectangular hole in the bottom to slip in food for those beings who needed it. There was another, smaller one, about halfway up, this was to give access to a stun-rod or to administer drugs through a syringe on a pole, usually to induce unconsciousness in order to move the subject. I knew from past experiences that the panes were quite breakable, given a creature with enough motivation and strength. A harpy had once escaped using her talons to attack the pane, all the while screeching at such a frequency she slowed those who were trying to stop her— it is hard to charge an attacker when your ears are bleeding and your head feels like it might implode. I'd seen a centaur use her hooves... I did not have hooves, but I had sufficient strength, given the right leverage. I looked at the hole near the floor and then the one in the middle of the pane again; these were weaknesses I could exploit. Except I would have to wait for Qu-te-se to leave, else he would be obligated to oppose me. Unless I, too, used my version of a screech. 
 
    'I was always amazed…' Qu-te-se remarked. I had dropped my head again and now I looked up to see that he, too, was gazing at the gap in the pane near the floor. '…that Ulyn never made some sound-proof cells.' He looked up to meet my gaze. 'Especially if you take into account that our race can use a shriek pitched at the right tone to paralyse others.' He was now pointedly staring at me. I wondered if he was also remembering that harpy. 
 
    Finally, I pushed myself to my feet, groaning inwardly as my body objected. I moved to a corner of the cell where I could just see most of the way to the other end of the room. 'She might accept that I overpowered you…' 
 
    'And yet, you will not do it. You will not take the chance that Ulyn might punish me.' He shook his head, 'Even when we fought, you never severely harmed me. Others, you killed, me…' He sighed. 'You know you will become her new favourite toy. She'll call it scientific interest, but it will just be an excuse to sate her sadistic appetite.'  
 
    I huffed in agreement. The things Ulyn did in the name of 'scientific interest' well over-stepped the term; her cruelty was boundless. I remember her last 'brainwave' before I defected. Without anaesthetic, she cut into my upper arms and shoulders splicing in the armoured scales from a pherelmiir that suddenly found itself on the table next to me. I remember how the poor creature looked, its six legs splayed to each side, paws scrabbling in the air, all seven 'tails', including the two on each shoulder, trying to batter away its assailants. The fine-boned head had thrashed violently as Ulyn cut into it. All four eyes had expressed great agony and the high-pitched mewls of the minor dragon reminded me of a whale's distress call. If Ulyn was not convinced that Qu-te-se had earnestly tried to prevent my escape, he would end up strapped to a table with a scalpel poised above him. 
 
    'Is that why you just left last time? When you were protecting the assassin,' I asked. 
 
    A smile flickered and faded. 'She gave me so much grief over that.' He was silent for a long moment. 'I think I always understood why you left, but it was easier to pretend I hated you than to accept your absence.' Then, 'I can handle myself, Therion.' His tone was firm. He levelled his gaze at me. 'Do not make me watch her torture you.' 
 
    Shadows flickered in the stairwell. Moving away from the wall, I dropped to my hands and knees, as if just regaining consciousness. Qu-te-se became tense and moved back to the bench he'd been leaning on. Ulyn entered just as he settled himself. She ducked behind the moveable dividers and re-emerged at the other end of them. 
 
    When she was close enough Qu-te-se said in a disinterested tone, 'He is just waking, Master.' 
 
    'He has recovered already?' There was surprise in her tone, and pride. 
 
    I glared at her through my hair. 
 
    Ulyn, a una-sterath, is part dragon, part human, but more the former than the latter. She looks like a dragon that has evolved to walk upright, retaining strong rear legs. Her tail allows her to jump several feet high, and, together with the talons on her feet, enables her to balance on a sliver of ledge. She chased after me often enough for me to know well just how swift and agile she can be. Like all her kind, she has golden scales, but her spikes and the armoured scales about them have a pearlescent quality. Two ram-like horns arc back from behind pointed ears and extend along either side of her throat. A fan-shaped bony crest starts at the bridge of her nose and wraps over her horns. Two more horns jut from each forearm and several smaller ones along the back of her neck, they diminish into armoured scales but start up again near her long, whip-like tail. Her shoulders are heavily armoured, the scales ending in horn-like spikes. The scales covering her back are slightly wider and thicker around the horns along her neck and spine. It reminded me of the change I observed in the latest generation of therilgalen and I wondered whether she had been interspersing her own DNA with the therilgalen. Her eyes, widely set, are gold, with no pupil or iris. Like female therilgalen, she wore an armoured halter, as well as a kilt that accommodates her tail. 
 
    'Jasilen is fine,' Ulyn informed me, sounding a little smug, like she knew I would not be at all aggrieved to hear otherwise. 
 
    'I will be more thorough next time,' I retorted. 
 
    This earned me a pensive look and then a smile. 'You are still worth keeping, I think.' Then after a thoughtful moment, she added, 'Even if you have allowed yourself to be led astray. My therilgalen! Everything a hunter could be.' Her tone dropped to a scornful drawl. 'Reduced to protecting humans.' 
 
    'You must want that human quite badly to sacrifice three therilgalen to her capture. I am right, am I not? You did not want to kill Jayden Emerline Thaneton. Oh, they made a good show of pretending to try to kill her— the shadre venom was a risk— but somehow all their attempts were off the mark. The more I think about it, the more obvious it was that you wanted the guardian to believe she was dead without actually killing her.' 
 
    She gave me a sly smile. 'I am always amazed at your combination of brute strength and intelligence. We planned to heal her if the venom proved too much.' 
 
    'The human interested me more than your precious Jasilen,' I said with a sneer in my tone.  
 
    The barb struck home, Ulyn bared her teeth. How easy it was to provoke her. Then she frowned and moved closer to my cell. 'Really? You are attracted to the human?' 
 
    I ground my teeth. 'I did not say that, just that I found the human a more appealing alternative.' 
 
    'What of her scent?' Ulyn said as if Jasilen was an object, not a sentient being. 'Surely it tempted you?' 
 
    'To rip out her throat,' I replied mildly. 
 
    Ulyn frowned again, this time more deeply. 'Really?' she repeated slowly. 'Outside of increasing its potency, I did not alter its chemical composition,' she added introspectively. She thought for a few minutes and then asked, 'Do you think it was something they did to you?'  
 
    They would be Aurealis. 
 
    'Aurealis only provided me with a broader range of energy sources. The mistake is entirely yours.' 
 
    Her tail started lashing side to side. 
 
    'Aurealis speaks a truth that may provide insight. She is, after all, a god of nature and evolution. She says, too much of a good thing can be as detrimental as not enough.' 
 
    If a look could have a physical effect, the rage in Ulyn's eyes would have incinerated me. 
 
    'Speaking of the light-dweller, I am not the only one who wants the human, else you would not be her protector,' Ulyn replied archly. 
 
    'I do not think Aurealis intends to abduct her, disconnect spirit from vessel, turn her into something well beyond the human form she has known this lifetime, and then enslave her.' 
 
    Ulyn tisked softly. 'Oh, Therion. I will do no more than nudge her spirit through a natural change, much like I did for you.' 
 
    I surged to my feet. 'Much like Ceri-talen did. You...' I found myself speechless for a moment at the unmistakeable audacity of her claim. 'You merely undertook my supervision.' She took an involuntary step back at the intensity of my rage. 'You belittle the significance of what was done to me,' I continued. 'I know now what awaited me once I reached the end of my natural life... And you took that from me. You. Stole. My. Freedom.' 
 
    Ulyn rallied, anger reigniting in her eyes. 'Far from it. I gave you freedom!' She drew her head back to regard me imperiously. 'The lies you believe. Your spirit was stunted, crushed into an inadequate vessel, diminished, never able to achieve its potential. Ceri-talen freed your spirit, an accelerated evolution, you could call it. You may not credit my involvement as essential, but Ceri-talen needed my knowledge to fine-tune your transformation. I nurtured you, brought out those things that make you such a powerful spirit. Do you think you could tolerate a spear through the chest and keep fighting were it not for the hours of pain I taught you to endure? I broke you and strengthened you so you could overcome greater obstacles, greater opponents.' 
 
    I huffed, yes, that's what she told herself. I had witnessed more mutilations and experiments than I could keep track of, there was nothing natural or freeing about it. I snarled. 'Nurtured?' I shook my head, there would be no changing her distorted view. 'If it is so natural,' I countered, 'Jayden Emerline Thaneton can definitely do without your interference.' 
 
    Still standing off to the side, Qu-te-se was looking anxious. He'd expected a confrontation, but nothing as intense as this.  
 
    Ulyn showed her fangs again at my sharp comment, seeing it for the condemnation it was. Then a mischievous glitter sparked in her eyes. 'Aurealis will have to see to the human's protection without you, now, because you were foolish enough to venture here...' Ulyn gave me another of her smug looks. 'No doubt you had some plan to sabotage my efforts, but I have thwarted you and gained a boon unexpected.' 
 
    I let a growl rumble through my throat and turned my head away, better to hide my intentions. I made sure I could just see Ulyn in my peripheral though; one did not leave themselves blind to such an opponent.  
 
    'Not that you should let that distress you overly much,' Ulyn added nonchalantly. 'For you will have company soon enough, because, even now, my sister Uea is readying to retrieve your human.' 
 
    I still had my head turned away, and at this revelation I made myself remain very still. Even if Bastien heeded my message, even if Aurealis sent another guardian, their chances of holding off Uea were doubtful. I had stalled enough, with Ulyn present Qu-te-se could not be blamed.  
 
    It was time to leave. 
 
    My silence amused Ulyn and she chuckled softly. 'My lost little therilgalen, Aurealis's influence has not benefitted you. Risking so much for naught but a human. At least there will be plenty of time to re-train you.' She pressed her lips together. 'In the meantime, I will need some blood. You have changed quite a bit since you absconded and I need to determine what those changes are and whether any of them can be reversed.' 
 
    She made it sound like I was a truant child, and, as she moved closer to my cell, I saw that in the hand partially hidden behind her back was a rod with a syringe on it. 
 
    I turned to face her fully. 'Oh, if blood is all you need, all this,' I indicated the cell around me, 'is not necessary.' I raised my chin, locking my gaze with hers. 'I will quite willingly give you blood,' I told her, my voice low and full of threat. 
 
    Hitting the right note when using our paralysing shriek is more difficult than it seems. When I first discovered I could do it, I had been just as surprised as my opponent at the time. Many hours of practicing later I could almost always get it right, but not with any consistency. Now, I know exactly which pitch to choose and how long to do it to achieve the results I want. And so I let out a long, high shriek, using the movement to also push my fangs fully forward, triggering my venom. 
 
    She was not expecting it. Ulyn had trained us through excruciating punishments never to shriek in her presence. She must have assumed I still feared her too deeply to dare shrieking; it was the only reason I could think of to explain why she had not done anything to silence me. Qu-te-se was expecting it, and he still shuddered as his nervous system jerked in response and then froze. I gripped the pane at the gap near the floor and the hole further up and wrenched it towards me; I would not have long. My muscles screamed as I lunged forward and jerked back again. The pane creaked in its frame. Gathering my will, I drew in the energies around me and pushed them at the pane. At the same time, I rammed my shoulder into it. A loud crack and then snap threw me off balance. I pushed myself up, backed up to the wall and rushed forward to throw my weight against the cracked pane. Desperately, I repeated the move, jumping slightly so that I slammed all my weight against it. I fell through as it gave. Because Qu-te-se and Ulyn were standing so close, the large segments of broken panes rammed into them as I came through, knocking them to the ground. Granoult were already pouring into the room, their ears shut tight against another shriek. 
 
    I did shriek again, to keep Qu-te-se and Ulyn immobile. Then, I tossed the segment of pane off Ulyn. She was on her side, giving easy access to her neck. I applied a pinch hold that I knew would send her into unconsciousness. It took longer, but because of the bony crest one cannot hit a una-sterath in the temple and hope to reliably achieve the same effect. I could have killed her, but I was worried about the consequences it might have for Qu-te-se if he was held responsible. Killing her might also draw Ceri-talen's attention; he would feel the loss of such a significant spirit. For now, immobilising her would suffice. 
 
    Stretching my wings, I brought them in hard as I launched myself. Gathering the energy around me, I pulled it into a tight ball, as I had done at Archmore's beach house, for the only route of escape was through the skylight and I'd much prefer to break it with something other than my own body. Before I could make use of it though, one of the granoult threw a spear. As I said before, granoult are quick, efficient hunters. They have a keen eye, too. Flexing a wing with a spear in it is impossible. If the cursed weapon had retained enough momentum to go all the way through, I could have had a chance. Instead, it stuck in my wing and I dropped. 
 
    I landed in a crouch to try to lessen the impact of dropping from such a height. Duwiner were surging down the stairs, I could hear them yipping with excitement. They would overtake the granoult soon enough, but their canine fangs and claws would do relatively little damage in comparison to the granoult. I could feel other, more powerful warriors closing in, too. Soul takers. There'd be therilgalen as well as other devourers. 
 
    Pulling the spear from my wing, I blocked the strike of the first granoult to reach me. Spinning the weapon about, I took the spearhead across its throat. The next ran into my free hand and I crushed its windpipe as I tossed the spear into the air so I could change my grip on it one handed. It was not quite long enough to serve me as well as a staff would, but it would do. I could have re-launched then, made my escape... 
 
    But Ulyn wanted blood. 
 
    And I would give it to her… 
 
    Willingly. 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    'Here, it'll help.' 
 
    I took the crystal-cut tumbler Mum handed me and sniffed it; brandy. The good stuff. The glasses were my grandmother's, they were made of a heavy crystal and had silver rims. Mum had tried to get me to take them when I moved out, but I don't drink, really, so I told her they should stay with her. 
 
    I downed the shot with a grimace. Mum replaced the glass with an apple juice. She knew I wasn't a fan of the taste. Mum had a larger portion and she settled into the chair at the end of the dining table to sip it. I think, for many cops, drinking is an occupational necessity. Early on in their careers, Mum and Tien had adopted a policy of not drinking to get drunk. The rules were: quality, time, and quantity. You bought quality stuff, you sipped it, and you limited it to two glasses. Although, occasionally she'd come home and say it was a three-drink day, like the day they'd discovered Archmore was trading in children. 
 
    We were sitting in a position where we could see the back veranda and Mum's shotgun was on the table. I nodded to it. 'Is it difficult? To learn to shoot. I mean a gun like your forty-five as opposed to that dinky little target pistol I used.' 
 
    She half-shrugged. 'Not really. The regulations can be more challenging, but while shooting isn't rocket science, learning to hit your target takes practice. In a confrontation, having good cover is what keeps you alive. The official paperwork will take too long for what we need it for, but it also needs to get done.' 
 
    I half snorted, half laughed. 'I don't think telling the authorities that I can't wait for the paperwork because a bat creature with a bear trap for teeth wants to rip my throat out will gain us any credibility.' 
 
    Mum laughed softly in agreement. 'No, not likely.' 
 
    Mum straightened up suddenly and her hand moved to take hold of the shotgun. 
 
    'What is it?' 
 
    'I don't know…' 
 
    'You will not harm me. You recognise me as a friend.' 
 
    The words seemed like they were whispered along a wind, swirling around in this odd, abstract way. Strangely, I felt no apprehension. Mum breathed out, and, as she did, her shoulders relaxed, her hand dropping from the gun to her lap. 
 
    I don't know precisely how or when the stranger appeared on the veranda, casually leaning against the railing like he was waiting on a friend and not in someone else's garden, but I assumed he was the source of the instruction. He stood in the light of the veranda as if he wanted to make sure we could see him clearly. His blonde hair was short and styled much like the current trend I'd seen come through the café. He had dark-green eyes with flecks of lighter greens framed by golden lashes that, on first appearance, seemed full of innocence. He wore black trousers, a black, collarless shirt, and a jacket. Though simply cut, his clothing had that tailored look I'd seen on executives in the café. 
 
    Just then, something Silven said to me came to mind. I'd asked him if Therion was a vampire. While he'd made it clear that Therion wasn't a vampire, he'd also implied that vampires existed…  
 
    The blond man smiled, and I swear I saw elongated canines. 
 
    Mum seemed to return to alertness as if someone had flicked a switch, jolting a little like she was waking abruptly from a doze. I darted a reproachful look at the stranger, I was certain he was influencing her. 
 
    He tilted his head slightly, eyes narrowing. He looked intrigued. 'Therion spoke accurately, you are, indeed, very perceptive.'  
 
    The sliding door was still closed, but despite that, I could hear him well enough, the door only slightly muffling his voice. But, when I thought about it, there were no other noises right now and the sliding door wasn't exactly soundproof, I'd spoken to Mum through it once or twice while waiting for her to unlock it when I'd forgotten my keys. 
 
    'Forgive my influence,' he added apologetically, nodding towards Mum's gun. 'Although your weapons will cause me no permanent harm, I'd much prefer not to be shot this night.' 
 
    'Therion sent you?' 
 
    'Not me specifically, but yes, he asked us to help you.' 
 
    'Well, we could certainly have done with your help earlier,' my mother grumbled. I suspected she didn't realise that the 'man' leaning so casually on her veranda railing was a lot more than a man. 
 
    The stranger dipped his head low. 'We have had a busy night,' he said contritely. Then his face lit up as something out of our sight caught his attention. 'Ah, finally.' 
 
    A voice said, 'My GPS lost its signal. Several times.' 
 
    The man who stepped into view could have passed for a giant— to simply say he was tall, was understating it. His long, blond hair was braided on either side of his head and then joined at the nape of his neck. His face was all sharp angles and smooth planes and he had pale-blue eyes with barely any colour in them. He wore black jeans and a slim-fit t-shirt with a brass sextant on it and the name Nightwish along the top. He also had Therion's twin blades and belt about his waist and a black, long, canvas-style bag in one hand that looked suited to transporting sports gear or something heavy-duty. 
 
    He took us both in with a glance and then focussed on me. 'Jayden, I am known as Bastien d'Estrees and this is my… let's say, son, Thomas. You should have a question for me.' 
 
    My mind was blank. 
 
    'You need me to provide a name,' Bastien prompted. 'Or we might end up spending all night talking through a glass door.' 
 
    I blushed, he was right, although I could hear him, it would be better to do this indoors. I stopped my brain from wandering off to contemplate the consequences of inviting vampires into our home and whether that was really a thing and said, 'Oh, yes, I remember now. Who accepted Therion's oath to Aurealis?' 
 
    The vampire more stalked than walked over to the closed door. 'If you will please open the door. Just a crack will do. Therion would not want me to announce it to all. If you like,' he looked at my mother, 'Emerline can train her weapon on me while you do so.' 
 
    Before I could respond, Mum picked up the shotgun, walked over to the door, unlatched it and opened it slightly. Then, she took up a position where I wasn't in her line of fire. 
 
    He leaned into the crack and said in a low, melodic tone, 'Elaren-her-ah.'  
 
    I nodded to Mum and she let the muzzle of the shotgun drop towards the floor. I pushed the door fully open. 'Please, come in.' 
 
    They both gave the painting over the kitchen window a curious look. 
 
    'I gather that relates to the help you referred to having need of earlier,' Thomas said, 'but it seems you handled things well enough.' He looked to Mum. 'Would you mind if I contacted a repair person to have this fixed?' 
 
    Mum gave him a surprised look. 'Why would I mind?' 
 
    Thomas shrugged. 'It is your home, what happens within it is your domain, therefore, I seek permission rather than assume control that is not mine to take.' 
 
    Mum smiled. 'Thank you. I do not mind at all.' She gestured to the lounge. 'Let's sit in the lounge room.'  
 
    Thomas sat on the edge of one recliner while Bastien, his posture very similar to Therion's, remained standing as he looked out the window. It was dark and the window was just reflecting the room, so it looked as though he was looking at himself, but his expression suggested he could actually see out the window. 
 
    If you've ever seen a lion taking his ease at a zoo, that described Bastien quite well. Thomas was pretty impressive, a combination of good looks and the confidence of a person used to having power and knowing how to use it. Bastien struck me as the untamed version. Mum adopted the same position as Thomas, sitting on the edge of the recliner opposite him. Rather than sit on the lounge with my back to Bastien, I leaned against the side of the display cabinet next to the TV. 
 
    'Did Therion say where he was going?' I asked. 
 
    'Home,' Bastien replied. 
 
    'A place known as Unia-littah, called the Dark Realm by many,' Thomas elaborated. 'In summary, we do not know when he will return, or if he will. Nor do we know what he set out to accomplish. But, considering who his master is, if something happens to him, a guardian will show up to take his place. I take it you haven't perceived any guardians?' 
 
    We both shook our heads. 
 
    'Then, I would say, Therion is just delayed. In the meantime, we will act as your guardians. As you have perceived, we are vampires.' 
 
    Mum gave me a startled look that said she hadn't perceived any such thing. I gave her a reassuring smile and raised my hand slightly in an 'it's okay' gesture.  
 
    Thomas noted our exchange, but continued, 'There is much we do not share with humans and you will need to consider this and be patient when we are vague. What I am prepared to tell you is that I lead a clan and have instructed several of its members to disperse themselves around your property— you may encounter them on occasion. Because we are not sure just how long Therion will be delayed, we plan to treat this situation as if it is going to be at least a few days, so there are several logistical details we need to cover. Provided Emerline consents, we will need to make use of a small area to plug in our refrigerated coolers,' he paused, and Mum indicated that this was fine. 'I ask that you do not open them. It will not take a huge leap of the imagination to discern what is in there and it is best to maintain as even a temperature as possible.' 
 
    I raised my hand and Thomas nodded to me. 'It seems a little unimportant, but Mum goes by Em and I prefer Jay.' 
 
    'Ah, just so. I prefer Thomas. Bastien is not the sort of person to respond to Baz or any other shortening of his name, either.' 
 
    'Forgive me, but isn't Bastien a shortening of Sebastien?' Mum asked. 
 
    'It can be, but in my case, I have taken the surname Bastien as my first name. I noticed that you both have handguns, you should be aware that they won't be greatly effective unless you get a vital organ, so aim for the head. Your shotgun, Em,' he nodded towards the weapon, which Mum had beside her, 'will be more effective at slowing down the kinds of creatures we might encounter. Do you have any others?' 
 
    Mum shook her head. 
 
    'That's fine, we can lend Jay one.' 
 
    'I can't shoot.' 
 
    A look passed between the two vampires, then Thomas said, 'I'll call Yushoki. I don't think she will be able to come until tomorrow, but it should do. With luck, Therion will return before then.' 
 
    'I can teach her,' Mum offered. 'In fact, we were just discussing that before you arrived.' 
 
    'Can you teach combat?' 
 
    Mum considered Thomas's question, then answered slowly, 'I'm probably not going to be as skilled as Yushoki.' 
 
    Thomas pulled out his phone and started making a call as he walked out of the room. A moment later, he stepped back in. 'Yushoki will come by tomorrow afternoon.' He turned to address Mum. 'The help you needed earlier was because of the gingaji, yes?' 
 
    At our blank looks Bastien explained, 'Bipedal bat with more teeth than seems necessary. They're more scouts than warriors, but they can give you a bit of trouble.' 
 
    We nodded in unison. 
 
    'They usually come as a group of four. You killed one, we killed two, but the last will have made it back to the Dark Realm. That means Ceri-talen knows that there are vampires here. He will likely send a soul taker of some kind, along with their version of infantry and cavalry.' 
 
    'Soul taker, like Therion, a therilgalen?' 
 
    Bastien shook his head as he made a sound of disagreement. 'No, he won't want to risk them. They lost three recently, according to the message Therion left. Ceri-talen was a lot more reckless with them when he had Therion's core spirit to harvest from and replace the ones he lost. Now, he's on a limited supply, so he'll send a being capable of gathering soul energy, but not a therilgalen.' 
 
    'I have brought sufficient vampires to give us warning, but have sent for more fighters,' Thomas informed us. 'In the meantime, Em, would you mind giving me a tour of your home. I want to see all the access points, any potential hiding places, and where we can place guns and ammunition in a confrontation.' 
 
    Rising, Mum collected the shotgun and, as she led the way down the hall, I heard her say half-jokingly, 'I'm not sure my insurance covers attacks by supernatural creatures.' 
 
    Thomas replied with deadpan seriousness, 'It probably comes under 'Acts of God'.' 
 
    Bastien seemed perfectly comfortable staring out the window, so I was hesitant to ask questions, but I decided that there might not be an opportunity later. 
 
    'You've been friends with Therion for a long time.' It was more of a statement, but one that gave him the option of a simple confirmation or providing more information. After all, Thomas had said there was some information they might not be willing to give.  
 
    'We share a history, that is true,' he admitted, drawing the words out, as if reluctant to part with them, but realising I already knew and confirming it would lose him nothing while gaining my trust. 
 
    There was something about him that led me to think he felt he owed Therion, that Therion had done something for him and that had forged an iron-clad loyalty between them. There was a tenseness about him also, a restless unease. If a vampire was worried, I had cause to be greatly concerned. What was he expecting, more of the bat-like creatures, or worse? 
 
    I could see by the reflection in the window that he slid his glance sidelong at me, as he, too, used my reflection to look at me indirectly. 'You, my jewel, are a rare setting indeed. I am beginning to appreciate more fully Therion's motivations.' 
 
    That made me pause, it sounded like he had somehow read my mind, or at least knew my thoughts. I'd need to be more careful around him. But then, he was a vampire, regardless of any other factors, that alone inferred a need to be careful. I suddenly felt the urge to laugh. 
 
    Bastien turned and gave me an uncertain look. 
 
    'I was just thinking… If there are vampires, then it seems logical that there are likely werewolves too. Don't ask me what made it funny, I can't explain it.' 
 
    He smiled in return. 'Ah, I can. People who discover that the 'supernatural', as it is often called, exists, will take it in one of three ways. They will deny it, go mad, or accept it. Those who accept, these are the people who know themselves most, but with acceptance they feel they let go of a little of their sanity. This is only because society tells them they must not be in full possession of their wits to accept such things. Keep in mind, this is the same society that promotes starved girls as the model for beauty, allows many crimes to go unpunished simply because confrontation would make them uncomfortable, and condones the destruction of life in the pursuit of material gain, so don't take it too seriously.' 
 
    He picked it well I did feel a little like I was losing my sanity. 'So, werewolves exist?' 
 
    Bastien nodded. 'They do. And do not believe all the myths. For instance, there is no race or culture-wide hostility between us. There are some feuds here and there, but that's usually about territory, because it's not like we have to fight over our food source or anything. In general, though, we get along just fine.' 
 
    I darted a look at him, he said it so casually, however I was well aware that I was among those considered a 'food source'. Bastien had returned to gazing out the window, but seemed to sense my discomfort, because he turned back and then a look of alarm crossed his face. 'Forgive me. Please allow me to explain frankly, for it will sound unsettling, however it will, ultimately, ease your concerns. While vampires do prefer to take from humans, it does not commonly result in death, we simply don't need that much. We can, and do, kill, I won't insult your intelligence by denying or glossing over that.' 
 
    'But not for food.' 
 
    He shook his head. 'Not generally, not unless they struggle too much.' His eyes crinkled at the edges as he smiled and I found myself thinking that his sense of humour was as dark as Therion's. 
 
    'Vampires, werewolves, and?' 
 
    He paused and the pale-blue eyes darkened as he considered me. Abruptly, he gave a slight shrug. 'More than many can imagine, there are those like Therion, and the 'angels' you've met. There are all your usual suspects, fairies, elvan, dwarven, shifters of all types and so on. I know a phoenix and trade regularly with centaurs. I've seen fawns, merfolk… Spoke to a higher dragon once— quite the experience that. Hippogriffs, griffins, wyverns...' 
 
    'What! No unicorns!' 
 
    Bastien let out a low laugh, letting his head drop forward. When he looked up it seemed like he was studying me, but he didn't explain his thoughtful expression, instead he said, 'You should ask Therion about Elaren-her-ah, for only the virtuous can preside over an oath-taking and there are none so soundly linked to virtue as unicorns.' 
 
    That brought my eyebrows up. 'A unicorn took his oath! Wow... Now, that would be quite a story.' 
 
    'Indeed. I have heard rumour that it was Elaren-her-ah who turned his markings from red to gold.' 
 
    I frowned in thought. 'Didn't Aurealis, do that?' 
 
    The vampire shrugged. 'As I said, it was rumour, only Therion could confirm it. We are friends, yes, but he doesn't like to go into detail about his transition. Although, I imagine someone like you might actually succeed in getting him to tell you about it.' 
 
    'I'll have to ask. Although, at the moment, even if he is more conversive than the angels, he's keeping a lot to himself. If they put him on a romance novel cover, he would well suit the brooding, mysterious hero.' 
 
    Bastien snorted elegantly, if such a thing were possible. 'Except he'd be the one feeding on their souls, not an ideal template for the hero-figure.' 
 
    I started to respond and then found I was speechless. I'd been focused on the Therion from this morning. The Therion who protected me. It was true he radiated a kind of volatile fierceness, but I didn't feel like it was directed at me. And there was something reassuring about his presence. I felt idiotic thinking it, but there was also something distinctly attractive about him. 
 
    Bastien made another sound similar to the snort of before and turned to look out the window again. 'I cannot count the number of women who find me attractive. And men. Although, in my case, it's a part of my natural hunting tools, like my teeth.' 
 
    Again, I raised my eyebrows, so not all the myths were fiction, they could lure humans by some means of magnetism. 'I'll remember that.' 
 
    Lifting his chin so he could meet my eyes in the window's reflection, he fixed me with an intense stare. 'Be certain to do just that. You will be among my people for a short while, be wary of them.'  
 
    Reading between the lines, I said, 'And of Therion. I get the message.' 
 
    He didn't nod, but I had the feeling he did mentally, as if thinking: Good, you'll be safer if you do. 
 
    'Is there a way to tell the difference, between real attraction and induced. I mean, Therion doesn't seem to have a need to…' 
 
    'Glamour his prey? No, he doesn't have the gift of magnetism my people possess. He is still very dangerous, Jayden. What you have seen so far is hardly likely all that he is capable of doing.' 
 
    'Jay,' I corrected absently. 'I wasn't disputing whether Therion is more or less dangerous than you, just establishing whether he could… glamour, as you say, and the likelihood he used it on me. Not to, um, seduce me or anything, but so I'm not as afraid of him.' 
 
    I didn't see him shake his head, but I heard it in his voice. 'You. You're not under any influence,' he said with certainty. Then he added thoughtfully. 'You do appear to be uncommonly fearless when it comes to him. Whenever you think of him, no fear edges your voice or your expression. That is unusual in my experience. Even those who trust him, usually fear him a little.' 
 
    'I get that from my mum.' I smiled affectionately as I thought of her. 'She's well suited to her profession. Being a cop has put her in uncountable dangerous situations, but she never shows fear.' 
 
    'She does when she thinks of Therion.' 
 
    I gave him a sharp look and our eyes met through the reflection in the window. 'That's the second time you've said that. You can hear thoughts, can't you? Can all vampires do that?' 
 
    He frowned deeply. It wasn't me he was angry at, but himself for not being more careful.  
 
    'I'm sorry, I've obviously stumbled across information you'd rather not become common knowledge. I'll be sure to keep it to myself.' 
 
    He turned and studied me for a few moments and then nodded. After a few moments, he said, 'In general, vampires cannot 'hear' thoughts.' 
 
    'Good to know.' 
 
    'Therion can scan surface thoughts, so you should keep that in mind. It's not an ability he hides or wants to keep secret, but it rarely comes up in such a way that he thinks to mention it.'  
 
    Ah, that explained a few things. 'It seems his arsenal includes much more than sharp teeth and a paralysing shriek.' Then, to add a little levity, I added, 'But if a unicorn went near him, he can't be all bad.' 
 
    I liked the sound of his laugh; it was low and mellow. 'I can see why he likes you.' 
 
    'He said that?' 
 
    'No, but his message impressed upon me that he was worried that the guardians would be insufficient protection on their own and he would regret it if his neglect led to yours or Em's death. He's not like that with all his charges. With you it's a little more obvious why. I think he likes people who do not judge him. He gets enough of that from the guardians and Aurealis.' 
 
    I pushed away from the display cabinet I'd been leaning on and took Mum's recliner, it gave me a side on view and I couldn't see Bastien's reflection as well, but I was tired and wanted to sit. As if hearing my thoughts, Bastien moved to half lean, half sit on the back of the sofa so, although he was side on to me, I could see his face without relying on the window. I reconsidered that thought, 'as if', I'd almost forgotten already, he could hear my thoughts. 
 
    'I thought Aurealis was his benefactor, you know, redeeming him…' 
 
    'That doesn't mean she refrains from judging him. In fact, her whole role is one of judgement. Is he safe enough to be allowed to go free? Which actions make him redeemable and which ones set him back from progressing along that path? You need to understand, Therion is like a shark invited to swim amongst a pod of dolphins. Equally, he fascinates and terrifies them. They take every opportunity to gossip about him; he's different, he's exciting. They enjoy his beauty, his power, and that he chooses not to use it against them, and yet there is that thrill of fear, the not-quite-certainty. He used to kill them, you know, before Aurealis persuaded him to change sides.' 
 
    'I've seen the dark-angels attack the light-angels,' I said. 
 
    'Exactly. And while they enjoy the protection of his presence now, and the power his allegiance to Aurealis has given them over him, they know there's a strong possibility he might fail to reign his instincts in and they will not survive if that happens.' 
 
    The vampire's eyes were almost glowing, his tone, strangely detached. I got the feeling that Bastien would find it amusing should what he was describing happen one day. Some intuition also told me that, once, someone had tried to domesticate Bastien. I don't think it went too well. 
 
    'My point is,' he said, 'that humans, and many supernatural beings, are often attracted to beings who are clearly dangerous. Courting death... can be… exhilarating…' He breathed the last word, sounding like one who was quite seduced by that courtship himself at times. I wondered what dangers he had courted. 
 
    'But it is still a risk,' I acknowledged. It sounded too much like he was trying to warn me away from Therion and I decided I'd rather change the subject, so I said, 'While we're talking about supernatural beings, I thought vampires didn't have a reflection?'  
 
    He looked back at the window and when he turned back his expression indicated that he was impressed by my observation skills. 'You might recall that the impediment you refer to involves mirrors.' 
 
    I closed my eyes briefly and then gave him an embarrassed smile. 'Oh, yeah, that would explain it.' 
 
    Bastien shrugged. 'Never mind. Although, even were it a mirror and not a window, it is thought in modern times that without silver backing, mirrors pose no problems for vampires. One thing it would serve you well to remember, though, is that when we do not want to be seen, we are as good as invisible.' 
 
    Just then, Mum returned and said to Bastien, 'Thomas would like to talk to you and go over the perimeter.' She looked at me, amusement in her eyes. 'We're to remain indoors.' 
 
    After Bastien left, Mum dropped down onto the lounge. 'My goodness that man had a lot of questions. Is the house brick or brick veneer? How old is it? How many roof hatches are there? Do we have double glazing throughout? How close is the nearest neighbour?' She ran a hand through her hair. 'Doesn't come across like a vampire, either, more like a businessman. He answered a call part way through, from America, an investment adviser, he said. Spoke natural brokerese, if you'll forgive the bastardisation of the word.' 
 
    'Reminds me of bureaucratese.' 
 
    Mum rolled her eyes. 'I don't think there's a lot of difference. I'm really relieved they're here. He sounds like he knows what he's doing. You could easily mistake him for someone with decades of experience in security.' 
 
    'You should know as that's kinda your business or at least related to it.' 
 
    Mum laughed. 'True. He said we can go to bed. Someone will be in the house all night, but they'll be quiet.' 
 
    'Unless more Dark Realm critters turn up.' 
 
    'Hmmph, that'll definitely wake us. Not that I think I can sleep, right now. You?' 
 
    I gave her a look of doubt and shook my head. 'Not likely.' 
 
    'Princess Bride?' 
 
    'Perfect. No vampires or bat-winged monsters.' 
 
    'Ah…' Mum grinned. 'What about the ROUS?' 
 
    I paused to decipher the acronym, Rodents Of Unusual Size, from the movie. 'Yes,' I agreed. 'But we're nowhere near a fire swamp, so we should be safe enough.'


 
   
 
  

 Bastien 
 
      
 
    'I've checked the neighbouring properties. One appeared vacant, which led me to check in with…' 
 
    Thomas wasn't listening. He wasn't ignoring me, it was lethargy, but then it was ten in the morning, and while the sun won't burn us, we are very definitely nocturnal. I clicked my fingers in front of his face a few times. Thomas looked at me and blinked. 
 
    'I was updating you on my rounds of the neighbouring properties, but I suspect I should get you some refreshment.' A hit of blood would stimulate him. 
 
    'No, no.' He shook himself. 'I'll be fine.' 
 
    'There's no shame in it, Thomas. Like any other younger vampire, if you want to function during the day, you need the human equivalent of coffee—' 
 
    He cut me off. 'Just tell me what you found out.' 
 
    I ignored his grouchy tone; he was just sleep deprived. 'I 'had a talk' with the neighbours to ensure they'll be inclined to stay indoors tonight. I've also commanded them to ignore gunshots or anything of the like.' 
 
    'I hope you were careful; those kinds of commands require heavy influence.' Something seemed to suddenly occur to him, then, as his head practically snapped up. 'You weren't wearing those, were you?' he asked nodding to the most obvious of my weapons.  
 
    I was wearing a twin set of customised katana-style swords with phoenix hand-grips in a back harness. Most of the kinds of beings we face don't die unless you separate head from body, or something just as rigorous.  
 
    'Of course, I wasn't. You really are tired if you think I'd knock on doors wearing swords.' I sent a text to my assistant, Meredith, and another to Adrian, one of the senior members of Thomas's clan. The first following up on the large cooler with blood supplies and the second instructing someone to get the 'refreshments' in the refrigerated car coolers and hand them around, starting with Thomas.  
 
    Thomas seemed to have drifted off again, so I left him sitting in the dining area with his unattended paperwork and went into the adjoining lounge room so I could see if my instructions were being carried out. I'd barely reached the window when I saw Adrian and another vampire, Haylan, arrive at the cars.  
 
    Bare feet padding down the hall caught my attention and Jay entered. She was wearing a pair of black jeans and a t-shirt too big for her with the words, 'A clear conscience is a sign of a bad memory' on it. She gave me a sleepy smile of welcome, which wavered when she noted my swords and the rest of the weapons I was wearing.  
 
    After a moment, she seemed to mentally shrug it off as she asked, 'Is Mum around?' 
 
    'She left early so she could meet her colleagues at the office.' 
 
    'Oh, yeah, I forgot about that. When she shot that bat-creature last night, some of the neighbours reported it. Mum had the call cancelled, but she promised to explain it in the morning.' 
 
    Jay crossed through to the kitchen and the coffee machine. I followed but moved through the kitchen to the veranda so I could intercept Thomas's refreshment and subtly deliver it to him— he was never comfortable openly drinking blood in front of humans. 
 
    I greeted Adrian with a nod and he handed me the blood. 'Thanks. Meredith will be here soon with a large cooler. Help him set it up in the guest room.' 
 
    I stepped back into the house, Thomas looked quite drawn, but awake. I waited until Jay made her coffee and then, just as she moved to the table to take a seat, I said, 'I don't mean to seem rude, but would it be alright if I had a word with Thomas alone?' 
 
    Jay nodded towards my hands, which were behind my back, indicating that she knew I was holding something out of sight. 'I really don't mind. But if you'd like a glass, just rinse it out and put it in the dishwasher. To use the microwave to warm it up, type in the time and hit start.' 
 
    She moved on to the lounge room, closing over the folding doors. I considered her with a bit of wonder. So far, Jay had behaved in a manner completely opposite to my expectations and experience. I'd anticipated some level of hysterics and a lot of disbelief and difficulty in accepting the circumstances she found herself in. By the scent of her blood, I knew she was yulari. It's fairly common for them to have 'fey' traits or magical abilities. I suspected Jay had some level of telepathic ability. She would call it instinct or intuition. I'd met honest-to-God seers who weren't as perceptive. Something about her made you let down your guard, something I knew to be careful of now. A taste of her blood would tell me exactly what fey heritage she held and how strong the bloodline was. Fey blood is quite a delicacy among our kind. Unfortunately, I was pretty certain Therion would break my neck for even trying. 
 
    Once I replenished Thomas's glass a second time, and rinsed it before placing it in the dishwasher, I left Thomas to his papers. Jay was reading in the lounge room, so I went to meet Meredith. I paused on the wide veranda to gauge the locations of the sentries and take in my surroundings. With Therion well past his expected time of return, I'd likely be fighting in this location sometime this evening.  
 
    The veranda wrapped around the house, with the exception of the garage, which was attached to the side nearest the lounge room. A combination of grape vines and potted and hanging plants gave enough privacy without crowding the area. A set of wide stairs led down into the backyard and connected to a path, which, in turn, encircled a pond flanked by groupings of roses. Two rows of tall, thin trees had been planted on either side of a barred fence surrounding the property. Behind the property, trees stretched over a series of progressively larger hills.  
 
    A four-wheel-drive pulled up just as I rounded the side of the house and I saw Adrian going to meet it. To my surprise, Amelia was at the wheel. Her raven-black hair was up in a very practical bun, which made her oval face seem narrower. Her sparkling, green eyes greeted me through the windscreen, and I felt my mood lift. 
 
    As she got out of the vehicle, she explained, 'Meredith had more than enough to do and I need Thomas's signature on several documents, so I volunteered to come out.' 
 
    Adrian and I followed her around to the back of the vehicle. The two large coolers were replicas of the smaller ones in the boots of the clan cars, which were connected to both the car battery and a separate battery. The car battery is a back-up, as we'd rather walk than need blood. 
 
    There were two smaller coolers and when Amelia saw me spot them, she said, 'I brought extras to resupply the cars.' 
 
    'I'll take care of that. You and Adrian set up in the house. Um, could you, ah, I mean I was going to ask Meredith to bring back some of my armour, but could you play delivery driver one more time, please?' 
 
    Amelia gave me a brilliant smile. 'You know I will. Anyone who gives me diamond earrings can ask such small favours.' 
 
    'Thomas still gives me grief for that,' I grumbled. 'Who'd have thought such tiny things could be objected to so strongly?' 
 
    Amelia laughed. 'He's as old fashioned as they come, grandsire, but he's the one who agreed to let me get my ears pierced.' 
 
    I snorted with amusement as I moved towards the cars I needed to resupply. 'Only after you twisted his arm.'  
 
    Adrian had handed me keys for the cars and I opened the boot of one. When I looked into the cooler with the resupplies for the cars, I smiled, showing my fangs. Bless Amelia's forethought! She had brought the specially designed cans rather than bags of blood. They were Amelia's invention actually, a very clever young woman— one too easily bored if not allowed to make use of her mind. The cans Amelia had designed looked like energy drinks, but, twist the bottom and it heated the blood to drinking temperature. 
 
    When I re-joined Thomas, he had a half-finished warm can by his elbow. Amelia, no doubt.  
 
    'I know you've had some blood, but, considering we'll probably be facing combat this evening, I think it might be prudent to get a little real rest in.' 
 
    Thomas gave me a long look as he considered my suggestion. 'You really think a soul taker of some sort will come?' 
 
    'Therion only guards spirits Ceri-talen wants to steal— he'll send a soul taker. Our best strategy is for me to fight it while you use planes-shift to get Jay to safety.' 
 
    Thomas grunted softly. 'Then I should rest.' 
 
    Because Thomas is younger, planes-shifting just once will exhaust him, so the precaution was a reasonable one. Sighing, Thomas closed his file and put it in his laptop bag. Just as he rose to go to find a spare bedroom, Amelia came in from the hall with Adrian and Jay trailing behind her. Thomas paused to kiss Amelia's forehead. 'I am going to rest for a bit,' he told her as he moved through to the hall. 'I will check in with you later.' 
 
    Amelia watched him go, then turned to me. 'I'll go get that armour. Do you need anything else?' 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    Amelia leaned up and I bent so she could give me a kiss on the cheek without straining too much. 'Thanks for taking care of Thomas.' 
 
    'Thomas can take care of himself,' Thomas said leaning on the doorframe leading into the kitchen. 
 
    Amelia gave him a slightly embarrassed look at being caught worrying about him and then she and Adrian stepped out onto the veranda. 
 
    'I came back to remind you to make sure the sentries receive another refreshment in two hours.' 
 
    'Already done, I had Adrian set an alarm on his mobile.' 
 
    Shaking his head, Thomas said, 'If I did not know you better, I would swear you can read minds.' 
 
    He made the comment with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. He was making a quip at my expense; he knew I hated references to my telepathic abilities.  
 
    A part of the mythology of becoming vampire is that we gain many supernatural abilities; to move fast, to heal incredibly swiftly, exceedingly acute night vision, and so on. Myth says that we acquire telepathic abilities, but the reality is that it is not an innate skill. It is achievable, but it is incorrect to attribute it as an ability we all possess or one easily gained.  
 
    Jay chuckled as Thomas turned and went back up the hall. She still held her book, Waylander, in one hand and I gestured to it as I said, 'Are you enjoying your book?' 
 
    'David Gemmell's books are always superb.' 
 
    'Good to know,' I remarked. 
 
    'You read fantasy books?' 
 
    'I read a little of everything, depending on my mood and the kind of time I have.' 
 
    'You can borrow it, if you like.' 
 
    I dipped my head slightly in acknowledgement of her offer. 'Thank you, but I'll get it on my phone— it's more convenient that way. I'll be back later; I need to patrol the perimeter.' 
 
    'I'll take that as a diplomatic way of saying you'd rather not have company.' 
 
    'Quite the opposite. If Ceri-talen sends someone, this is the ideal time as Therion is not here to oppose them. I am often able to sense movement through the planes; thus, it is the time when I most need to be focussed.' 
 
    'Oh, I see. I'm sorry, I should have thought of that.' 
 
    'Not at all. You run a café, I expect, types of coffee, supplies, and staffing rosters are more in line with your experience, not when to expect an ambush from a being of another realm.' 
 
    She frowned slightly and then gave me a sideways nod. 'That's true. It's a good thing you're here, then. Although, I suspect whatever Ceri-talen sends might not feel as blessed when they find themselves facing you.' 
 
    I laughed at that. No, they certainly would not. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I appreciated the quiet as I patrolled the border of the property and a little way beyond it. The only disruption was the sound of a car coming down the drive. I moved to a position where I could see it. I relaxed; it was the extra clan members Thomas was expecting. We've fought Ceri-talen's forces before and we'd rather have too many vampires than not enough. I headed back to where I'd left off my patrol. 
 
    Not long after, the sound of shotgun blasts punctuated the silence and I paused. Ah, Yushoki was showing Jay how to use a shotgun. Not an ideal scenario, but if the house was breached and Jay cornered, she needed to know how to use a gun. I tuned the sounds out, not completely, just enough to be able to hear anything unusual that might use the sound as cover. What I wanted more than anything was for Therion to return. Every sense I had was on alert, searching for any faint signal that might be him. Because if he didn't return… It meant Ceri-talen had him. 
 
    It occurred to me that the whole exercise of attacking Jay had been to lure Therion back to the Dark Realm. More than once Aurealis has had to protect Therion from Ceri-talen. Once the two gods even fought, which doesn't happen often at their level. What worried me most about the current situation was that Therion had entered the Dark Realm willingly and Aurealis wouldn't have a strong enough cause to extract him.  
 
    I heard another car and changed trajectory to the front of the house and the small circular drive. I watched as Amelia's vehicle wound down the gentle slope of the drive.  
 
    Amelia pulled up next to me and gave me a dazzling smile as she got out. 'That is such a cool room!' 
 
    She was speaking of my weapons room. Meredith had texted me to ask if he could let her in there to help carry the gear I wanted. 
 
    I returned her brilliant smile. 'Yeah, it is, isn't it?' I exchanged my grin for a very deadpan look. 'You didn't touch anything you weren't supposed to, did you?' I held the look for a long second and then smiled again to let her know I was kidding.  
 
    I hefted the bag she had drawn out of the four-wheel-drive. 'Thanks.' 
 
    I put the bag back down so she could give me a hug. As she pulled back, she said, 'I have to get back, I need a rest before sundown.' 
 
    I'd forgotten that because Amelia is so young that this would be very taxing for her, so I gave her another hug to show my appreciation. 'Do you need another hit of special reserve?' It sounded like wine, but it was actually blood— my blood. Not that Amelia knew that, just that it gave her more oomph, as she said, than human blood. I'd given her a vial before we left for Jay's last night, knowing she'd need to cover for Thomas at the clan offices and it would likely entail some daytime activity. 
 
    'No, no, I should be fine long enough to get back and have a nap. Text me if you need anything else.' 
 
    I nodded and waved as she drove off and then returned to the house to find somewhere to change into my armoured clothing. The bathroom wouldn't provide enough space and all the bedrooms were occupied by resting vampires. It looked like the lounge room was my best option. When I entered, I found Jay in there. 
 
    'I thought you were learning to shoot.' 
 
    'I was, but my shoulder was getting pretty sore, it was injured the other day, so Yushoki sent me inside for a rest before a second training session.' 
 
    'I need a place to change, all the bedrooms are taken and with my weapons, I need a bit of space.' 
 
    'No problem, I need a coffee,' she said as she stretched and then wandered off to the kitchen.  
 
    When she returned, I was just starting to put my swords and all my other weapons back in place. 
 
    'Wow, there are enough knives here to supply a fleet of chefs.' 
 
    'Or a cooking reality show,' I quipped. 'When is your mother due to return?' 
 
    'Thomas asked her to stay in the city. My apartment is there, and Mum uses my guest room when she's working late and doesn't want to drive all the way home. Mum said they had a pretty heated argument over it, about her not coming back here, that is, but Thomas convinced her by saying that if he had to worry about her, he may not protect me as well. She even accepted the two vampire bodyguards he's sending over to my apartment.' 
 
    Nodding absently, I finished gearing up. 'Thomas is right,' I finally responded. 'Although I am sure he can empathise with your mother, all parents want to keep their children safe.' 
 
    'Thomas is a parent?' 
 
    'Amelia, the—' 
 
    'We met.' 
 
    'She's his adopted daughter.' 
 
    'She seemed nice.' 
 
    'You'll likely see more of her if we have to protect you for any prolonged period.' 
 
    'No offence, but I hope Therion returns soon.' 
 
    I pushed the last throwing knife into place and straightened. 'So do I.' 
 
    But I'd known Therion long enough to know that if he was away from an assigned charge for this length of time, it meant that something or somebody was stopping him from returning. Considering how powerful Therion is, that someone had to be equally, if not more, powerful, so his absence was a very worrying sign.


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    Technically, we weren't supposed to run checks on people not directly related to a case. It wasn't just bad form to see if your neighbour had an extensive history of domestic violence, you could be penalised for breaching department ethics. But two vampires had recently come into my daughter's life and, considering how dangerous they were, I decided that this was an exception and a risk worth taking. It turned out to be for nothing. 
 
    We had nothing on either vampire. Jay told me that Therion called Bastien, Bastien d'Estrees and Thomas had given me his business card so I could contact him, so I knew he went by Thomas d'Estrees, but I doubted they were authentically related. Although… it could be Bastien had made Thomas a vampire. It seemed unlikely to be the other way around; there was something about the blond giant that made me think he was older, more experienced.  
 
    I glared unhappily at my monitor. Drat! 
 
    It wasn't my only avenue of enquiry, I'd earned my share of favours both in the department and out, but I wasn't sure I wanted to use them up on what could end up being a fruitless pursuit. I very much doubted vampires allowed themselves to be documented to the extent modern society tracked its populations. With social media, government, and commercial businesses all wanting to know what everyone was up to and the technology to do that rather well, it was difficult to retain any kind of privacy these days, so I figured supernatural beings like vampires would likely avoid starting up a record in the first place…  
 
    To heck with it, I typed d'Estrees into Facebook— nothing. Well, not anyone who matched either vampire. 
 
    Huffing, I drummed my fingers on the desk. I'd left my daughter in the care of vampires. She seemed to trust them, but her trust was entirely based on the recommendation of a demon-angel who worked for a god. Leaning forward I rubbed at my temples, it all sounded utterly unreal. 
 
    I had been contemplating whether I should talk to Tien about it. Sure, I'd come off as crazy talking about angels and vampires, but I was getting to the point where I wanted to discuss things with someone else. Someone not my daughter. Someone who could help me figure out a strategy for protecting my daughter. Someone I trusted. 
 
    Tien wouldn't automatically dismiss me, we may not be biological sisters, but we were close. Without some kind of evidence, though, I didn't think I had much hope of convincing her that I wasn't having some sort of mental breakdown. 
 
    I could invite Tien back to Jay's apartment for something to eat. I could tell her I wanted company; she'd accept that readily enough. There were two vampire bodyguards there according to Thomas, if I could somehow show her they were vampires, that— It was a ridiculous idea. The vampires would never willingly reveal themselves to my sister and even if I could prove it, just knowing would put her in danger. I was on my own. At least as far as the supernatural was concerned. 
 
    At this point, I couldn't see that I had many options. Jay needed the kind of protection the vampires could offer. One of those bat-monsters could easily tear through a human bodyguard, if they didn't scream and run as soon as they saw it. I would have to accept their help, just like I'd had to agree with Thomas about staying out of their way.  
 
    My phone pinged.  
 
    It was a friend request from a Bastien. 
 
    No way! 
 
    I squinted at the notification. 
 
    Sceptically, I accepted it. 
 
    My phone pinged softly again. 
 
    It was a message from my new friend— a vampire emoticon— that was all. 
 
    I sent back my cop emoticon and a winking smiley. 
 
    Bastien returned with the message: Jay, all good. 
 
    Huh, who'd have thunk? Well, at least I had an easy way to get in contact with him now. 
 
    Switching off the lamp on my desk, I gathered up my jacket and bag. Time to head over to Jay's place, I was tired and hungry. There was a nice little noodle place on the way, I'd stop in for something to eat. And perhaps a pot of tea to help me unwind before heading on to bed. Although, I wasn't sure I should hurry towards that bed too quickly, I may have agreed to stay at my daughter's apartment tonight, but I didn't see myself getting any kind of sleep.


 
   
 
  


 Therion 
 
    [The Trooper Overture – 2Cellos] 
 
      
 
    I decided that if I must be delayed by a fight, I might as well get as many supporters to join me as possible, especially considering that I was in a room lined with cages holding creatures for torture and experimentation. Each enclosure had a button to one side to open and close the access panels. As soon as I bought myself enough space, I launched into the air and shifted into a glide that took me by the cage doors. As the granoult and duwiner were streaming down the middle of the room, I was able to hit button after button unimpeded for almost the whole length of the room, at least until I had to change direction to dodge a spear. I twisted and spun up, moving to the other side of the room to open as many cages as I could. In my peripheral, I saw a granoult performing a series of leaps, from floor to workbench, to low light fixture. His path took him to a position where he could launch himself at me for a tackle that brought me crashing into a workbench. I threw him into some oncoming attackers to give me time to get to my feet. By then, those creatures I had released had started to emerge from their cages.  
 
    There was no guarantee that any of them would delay their escape to fight— something for which I would not blame them. As it turned out, almost all stayed to fight even though several therilgalen now joined the granoult along with a number of other creatures that served Ulyn.  
 
    The winged creatures— harpies, griffins, hippogriffs, manticores, and even the winged horses— took flight to attack from above. Between its deadly serpent's tail and lion-like jaws, the chimeras made fearsome opponents. The indrik, which I can only liken to a cross between a bull and a rhinoceros with a horse-like head, used its horn to smash the kelpie's aquatic enclosure sending a flood of water out over the lab. The shape-shifting water spirit responded by shifting into an immense, glossy-black horse with teeth like razor-wire. Screaming in rage, it seized the nearest granoult and dragged it to the ground before trampling it. The panlong did not wait for anyone to smash its enclosure, the water dragon started ramming its crocodilian-like head into the glass. As it swam to the back to have a another try, I obliged it by snatching up a dropped war-hammer and taking a running jump to smack it into the pane, sending large cracks out from the point of impact. Just as I drew back for a second blow, the panlong came lunging forth and finished the job itself. I took off to avoid the water and the panlong glided under me. The flow of water took it by two granoult, the aquatic dragon might be small in terms of its species, but its jaws easily enclosed the nearest granoult. My attention was caught by a therilgalen who was advancing on a hippogriff grounded by a spear through her wing, he was preparing to take her spirit. She had her back to the dark-angel as she tried to fend off the granoult and duwiner attacking her from the front. Between her sharp eagle-like beak and taloned front feet, she was holding her own, but once the therilgalen ambushed her, she would swiftly fall. Using the war-hammer, I knocked the therilgalen to the ground, reversing the weapon, I slammed the spear-like blade built into the end of the handle into his back and ripped his spirit from his vessel. 
 
    Leaping up onto the hippogriff's back, I sent to her, 'I will remove the spear and heal you, concentrate on keeping your attackers at bay.'  
 
    It took me but a moment and I only needed a small portion of the therilgalen spirit I had taken. I leapt off the creature's back, landing to one side. 
 
    Having stampeded the granoult and taking their spears, the centaurs were now wielding them with fatal efficiency against their former owners. Indeed, right that very moment, a centaur reared, driving his attackers back, and bumping me. Shifting out of his way, I glanced towards Ulyn, who remained unmoving. Qu-te-se had shaken off the paralysis, though, and was now swooping towards me with, I realised, my long sword in his hand, but, strangely enough, still in its scabbard. He might support my escape, but he could not openly do so, he would have to be seen, especially by Ulyn, to be making a sincere effort to thwart me. 
 
    Snatching up a dropped spear, I backed up to the nearest wall. As Qu-te-se landed, I charged him and, as expected, he dodged, turning to keep me in view and putting his back to the wall. I met his gaze and slightly nodded, hoping he would pick up on the signal and let me strike. Then, I attacked. Rushing forward, I used the spear to back him up, then, drawing it back, I rammed it through his upper chest, near his shoulder with enough force that it went right through him. He screamed, dropping my sword. I almost hesitated, it was a brutal strike, but nothing less would satisfy Ulyn that he was incapacitated enough for me to escape. I glanced over at Ulyn; she was starting to rouse. I could not afford to stay any longer because, to keep her immobile, I would have to use my shriek, which the granoult were mostly immune to, meaning they could keep killing their paralysed opponents. Letting go of the spear, I shifted back and rammed my shoulder into Qu-te-se hard enough that I felt his ribs give and breaking the wing beneath.  
 
    I was now up against him, my mouth near his ear. 'I am sorry to cause you pain, brother.' 
 
    Drawing back, I seized my sword and started running so I could launch myself. Just as I leapt into the air, talons wrapped around my ankle, jerking me back towards the ground. I swung my arm back and slammed my fist into the side of my attacker's head. A horn sliced through the vulnerable skin just below the scaled armour that protects the outside of my forearms and the back of my hand. Ulyn growled, her golden gaze misting with the blood-red of fury.  
 
    I'd left it too late. 
 
    Dread filled me. Do not get me wrong, I have killed una-sterath, they are not easy prey, but they are quite killable. Ulyn though… All my young life she'd had power over me, authority that she wielded with ruthless cruelty— she was one of the few beings I actually feared. I covered it with hate, that was easy, but I knew myself well enough to acknowledge the fear dwelling in the thick shadows beneath that hate. 
 
    She had drawn a dagger and it was now charging towards me. I intercepted her wrist, bringing the blade to a halt just before it pierced my chest. Her other hand closed in a crushing grip about my throat, her talons digging into the soft flesh. Normally, she would follow the move by closing said talons and literally ripping her opponent's throat out. As it was, the matagot I had freed earlier landed on her face, clawing and yowling with fury. Matagots can be mistaken for an overly large domestic cat, but they are far from ordinary. A bluish misty glow was emanating from the creature. Ulyn let out an enraged yowl of her own. 
 
    I took advantage of the reprieve to shriek. I almost faltered, my throat aflame due to the injuries Ulyn had inflicted, but a second, more determined, attempt paralysed all but those granoult who shut their ears in time. I scooped up the matagot and took off. Adding what Bastien calls my 'magical will', I lifted Bastien's scabbarded sword and rammed it through the glass roof. 
 
    Once out of the building I landed on a nearby roof and tried to planes-shift. 
 
    It didn't work.  
 
    Re-launching myself, I flew over several more buildings, thinking perhaps I was not far enough away from the wards Ulyn had placed about her quarters to prevent shifting through planes.  
 
    Again, it did not work. 
 
    I let out a frustrated sigh. Someone had locked down the realm— not Ceri-talen, or he would be here, probably Ulyn. 
 
    Just then, the matagot jerked as the paralysis wore off. I looked down at her. 'If you want to come with me, climb to my back and hold on. If you fall, I will not return for you. Your claws will not cause me great pain or injury, you can use them.' 
 
    The feline creature did not respond with spoken language, but I felt her gratitude. She pushed from my grasp and climbed over my shoulder to my back. I took the opportunity to put Bastien's sword back on my belt. 
 
    Could she position her back feet on my wings? 
 
    The matagot did not think in words, but I knew she wanted to know. 
 
    I tested moving my wings.  
 
    The matagot adjusted her position. 
 
    Prepare for claws. 
 
    Again, not spoken, just knowledge placed in my mind. 
 
    She sunk her claws in. Admittedly, it hurt more than I expected, but it was a long way from the worst pain I'd experienced. 
 
    The respite of the brief exchange had given me time to consider my next move. 
 
    I took off, rising as high up over the city as I could in order to escape notice. There was nothing for it, I would have to force my way through a portal. There was no shortage of portals here; Ceri-talen did not bless all his creations with the ability to planes-shift. But they were all guarded. I could expect several granoult and duwiner as they often worked together— the canine-like duwiner would run down a target, the granoult would finish them off if the target was too big for the duwiner to handle alone. There was likely to be at least one wrengir, too. A cross between an osprey and a stag, their wing-span allows them just as much manoeuvrability as ours does and they are large enough to bring down a lone therilgalen, thus, they warrant care. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    [Resist and Bite – Sabaton] 
 
      
 
    As I approached the nearest portal, I could see that news of my escape had reached it already. Twice the number of granoult were assembled about the portal. Duwiner were yipping in excitement and four wrengir patrolled from the air. A confrontation was inevitable, but in such close quarters I would have preferred my short swords instead of the long blade I had borrowed from Bastien. 
 
    The piercing screech of a wrengir told me that I'd been spotted. The wrengir was above me and dropped into a dive. Judging from the antlers arcing back from the avian head, this wrengir was fairly young, but that would not stop it from driving me towards the ground. 
 
    I managed to catch a thermal and swooped towards the portal. Spears flew by either side of me as granoult attempted to ground me. Fortune was on my side, a squawk from behind and a glance back revealed that one of the spears struck the wrengir and it was now tumbling instead of flying. 
 
    As I landed, I knocked over a granoult. I dealt a hard kick to its head and then stomped on its wrist, making it release its short sword. Picking it up, I slashed the granoult charging for me and took its short sword. Thus armed, I started to work my way to the portal. Each time I took a life, I took the spirit. Each death made me more powerful. I was no longer thinking consciously, letting the years of training, my instincts, and my fury rule my movements. I was too close to freedom, too close to returning to Jayden, to hold back anything now. I needed to get to her before Uea reached her. Besides, Aurealis was a god of the light, she would not be fully cognisant of all that occurred here in the Dark Realm. I could kill without fear of reprimand.


 
   
 
  

 Qu-te-se 
 
      
 
    Bodies littered the floor. Monitors, stools, and laboratory equipment lay smashed. Even the frosted glass partitioning off Ulyn's private area was partially damaged. The water in the tanks and pools was stained red with blood, those that had not been shattered, emptying water all over the floor. Despite being opened, many of the cell doors had also been smashed. Therion might align himself with the light-dancers, but he was far from the domesticated pup Ulyn presumed he must be. I did not think she would continue to do so after this demonstration. 
 
    Ulyn had called on Ceri-talen, my guess was so he would deal out retribution, but she clearly did not understand our god. What foolishness! Ceri-talen cared not to count the dead. Nor would he be concerned about the creatures that had escaped. Ceri-talen would see this not as offence, he would see it as a compliment that Therion was still capable of such destruction. For Ceri-talen, death and destruction are the highest, most artistic, forms of creation, for one can never predict what will survive and how it will transform in order to do so. He would be disappointed that Ulyn was not able to hold Therion, for his dark magnificence most certainly wanted him back, but he would see this summoning as pointless as tracking the scent of long-departed prey. 
 
    My head darted up as I felt him. He was actually heeding her summons!  
 
    A portal seared the air and Ceri-talen's dragon form stepped through. He dwarfed everything in the room. His regal head, crowned with scythe-like horns, emerged first. Emerald eyes were surveying the room already. The sapphire scales seemed to be a metallic, deep blue on first appraisal, but as the enormous body moved through the portal and into the room they changed shades depending on how the light reflected off them. Midnight-blue and black shadows swirled and misted about him and started to expand out to cover the floor in a low fog. The great, feathered wings folded neatly against his sides as his swung his massive head towards me. If such a creature could smile, I would say he did, but then, of all his creations, he favoured the therilgalen. 
 
    Ulyn dropped to one knee and bowed her head so low her forehead almost touched her bent knee. I remained standing. Therion had never bowed, and when I asked Therion about it, he said that you did not win respect from a being as powerful as Ceri-talen through grovelling submissiveness. Certainly Ceri-talen had never required me to bow, nor had he ever admonished me for not doing so. We so rarely saw him I found myself staring in awe; he truly was magnificent… 
 
    'Why did you call me, Ulyn?' 
 
    'I have to report, your eminence, that Therion has escaped.' At Ceri-talen's lack of response, she added, 'I thought you might wish to take action in response to this news, he did trespass in your realm. I thought such lack of respect, such an insult—' Ulyn abruptly cut herself off as the dragon whipped his tail to one side, sweeping some of the debris into the wall as he did and sending up gusts of shadow mist. He sat back, looking much like a cat, his front legs straight, his tail wrapped about himself.  
 
    'You are displeased, Ulyn, not with Therion's apparent insult to me, but to you. The destruction of your quarters, the temerity he has in thwarting your plans for him. Rather than meekly resign himself to your control, he chooses his own path. These are not reasons to demand my attention.' 
 
    His tone remained light, but I perceived derision in my master's words. I was sure Ulyn did too. I was certain she was regretting calling on our god. 
 
    'Did you expect me to chase after him, Ulyn?' Ceri-talen asked, a scathing undertone entering his voice. 'I am not your retriever. This failure is yours and yours alone,' he finished sharply. 
 
    The dragon's gaze swept over the room, the glittering eyes not missing a detail. The emerald eyes returned to scrutinise the dead bodies again and then swept up to the shattered glass roof above. 'From the looks of things, he earned his freedom,' he observed. Then that enigmatic gaze finally rested upon me as he considered the injuries I bore, though I was healing already. The minor cuts were almost gone, but blood still trailed from the wound caused by the spear Therion used to pin me to the wall. The dragon made a purring sound. 'Well, his new captivity does not seem to have weakened him, would you not say?' he asked me. 
 
    'He did not seem at all diminished, Dark Majesty.' 
 
    I was surprised at how expressive his face was, for he arched what I considered his eyebrows, even if they were scales rather than hair. 'No, he did not let you off easily, did he? Very convincing.' 
 
    I kept my expression blank. He had not outright accused me of aiding Therion, and if one got down to technicalities, I had not. 
 
    Ceri-talen made a grunting-chuckling sound. 'Fear not, Qu-te-se, you remain in my esteem. Ulyn cannot fault your effort.' The dragon remained looking at me, but it was clear the reproach in his voice was directed towards Ulyn. Then he said, 'Regardless of your continued loyalty, Qu-te-se, it is clear you are influenced by your former leader.' This last remark was not spoken aloud but sent from his mind to mine.  
 
    'My Divine Liege, I—' 
 
    His booming laughter filled my mind. 'Fear not, Qu-te-se. Despite Ulyn's chagrin, we do not consider all that Therion is as no longer desirable. The more he influences you, inspires you, the stronger you become. Look! Look at what he has wrought here. After centuries with his new master he is, essentially, mine still. He may repress it under her watch, but the essence, the essence, Qu-te-se, is still there.'  
 
    He sounded joyous, absolutely delighted. 
 
    Ceri-talen turned his attention back to Ulyn. 'I have better things with which to occupy my time than to proffer false comfort to assuage your ego, Ulyn,' he informed her in a bored tone. A flash of mischief sparked and settled brightly in his eyes, the look echoed in his voice as he added archly, 'If you want revenge on Therion, you have the power and the resources, so why not just...'  
 
    The dragon had been lowering his head as he spoke and he was now almost nose to nose with Ulyn. With his shadow breath misting about her face, Ulyn finally looked up, and I could swear my god grinned at that.  
 
    '...take it!' he finally said, snarling the last words out in a growl.  
 
    With that, Ceri-talen spread his wings and launched himself, flying up through the broken roof. The remaining glass shattered as the immense body passed through and I instinctively ducked, using my wings to protect my head.  
 
    Ulyn rose and looked over at me. 'Did you find out if Uea has left?' 
 
    'Just now, Master. As you instructed, she took a full force to deal with the vampires the scout reported.' 
 
    She grunted softly. 'Good. Although if we had managed to keep Therion, we could have achieved both of our god's goals.' 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    I woke with a start. A sound like thunder reverberated through the room. Rolling out of bed, I hit the floor with a soft grunt, landing on one hand and both knees. I was still dressed in the black jeans and t-shirt I'd put on this morning. I figured PJs weren't going to cut it if more Dark Realm creatures came by. 
 
    I moved to the end of the bed to peek out. Nothing. There was nothing in the room, just this odd booming, like an ocean caught in a box. I felt like an idiot. I shrugged into my suede jacket and then reached for Mum's shotgun. I patted my pockets checking for the umpteenth time that I had spare shells, although the shotgun had a holder attached to it with six shells and could fire six before reloading. Straightening up, I cautiously made my way around the bed and crossed to the window to see what, if anything, was happening. The window takes up most of the wall, starting about knee-high from the floor. It's made up of a grid of square panes, so, as I approached, I kept close to the wall while I focused on looking through one of the small squares. 
 
    The window exploded inwards and only my reflexes put me up against the wall, my face in towards it, one arm protecting what it could. As soon as the worst part of the explosion was over I looked underneath my arm to determine what was in my room. I had the impression that a body came with the glass. They'd landed on my bed so hard the legs gave way and I'd heard the slats crack— it was a solid bed. 
 
    Instincts guided every move from then on. I heard the growl before I saw anything and I moved in front of the prone body on the bed, getting the shotgun into position just as Yushoki had instructed. Lucky I did, because whatever was on the veranda was as large as a pony and had a mouth full of sharp teeth. As it moved into the light, the wolf-like face looked like it had been crossed with an eagle, with feathers sweeping up along its ears. Violet-silver eyes scanned the room and just as they settled on me, I pulled the trigger. I hit it in the shoulder twice, but it turned and put its front feet on the window ledge as if I hadn't shot at all. The next shot hit its neck, making it flinch. Its taloned feet gripped the window ledge as it pulled itself up. I emptied the remaining shots in quick succession. The first shot made it draw back with a snarl, the second dropped it to the deck— dead or dying— but I was so hyped up, I fired another shot into the empty space left when it fell. I reloaded with hands far steadier than I felt on the inside. As I did, a shadow flitted past me and the next thing I knew, Bastien was standing inside the bedroom with his sword outside the shattered window buried in the beast's chest. Well, if it had only been wounded, it was most certainly dead now.  
 
    I took a cautious look out the window. There were other creatures moving through the garden, but nothing more on the veranda. A mass of forbidding, iron-grey clouds had moved in, large patches were black and swollen with unshed rain. The darker patches were spreading, making an already murky atmosphere darker by the minute. The wind was whipping about the house, the force of it bending the trees and creating an eyrie sound that wavered between a whistle and a scream. 
 
    I took a moment to look over the cross between a wolf and eagle. It was so large, it barely fit on the veranda. That's when I realised: I'd done it. I'd shot something. I hadn't even had to think about it, but then Yushoki had made me practice all afternoon, over and over: shoot, reload, shoot, reload. She'd said something about muscle memory and panic.  
 
    Bastien stepped over the low sill and onto the deck. He withdrew his sword from the beast's body and put his hand in a pouch before he sprinkled what looked like ash over it. The creature seemed to burn without flame, swiftly disintegrating into a fine dust. 
 
    'A very clever substance, yes?' 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    'Witches make it from ember pine. A tree from one of the other realms.' 
 
    I suddenly realised that the person who'd shattered my window was Bastien. Something, possibly the wolf-eagle beast, had propelled him through it so forcefully he'd landed on, and broke, my bed. Despite that, he looked uninjured, so I went to the chest of drawers and grabbed the ammunition belt I'd left there. I'd stuffed my pockets with shells so I didn't have to sleep with the ammunition belt on. I slung the ammunition belt over my shoulder and turned back to Bastien. His blue eyes sparked like diamonds. He looked hyper-excited. I stepped over the window ledge to join him on the veranda and then followed him as he walked towards the kitchen end of the house.  
 
    His voice wasn't as deep as Therion's, but when he made eye contact and spoke, his voice reminded me of something you wrapped yourself in on a cold, winter night. There was also just a hint of accent. I reminded myself about the influence of vampires and wondered whether that influence affected how I perceived his voice. I shook off the thought as we reached the sliding door to the kitchen and dining area.  
 
    Two vampires stood guard near the steps coming up to the deck. I recognised them both. Over the course of the day I was introduced to a number of vampires. One was a young woman who barely looked eighteen. She had light-brown skin, short, black hair, and chocolate-brown eyes. Although she was the smallest of the vampires I'd seen, she gave the impression that she didn't let her diminutive stature hold her back. She'd introduced herself as Javiera, pronouncing it Hav-ee-air-a. The vampire next her also had a distinctive name, he'd been introduced as Tadhg, which I was told I could pronounce tige, like tiger without the 'r'. Only his name and the distinctive Irish accent gave a clue as to his origins, for he had dark-brown skin and gorgeous, golden-brown eyes. His hair was held back in of a series of waist-length, thin braids, which he had gathered in a ponytail. I thought he was older, but more because of his bearing and body language than his looks.  
 
    Bastien's voice drew me from my contemplations. 'Watch from the dining area,' he directed. 'If you must come out, do not leave the veranda,' he added. As he stepped between the bodyguards, he said, 'She is your priority.'  
 
    I paused behind them, trying to see what was happening in the yard. 
 
    'What are they?' I didn't direct the question to either one. 
 
    Javiera glanced back. 'You should go indoors.' 
 
    I half shrugged, she was right, but I was curious, and how often would I have the chance to see creatures from another realm? And Bastien said I could watch from the veranda… 'Should,' I conceded. 'Won't.' 
 
    I received a reproving look. 
 
    'I won't leave the veranda,' I promised, 'but seriously, if you were me, wouldn't you want to see?' 
 
    'If I was you, I'd be human, and quite killable, so I'd listen and go indoors.'  
 
    I gave her a deferential nod and reluctantly turned to go back inside. I felt like a little kid who was being sent to bed while the adults got to stay up late. She had a point, though. 
 
    'They're called hugali. Hounds from the Dark Realm.' 
 
    I grinned my thanks, but then Tadhg murmured something, getting her attention.  
 
    A light rain started to fall, filling the air with a soft pattering. 
 
    Bastien returned from the back of the yard. I saw him in flashes of lightning, like a ghost appearing and disappearing, coming closer each time. When he reached us, he slipped a sword back into his harness, the second one, I noted. He must have lost it at one point and retrieved it just now. He took up a position at the bottom of the steps. There was more rumbling and the rain started to get heavier. 
 
    Just then more vampires came crashing through the garden. Thomas was amongst them, yelling in what sounded like French, but what I guessed was an older version of it because I couldn't understand many of the words he was using. At their heels, were more hugali. It was uncanny how much they looked like eagles without actually having wings. They moved fast, too, and one of them was closing on Thomas. I stepped out onto the veranda and, making sure none of the vampires was in my line of sight, raised the shotgun and fired, getting the one closest to Thomas in the head and shoulder. It skidded into the ground, its momentum tumbling it over for several feet. I fired at some of the others, but either missed or it didn't affect them noticeably. Bastien fired something that was a cross between a pistol and a sawn-off shotgun. His accuracy was better than mine and he took several hugali down. By the time I reloaded, more hugali had joined the remaining ones. One of my next shots got one in the head, the others I wasn't as sure about. I was a lot better at this than I expected, as I hadn't expected to hit anything. Thomas and the other vampires slowed as they reached us, but didn't come up on the veranda, fanning out in front of it instead. Thomas used the back of his hand to tap Bastien's chest and said something. Bastien put his gun under one arm and dug something out of a pocket on the thigh of his pants and handed it to him.  
 
    If I thought the hugali were scary, then the massive head that next poked through the treetops was down-right terrifying. The only thing I could liken it to was an avian-like dragon with tusks. I let my reloaded gun fall to my side— it would be about as effective poking the beast with a teaspoon. Thomas ran up to within a few meters of it, a blur to my eyes, and threw something in its face. Whatever it was exploded, driving it back. 
 
    'Grenade,' Javiera explained at my bewildered expression. 
 
    'Mum could use that thing to cut back the branches near the house,' I quipped, trying to ease my tension. 
 
    'Oh, I think Therion is far handier with those swords of his,' Bastien yelled back over his shoulder. 
 
    Good point. And he had wings, too. 
 
    Several equine-like dragons now emerged and surrounded Thomas who had not returned to the veranda. They bore the same proportions as a horse but had horns where the mane would be and a long, reptilian tail. They carried riders wearing black armour with a dragon outlined in a glowing blue on the chest and shoulders. Spikes protruded from the top of the shoulders and the helm was shaped like a dragon's head. But for all I knew, that armour might well be empty, I couldn't even see their eyes, just a black space behind the eye slits.  
 
    Thomas drew a sword and brought two of the dragon-horses down, but his movements were so fast, I just saw a blur, only when he slowed for a moment could I see him clearly. Other vampires moved in to support him. I lost track of injuries. When a vampire fell, at least one would break off to help them to the veranda if they couldn't get there themselves. One of the two vampires guarding me would then get them blood. 
 
    A flicker of movement caught my attention and I saw a hugali using the veranda as cover so it could come up behind the main group of vampires in front of us. I fired, missing as it moved its head, but my second shot got it in the shoulder. My blood ran cold as the violet-silver eyes flashed and it changed direction— coming towards me. 
 
    It had been stalking, but when I got its attention, it moved into a swift charge. I opened my mouth to warn my guards, fumbling to bring my gun back up and tuck it properly into my shoulder. I didn't think I was going to complete either action in time. I don't know where he went or where he came from, but Bastien suddenly appeared out of the darkness, dropping in from above. He must have seen me in trouble and then taken a run off before preforming one of those high leaps the vampires had shown themselves to be so very good at. As he landed on the hugali, he plunged his sword hilt-deep into its body, saying something in a language I couldn't identify as he shoved himself away from it in an elegant backflip, withdrawing his sword as he did. He changed his grip on the sword and it started to descend in what seemed like a move meant to decapitate, but I looked away, squeezing my eyes closed as I did. 
 
    Suddenly all the vampires pulled in again, but this time they came up onto the veranda, surrounding me. Thomas grabbed my upper arm in a firm grip. Before I could figure out why, Bastien drew his second blade as he strode forward. I could see now that he had Japanese-style swords and one was shorter than the other. I saw that he had holstered his gun at some point in the holster that hung down the middle of his back between the two swords. 
 
    It didn't make sense, but the creatures seemed to be retreating. Then, I saw a figure appear amongst the trees. As it came closer, I could see it was a dragon-like woman. She glided gracefully forth, the misting rain seeming to halo her, but she wasn't bothered by the weather. She had blazing gold eyes with no pupils and a deep sense of dread filled me as those eyes met mine for a brief moment before settling on Bastien. I could almost hear her think: I will come for you, but I will just deal with this nuisance first. 
 
   
 
  



Bastien 
 
      
 
    Quite often I find I can't remember the names of the soul takers I've fought. When you've faced as many foes as I have, many don't make enough of an impression to stand out. 
 
    Uea, I remembered. 
 
    Uea is actually beautiful. It is a terrible beauty, the kind that fascinates, but gives one a thrill of fear. She looks like a gold dragon that walks upright, except there are aspects of her that appear human. Her arms and hands, for instance, though partly scaled, are human in form and elegance with the exception of the long, curving claws on the end of her long, graceful fingers. Despite the pearlescent, armoured ridge that comes down over her forehead, ending at the bridge of her nose, that nose, her cheeks, her lips, all very human-like, presenting soft, flawless skin— and then she will open her mouth to reveal sharp teeth and fangs. Her wide-set eyes are the same gold as her scales and without pupils. She often tracks movement by moving her head, and I have a feeling her peripheral vision isn't very good. It probably isn't helped by the fact that the armour that comes down over her forehead fans out to create a bony crest that wraps over her horns. The horns remind me of a ram, starting thick behind her ears and curling down to end in points on either side of her head below her chin. 
 
    Tonight, she wore an armoured chest piece and a kilt, made to accommodate her tail and the spikes protecting her spine. Thankfully she didn't have wings, but between the tail and the taloned feet, she was challenging enough. She could move fast, but that wasn't my greatest worry— those legs are designed to make long and high jumps. I'd seen her disembowel her opponents in a single, flowing move. Even now, the talons of her feet dug slightly into the ground, indicating her weight was forward, her muscles ready to launch her into the air.  
 
    'Vampire,' she sneered, her sharp teeth showing behind the delicateness of her pale, pink lips. 'I cannot see why you bother.' 
 
    I gave her a smug look. 'Last I checked, I was up five una-sterath, four therilgalen, several lesser soul takers that I can recall, and…' I pretended to think about it, 'how many now? Eighteen, no, nineteen yulari I've snatched out of your filthy talons.' 
 
    Uea snarled, changing her stance. I recognised it as the one she adopted when she tried to take a soul. Usually, una-sterath have to kill before they can gather a spirit, but in confrontations like this, they also use the move to weaken their prey. Already, I'd made her lose her temper. When they take a soul, they generally make a killing strike, imbedding their talons into the prey's chest. When they did it to weaken, they adopted a slightly crouched position, their front talons ready to strike as soon as the prey was weak enough. 
 
    'Oh, I see, it's the direct approach today.' I shook my head, feigning disappointment. 'You don't want to play first?' I asked lightly. 'Pity…' I growled, 'because I do.' 
 
    I'd learned long ago that my advantage over Uea's kind was a combination of speed and change of direction. Uea can move fast enough, but I can move just a fraction faster, enough to almost maintain a perpetual position behind her. She hates that. 
 
    And so I moved fast, dodging her tail as she pre-empted me and spun in the opposite direction catching one of my blades with her talons and turning it aside. My other blade caught her along the side of her thigh and she hissed as she followed through with a deadly kick, but I had moved by then. I closed in again. She turned aside both strikes with deft, graceful moves, catching the blades in her claws. I dodged a kick and a tail strike, but her claws glanced along my shoulder as I turned and crouched to sweep my blades across her leg. I ducked behind and around her. This time, I got her forearm. She snarled as the blade sliced through scales and then kicked at me. Again, I dodged. 
 
    I wasted a brief moment checking on Jay. Thomas was holding her arm, ready to get her away if it came to it. The rest of his clan arrayed themselves about her. Further along the veranda, two were checking on the injured. If things went according to my previous experience, no other creatures would attack while Uea fought me. It was their way to let the soul takers do the hunting once they transitioned from directing an attack to participating. A wise move, I'd seen soul takers take the souls of their own side in the midst of battle. 
 
    Uea was getting frustrated with my constant repositioning. I could tell from the way her eyes flashed when I succeeded in striking her, no matter how minor the injury. The strikes I was getting in wouldn't kill her, nor weaken her. My specialised blades had been custom made; you couldn't slice through armoured scales like hers with a normal blade. The problem was that she could heal too fast for them to do much more than infuriate her, but the more frustrated she got, the more she let her anger rule her.  
 
    My armour was protecting me for the most part, but I took minor injuries to cheek, forearm, shoulders and side. Just as I changed positions again, she leapt. The move took her far enough that she landed in a tree a few metres away. She was high enough to be out of my reach, both taloned feet digging into the trunk while she held on to a branch with one hand. Her tail whipped angrily. She stayed in her refuge only a moment, leaping again, twisting in the air so that she was coming down towards my shoulder. I tracked her, standing very still as the blazing, gold eyes promised me death while the outstretched talons that would deliver it plunged towards me. 
 
    I didn't trust that she would make such an open, obvious move.  
 
    She didn't. 
 
    I anticipated that she would change her position and direction so her talons would rake through my throat instead of my shoulder. I let my instincts determine my movements and stepped back, turning to keep her in front of me at the last instant. Uea was not phased. Using her versatile tail, she twisted mid-air, burying her talons in my upper back as she landed behind me. Blood oath, but it hurt! I arched back until I freed the claws from my flesh and twisted, bringing both swords around. Both blades caught her across her exposed mid-riff. This time she shrieked in rage as only a creature with dragon heritage can— it resounded in my ears, making me wince. 
 
    Her hands came out as if she meant to push me away, but it was quite the opposite and I felt the dreadful pull as she 'called' my soul. Thomas often feared that when he became a vampire he had lost his soul. If Uea's actions weren't proof enough that we weren't soulless, I'd never convince him. But I really didn't want to give him a demonstration. Uea's gold eyes were threaded with red, she was furious, which was why she could attempt a proper soul taking— now, before she had brought me anywhere near death. 
 
    As I said earlier, it wasn't strictly true that soul takers can only take spirits from dead vessels. They can rip it out of you while you still lived, given the right circumstances. It just wasn't as efficient and often failed against strong opponents. That was why they usually sent in their pets, they would kill the vessel, and eat it if they were inclined, while the soul takers followed, collecting the spirits. 
 
    Vampires are a little different, soul takers have to work a lot harder for our souls. Our spirits can keep our regenerative powers going after breathing and heartbeat have halted long enough for us to heal sufficiently to restart them. That is why if you want to kill a vampire, you destroy the vessel entirely. Although there is one kind of vampire where even that is no guarantee. 
 
    The shock of her attacking my spirit so savagely brought me to my knees and I dropped my swords, but I was far from beaten. I had experienced this before and had recovered before. That was why I was the one facing the soul taker while Thomas and his clan held a defensive position. 
 
    I cursed as I threw out a hand to stop myself from hitting the ground. 
 
    I could feel Thomas's tension, but he held his place, and would continue to do so until I gave him the signal that I needed help. We were talking about a soul taker here; any who fought her and lost didn't just die, they were completely extinguished. No rebirth. No ascension. Gone. We didn't risk that unless things were really dire. That's why it took time getting all these vampires here, each was fully informed of what they risked. Not all who were asked agreed to come, and not one of us blamed them.  
 
    It felt like she was literally trying to rip my heart from my chest with her mind. The first time I experienced it, I had screamed. This time I pushed my fangs fully forward, gathered my muscles in, and launched myself at her knees. She whacked me aside with her tail, breaking several ribs. The impact when I hit the ground drove the wind out of my lungs. Already, she was coming for me. In one leap, she was able to slam one foot onto my chest, flexing her talons and driving them in through my armoured clothing. The expression on her face revealed a deep satisfaction.  
 
    Rather than respond with fear, I grinned, showing my fangs. Grabbing her ankle, I hurled her into a tree behind me. 
 
    She wasn't down for long, I barely had time to get to my feet and meet her attack, ducking under her talons and behind her. Using her tail, I leapt up to her back, drawing one of my throwing knives and driving it into her upper back between the armoured scales. I found myself flying through the air, which really wasn't all that surprising. 
 
    I tried to turn mid-air in order to land on my feet, and would have, if the tree hadn't been there. I managed to take the impact on my feet and used it to relaunch myself at her, drawing two more throwing knives. She deflected one and the other bounced off her armoured scales. She dodged, whipping her tail towards me as I hurtled by. I shifted so that I landed in a rolling movement, Uea's tail sailing overhead as my shoulder hit the ground. Fluidly rolling to my feet, my body changed direction, but I still slid, my momentum carrying me back across the wet grass. It was fortunate because Uea followed through with another kick and she only missed me because I was still sliding backwards. 
 
    Uea spun with the kick and came back around to face me. I caught her gaze; more than just threads of blood-red coloured those gold eyes now, she was not only furious, but hungry because of the injuries I'd inflicted and only a soul would satiate her. The knife still sticking out of her back probably contributed to that. As she came about, her hands were already out and I felt a fresh, strong pull as Uea tried again to take my spirit. I kicked her hands aside and risked close hand-to-hand combat, which was never wise with a being that has claws longer than her fingers. I took one slicing swipe across my chest that split my already-damaged armour, but the garment still prevented deep cuts. Grabbing one wrist, I drew another throwing knife, pulled her towards me, and drove the knife viciously up under her ribs.  
 
    She grunted, her wrath consuming her scream, but I didn't get the shot in for free. While I made my move, she used the longest talon on her foot to slice open my thigh. The armoured fabric was practically useless and I found myself hissing involuntarily. 
 
    Her free hand shot out and went for my throat, but I bent so my shoulder blocked her. Then she went for my striking hand in an attempt to get me to release the knife I still held embedded in her abdomen. Her claws dug in deep.  
 
    The fight had picked up tension, we both didn't want the other to gain any more successful hits. Still hanging on to Uea's other wrist, I twisted the short blade and pushed it in deeper. I could feel her heart pulse with the blood streaming over my hand and arm. We were almost nose to nose. At first, she had merely looked irritated when I drove the knife in, it really was too short to do her much damage, but she wasn't counting on me driving it in deeper, nor had she thought that her strike to my leg would have so little effect. In truth, my leg hurt like the wrath of gods and I was losing about as much blood as she was.  
 
    We both knew as our eyes met and held that we were so close to killing each other, to dying, that it had to be finished and it had to be finished now. 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    I've never seen such brutal violence before. There was no doubt the fight would only end when one of the opponents delivered a killing blow. At times I was thankful they moved so fast, it diminished some of the realness of it. The creature attacking Bastien was more frightening than the therilgalen in that she was so obviously built for killing. There was no disguising it, not with the raptor-like claws, the pointed horns, or the sharp teeth. Her scales were an incredible combination of gold and pearl and she moved with such grace I was surprised to recognise beauty there. 
 
    A number of times I was certain Bastien was going to lose, she moved so quickly. Yet when he stopped moving long enough, I realised his injuries weren't as bad as I thought. Twice she tried to do what Therion had done— that is, take his soul. Her technique was different and I could see it was harder for her to pull the dots of light together. When Therion did it, the little lights immediately grouped together and flowed into him, but they weren't as co-operative for this creature. Bastien's spirit was also different, the dots of light seeming to come from deeper within him and instead of being a warm white-gold, they were a white-blue colour. 
 
    Now they stood no more than a few metres from me, so close together they could be dancing, except for the blood running down Bastien's leg from a deep, long laceration. There was also blood running down his arm, but I'd seen him draw a knife, so I was fairly sure that it wasn't his. They stood frozen for an endless moment, locked in each other's grip and then suddenly, and very viciously, the dragon being drew her head back on her elegantly long neck and rammed it into Bastien's head. Bastien crumpled with the blow. One of the horns cut the side of his neck. The dragon being rolled him over with her foot. As she did, Bastien's hand shot out and grabbed her ankle. He yanked her off balance, using the move to pull himself up. She recovered, spun, and whacked him with her tail. Or tried to, Bastien dropped and rolled under it, swiftly shifting to his feet and moving behind her. In a repeat of the move he'd made earlier, he got up onto her back to put another knife in. The blow never fell though. With a shriek, she twisted, and grabbing him, threw him off her. The velocity of the throw was such that, when he hit the tree, the trunk shattered. Bastien rolled to a stop face down on the ground.  
 
    He was utterly still. 
 
    It seemed ridiculous that the others wouldn't help him. It was clear to me that, with his speed and the way he fought, even a moment of distraction would be enough for Bastien to deliver a killing blow. Now he looked completely defenceless. Thomas let go of me and moved down one step, but to my mystification, didn't go any further. His instinct was right though, because, after a horribly endless moment, Bastien pulled his arms beneath him, glanced at his oncoming opponent and then somehow was on his feet. He made a direct charge, but she flung him aside again. This time he landed in a crouch, skidding backwards with the momentum of the strike, sending up sprays of water from the rain-soaked grass. 
 
    If she was distracted for just one moment, I thought, Bastien might have more of a chance. Before I realised what I was doing, or how stupid the move was, I sprinted down the steps, halted out of what I hoped was the range of her leap and fired at her. 
 
    Three things happened all at once. 
 
    First of all, I discovered I was well within range of the dragon being's leap. I don't know if the shots actually hit her she moved so fast. One instant, she was facing Bastien, the next, those taloned feet were rocketing towards me. 
 
    I wasn't going to be fast enough. 
 
    Fortunately, Thomas was.  
 
    He jerked me back up on to the deck, pushing me behind him, but keeping hold of my wrist as the ranks of his clan closed in front of us. Bastien didn't waste my effort, he leapt forward, racing up behind her and springing to her back. This time he didn't draw a knife, instead one hand darted under her chin to grip the opposite horn while he took hold of the other horn and, with a forceful, sharp movement, he broke her neck. 
 
    Bastien jumped off as she fell to the ground, the lifeless gold eyes causing me to shiver. As Bastien wavered and sank to his knees, I tried to go to him, but Thomas's grip on my wrist tightened. He was muttering in French, the effect of which was to make him sound far more miffed than if he was speaking English. Thunder was rumbling right over us, the vibrations increasing until I thought it might actually be an earthquake. Lightning flashed and the air seemed to split before us with a screech I swear should have made my ears bleed. As the light was sucked into the rip, a dark shape burst through it. 
 
    Therion landed, one knee down, one up, both hands on the ground, like a runner about to launch into a sprint. He was breathing hard. In addition to a longsword hanging from his belt, he held two short swords, one, a strange combination of scythe-like curves, the other a Grecian-like blade. Blood covered both. In fact, blood seemed to cover everything. Even his wings looked wet with it. His muscles were trembling and as he slowly rose, I could see thick swirls of blood-red in his gold eyes, the lines of his face were as hard as granite. I started to move around Thomas, I could see several wounds criss-crossing Therion's body, his pants were ripped along the upper leg in three long lines. Thomas's hold tightened even more, keeping me behind him. 
 
    'Do not approach the therilgalen.' 
 
    'It's Therion, Thomas!' I objected. His fingers dug in further, making me draw in a hiss of pain. 
 
    He definitely did not want me to move. What on earth was going on?  
 
   
 
  



Bastien 
 
      
 
    I had thought Therion's return would be a relief, but from the look of him, I wasn't entirely sure. The smell of blood assaulted my senses, I could discern at least three different species. It would appear his exit from the Dark Realm was strongly opposed. I could almost taste the blood despite being a few metres away. My fangs were already well forward— I was injured, I was tired, and I was hungry. The worse condition my body is in, the worse the craving. The taint of blood on the air pulled at my teeth painfully. 
 
    Thomas had wisely put himself between Therion and Jay. The evidence of all that blood also meant the soul taker would have taken his share of souls— he'd be in an intense state and his instincts just might drive him to take Jay's spirit before his logic over-rode them. It was a shame he hadn't arrived in time to confront Uea. 
 
    I glanced back at my former opponent, except Uea was no longer there. 
 
    Some of the creatures from other realms, will, upon dying, return to their home realm, or what's left of them will. Others dissolve into ashes. Those that don't, remain until inter-realm scavengers scent them out. Some of the scavengers, such as huunekas— a faerie dragon about as big as a kitten and just as 'aww' provoking— will consume everything, even the bones. Considering most humans can't see beings from other realms and the scavengers often get to them pretty fast, we rarely worry about dealing with the bodies. But the light-dancers have a policy of removing them to another realm or reducing the body to dust. But Uea wasn't the kind of being that dissolved or returned to her realm upon death and the scavengers wouldn't put a claw in this realm until we were well away. 
 
    She must still be alive!  
 
    I could have sworn I'd separated the neck and spine, but it mustn't have been enough… 
 
    'Thomas!' It started as a low growl, but by the end of it my tone was full of warning. 
 
    At the same moment, Uea planes-shifted in... 
 
    Right behind Jay.


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    I was right about not getting any sleep. Going to bed only resulted in a bunch of tangled sheets, leaving me frustrated and sweaty. I'd just had a shower and now sat in Jay's dining area sipping my tea. We couldn't risk taking actual files home, we had strict security protocols regarding that, but I could access my work account from my work laptop. Not that I was getting anywhere there, either. I was so distracted I couldn't concentrate. My email pinged and I opened it to see what had arrived. 
 
    It was from our taskforce leader, Stuart, saying there was a new audio file in for translation. Because Tien was a little bit more removed from Jay's situation than I was, she'd been conducting the analysis of the data I was translating. I was involved a little bit in that, but Stuart had downgraded me to mostly translating duties because, well, Jay was my daughter and we couldn't afford accusations of conflict of interest. It also meant I had to log all my activities in relation to the case and have them signed off by Stuart. It was a right-old pain in the proverbial, but, like the rest of the taskforce, I did not want to jeopardise this case.  
 
    Most of us had been working together in either child protection or crime prevention, so we were a like-minded group. We'd all seen and heard of indescribably atrocious crimes committed against children and we wanted to stop them whenever we could. Before this assignment, I'd spent my time online tracking down paedophiles and had some familiarity with both Riley and Lena Exeter and Vaughn Archmore. There'd never been any hard proof Vaughn was involved with committing crimes against kids, but there was enough to substantiate our suspicions. Riley Exeter had already done time, but had managed to wriggle out of his last charges due to a lawyer who was known to work for the Archmores. Both men had had charges brought against them that were later dropped because witnesses and victims suddenly withdrew their statements. We had audio recordings proving that 'someone', we suspected Kerrigan Archmore, was instructing gang members to intimidate those witnesses. We needed more, though. 
 
    Now we had Riley in a corner, but with all his talk about demons, he had to be cleared by a psychiatrist. I'd figured out that the demon in question was likely Therion, but I could hardly go to Stuart and say that Riley was mentally sound because I happened to know the demon. I wasn't sure why Therion had stepped in and instructed Riley to confess, I'd have to ask him when I got a chance. In the meantime, I could look at the new audio file and translate it so Tien could analyse it when she got in. 
 
    The recording was pretty standard stuff, most of it was irrelevant talk between members of the gang and sometimes various civilians. Towards the end of the recording, though, I stopped cold. Two English words stood out: Jay Thaneton. 
 
    I paused the recording and took a moment to gather my thoughts. Protocol demanded I immediately notified Stuart. He'd likely instruct me to leave the recording until Ivan came in and then translate it with him present or have Tien translate it with Ivan present. This could get messy. Messy enough that I had a feeling it would be the end of my role on the taskforce. We'd thought that the involvement of the Vietnamese gang was mainly related to the drugs, it was, after all, their main business. I'd been allowed to stay on the case on the basis of the theory that I'd be translating information relating to the drug side of the investigation with some possibility of crossover in relation to the transport of the children, but not directly in relation to Jay. We hadn't thought the gang was involved with that side of things. Our current evidence demonstrated that as far as Jay's case went, Lena and Riley along with Quan were involved as a one off due to Jay witnessing the abduction of Sunesh and that there was no gang involvement in the incident outside of Quan. Could Vaughn Archmore have handed dealing with Jay to his gang affiliates? Vaughn was very much hands-off when it came to the drug trafficking side of things. He handled the money and let his brother do the rest. But with Kerrigan Archmore dead now, Vaughn would either be forced to take over his role or to find someone else who could take his brother's place. 
 
    I reasoned that because there was a chain of evidence with Stuart sending me the digital recording, I could safely listen to and translate it. Then, when I reported to Stuart, I'd be able to give him the context in which Jay was a subject of interest for the gang. After I reported in, Stuart could decide what to do and have the translation verified by an independent source. I had a feeling that the taskforce would soon be looking for an independent translator, things were starting to get too complex. 
 
    I replayed the section of audio, just concentrating on translating the words, not their meaning. I then double-checked my translation. I looked at my scrawl across the pad. As I said, I registered words, my daughter's name, witness, complications, death, accident, permanently. But I had not yet strung them together. 
 
    I made myself take a couple of slow, long breaths and then picked up the notepad. 
 
    Person 1: I don't have time to deal with Vaughn, you'll have to do it. 
 
    Person 2: You're going to have to, I have a new problem to deal with. 
 
    Person 1: What problem? 
 
    Person 2: Complications from Archmore's death. A woman, Jay Thaneton. She's a credible witness. 
 
    Person 1: Another accident, then? 
 
    Person 2: Vaughn says we don't have time. He wants her dealt with permanently before she gives too much more to the police. 
 
    At that point another person comes into the room and the subject changes. 
 
    Pushing away from the table I paced about the kitchen swearing under my breath, cursing that they had been interrupted before the discussion could go into details about how they planned to—  
 
    How they planned… 
 
    … 
 
    …to kill my daughter. 
 
    I realised my hands were shaking. Forget my hands, my whole body was trembling. I felt tears slip down my cheeks. Moving to the kitchen counter I placed my hands on it, wide apart, letting them support me as I stared down at the black and silver marble pattern on the bench.  
 
    I had to be stronger than this. I couldn't let this kind of thing affect me so deeply, it would diminish my ability to protect my daughter. With the way things were going, with both demons and a criminal organisation targeting Jay, I could not afford to let the emotions overwhelm me. 
 
    I let the tears fall for a few more minutes, let the stress release, but I didn't collapse into sobs. Then, when I felt the tension ease a little, I shut it all down; the desire to panic, the anxiety, the grief— I'd already lost my husband, not my daughter too— but most especially the fear. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I made myself think through the next steps I needed to take. 
 
    First, I needed to inform our taskforce leader. This was a tangible threat to a witness. They'd want to put her into protective custody. But with demons also targeting her, I felt she was safer with the vampires, so, I needed to assure Stuart that, for the moment, she had adequate private protection. But I should also contact Thomas, let him know that there were more mundane threats to watch for. 
 
    In a very Jay-like move, I turned on her coffee machine and started to make a coffee. It was going to be a long night.


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [The Reckoning – Within Temptation featuring Jacoby Shaddix] 
 
      
 
    Having consumed so many souls, I was strong enough to planes-shift several times once I got through the portal. It was a move meant to throw off any Dark Realm pursuers. As I made my final shift into Emerline's garden I scented an adversary I remembered well— Uea.  
 
    She had already arrived.  
 
    My mind started swirling with questions. Had she attacked? What with and how many? Was Jayden still alive? Was she safe? As I rose, the first gaze I met was Jayden's and I admit it was no small relief to see her. I noted Bastien's presence just behind me. Thomas had placed himself in front of Jayden, probably fearing that I might take her soul. In truth, it required all my discipline not to give into my instincts, but the arduous years under Aurealis had, at least, developed and extended my ability to control myself. 
 
    I heard Bastien growl Thomas's name— his voice full of warning. 
 
    The air behind Jayden shivered, taking on a fluid-like texture. 
 
    The pond of air flashed and Uea darted through, talons aiming for Jayden's exposed back.  
 
    Even as Thomas yanked Jayden out of immediate danger, I shot forward, heedless of those I knocked aside. I went for Uea's throat, gripping it tight enough so that she would have difficulty using her horns as a defence and hoisted her over my head, moving back off the veranda at the same time. I drove her into the ground and pinned her. 
 
    Uea thrashed ineffectively against my grip. One set of talons clawed at the arm pinning her, the other set came for my face. With my free hand, I caught her wrist before her talons struck fully, but she still scored four shallow lines through my cheek. The fury burned painfully within, and only taking a spirit would make that fire ebb. As I took Uea's spirit, I let her spirit's fear wash over my senses, felt her spirit scream in protest as I dragged it inch after inch away from its vessel… 
 
    Aurealis forgive me, I savoured it.  
 
    I locked my blood-red gaze with Uea's enraged red-gold one. She stilled for a moment. There was no fear in her eyes— her conscious mind was not afraid, but then she did not know how close she was to extinction. 
 
    'You are not only a traitor, you are weak,' she snarled.  
 
    I tilted my head and whispered, 'And yet I am the one who has your soul.' 
 
    I watched her rage slowly transform to fear as she absorbed the meaning of my revelation. I relished in her conscious fear a moment more and then, violently, I finished the taking, closing my eyes as I drew in her spirit. This… this was how I would feel when I finally killed Ulyn. 
 
    I raised my head as she fell limply to the grass. When I opened my eyes, I found Bastien before me. I knew Jayden and Thomas were still behind me, on the veranda. I was thankful Jayden could not see my face, read the hate and triumph in my eyes, just as Bastien did right now. His expression was unjudging. Indeed, I believe I could detect a hint of envy in his eyes. 
 
    He held out a hand to me. It was a gesture of ultimate trust, to allow a being such as I so close in the state I was in— it would be so easy to destroy him, yet he did not fear I would. The act made me pause. His confidence in my self-control and inner strength was sound and in turn somehow made it possible for me to bank the fires of the fury searing through my veins. I took his wrist and let him haul me up. I did not actually need help, but the act was a demonstration that he could trust me as well as acknowledging that I valued his trust. 
 
    'The rest will come now, we need to regroup,' he said softly. 
 
    He was referring to whatever forces Uea had brought with her. She had probably expended an advance group, and upon discovering I was still not here, had come in herself rather than lose more of her force to the vampires. 
 
    'You can join me, but keep your distance,' I warned. 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    It happened so fast I barely had time to register it until Therion had the dragon being pinned to the ground. He seemed impervious to her efforts to get free— and she fought hard. Very quickly her spirit coalesced and started to stream into Therion, he spread his great, black wings and his gold markings adopted a distinct glow. It was like morning sunshine radiated from him for a moment and then she stilled. 
 
    Therion drew his wings in and, as he did, I could see Bastien approaching him. He held out a wrist to help Therion up and, for a tense moment, I actually feared Therion might strike Bastien, not from anything I could see of Therion, as his back was to me. It was Bastien. He'd approached Therion like someone facing a disagreeable task but who was determined to see it through. Thomas still held my wrist tightly, by the time the night was over, I was going to look like I'd been tied up for all the bruising I'd have.  As Therion turned and moved towards us, Bastien gave Thomas a slight nod and he released me. It was as if he'd continued to maintain his hold not because he'd forgotten to let go after pulling me out of reach of the dragon being, but because he considered me in danger from Therion. 
 
    I looked up into Therion's eyes. They were just as magical as ever, but it was true, he almost didn't seem himself. There was a distracted air about him, as if he was finding it hard to focus or struggling with some inward foe.  
 
    When they reached us, Bastien handed something to Therion. He took the item and, in a swift move, wrapped something about his waist. It turned out to be his swords. I remembered he'd dropped some swords to deal with the dragon being, which were still on the ground. 
 
    Therion's gaze briefly flicked to mine, but then he looked down for a moment, as if he was concentrating on something, and then up at Thomas. He said, 'I have excess energy and have healed your wounded and restored those spirits that need it, would you like me to see to your injuries also?' 
 
    'As often as you like.' 
 
    'Are you—' Abruptly, Therion's head snapped towards the rear of the yard.  
 
    Stalking through the garden was another equine-like dragon, but this one had wings folded neatly against its sides. Regardless of its reptilian appearance, it appeared, in a weird kind of way, almost as gentle and harmless as a horse. The rider was something else altogether, though. Unlike the other riders with their seemingly empty armour, diamond-like sparks glowed within the dragon helm. They filled me with a deep fear. 
 
    Stealthily, several shadows followed the rider, dispersing themselves along the darker reaches of the garden.  
 
    With a low growl, Therion drew his swords and started towards the rider.  
 
    They stopped several feet apart, the rider reigning in his mount and turning it slightly as it seemed to appraise Therion. Then it spoke in a low growl, the language like nothing I'd ever heard before. 
 
    'You made it out, soul taker.' Thomas translated softly. He had a hold of me again, though I hadn't moved. It was not the bruising grip he'd used previously, but it was firm. His side was against mine as he leaned to whisper in my ear and I could feel the tension in his body.  
 
    'Uea has lost.' Thomas continued, this from Therion but in the same growling language. 
 
    The dragon-horse snorted as its rider pulled its head up. 'This battle is yours, but perhaps not without losses.'  
 
    Then, the dragon-horse reared, extending its bat-like wings. The great whoomph of displaced air almost knocked me over, but for Thomas being there. The shadows behind the rider turned into hugali. They were moving in swiftly. It looked like the rider was giving this one to Therion, but not without a parting salvo. 
 
    Just as the dragon-horse launched itself, Bastien swept out of the darkness. Using the edge of the pond to leap high into the air, he swung his sword in an arc so it crashed into the body of the rider, sending him tumbling backward off his mount. Nothing as dramatic as a decapitation happened, but it was dramatic enough as Bastien landed and followed through by driving his sword point down into the vulnerable area under the rider's chin. He paused a moment, I guess making sure he had killed the rider. As he rose, little spots of light coalesced above the unmoving body. Therion was taking the rider's spirit. 
 
    As if by some silent signal the rest of the creatures either retreated or simply vanished. It was almost anti-climactic. Bastien and Therion exchanged a brief look and then moved off towards the back of my mother's yard. Thomas gave some orders in French and the vampires dispersed to check the grounds. Within minutes they returned giving their leader a silent nod before gathering to one side near the veranda steps. They didn't seem bothered by the rain. As far as I could tell, they didn't even register that they were drenched. Although Thomas had moved us back under the veranda so there was a good possibility that he did. 
 
    Several minutes later, Therion and Bastien walked up the path. The rain had washed the blood from Therion, and he looked unmarred by injuries aside from the rips in his pants. As he walked, he removed one of his belts, the one with the longsword hanging off it, and paused so he could hand it to Bastien. The vampire wrapped it about his waist so it sat underneath the belt he already wore. It looked like overkill, all those swords, knives and guns, but I guess it was the most convenient thing for him to do for the moment.  
 
    Therion stepped under the veranda and reached out to grasp Thomas's wrist in greeting. 
 
    'Well met,' Thomas murmured.  
 
    I got a smile as Therion said, 'I am pleased you look well, Jayden.' 
 
    Bastien smirked as Therion used my full name. I ignored the vampire's amusement as I said, 'And I am very pleased to see you.' I couldn't conceal the relief that accompanied my words. 
 
    Therion paused to give me a thoughtful look, before turning back to Thomas. 'Please accept my gratitude.' 
 
    'Would you like us to remain?' 
 
    'Your debt is paid, Thomas, I cannot ask it.' 
 
    'As far as I am concerned, it will never be paid. We are friends and I am always willing to aid a friend.' 
 
    'Besides, I'm not sure we've seen the last of Ceri-talen's hunters,' Bastien put in. 'Ceri-talen has always been persistent.' 
 
    Thomas was nodding as he said, 'I think there are several contingencies we should discuss, including leaving sentries here. Of course, I cannot stay myself, and I know Bastien has some business affairs to see to, but my clan is sufficient to maintain such a watch as I believe necessary.' 
 
    Therion bowed his head, graciously accepting the compliment and the suggestion. 'I will replenish your energy again. It is less the generosity you might think it is. I cannot hold on to all the energy I have gained, by healing and adding to the energy reserves of your clan, I serve my own interests as well.'  
 
    Thomas turned to me. 'Would you mind too much if I discussed some things with Therion in private?' 
 
    I gave the vampire a reassuring smile. 'Not at all.' I glanced at the group of vampires still standing patiently in the rain at the bottom of the stairs. 'Perhaps I can offer a small hospitality and provide your clan members with some towels to dry off,' I suggested. 
 
    Thomas considered my offer for a moment and then nodded. 'The sentries indoors and around the veranda would appreciate it, but the outdoor ones will return to their posts.' 
 
    'Of course,' I agreed. While we were speaking, the vampires had started to move up to the veranda, but seemed hesitant to go inside. I recognised the one in front as Tadhg— how could you miss him with those distinctive, golden-brown eyes? His ponytail of thin braids had come loose in the fighting, which made his striking cheekbones look less severe, but did not detract from the aura of dangerous attraction that seemed common to vampires. I said, 'The floors are tile and wood, so there's no need to worry about them getting wet. I'll mop up after you've finished.' 
 
    My statement received a smile and a nod, but then he stepped back, gesturing for me to precede him. 
 
    'Thanks,' I said, stepping into the house.  
 
    The linen cupboard is just up the hall from the kitchen. I took a towel off the top of a pile and used it to pat myself down. Our towels are sumptuously thick and soft, and large enough to cover us armpit to calf. Mum and I bought them together and we'd picked deep, rich golds, greens, and blues— and paid a fortune for them. Which is why Mum's always shocked when just casually drop them the floor to soak up whatever spillage has occurred. Thankfully, she wasn't here. And not just so she couldn't see me drop her towels on the floor. I don't think I could have watched her join the vampires in fighting off those strange creatures. 
 
    I could hear the group of vampires talking as they came in. One of them laughed. 'That therilgalen couldn't have timed it better.' The young female voice belonged to Javiera. 
 
    Another snorted. 'Bastien'd probably disagree.' This one sounded older, more cynical. 
 
    'No matter the timing, that therilgalen is an excellent ally,' Javiera said. 'No wonder Thomas rarely meets opposition at court.' 
 
    'That therilgalen has a name, Javiera, he deserves the respect of you using it,' said a more cultured voice with a distinctive Irish lilt— Tadhg. 'Not only has he fought on our behalf, his loyalty to Thomas makes things easier in court than fer other clans…' Tadhg left a long pause. 'And he has an admirable knack fer kicking arse.' He struck the right note of light-hearted reproach and the jibe drew a laugh from the group, including Javiera. 
 
    'He has that alright,' the older, cynical voice agreed, sounding less gruff. 'But it's well-known Bastien owns that loyalty, not Thomas. It's only 'cause of Bastien that the… that Therion adds his weight to our clan. It must've been a diamond-encrusted favour Bastien did to get on the right side of a therilgalen.' 
 
    I heard a grunt of disapproval, I guessed from Tadhg. 
 
    'I do not believe it is as detached as that,' said a voice that I was fairly sure belonged to Adrian. He had an educated way of speaking that made him sound older than he looked, and, like Bastien, there was this sense of agelessness about him. While he wasn't as tall as Bastien, he was close. His long, silver-blond hair was almost without colour, and his eyes were so dark a blue I thought of the almost inky-black of a midnight sky. His skin was as pale as his hair, like a white egg, and it looked just as smooth and unblemished. The silence that met his remark seemed respectful and curious. All sounds of movement stopped as they waited for him to continue.  
 
    'I have been with Bastien and Thomas for many years, and while we were in France, they shared the same estate. As ever, I have served in whatever capacity they require, but when there is a garden, it is my duty, and pleasure, to maintain it. I was working in the inner courtyard when I bore witness to a meeting between Bastien and Therion.' Adrian paused, but no one spoke, wanting to hear what he had seen. 
 
    'He flew directly into the courtyard and Bastien came out at almost the same time, like he expected Therion. They greeted each other respectfully, almost formally, but then Therion sits on one of the short garden walls. He lifts his wings and settles them behind him, so they drape down behind him and he crosses his legs. Bastien sits on the stretch of lawn in front of the wall, like a student before a teacher, I thought.  
 
    'And they talk, they do, but not of alliances or favours. Therion asks after Thomas, wants to know how he is and asks after Lady Amelia. Bastien also relates stories to him, little things that have happened. And Therion is interested, he asks questions, shows concern, laughs when there is occasion to laugh. Bastien, he asks how Therion is adjusting to this realm and Therion, he says alright, but some things could be better. Bastien, he asks him, like what? And Therion admits he does not like his boots. He is used to bare feet. Bastien asks him to hold his foot out and Therion does. Bastien does not lean forward to inspect the boot though, he leans back and holds his own foot up against Therion's. He nods and right then, right there, Bastien gets up and disappears into the manor and comes out with some boots. These he gives to Therion. He tells him to try them out. Says he, himself, he has little liking for many boots, but these he likes. Therion, he shrugs, and takes off his boots and puts on the ones Bastien has given him. Bastien tells him they are new and he has several pairs, so can spare them. This, this, I say to myself are two friends, not allies simply together for convenience and strength.' 
 
    For a moment, the group was silent and then Javiera said, 'You were with them in France, Adrian?' 
 
    Another moment of silence. I assumed Adrian was nodding. 
 
    'Soooo, you know what really went down between... you know,' Javiera lowered her voice, 'Thomas and—' 
 
    Adrian chuckled. 'Vayna. Yes, you would never expect it of him, would you? She practically runs the International Court. Oh, yes, the rumours are quite true, almost the whole time he was there they spent the time... together.' 
 
    I grinned, who'd have thought that vampires could behave like a bunch of gossips having coffee? 
 
    Tadhg laughed. 'It seems our Clan Leader has alliances of his own.' 
 
    'Speaking of our leader,' the gruff one cut in, 'we better get to our posts before he notices our prolonged break.' 
 
    I chose that moment to scoop up a bundle of towels and deliver them to the kitchen. 
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    As I was coming out of the laundry, after throwing the towels in the washing machine, I decided to deliver some towels to the three in conference on the veranda. I was surprised that there was no sentry visible as I stepped out, and when I looked over to the far end I trailed to a stunned halt. Thomas had seemingly left and Bastien was leaning against Therion… By my grandmother's ghost! Bastien was biting him. I could see his teeth sunk into Therion's throat.  
 
    They both had their eyes closed, a look of peace on each face. Therion was completely still, as if he might be a statue. There was an inexplicable air of intimacy about the whole scene that made me feel like I was intruding. I silently placed the towels on the table and quietly backed away.  
 
    I ended up in the lounge room, not sure what to do with myself. The excitement and danger had passed, but it seemed wrong to just read or go back to bed, not that I could sleep. I mulled over what I had seen. Was that how Therion repaid them? 
 
    The rain was still falling heavily, thrumming on the roof. Fortunately, the wind wasn't as vigorous as it had been earlier. That brought a sudden, panicked thought to mind— my bedroom window had been shattered! Although the veranda was covered, the wind was strong enough for me to worry about rain getting in. I hurried up the hall, grabbing what was left of the towels from the linen cupboard. The floor beneath the window was wet, but not drenched. Because the sill was so low, I didn't keep anything under it, so cleaning up would just be a matter of mopping up the water, except for the glass everywhere. Not even the bed had escaped. I put the towels on my dresser. I'd need to sweep up first. Crouching to inspect the underside of the bed, I groaned: the legs, the struts and several slats were cracked or broken completely. Well, it looked like it was the guest bedroom for me tonight, even after I cleaned up. I needed a broom and a mop, and perhaps some help getting some plywood from the shed to cover the window. 
 
    Just as I turned to head out of the bedroom, I bounced into Therion's chest. I felt his arms circle me to stop me from falling. The sense of power I felt with either Bastien or Thomas was nothing when up close to Therion. Bastien's words echoed in my head; he was right, Therion's power, the thing that made him so dangerous, also made him attractive in a way. The scales were tipped more heavily in his case with the weight of danger, but there was something about him, an irresistible pull I couldn't explain.  
 
    'Thomas is leaving. He wishes to bid you farewell.'  
 
    Therion was looking down at me, his eyes were distinctly alien and yet I had missed seeing them, hearing his voice. I began to feel awkward.  
 
    'I was just… um… checking the damage.' 
 
    For the first time Therion seemed to notice the broken window and that my bed was markedly lopsided. He didn't move, aside from tilting his head to see what I'd been examining at the bottom of the bed. I felt a ripple of air waft over me and turned, startled, to watch my window put itself back together, every fragment, every shard, flew to its place until the panes looked flawless. A series of cracks told me my bed was also obediently repairing itself.  
 
    I found myself smiling. 'Bastien was right, you're very handy to have around.' 
 
    Therion stepped back, not sure how to take that. 
 
    'How do you do that?' I asked. 
 
    He frowned thoughtfully. 'It is what humans would describe as magic and the simplest way to explain it. The ability is a natural one for me, but I understand some species have figured out how to learn to do it. It would be these beings who might be able to explain it to you. For my part, I simply willed the window to fix just as I did the bed.' 
 
    'Well, it's fortunate for me you have the ability, because I won't have to shop for a new bed and my mother won't have to worry about getting the window fixed.' 
 
    I moved past him into the hall. I found Thomas in the kitchen. He definitely had an inner glow thing going. He was shrugging back into his tailored jacket and ran his hands through his short, blond hair, shaking the water that came off with his hands into the sink. He had obviously fed from Therion too, so it was probably a kind of payment. I wasn't sure how I felt about Therion paying for my protection in blood. Mind you, I wasn't eager to volunteer my own. 
 
    'I'm leaving several sentries behind, so do not be surprised if you come across them. My daughter, Amelia, will come with fresh sentries each day and to receive a report from Therion. Bastien and I will also check in, but with luck, this is the last you'll see of Ceri-talen's minions.' 
 
    I nodded. 'Thank you, Thomas,' I said sincerely. 
 
    The vampire crossed to me in what seemed like one step but was probably several. He took my hands and levelled green eyes with mine. 'I have enjoyed meeting you, Jayden— Jay. I should like to…' He trailed off as if good manners prevented him from asking. 
 
    'You are always welcome here, Thomas. Whether it is for a chat or to drive off creatures I couldn't possibly invent in my nightmares.' 
 
    He smiled, drawing my hands up to his lips to kiss them. Then, straightening, he gave Therion a solemn nod and vanished. 
 
    I turned to consider Therion, who was leaning on the door frame between the kitchen and hall. 'He is not what I expected. None of them are.' 
 
    'Do not be fooled, Jayden. They use manners and courtesy to conceal just how dangerous they are. Oh, you have nothing to fear from Thomas. Just know, it is much like keeping a lion in your home, having a vampire visit. They are wild creatures. Cut yourself when he is starving and injured and he will strike. His instincts will trigger and everything else, all that courtesy, all those manners, they take second place to the need to survive.' 
 
    'Hmm, Bastien said much the same about you,' I remarked softly. 
 
    Therion's laughter was magical— deep and low. It vibrated pleasantly about the room. When his eyes met mine, they were sparkling with mirth. I wondered that he didn't have the ability to charm his prey like the vampires did. 
 
    'Very much like me.' His voice grew more serious. 'Except I am a lot worse when my instincts take over, Jayden Emerline Thaneton. They are killers,' he said referring to the vampires, 'but they generally kill in order to survive. Me… I no longer need the souls I take...'  
 
    I frowned. 'It must be very challenging for you.' 
 
    My remark took him by surprise. 'Most people do not consider it from my perspective,' he said slowly. 'The cost to those I feed from is far higher than their lives. Jayden do not humanise me. I feed on souls.' 
 
    'You used to live on souls, yes,' I replied evenly. 'And you still take them, on occasion, I saw that, too,' I paused considering what I wanted to say. 'You are very far from human; I see that clearly. But you changed sides. You saved my soul today and believe me, like the rest of my race, I'm selfish enough to be happy that if it comes down to losing my soul or them losing theirs, I want to keep mine. You saved Maya. You've saved others. You were created a hunter, but you have chosen to be something else, despite it not being an easy path for you. You let Aurealis change you even though it makes your life harder. I see it, sometimes, a look on your face, it hurts you not to do it, but, if I understand what you have told me, you've been at this for centuries. And even when you fail, you keep trying. When Bastien speaks of you, he does so with respect, not fear. The same for Thomas.' 
 
    'Bastien and Thomas are old… friends,' he looked as if the word wasn't familiar to him. 
 
    'And I am very glad for that. I had no idea when you said you'd contacted someone, that I'd end up meeting vampires, but I'm grateful they were here.' 
 
    'Both Bastien and Thomas believe they are repaying a debt, but in truth, bringing so many of their people here and risking them in the presence of soul takers is more than their debt paid.' 
 
    'Was that why they… um… fed from you?' 
 
    'Fed? Oh, not quite.' He looked away, shifting uncomfortably. 'My blood is like an elixir for them, it will keep them strong for… oh… quite some time. There is an extra advantage in that Bastien and Thomas will sense it if I die. They will know to come to you then. They call it a blood bond. That was the purpose of them feeding from me.' He seemed to think things over for a moment and then added, 'Just be careful around them, Jayden, they have a way of inducing humans to believe that they are harmless, indeed, sometimes humans even think they are in love. Many a human has died by a vampire's touch and yet felt like the vampire was doing them an honour.' 
 
    I shivered and realised it was more because I was still in wet clothing than any kind of fear of vampires. 'There are worse ways to die,' I said sombrely.  
 
    That look I had seen on Bastien's face, that peace, if that was the way their 'prey' felt before they died... 
 
    I nodded to the hall. 'I better change or I'll catch a chill.' 
 
    Therion leaned back so I could get past. I collected my underclothes from the bedroom and went to the bathroom. I left the door open so I could talk to Therion who had followed me to the bedroom and remained there.  
 
    'So, what happened to you?' I asked stripping off the wet clothes and towelling myself down. 
 
    Therion sighed at my question. I didn't think he was reluctant to answer, just worn out.  
 
    'I went to Unia-littah, the Dark Realm. It was once my home.' 
 
    'I gathered that part. Bastien said you left a message?' I finished putting on underwear and bra and tossed my wet clothes over the top of the shower screen to dry. I wandered into the bedroom to find some tracksuit pants and a top. Therion was sitting on the blanket box at the end of the bed. He'd moved it out to give his wings room and he had his head in his hands as he rested his elbows on his thighs. The dark hair with its twin golden rivers had fallen forward as he contemplated some spot in his mind well beyond the floorboard he was staring at. He glanced up as I walked in, but returned his gaze to the floor, not out of a sense of decency though, my half-dressed form seemed to elicit no reaction from him, confirming my confidence in not worrying too much about my state of dress. It was odd, because when we were close, or at least when he was close, I felt... as I noted before, drawn to him. 
 
    'Yes. My message explained the situation to Bastien. I said that if he did not hear from me by a certain time, I needed him to protect you.' 
 
    I nodded, as I pulled some pants from the dresser and then moved to the chair in the corner to pull them on. 
 
    'You already suspected you might not make it out of…' I couldn't remember what he'd called it… 'the Dark Realm.' 
 
    'Yes.' 
 
    I found a long-sleeved top, the print was a dragon amongst roses in grey, silver and blue. The sleeves were split on the outer side and held together by a number of ties. I was waiting for more to come. I think he was trying to order things in his mind, working out where to start. I moved over to the newly repaired window and looked out at the rainy night. I could see no evidence of cracks or chips— what an amazing being he was! I thought of all the remarkable beings I had come into contact with in recent days and wondered what, or who, I might encounter in the future. 
 
    When Therion started speaking I turned and leaned against the wall near the window. 
 
    'As I said before, I am not a native of the Light Realm. Dellen-littah, they call it. Despite your earlier words of commendation, my change in sides was a selfish one. I want something, I want it very intensely, and to get it I aligned myself with Aurealis, which in turn, places me in opposition to Ceri-talen, my former master. He is my creator and my murderer, for I was once something far different to what he made of me. Ceri-talen is a god of destruction, so for him, it was a matter of destroying the being I once was in order to make way for a new creation; the being I became.' 
 
    I could sense he was leading up to how this related to me and I let him have the time to find the words.  
 
    He rose abruptly and glided across the room to me, placing a hand on each of my shoulders. The gold eyes were intensely sad. 'You are not a random target and they will not stop, Jayden. Ever will you be in danger.' 
 
    'Why?' 
 
    He stepped away and sighed again, bowing his head as if reluctant to continue, but not having a choice.  
 
    I shook my head, I didn't need the answer, he'd just told me. 'Ceri-talen wants to create something from the being I am.' 
 
    Therion's head lifted and his gold eyes flashed as they caught the light. 'You are like what I once was. Your spirit is yulari, not only is it untainted, it is exceptionally old, and that is something Ceri-talen desires very much. He can re-shape such a spirit into a very powerful being. If he does, he will enslave you, as he did me.' 
 
    I instinctively knew, then, what it was Therion desired above all else, what he had traded with Aurealis for.  
 
    'Freedom,' I whispered aloud. 
 
    In that moment, he looked more human than he ever had, his face full of emotion. 'I have spent centuries on this path of redemption, my freedom is not yet in reach. You— I might be able to save you from my fate.' 
 
    What do you say to that? Well, I wanted to say; No. To deny it. I certainly didn't want a guardian all my life, even one like Therion, who, as guardians went, was the deluxe version. I guess whether I had a guardian or ended up in Ceri-talen's hands, I would lose my freedom either way. In that light, having Therion around for the rest of my life wasn't a bad outcome. I certainly didn't want things like this happening all the time with the monsters that should be in my closet appearing in my home, my mother's home, and my café. 
 
    'It will not always be like this.' 
 
    'No? You think Ceri-talen will get sick of me some day?' I laughed softly, bitterly. 'I could just taint my soul… How do I do that, by the way?' 
 
    His laugh was soft, but full of bitterness. 'I am wholly certain, Jayden, that you are incapable of such a feat, you could not have become the being you are otherwise.' Then, shaking his head sadly, he added, 'Besides, doing so may solve one problem, but will create others.' His eyes narrowed and his tone became intense, though it remained gentle. 'I cannot, in any way convey to you what it would be to ascend, as you are meant to do at the end of this life you have now. All I can assure you is that nothing—  
 
    'Not.  
 
    'One.  
 
    'Thing. 
 
    '—is a better alternative or an acceptable option.' 
 
    'What do I do then, Therion? I can't live like this. Don't you see? Ceri-talen may not have my spirit yet, but he has already robbed me of freedom.' 
 
    Therion shook his head again as he stepped away and crossed back to the blanket box to sit. 'This…' he paused then started again, 'this being stuck with me, with a guardian, yes, you lose a little freedom, but it is the price for a greater freedom, one beyond this realm. If Ceri-talen were to actually get hold of you, you will not just be restricted to having a bodyguard… Every moment, awake or in oblivion, will be devoted to his will. There have been many things I have done that I did not like, but a great many more that I enjoyed because he made me that way. Nothing,' Therion's golden gaze sharpened and I noticed swirls of red in his irises, 'nothing, Jayden, diminishes the exquisite pleasure of absorbing a soul, not the fact that it is a child, or a mother, a person of great genius or generosity. I feel no guilt, no shame, no sorrow. From what memories I have, that was not who I was before Ceri-talen stole me. He made me like this. If he gets your spirit, he will remove from you what it is that makes you the person you are.' 
 
    Put like that, I could see he was right. I didn't like it, and I could see he understood that. If anyone understood how I was feeling, Therion, having lost all his freedom, would be one who did. 
 
    A long silence followed. 
 
    Finally, I gave myself a mental shake, brooding over the situation wasn't going to help any. 'Does that mean you will be my guardian?' 
 
    Therion leaned back slightly and stared at his hands, which were now resting in his lap. 'I do not know for certain if I have been assigned as your life-long guardian.' He made the admission a little despondently. He flicked his gaze up at me, the swirls of red had gone, diamond-like specks that looked like stars swirled lazily about the narrow, obsidian pupils. 'I think it is Aurealis's intention that I guard you... at least, no others have been sent and I have not been summoned elsewhere.' 
 
    'Summoned?' He'd used that term before, and I wanted to be sure I understood what he meant. 
 
    'It is how Aurealis indicates that she wants me to protect someone. I feel a pull, and when I planes-shift I am drawn to the person who needs protection. Usually these summonings are short-term. Yet, this situation seems different. By now, another guardian should have contacted me, especially when I left to go to Unia-littah.' 
 
    'The Dark Realm,' I confirmed. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    'So you think that means Aurealis intends for you to remain.' I said hopefully. 
 
    Therion shrugged. 'I am not completely sure. Aurealis will give me a vision or she will come when she is ready.' 
 
    I slumped a little. 'I guess we just have to wait and see.' 
 
    That was it then, I would have to hope my hide was worth enough to Aurealis that she took me under her protection. I tried to imagine what it would be like, to be like Therion, well, as he described back then— to be like him now didn't seem too awful. When he was bound to Ceri-talen though… To find yourself enslaved to your killer… I found myself shaking my head absently, prompting Therion to arch a fine, dark eyebrow. 
 
    'I was trying to imagine your life. I was thinking that even if I do lose a little freedom by having a guardian all my life, I will still come out of this relatively easy in comparison to what you have been through.' 
 
    He gave me a wry smile. 'Indeed, one could see it like that.' After a pause, he added, 'Perhaps it is time for... coffee?' 
 
    His tone and expression made me laugh. 'You don't like coffee…' 
 
    'I know, I meant for you.' 
 
    I pushed away from the wall. 'But chocolate is another matter entirely. You'll love chocolate!' I promised. 
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    As we entered the kitchen, we found Bastien standing inside the house at the open sliding door. 'It's okay, they will not mind, come in and warm yourself up,' he was saying. 
 
    I couldn't see who he was talking to but seeing as it was Bastien doing the offering and he'd just fought off nightmares I'd never imagined, I said, 'We certainly don't mind. There are even towels if you're wet.' 
 
    At first I thought no one had stepped in, but then I realised Bastien was looking down, at a… cat? It was large for a cat, like a mini panther, with extra-long ears and whiskers. Said cat turned its head towards me and I met striking cobalt-blue eyes rimmed in a teal blue, and my heart melted. Not because she was cute or cuddly, but the pain and suffering and fear I saw there. I turned around to brush past Therion and get one of the towels left in my bedroom and returned to kneel by our new feline friend. 'Let me dry you.' 
 
    I was aware of being stared at by Bastien and Therion but focused on Leya— I don't know how I knew her name or that she was female, I just did. Hesitantly, Leya walked over and I started drying her. 'What do you eat? You must be hungry.' And then I knew, she liked meat. 'Mum has some minced beef, would you like it heated?' 
 
    Yes, but not cooked. 
 
    When I looked up Therion was standing next to Bastien and they looked somewhat astonished. 'What?' 
 
    'I forget some humans are like that,' Bastien said by way of explanation. He looked to Therion. 'I found her outside hiding under the veranda, she said you brought her.' 
 
    While I warmed the mince to room temperature, Therion knelt and gave the cat a head massage that elicited throaty purring. 'She saved me, helped me escape. I remember you rescued her mate at some point, so I thought you might be able to help her find her way to him.' 
 
    'She's from the Dark Realm?' 
 
    Bastien and Therion answered at the same time. 'Yes.' 
 
    Bastien added, 'Leya is a matagot.' At my puzzled expression, he said, 'Let's just say creature of mystic origin that chooses a feline form, because none of your human myths quite agree about her kind.'  
 
    'Ulyn has a lot of creatures caged in the Dark Realm,' Therion put in. 'She experiments on them, but that amounts to torture, really. You are right in assessing Leya as in need of compassion and gentle handling.'  
 
    I placed the bowl of warmed mince on the bench, inviting Leya up. 'It's warmer on the bench than the floor. Mum won't mind.' 
 
    Leya jumped up and I stroked her back before turning my attention to the coffee machine. I didn't miss the feel of scars beneath her fur. If she stayed here, she'd have a permanent spot on my bed if she wanted it.  
 
    'I was planning to leave, I have business I must see to,' Bastien said. 'I wanted you to know that I've checked on all the neighbouring properties and 'had a talk' to the neighbours. All they remember about the evening was that there was a violent storm. I also double-checked that no strays from the Dark Realm had wandered into their yards.' 
 
    I turned from the machine, placing my coffee cup on the bench, so I could look at him while I finished preparing it, although all I really needed to do was add the milk I'd just frothed. 'Thank you. I'm glad you thought of that, because it never occurred to me.' 
 
    'All part of the service,' Bastien quipped.  
 
   
 
  



Qu-te-se 
 
      
 
    'Not only is Uea lost, but Therion prevented us from getting the human. My Dark Majesty, I oath I shall avenge my sister and achieve your goals.' 
 
    Ceri-talen's dragon form towered over us. He was not focused on Ulyn but staring at the glittering canopy above. The glass roof had not been repaired yet and a breeze gently ruffled the feathers amongst the horns crowning his head. This time, he had appeared without Ulyn summoning him. As ever, Ulyn bowed, her head so low, her horns were on either side of her bent knee. The servant who had just delivered the news of Uea's defeat was on both knees, in a pose of utter prostration. While I did not adopt a prone position, I had put aside the digital pad I had been holding, stretched and refolded my wings, and then bowed deferentially before straightening. My god was terrifying in his power and prestige, but I did not fear him the way Ulyn did. 
 
    'Spare me promises you may not be able to keep. This is not the first time Therion has been able to thwart attempts to harvest yulari. Nor is this the first time he has defeated a una-sterath. But this latest failure has severely deteriorated my confidence in you, Ulyn.' 
 
    'Forgive my audacity. Of course, you have greater concerns than the loss of my brethren. By underestimating the resilience of the vampires protecting the human, I have dishonoured your Dark Magnificence.' 
 
    Her words brought Ceri-talen's head down, a frown of contemplation replacing his distracted air. 'You are unfailing in your loyalty. I mourn with you, Ulyn, the squandering of such a spirit as Uea's on the likes of vampires.'  
 
    Death is not distressing in our culture. We are children of destruction; death is another form of birth in our belief. That Therion had used Uea's spirit to heal his allies was a grave waste and my god's empathy was sincere. 
 
    'That vampire is becoming more than a nuisance, your Dark Magnificence.' 
 
    'Do not concentrate on the problem of Arareiks, soon enough he will have distractions of his own. He will encounter a presence he will greatly underestimate and that presence will, in time, devastate him.' 
 
    They spoke of the vampire who called himself Bastien d'Estrees, but Ceri-talen spoke of him by the name he first gave himself in the earthly realm. 
 
    'What is more important,' Ceri-talen continued, 'is that it is becoming more imperative that we reclaim Therion. A problem I must address in addition to those activities that fall under my jurisdiction. If you wish to renew my faith in you, Ulyn, you will gain Jayden Emerline Thaneton.' 
 
    The dragon started to pull back, readying to leave, but Ulyn risked a direct glance up and said, 'What if I can get them both, master? Therion and the spirit you wish?' 
 
    Laughter rumbled from Ceri-talen. 'You might prove yourself worthy of my regard, Ulyn. You just might.' He paused for a long moment and then added, 'In that light, if I were you, Ulyn, I would consider, with great intensity, the matter of timing. I find the longer a foe has to await an attack, the more time has the chance to drain him of his vigilance. Consider, also, that Therion's weaknesses are honour and his sense of loyalty. He has also come to value kinship under Aurealis's tainted influence. If he were to face an opponent to which he applied any of these values, he might find himself less committed to the destruction of his adversary. Especially, if you ensure the one chosen has all the advantages Therion is refused by his current master.' 
 
    He was gone a moment later, but his laughter still echoed about the room. 
 
    Ulyn rose and heaved a sigh. I realised she was looking at me, her expression a mix of anger and accusation. 'How could you let him get free?' 
 
    I tilted my head and frowned. 'Our very own god acquitted me of blame, Master. Once the paralysis wore off, I immediately confronted Therion. He used a spear to pin me to a wall and by the time I freed myself and healed enough to fly he was out of reach. Do not forget, it was I, Master, who did the security review and suggested the extra warding that held Therion up for so long. It is Uea who then faced him, not I. I do not rejoice Uea's defeat, but I will not take blame for it.'  
 
    She grunted in reluctant acceptance of my statement and started picking her way towards her quarters, then she stopped and turned to stare at me. A small smile played on her lips, slowly it widened into a grin. 'It is true, what you say, you are not to blame. But it is noteworthy, is it not, that Therion, while disabling you, made no attempt to kill you, even though he slaughtered others of his brethren?' 
 
    'I was with you, Master, I think, despite his defeat of Uea, he fears you.' 
 
    Ulyn shook her head absently, ignoring my reply. She became so quiet and so still, I decided I had been dismissed, or was at least no longer required. I started making my way back to my quarters, preoccupied by recent events, and more importantly, what they meant to me. It was little wonder I jumped when Ulyn barked my name. 
 
    I turned, adopting a submissive stance, dropping my head and angling my wings low. 
 
    'You are to remain here,' she instructed. She sauntered over, somehow picking a path through the debris without needing to look. She ran a solicitous hand over my cheek, along my jaw, and down my neck, letting it rest on my shoulder. 'I have research I wish to do, but I want you to remain close. If you need to rest, use my quarters. Otherwise, take over co-ordinating the restoration of my lab.' 
 
    If she had flung herself before me and proclaimed her remorse for every wrong she had ever committed, I could not have been more surprised. Surely, she would prefer Jasilen to be in charge of her lab. Then I remembered, Therion had broken Jasilen's wings. Ulyn would have helped heal her, Jasilen being one of the favoured, yet she would still need time to strengthen her wings and muscles and that would also entail rest. 
 
    I lifted my head and gave her an openly puzzled look. Ulyn was not about to proffer an explanation, though, as she disappeared behind the remains of the wall that had once separated her quarters from the lab. 
 
   
 
  



Vessa 
 
      
 
    Maya played with her friends. The grass was freshly mown and the sun shone warmly on the school playground. I had not thought my grief would ever fade after Gerald. Watching Maya laugh and yell as she raced about the playground was a salve I never anticipated. 
 
    I often thought of Therion while watching her. Therion who had seemed so frightening, being so gentle with this child. I knew it was a fragile thing, that gentleness. I had not always been a guardian, my path to this role had been as a warrior. I had faced soul takers, including therilgalen. Aurealis did not choose me just because I was conveniently free when Maya had need of a guardian. Aurealis knew she would need a guardian with more than just experience in guiding a soul through their journey and protecting it from roving predators. I think the only reason another attempt had not been made to take Maya was that Ceri-talen felt he had the time to wait until I became complacent. He was under-estimating me. I may have made a serious mistake letting the therilgalen into the apartment that night, but only because I did not know better.  
 
    While Aurealis held him in the Sunlit Meadows I had taken to questioning Therion about how best to protect Maya. He had gone further than that, giving me answers to questions I did not even know to ask. Knowledge of Ceri-talen's preferred ambush strategies I would never have anticipated would help me take steps to avoid them.  
 
    How my view of Therion had changed! Once I would have happily expelled him from our realm. I knew now, through my empathic ability and through some of the information he had given me, that the rage that governed him was due to the torture his soul had endured over what must have seemed like eternity for him. It might be that Therion had suffered too much to ever be anything like he once was, many of the guardians believed that this was so. Yet, who were we to prevent him from trying? After all he had been through, he deserved the chance. 
 
    I felt Aurealis long before she appeared. 
 
    Aurealis laughed as Maya tumbled with a young boy, they were not fighting, just playing. 'I forget what their delight feels like, I must remember to visit more often.' 
 
    'You rarely have the opportunity.' I made the comment with sympathy, for I thought all should have time and opportunity to experience the delight and sheer innocence of children. 
 
    Aurealis was nodding. I let her observe the children a few moments more. 
 
    'My request is a little late,' I started. 'When Therion was in the Sunlit Meadows I visited him. I know he feels ostracised and I thought bringing him news of Maya would encourage a bond, not just between him and Maya, but between him and... one of us. I think he needs to learn what family feels like, considering his history.' 
 
    'In your compassion, you show wisdom. I wish I could persuade more of our people to think in such a manner and put aside their fear, for they cannot ascend until they learn to leave their fear behind.' 
 
    I murmured my agreement. 'Your mention of fear brings me to an issue I encountered. While I was visiting Therion I observed something unsettling. I thought you should be made aware of it.' 
 
    Aurealis looked at me kindly. 'I am aware of everything, Vessa, but I do not always give it the attention it deserves. Please, remind me of this occurrence that disturbed you so.' 
 
    It was likely just my mentioning it had been enough for her, she spoke truly when she said she was aware of everything but sometimes needed her attention drawn to one thing or another. Indeed, she might have done nothing about what happened to Therion in the Sunlit Meadows to ensure a situation occurred where I would feel the need to act on it, and in doing so, I was strengthening my bond with Therion. And becoming a stronger being myself. 
 
    'I have become aware that some angels took advantage of Therion's confinement to satisfy their curiosity. This, in itself, is harmless, however they do not acknowledge him as an equal, or even as 'one of us'. They devalue him by viewing him as a being without intelligence and incapable of emotions. By striping him of these qualities, they demean him.' 
 
    Aurealis immediately understood my concern. 'They ostracise him further, engender hate and humiliation. I will confine him in private if the future sees a need to do so. In choosing the Sunlit Meadows, the object was to provide a place where there was something for him to observe. I also thought a place with which he is familiar would be less distressing. Yet, I have already noted that he chooses a stance where his head is bowed, thus he is not interested in observing the happenings in the Sunlit Meadows. This development settles the choice for a more suitable place. Thank you for returning my attention to this situation, Vessa. I applaud your initiative in visiting him.' 
 
    I bowed my head in modest acceptance of this praise. Had I not witnessed how gentle Therion was with Maya, I would never have thought of it. 
 
    'He was not there last time I went,' I ventured. 
 
    'Silven was attacked by three therilgalen. I released Therion to save both Silven and the spirit he was guarding. Silven suffered severe injuries and was infected with venom, a minute amount, but enough to leave him weak for an extended period. I assigned Therion in his place.' 
 
    She stroked my head, gave me a smile, and then was gone. 
 
    Maya was still romping about the playground, playing chase with her friends. Full of giggles and joy. I smiled, but not at the children this time; Therion finally had a chance to prove himself. A chance I had initially been unwilling to give him when Aurealis asked me to mentor him. I regretted that and, so, I wished him well. 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    'Bread? That is your favourite amongst all this?' 
 
    Therion still had a spoon in his mouth, sucking all the ice cream off before answering. 'Of the ones on the counter. Of the ones on the table, I like chocolate better, especially considering all the forms it comes in.' 
 
    We'd started with milk chocolate, but he preferred dark with strawberries and raspberries, although he was also partial to dark peppermint. He wasn't a fan of cauliflower, liked corn and zucchini, hated pumpkin, liked grapes, apples, and mandarins, wasn't sure about bananas or kiwi fruit. He liked cream more than milk, cheese was 'alright', but 'superb' when melted on pasta or pizza, in fact, he'd eaten mostly the cheese, enjoying the way the mozzarella stretched seemingly endlessly. Spinach tasted like grass. He liked chilli, preferred it in chocolate, and loved freshly baked bread with butter, but didn't like the way it caught in his teeth, so probably wouldn't eat it often— he'd still finished half a loaf. Hot chocolate was also 'alright', and now he was onto ice cream; strawberries and cream with raspberry-dark chocolate swirl. It was one of those brands that used real everything: pureed strawberries, thick cream, and a velvety, dark chocolate. Yep, I'm as serious about ice cream and chocolate as I am about coffee, and, fortunately, Mum shares my enthusiasm… Well, in relation to ice cream and chocolate. That's why she runs. She says I bring all this sugar into her house and it's too much temptation after a long day at work. Mind you, I've offered to take it away and told her I could stop bringing it, but my suggestion was received with a mix of disappointment and horror. 
 
    He looked so… normal. And genuinely happy. Half the ice cream tub was empty and I wondered briefly whether he'd ever had a stomach-ache. Pushing off from the table he was leaning against, he came around the kitchen counter to see what I was putting into a set of bowls on a tray. Dark chocolate-covered nuts and goji berries, which were a thin pretence at being healthy, candy-coated, chocolate-covered nuts, and chocolate freckles. Hey— both Mum's and my jobs are emotionally strenuous, we need this stuff to maintain our emotional health. 
 
    Therion looked about to drop the ice cream so he could try what was in the bowls.  
 
    I turned to give him a mock glare. 'Do not think about it, at least not until I finish.' 
 
    The next thing I knew I had a spoonful of ice cream in my mouth. Therion was saying, 'Have you tried this? It's really good. And this is not too bad, either.'  
 
    While I was distracted removing the spoon from my mouth, Therion dodged my hands and retrieved a chocolate covered nut. I dropped the spoon into the sink, trying to look serious for a moment, but couldn't manage it and ended up laughing. I pushed the tray closer to him and took the ice cream so I could put it back in the freezer. 
 
    Therion gave me a disappointed look. 'Can I not have both?' 
 
    'You'll get sick,' I warned. 
 
    'Couldn't be worse than some things I have experienced.' 
 
    I handed him back the ice cream. He had a point. 
 
    He used a freckle to scoop up some ice cream and ate it. He grinned. 'You need to try this.' 
 
    If he wasn't so damn fast, I might've had a chance at rejecting it. Stupidly, I tried anyway and ended up batting the freckle. The ice cream was cold, but at least it ended up on my cheek and not down my top.  
 
    Therion retreated back a step at my look. 'I will keep my enthusiasm to myself,' he promised contritely. 
 
    'Do that,' I said with a laugh before getting a cloth. I got a shocked look as I wiped myself clean. 'What?' 
 
    'It just seems very… wasteful. You should eat it.' 
 
    I laughed again. 'Therion, we have three more tubs in different flavours, no one will miss this bit.' 
 
    'Really!' He dropped the tub to the bench and spun to open the freezer. 
 
    I placed a firm, but gentle, hand over his and closed the freezer over before he could pull any more ice cream out. 'Really. And you can see the next one after you finish this one. But Therion,' 
 
    'Mmhmm?' 
 
    'You eat us out of ice cream, I'll put a padlock on the freezer door.' 
 
    He raised his eyebrows, then frowned. 'You mean that as a deterrent?' 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    He smiled. 'Fear not, Jayden, I will not eat all your ice cream.' 
 
    I exhaled through my nostrils, irritated. 'Why do you do that?' 
 
    'What?' 
 
    'Use my full name.' 
 
    'Because I like the sound of it.' 
 
    What could I say to that? I could hardly tell him he couldn't say my name. I was suddenly aware of his eyes; he was looking at me intensely. 
 
    'You do not like it.' 
 
    He had seemed so human the last couple of hours, excited by food and all the ways they made it. It was a world it had never occurred to him to experience. But he was still tall, nicely muscled, half-naked, and very clearly male if not a 'man'. He was also two inches from me. I could feel this… caged energy. In the way he moved, the way he was aware of everything, and the way he was looking at me, right now. 
 
    I leaned forward, it didn't take much, and kissed him. He tasted of chocolate… I was pretty sure he had never been kissed before because he went very still. Then my senses kicked in, what was I thinking, or not thinking? I pulled back, embarrassed. 'I'm so sorry, I didn't mean…' 
 
    His brow was furrowed, not in anger, in contemplation. Those very beautiful eyes looked mystified, and somehow more intense. 
 
    'Actually, I did,' I found myself saying. 
 
    I don't know if I leaned up or if he leaned down, but this time he definitely reciprocated. Bastien was probably right and I was enticed by the danger dressed so attractively. Or maybe it was just that we'd connected in the clichéd sense of romance novels. We'd spent very little time together in reality, but I still felt like I knew him. Whatever it was, I kept kissing him. I started with simple kisses, until he got the idea and then I parted his lips with mine, earning a soft rumble. He moved closer and I felt his hands move to my waist. 
 
    I deepened the kiss. I felt his heartbeat increase, thrumming against my hand on his chest. I was starting to feel short of breath and diverted to his throat. This time, he made a sound like a purr, I felt it against my lips. He was breathing fast. I've never affected anyone like this. Oh, they've been excited, but not in this intense way. Then it struck me. From what I'd heard of his life, there were no romances. Had Therion ever had a lover?  
 
    He slid his hand up my body to my throat, gently turning my mouth to his so he could kiss me. I happily complied. He shuddered and pushed me against the fridge, pinning me with his body. Then he broke away, leaning his head against the freezer door, still breathing hard. 'I suspect my god may actually kill me.' 
 
    'Wouldn't you know by now?' I asked. 'I mean, when you do something she disapproves of, she yanks you out of this realm, right?' 
 
    He became very still, staring at the freezer door. Slowly, he turned his head so he could meet my gaze. 'There's a possibility she hasn't noticed. Gods can get very caught up in their ambitions.' 
 
    'I won't lodge any complaints.' 
 
    He smiled, closing and opening his eyes in a slow blink. 'I take it, then, you would be pleased to continue.' 
 
    'More than pleased.' 
 
    He raised his hand to caress my cheek and I leaned in, closing my eyes as he kissed me. I trailed my hands down his chest, feeling the well-defined muscles and aware of his soft, warm skin. I stopped when I got to his belt and changed direction, sliding my hands up about his shoulders. He paused again. 'I have seen intimacy, but never engaged in it, never felt the desire before. I am not entirely sure...' 
 
    I kissed his chin and then his lips. 'Just go with your instincts, that's what we all do our first time.' 
 
    I liked his instincts. His hands moved from my abdomen to my hips and down my legs. He was a great fan of kissing and I obliged him. When he lifted me slightly to get better access to my throat and collarbone, I wrapped one leg around him to help support myself. 
 
    He inhaled deeply. 'You smell, so… good... like rain,' he murmured. 
 
    'Glad to hear it.' Wait... like rain? I was too distracted to clarify. 'Trust me,' I said, 'we should adjourn to the bedroom, it's a lot more comfortable than the bench or the floor…' Before I'd finished speaking, he had adjusted his grip and we were moving. I half expected him to throw me on the bed, but he didn't. He lowered me as carefully as if he thought I might break. 
 
    At some point during our explorations, Therion stilled. 'Stop…' he murmured against my lips. 
 
    I paused because of his strained tone. He shifted slightly, breathing hard. 'I've not done this before.' 
 
    'We covered that, instincts, remember?'  
 
    I admit, I sounded slightly impatient, but Therion did not seem to pick up on it. 
 
    'That is the problem,' he said. 
 
    I arched my right eyebrow. 
 
    'This is not my natural form…' he trailed off still breathing hard. 'I'm not sure I can hold this form.' 
 
    Oh, well. That was different. I took a moment to think it over. Aside from the fangs the rest didn't really bother me. I found his eyes captivating and the sharper planes of his face were also beautiful in an exotic way. I thought the same of his wings and the velvety markings. The armoured scales along the back of his forearms did not touch me, so I didn't really notice them. 
 
    'Just don't bite me,' I said at last, meaning it as a joke. 
 
    Therion answered quite seriously, though. 'I do not produce venom unless I am going to fight, and I will know well before it starts... but it is possibly safer this first time we resist... some of the more intimate kisses until I know with certainty what my responses are going to be.' 
 
    'As long as I can kiss you elsewhere, I'll cope,' I assured him with a grin. My quip earned a low, soft laugh, which turned into that sound that was almost like a purr as I nibbled my way along his neck and up to his ear. 
 
    There was a hurried, impatient few moments dedicated to disrobing. You might think that with Therion being half-naked because of his wings seeing him fully unclothed would not have had as much impact— you'd be wrong. The gold markings along his undersides were made up of very fine, velvety hair. Flying and fighting so regularly kept his muscles well-defined, but despite his size, the wings, the armoured forearms, the fangs, he was a very gentle lover. 
 
    During our love-making, I felt him revert to his natural form only because of the way his wings spread wide, stirring the air about us. I was sure I was going to pass out when the wave of heat finally rippled out through my body as my climax released the knot of building tension in my lower abdomen. Therion lowered his head to my shoulder, his wings curving around us. Even though it was daytime, when I was enclosed in those wings it could have been midnight it was so dark, but I felt safe. 
 
    'I think this is better than chocolate,' Therion rasped softly. 
 
   
 
  



Therion 
 
    [Elements (Orchestral Version) – Lindsey Stirling] 
 
      
 
    The first piece of chocolate had been sickly sweet. It was nice enough, but nothing I would miss. The second one, the dark one with strawberries and raspberries in it, had been quite delicious, having a delightful mix of sweet and tangy that evened each other out. The third with the peppermint, was almost as enjoyable. They melted in my mouth and lingered pleasantly. Ice cream was not as good, but somehow the texture was so… satisfying. What I liked most about the bread was its smell. I liked the chewiness, too, but not how it got stuck in my teeth, so, although it was one of my favourites, it wasn't one I'd indulge often. 
 
    I'd had opportunities to try human food before, but never saw the point. I did not need it, why bother? Jayden insisted that some food was beyond mere nutrition; it offered an experience. She had explained that humans often combined food with socialising. There was food they ate when they were not feeling well, food they had when they were feeling tired or low, and food they ate when celebrating. Coffee, Jayden informed me, was an excellent beverage for boosting one's energy. Those who were sick often had soup. A birthday was celebrated with cake. 
 
    I thought about what Aurealis had said about my needing to understand this realm, especially if I wanted to become more than just a form of defence or a deterrent. If I wanted to be a guardian, which would speed my redemption, I needed to understand this world and their beliefs, their morals, and their society. If I wanted a chance to be Jayden's guardian, I would have to show progress, to show I was willing to change. Thus, I agreed to try the food. I found myself surprised by the wide variations in flavour and texture; some of which, I quite enjoyed. 
 
    Although Aurealis claimed I had an existence before I became therilgalen— and I believed her, for I had dreams that could only belong to a former existence and there were times when things felt 'familiar' to me even though I could not recall ever doing them before— I had no actual memory of that life. I asked Aurealis what I had been, what realm had I come from, and why Ceri-talen had chosen me to make the first of his new species, but she always became vague and gave excuses for not revealing knowledge I was sure she possessed. I knew I had not been yulari, but my spirit had been very similar to theirs. Aurealis said that this was why I felt such a strong affinity for the yulari, for my kind no longer inhabited this realm and the yulari would be the closest thing I had to kin, if not directly so. I had hoped that by agreeing to Jayden's suggestion that I immerse myself in her culture I would trigger something stronger than a dream or a feeling, but, despite enjoying the experience, it evoked no memories. 
 
    I knew what it was when she kissed me. I have seen many humans show affection and even have sex, but have never found it arousing, just something they did, like driving a car or eating. She tasted good though, I'd not been expecting that. There is nothing I can compare it to, but I liked it. And then her scent hit me, a mixture of rain and something indefinable that I labelled Jayden. I remembered how Jasilen's scent had been like a brick, hard and forceful and without appeal. Jayden's was soft, alluring, and drove any logic left in my mind right out. It was an experience, an irrationality, I had never known. 
 
    I cannot recall thinking beyond warning her I might revert to my natural form; it was all just sensations. As was common practice amongst the angels, I had demanifested my wings and softened my features to make them look more human and I'd been worried that my undisguised form might trigger a negative response, but Jayden did not seem to mind my natural form. Everything about sex with Jayden was beyond what I expected. All the sensory input was almost overwhelming, I wanted to bask in every one of them, feel them eternally. Her skin was so soft. Her hands knew how to elicit extraordinary pleasure and I endeavoured to emulate her moves, though I kept the mimicry subtle.  
 
    What surprised me the most, the thing I never thought possible, was that my climax was more exquisite than feeding on a soul. There was all the charge, but more so. I felt energised, gratified and… something indescribable. The rush was like flying high and going into a straight dive. Your adrenaline spikes the closer you get to the ground. You know you'll die if you misjudge it, but you test yourself, waiting until the very last moment to unfurl your wings and catch that last draft, and your whole body tenses with the excitement. It was like that with Jayden. 
 
    By Aurealis's mercy, what have I done? What will my master say when she realises what I have allowed to happen? I know guardians have intimate relationships with their human charges, but only after they have been assigned to them as a life-long guardian and also took human form as a part of their role. What if, when Aurealis found out, she decided to retract any guardianship role I might have been given? Would I ever see Jayden again? I could not imagine parting from her. Not now. Lying against her, feeling her breast move with the regular rhythm of breathing, made me feel a serenity I have never felt before. How could the simple act of sex have led to so many complicated emotions? I feared also that this seemingly simple act would lead to consequences I had not, could not have, anticipated. I closed my eyes, pulling my body closer to Jayden's. I didn't care. This moment would have to be enough, and I would savour it against the many moments I might find myself without her.


 
   
 
  

 Aurealis 
 
      
 
    We stood between planes; it was the only way to monitor Therion without his knowledge. We could see only spirits here, but from the hue of Therion's spirit, Jayden was in no danger at the moment. 
 
    'It seems your theory about putting him in contact with yulari spirits to help him remember what he was before Ceri-talen was accurate.' 
 
    I looked at Silven, he was still recovering, but determined to back me up. 
 
    'The yulari are close to what he once was, before Ceri-talen changed him,' I corrected. 'My hope was that one day he would connect with one of them.' 
 
    'Cyndar says a large part of redemption for those like Therion is sacrifice, which cannot happen unless there is something they care about enough to sacrifice themselves for. It makes sense you want him to connect with those most likely influence him in a positive manner.' 
 
    'Jayden Emerline Thaneton, though, was unplanned,' I admitted. 
 
    'Danethos, I expect?' 
 
    He spoke of a god of chaos, like Ceri-talen, but not a negative creator. She inspired artists and creative types and possessed a streak of mischievousness that often disrupted the plans of other telari, but none of us resented it. Well, Ceri-talen might. 
 
    I nodded. 'She likes the unexpected.' 
 
    'That is her domain,' Silven observed with amusement. 
 
    'That she was able to surprise me is a credit to her. Therion was never meant to meet Jayden, and yet, when he did…' I paused, reluctant to reveal my oversight. 'I almost missed it.' 
 
    Silven's expression was unjudging. He knew I didn't want reassurances. I watch over an entire realm, there are many things I 'see', but miss. My role is not to see all, it is to maintain balance and help those under my guardianship reach the level of ascension under my domain and help those ready to ascend to do so. 
 
    'I planned to assign Therion to attend to Maya under Vessa's mentorship, with Cyndar supervising.' 
 
    Silven closed his eyes in a long blink before looking up at me. 'My opposition, then, was solidly against the decision.' 
 
    'Then…' I noted. That was interesting. Having once been a yulari, Silven retained the stubborn streak many attribute to them, so he was not one to change his views without significant persuasion. 'But now?' 
 
    'In the Sunlit Meadows he said something that changed my mind. I peevishly told him that due to his inability to control his violent nature I would have to put aside more important things to undertake Jayden's protection.' Silven looked away, focusing on the spirit of the resting therilgalen and the human by his side. 'He said that her spirit,' he gestured towards Jayden with his chin, 'was a privilege to protect. But it wasn't just what he said, he was completely sincere. I never expected to see such a change in him. He protected me out of duty, but her, he wants to protect her. No contract is needed, no promise of redemption. He does not want her spirit destroyed and he's prepared to give his life to prevent that. Even more so, now. Danethos may have surprised you by placing Jayden in his path, but she did this realm a service. I had no conviction that Therion could be redeemed until that moment. Nor did I see the significance of the connection between him and the yulari until then, and I remembered your words about placing Therion in contact with spirits he could connect with.' 
 
    'I did not see the significance until those therilgalen attacked you, for it was only then I realised that Ceri-talen was now targeting Jayden because he realised she was the stronger spirit.' 
 
    'You did not miss everything, after all, you asked me to watch over Jayden because you knew a guardian would not be strong enough.' Silven looked down. 'And neither was I.'  
 
    I smiled kindly and stroked Silven's cheek. 'Actually, you were just strong enough, none other would have held out as long as you did against three soul takers and that bought precious time for your charge. With Therion's reappearance, their connection solidified. They knew, then, the value of each to the other.' 
 
    'I still think this is a risk, he may value her, but whether he cares enough to—' 
 
    'He cares enough. I knew that the moment he decided to go to Unia-littah.'  
 
    'He what!' For a few moments Silven's outrage rendered him speechless.  
 
    I could understand his fear. I, myself, have not feared for many an age, but I did then. Persuading Therion to leave Unia-littah had required intricate timing, patience, and determination, and I was not certain that should he return to the Dark Realm, willing or not, I could get him back. I knew Ceri-talen would never let Therion leave, and not only had I set out to distract Ceri-talen by sending more guardians to intercept one of his gatherings than he expected, but I'd had a contingent of warriors ready to aid Therion once he got out, but he had not needed them. That meant two things, Therion was far stronger than both Ceri-talen and I realised, and Ceri-talen was weaker than I estimated. Therion was also able to hold far more spirit energy than even Ceri-talen expected or designed him for— he had evolved. The fury, the chemical Ceri-talen had incorporated into his design of the therilgalen to prevent them from gathering enough energy— and therefore power— to oppose him, had not killed Therion. Fury was triggered by hunger and the more a therilgalen fed, the more fury was released into their system. If the therilgalen did not transfer most of their harvested energy to Ceri-talen or a denethur— a creature Ceri-talen kept to store spirit energy— the therilgalen's system would become so flooded with fury, they would die… 
 
    Yet, Therion had not. 
 
    Silven's expression settled into a deep frown. 'Why would you let him go back to the Dark Realm?' 
 
    'I needed confirmation. Therion's return to the Dark Realm was evidence of his willingness to sacrifice, because if he did not get out, there would be no hope of freedom.' 
 
    Silven drew his head back, a look of confusion replacing his disapproval. 'He is redeemed?' 
 
    My exhalation was more a bittersweet sound than laughter, but I smiled. 'No. Not yet. I think he is safe with Jayden, but he still needs watching. Despite my faith in him, we need to remain cautious, which is why we are here. I still intend for Cyndar to eventually take over Therion's supervision, but he must train his successor. In the meantime, Therion needs to be monitored by one who understands the complexities of his case and is strong enough to intervene until I can come to their side if he loses control. He needs this bond, Silven, this could lead to the very sacrifice that is necessary for his redemption.' 
 
    'Are you concerned by the fact that he feeds on her spirit energy?' 
 
    'You have seen it, then?' 
 
    Silven nodded confirmation. 'He was weak after fighting off the three therilgalen who attacked us on the hiking trail and he almost passed out. Jayden sensed it, I do not know how, and she placed her hand on him, transferring energy to him, although I believe she was, and remains, completely unaware of what she was doing. I think… I think he is too. But she, too, was weak. I do not think she would have died; she is anchored to the earth energy she draws from and that would have kept her alive, but,' he frowned, 'I feared for her. I cannot say why.' He paused, as if lost in thought and then continued. 'I ended up intervening. Severed the transfer. Gave him what little I could to keep him going until our allies arrived. Yet I feel strongly that it is a dangerous thing, one that needs to be monitored. Even now, you witnessed the transfer again, did you not?' 
 
    'Yes. While she is strong and healed, it does her no harm. But as you say, it may be something we have to speak to them about. It will be,' I met Silven's gaze, 'an issue I, and I alone, will address. He cannot know you have observed him from this plane. He will draw incorrect conclusions if he does.' 
 
    That was one of the reasons we were between realms in a plane only accessible to the gods. With monitoring Therion, I had to be very careful, if he detected me, he may assume this was a purposeful manipulation of him. To explain that once I realised the significance of their connection I had simply not placed more obstacles in their way, might be believed, but was not guaranteed. To further explain that I had to make sure he did not unintentionally harm Jayden was likely a more acceptable thing to him, but one that would be accompanied by a sense of a lack of faith on my part. I could not afford any flaw in his trust in me, because Therion's redemption was only possible because he was willing, if he were to become unwilling, it would take, and cost, many of us to bring him under control. 
 
    'What will happen now?' 
 
    'I am not a god of futures, well, not specifically, evolution requires some attention to the future, but not in the predictive manner answering such a question requires. I know, now, that Ceri-talen is weak, perhaps weak enough to be…' 
 
    'Removed?' Silven suggested. 
 
    'Possibly. He is certainly not the most congenial of us. But, again, I am not a god of destruction, I would be overstepping my boundaries to pursue such an action.' 
 
    'Yet you are tempted…' 
 
    Again, I met Silven's gaze. To answer yes, would destroy some of his faith in me, but to answer dishonestly would be just as harmful. I thought about it. Finally, I gave my answer. 'I am not tempted, but I must confess to the occasional desire to put him in his place. When I first encountered Therion was just such a time. You often tell me you cannot fathom why I selected Therion for redemption, why I expended so much of my resources getting him, why I have been so forgiving of his mistakes. I have done so because I can see what he was, what was taken from him.' I paused for a moment, then added, 'Therion has a right to be angry, but I will leave Ceri-talen to Veyhaleth. For judgement of the telari is the province of the venturi. My concern is Therion and Jayden and spirits like them. I expect Ceri-talen will make at least one more attempt, probably more, to get Jayden. It is important that Therion is allowed to handle this on his own.'  
 
    Silven's expression showed he doubted this was a wise course.  
 
    'I promised him a chance at proving he is worthy of freedom, Silven, he cannot do that if we direct his every movement. Yes, that will mean mistakes are made, it means we must trust him, but it also gives him the chance he has asked for. The chance I promised him.' 
 
    'I shall monitor him, then, and keep you informed.' 
 
    I dipped my head. 'We step in only if we must.'


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    'You what!' I didn't give my daughter time to repeat her statement or to explain, I turned on my heel and stormed down the hallway. 'Where is that jumped-up version of an angel. I'm going to kill him,' I growled under my breath. Said jumped-up version of an angel must have heard me, or at least my initial loud exclamation because he came in from the back veranda looking alert. 
 
    'You're supposed to protect her, not freaking have sex.' 
 
    He looked startled and started to answer, but I didn't give him a chance. 
 
    'How are you going to keep her safe if you let your hormones do all the thinking? Don't you lot have any ethics, any kind of procedure at all? I thought this was what you did! Isn't that what all these angels are about, protecting humans from… whoever it is coming after her?' 
 
    'Not just humans, all vulnerable spirits.' 
 
    I glared at him. Jay had followed me and he glanced at her, but wisely brought his attention back to me. 
 
    'I'm all grown u—' 
 
    I whirled on her. 'No. Not one word about being an adult, making your own decisions, or mistakes in this case. You,' I stepped back and half turned so I could point at Jay while keeping Therion in my field of view, 'you're not just human, but a civilian, I can see how you might not see the wide-ranging and deadly consequences of this. But you,' I pointed at Therion, 'you're one of them, the ones guarding people like her. You've seen combat as I understand it as well as being a guardian. You should know better.' 
 
    'This is my first time, actually.' 
 
    He didn't say it flippantly, or timidly, or with embarrassment. He said it evenly. I was too stunned to respond. 
 
    'I understand your concerns, Emerline. The fact is, whether you approve or not, I was assigned to Jayden because I am the only being in the Light Realms powerful enough to repel the strongest opponents sent for your daughter. Take a breath and let us discuss this calmly.' 
 
    I swore, properly cursed, under my breath and then did as he advised, taking a moment to take a few breaths and let my emotions settle. He was right. If he was the most powerful of the guardian angels, then I didn't want him assigned elsewhere. It also made sense as to why whoever governed the angels, this Aurealis, had assigned him despite his inexperience. But I didn't want him sleeping with Jay, either. 
 
    'May I speak?' Therion asked. 
 
    I had been looking down at the floor. I glanced up to see him signalling Jay to leave, or at least remain quiet. I nodded, started to pace, decided I'd better focus and went to take a seat at the dining table, decided sitting was not something I could do and ended up leaning on the dining-room side of the kitchen counter and crossing my arms. 
 
    'Getting intimately involved was not a wise choice.' 
 
    I started to interrupt him but stopped myself. 
 
    'Given a moment to consider things, you will realise it was not intended.' 
 
    No, now that he brought it up, it probably wasn't. 
 
    'Road to hell,' I said aloud. 
 
    He gave me a quizzical look. 
 
    Jay explained. 'There's a proverb amongst humans that says the road to hell is paved with good intentions. One of its meanings is that while we may mean well, due to unforeseen consequences, we end up causing harm or creating complications we don't intend. Sometimes the outcome is the exact opposite of what we mean to happen.' 
 
    Therion nodded. 'I have, and I think it is true for Jayden, always felt a connection to your daughter. But I thought it was just an empathetic thing. But it became more. I won't say I regret it, but I will say that it will, as you say, complicate matters. It will affect my judgement and my objective. You are right to be concerned.' 
 
    'But look at the other side of it, Mum.' Jay moved from the doorway into the dining area. 'No one will be more vigilant than Therion.' 
 
    Therion frowned. 'Are you saying that before we had sex, I would have been less diligent?' 
 
    Jay gave him a look that said: That's not the point. I had to agree with her; she was trying to persuade me not to be too hard on him, so he was not helping himself. 
 
    'She's saying,' I said, 'that in our world it is thought that love is a stronger motivator than duty. So, Therion, is it true, do you love my daughter?' 
 
    He looked puzzled again. 'I have not thought about it.' He was silent a moment, and then he said, 'I have never been in love before, what does it feel like?' 
 
    His response surprised me. 'Never been in love and never had sex?' I clarified. 
 
    'No.' 
 
    That made me raise my brows, from what I knew, Therion was old, centuries old. I shook my head, this just got worse. This was not a seasoned, experienced guardian and my daughter was possibly his first love as well as being the target of some very dangerous beings. 'It is not easy to describe…' I started to explain. 
 
    'Like you have always known each other despite a short acquaintance? Like being parted from her would shear through your soul?' Therion asked, looking steadily at my daughter. 'Like you will obliterate any who try to harm her and extinguish any obstacle to her happiness?' He looked back to me. 
 
    'Yeah, that describes it pretty well,' I agreed. 
 
    'Then, yes. I love your daughter. I need to finish my patrol.' 
 
    That was it. He turned and went back outside and took off. 
 
    I stared after him in astonishment. I'd been furious, but now… I wasn't sure. I looked over at Jay, she looked a little stunned, too. A dark-angel had just said he loved her, so perhaps she needed time to process that. I still objected to them being sexually involved, but we'd have to handle that as best we could. I walked around the kitchen counter to the coffee machine. Jay had sunk into the nearby dining chair, still looking at the spot Therion had last been. She needed a coffee. Heck, I drank tea for the most part, but I needed a coffee.


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    'It certainly has a strong beat, I thought you said this was symphonic metal.' 
 
    Therion shushed me. 'Listen.' 
 
    Therion had been preparing to go on a patrol and had remarked that it was a pity he couldn't listen to music while he did because he could not risk limiting his senses. I'd been surprised he listened to music and that led to a discussion of his playlist, which he was now showing me. I couldn't get over it, Therion, once the big bad of the Dark Realm, had playlists. He had a smartphone. He could type a text faster than I could, he downloaded apps, and did internet searches. He liked a wide variety of music, but right now his favourites included a lot of melodic or symphonic versions of heavy metal, like Nightwish and Savatage, but there was everything from nightcore mixes to Disturbed, Basshunter, Post Modern Jukebox and Two Steps From Hell. Oh, and a band, coincidentally, named Therion. Bastien had given him their first album as a joke, but Therion had downloaded their other albums. The singer of Nightwish launched into a soaring verse that sounded more suitable to an opera than heavy metal. I was surprised because I'd been worried I wouldn't like it, but the songs were complex and beautiful. I remembered, then, that Bastien had been wearing a Nightwish t-shirt the night we met.  
 
    'What do you think?' 
 
    I nodded. 'They're really good.' 
 
    'Brilliant,' Therion asserted. 'The way the songs are layered, the way each instrument builds on the last. I like this complexity, it is like flying, building to a certain height, attaining the right altitude, and then soaring or diving. They have good mastery of a technique called a drop or drop beat; everything builds, slowly, layer on layer and then… silence, usually for a portion of beat longer than you expect and then the music slams into you again, releasing the energy it has built up. Sometimes it reflects my emotions, supressed in the dark, breaking from their restraints, and then… caged again in silence. The music feels for me when I cannot afford to feel for myself.' 
 
    This admission surprised me, he had talked about supressing his instincts, but rarely touched on how that affected him on a deeper, emotional level. 
 
    Therion was still talking. 'You should listen to The Trooper Overture cover by the Two Cellos.' 
 
    'Cellos? As in the classical musical instrument?' 
 
    'Yes. They cover Iron Maiden and AC/DC amongst others.' 
 
    I took a moment to process it all. 
 
    'Just because I come from what is considered a realm of magic, does not mean it is without technology. Ulyn's laboratory has more advanced technology than most human realms. I also have the benefit of friends like Bastien. He may be a vampire, but his survival is based on fitting in, which often means adopting technology and understanding how it is used by the cultures he lives within. I believe he, too, finds technology and science fascinating and is comfortable integrating it into his life. Aurealis says I must come to understand this realm, which means experiencing the cultures. And while I do not like the experience offered by shopping malls or understand fashion, I do appreciate music. I especially enjoy being able to fly while listening to it.'  
 
    'You fly to these?' 
 
    Therion murmured an affirmative as he tucked the phone away. 'But not while there's a possibility of danger,' he reiterated. He leaned down and kissed my forehead. 'I should not be excessively long.' 
 
    Regular patrols were essential because Ceri-talen counted on his adversaries becoming complacent the longer it was between the last attack and the next and Therion refused to be caught out by such an amateur mistake. I took a few steps back to give him room to launch. He spread his wings wide and, again, I found myself marvelling at how far they extended considering how compact they looked when tucked behind his back. The series of whoomphs of air that followed made me stumble a little. Next time I'd give him a lot more room.  
 
    After I'd told Mum about the change in our relationship, she had grudgingly accepted things, and Therion had emphasised that he would continue his vigilance in protecting me. The regular patrols helped to assure her of his sincerity. We also made sure we avoided any kind of intimate gestures when she was home. Therion said out of respect for my mother, but my motivations were also driven by wanting to avoid an argument. It wasn't that I did not respect Mum, but Therion's love was not one way, I loved him too. I knew it complicated things, but I wasn't willing to give it up just because of complications.  
 
    I sat on the veranda steps, pulled out my phone and looked up a few of the bands he liked. I knew a few of them already, like Savatage, so I wasn't surprised I liked some of the others that sounded similar. Nightwish was a bit heavier but had that same knack for telling stories and incorporated some very unique instruments, I was pretty sure I'd heard bagpipes. Queensryche was another one I already knew. Basshunter I'd never heard, but really enjoyed. Then I remembered Rammstein and found a link and sent it to Therion. I was texting an angel! I was sending him a link to a German metal band. This had to be a dream. A very weird, nightmarish and wonderful dream, but a dream, never-the-less. 
 
    'He looks, from this distance, almost like a bird.' 
 
    'Dammit, Adrian, make a sound when you move,' I cursed, but there was no real anger in my tone. Okay, definitely not a dream, I decided, looking up at Adrian and noting the fangs. The vampire, who was now leaning on the veranda railing, gave me a sheepish look of apology. I sighed and gave him a smile to let him know it was okay and he returned to gazing up at Therion. 
 
    Unlike the stereotype of vampires, they weren't all six-foot-plus tall and ghostly pale, but Adrian didn't help my case. He was so pale-skinned I wondered if he qualified as an albino, even his hair was almost without colour. His eyes were an uncanny dark blue, they almost looked black, but for the lighter blue flecks in his irises. Like the other sentries, he wore black: black jeans and a top of some sort, a black sleeveless tee with two koi in a yin/yang configuration in Adrian's case. The sleeveless tee showed off two Japanese dragon tattoos that covered each arm and his shoulders. The left tattoo had bright greens and blues with gold accents and the right had reds, oranges, and teal. It was impressive artwork and I suspected the tee was a custom design because the fish were done in teal-blue and orange-gold. A pair of Japanese-style swords hung from a harness on his back and a gun sat snugly in the holster wrapped about his chest. Each vampire had their own preference as far as weapons went. Some had longswords, others scimitars or short swords. They also carried guns of varying types. And knives, loads of knives. 
 
    Since Thomas had left the vampires unsupervised, they were less reserved and I found them more willing to chat with me if I asked a question. Some, like Adrian, even started the conversation.  
 
    After a few minutes of silence, I murmured, 'I'll start hanging bells on you soon.' 
 
    Adrian took in my crooked grin and laughed softly. Then he furrowed his brow and said, 'I've never liked collars, but perhaps if you got me one that sparkles.' The quip was accompanied by a cheeky grin. 
 
    'You wait, if I get you one, you know I will make you wear it.' 
 
    We both laughed and Adrian retorted, 'If you can make Therion wear one, I will.' 
 
    We returned our attention to the sky. 'He does look like a bird way up there,' I said, agreeing with Adrian's original statement. Even though he included the flights as a part of his patrol, I knew he really enjoyed it, interspersing the back and forth gliding pattern with swoops and dives. 
 
    Adrian's head jerked up, putting me on alert, and then he relaxed. 'Bastien,' he explained. 
 
    Sure enough, Bastien came around the side of the house about a minute later.  
 
    I gave him a smile of greeting as he joined us, leaning against the veranda railing.  
 
    'What are we looking at?' 
 
    'Therion,' I answered. 
 
    Just then, Therion moved into a dive. You could spot it because he drew his wings in and sped straight down, like a black spear thrust from the skies by a god. Every time I watched it my heart caught in my throat. I could never get over how fast he dropped. Each time, it seemed like he let himself get closer and closer to hitting the ground before he unfurled his wings. This time was no different and I felt both vampires tense as Therion sped towards us. As he came closer, I could distinguish more details, when I could clearly see the gold sparks of his eyes, I found myself gripping the veranda step. Just when I was sure it was too late, he opened his wings and spun off to glide up and around in a wide circle before he landed. 
 
    'That is awesome,' I breathed.  
 
    'And a little adrenaline junkie,' Adrian added, but his tone was full of envy. 
 
    'Who can blame him?' I replied. 'He always has me thinking he's left it too late.' I grunted as I pushed myself to my feet. 'I keep telling myself I won't watch, but it's like a train wreck, there's a kind of horrified fascination that draws me out.' I looked up at Bastien. 'Where's Amelia?' 
 
    'Ah, she said to give you greetings and regrets, it is a little early in the day for her and Thomas and I had a few things we wanted to discuss with Therion earlier on, so I volunteered to take her place and check on things here while also speaking with Therion. She asked if she could reschedule your movie night from Friday to Monday.' 
 
    I shrugged and gestured around the yard, indicating the vampires patrolling the grounds, well, you couldn't see them all, but I think Bastien knew what the movement meant. 'I don't have a heavy social calendar right now,' I paused to smile, 'but I'd make time for Amelia, even if I did.' 
 
    Bastien returned my smile, and there was something else in his expression, I think it was approval. 'I believe she feels the same, when we were discussing it this morning she was concerned you might misinterpret her request.' 
 
    I shook my head. 'Not at all. Monday is fine.' 
 
    Just then Therion reached us, greeting Bastien with a nod. He gestured towards the house, 'I just need to get something, and I will join you.' 
 
    It took him a moment to slip indoors and he came out carrying a bag he'd had stored in one of the coolers the vampires used in their cars. Therion did not leave often, or for long periods, but one of the times he did, he'd returned with the bag and asked Amelia if he could commandeer one of their small coolers. He'd moved all the blood to the other coolers so he could reset the temperature, but he'd not directly told me what he had stored in there. That is, he had given me an 'inoculation' before putting it all away, but said it was safer if I did not know the details, adding that Aurealis would never let him administer it if it would not help in protecting me from those of the Dark Realm. I'd not pressed for more information, but now, as I saw him take the bag with him, I wondered if perhaps I should have. Then I thought about it, being an inoculation, as he'd called it, I figured he was about to give Bastien the same dose he gave me and for the same reason: to somehow protect him from creatures of the Dark Realm. 
 
    Bastien pushed away from the railing and gave me a low-handed wave as they walked back out into the garden. I decided I could do with a coffee and said as much to Adrian. He gave me a salute and went back to his post at the end of the veranda.


 
   
 
  

 Bastien 
 
      
 
    I glanced back to see that Jay was out of earshot and then growled low. 'Blood oath, Therion, what have you done?' 
 
    I received a non-committal grunt, then. 'I forgot vampire senses are so discerning.' 
 
    'All her hormones are elevated and her pheromones might as well be perfume.' 
 
    'Why assume me?' 
 
    By the wrath of gods, he was amused. That made me pause. It suggested that although he acknowledged the seriousness of the situation, he didn't care. Nor did he regret his actions. 
 
    'Because Thomas would draw and quarter any clan member imbecilic enough to even contemplate it.' 
 
    Therion slowed to a stop. 'I had no intention… indeed, I was caught completely by surprise. When she kissed me…' he frowned, trying to figure out how to explain. 
 
    Then it sunk in. 'She kissed you?' 
 
    Therion nodded. 
 
    Blood oath! I couldn't decide if she was especially gifted or terminally insane. I'd felt it, when I met her, something in her subconscious thoughts, they'd had a strong connection from the start. 
 
    'Last I checked, you could barely tolerate being in the same room with a human, now you're in bed with one. Are you aware of the mountain of complications this will cause?' 
 
    He sighed. 'I am. I have sent a message to Aurealis seeking guidance and petitioning her to be Jayden's guardian.' He paused, his expression distinctly uneasy, this was very unfamiliar ground for him. 'But there is no guarantee she will acquiesce. Especially since… I can no longer be considered objective.' 
 
    Damn right he was no longer objective. Aurealis may allow her guardians to have relationships, but not one as inexperienced as Therion, not one on the path of redemption. Yet, perhaps the entanglement of a relationship had been exactly what Aurealis had planned... It was an enormous gamble, but what better way to cultivate a connection between Therion and this realm? It was an interesting tactic. If that was what Aurealis had been planning, she had more nerve than I expected. And perhaps she was right, Therion had changed. It was subtle, but significant. He seemed lighter somehow, but also stronger, more determined. 
 
    I found myself chuckling. 'I really never thought I'd have such a conversation with you.' 
 
    'Jayden's mother was very disapproving. Like you, she is concerned about my objectivity and the complications an intimate relationship adds to the situation. She has, reluctantly, accepted my promise to remain vigilant, but I can see she is very unhappy.' 
 
    I shrugged. 'As you said, my views are in line with hers. She seems to be as practical as I am— there's nothing we can do about it. In Jay's case, she is an adult and can do what she wants, no matter how inadvisable it may be. As far as you're concerned… I think Aurealis would have stepped in by now if she was going to stop it. That says to me she either meant for it to happen all along or she thinks this might be good for you. With gods, it's always hard to figure their line of thinking.' 
 
    He looked surprised by my remarks. I don't think it occurred to him that Aurealis may have intended all along for him to get involved with one of his charges. I wondered if he would let that influence his decision to continue the relationship. 
 
    'Speaking of Em,' I said. 'Thomas started texting her with updates and they've been communicating daily, although she mentioned nothing of any developments in your relationship.' I paused as I thought about that and then added, 'But she doesn't seem the type to discuss her daughter's private life with people she does not know well. Regardless of all that, Em is concerned about Jay's business. There's someone managing the place, but Fixated is, according to Em, Jay's heart and soul, and a café is not something you leave to run itself. Thomas and I thought, perhaps, Jay can move back to her apartment so she can get back to running the café, but we wanted your input on whether the café and apartment would be harder to defend.' 
 
    'I can deal with an attack in any location. A therilgalen tried to take a child in an Envoy apartment recently, if I can deal with a threat there, I can deal with one at Jayden's apartment.' 
 
    'Well, our plan was to leave two guards on duty there. I can get a couple of shape-shifters for day duties and have clan members in the evening. Jay's been very accommodating, so we do not believe she'd object to their presence.' 
 
    Therion agreed. 'Jayden is practical.' 
 
    'If we leave Leya here with Em, she can watch over the place during the day and we can have a clan member here at night, just in case.' 
 
    'The matagot will be willing. She has met Em, who, like Jay, welcomed her warmly.' 
 
    'That being the case, I'll take your blood and then we can go talk to Jay.' 
 
    We reached the high bank of a river. The incline down was steep, but we stopped on the edge. Therion sat, lifting his wings and holding his swords out of the way as he did. I joined him, placing the attaché Amelia had given me between us. Designed to transport blood, it could hold vials of varying sizes and maintain a steady temperature. The seal hissed softly as I released the catches. I set about removing the items I needed to take his blood— although, calling it blood was like calling fine wine, grape juice. Liquid silk that tasted, as near as I could describe, like sunshine and fire was more accurate. 
 
    We had agreed that if Therion had to leave for any reason, we would need stores of his blood to maintain the heightened strength and senses we'd need to protect Jay. To this end, Amelia had been collecting his blood at each visit so we could build up sufficient supplies. Thomas insisted that we take Therion's blood out of Jay's sight. He still believed that human women were sensitive creatures who needed to be treated with due consideration. It wasn't entirely his fault, he grew up in an age when society taught him that this was what he should believe, and at least he recognised he needed to update his views. As I had lived with, and experienced, a wide variety of cultures, I learned long ago that gender didn't determine intelligence or capability, sometimes to my embarrassment.  
 
    Although Thomas is gradually revising his understanding of women, watching Jay astonish him is an amusement I quite enjoy. Somehow she manages to shock him with just a simple statement. The most memorable so far was in response to Thomas assuring her that with sentries she wouldn't have to worry about intruders. To which Jay had casually replied, 'If I have to deal with an intruder, I just take out his knees with a baseball bat'. The look on Thomas's face had almost crippled me with laughter.  
 
    'How do you feel since we started taking your blood?' I asked as I looked for a vein. 
 
    'I do not feel any weakness.' 
 
    We were silent as I did it. I carefully placed each vial in the clasps designed to hold them. His blood looked like melted gold. I found I needed very little to maintain my strength. When I took my daily share, I was careful to only take as much as necessary because if the worst-case scenario played out, I would have to make every drop count. 
 
    'Thomas and I discussed it, we think if something should occur, he will take Jay and I will be the one to fight.' 
 
    'That makes sense,' Therion said. 'By 'take' you mean he intends to planes-shift with her?' 
 
    'I know it makes humans very ill to planes-shift, but I think she would rather be sick than lose her soul if I fail to win the battle.' 
 
    Therion nodded. 'It is the more practical decision. If it turns out as I fear, and I cannot be here, I want you, Bastien, to be not just her guardian but... her friend. That is, if you think you can accede to such a request.' He frowned and looked away. After a long pause, he continued, 'The day I came back, I could see there was an immediate and natural rapport between you, she will need that.' 
 
    I scrutinized his face for a moment. If I read between the lines, I was certain there was something he wasn't saying. Something I should know. Therion met my gaze impassively, the gold eyes betraying nothing as the glittering stars in his irises swirled languidly about his narrow pupils. I decided to turn my attention to the question instead.  
 
    My immediate response was to agree, but rather than answer straight away I gave the request the consideration it was due. Could I make such a promise? Would I mind in a couple of decades? Would I regret the vow? It was hard staying by a human's side for their natural life. Just the closeness of such an act brought about a bond that was heart-breaking when they died. Add to that the care needed in their later years and the intimacy that kind of care created and I can assure you that a vampire does not take the commitment to a human partner lightly. And what was Therion dancing about... there was something there, something unsaid. Why did he fear a negative outcome? He said as much on the first night after all the fighting was over. That wasn't like him. But then I would never have anticipated that Therion would start an intimate relationship, either. 
 
    'Have you discussed with Jay what will happen if Ceri-talen gets her?' I asked, watching his expression intently. 
 
    'I have prepared her as much as I can for all outcomes— if I become her guardian, if another becomes her guardian, if I die, or if Ceri-talen takes me, and, of course, if he takes her. She has asked that one of us kill her if it looks like Ceri-talen will succeed. I explained to her that they will kill her eventually. They prefer to take her alive at first to separate spirit from vessel while she is living, but they may kill her if things get desperate. In that case, it is the moment after her death that she is most vulnerable, when a soul taker can take her spirit before it reaches the ether. I have explained that in the event she dies, we will do everything we can to ensure her spirit escapes.'  
 
    I finished taking the blood and started placing the equipment back in the case. 
 
    'You managed to get out of promising to kill her. Considering she is, as far as I can tell, what the elvan call a truth-seer, that's pretty impressive.' 
 
    'We call it true sight. Aurealis says that true sight allows yulari to identify each other, thus, it is not surprising that Jayden has a friend who can also see angels and her mother can see them too.' 
 
    'That explains why I let my guard down with her, there's something about truth-seers that makes you trust them. And as far as this one is concerned, you want her to die a natural death... as in, live out the rest of her natural life?' 
 
    Therion gave me a deep nod, his intense gaze meeting mine as his head came up. 
 
    It was really quite amazing that a soul taker, a therilgalen, was sitting by my side and asking me to care for his lover. To be her protector, her comfort, her friend. Not one thought in his mind diverted to his own fate, not his possible death, nor his possible re-enslavement to a master he hated with an intensity that could burn through a soul. In my opinion, Aurealis should set him free. 
 
    'I accede to your request. I will do my best to carry out your wishes and see Jay has as happy a life as she can.' I paused. 'There is one caveat,' I added. 'She is of an independent nature; I cannot vow to over-ride that independence.' 
 
    This received another grave nod. 'That is understood. I meant not to infer otherwise. I have spoken to Jayden of all that we speak and gained her consent before putting this request to you.' 
 
    I gave him a brief smile, of course he had. What was evident was that he was also saying that he didn't want to offer her the option we’d given other yulari in these circumstances. I hesitated, I sensed that asking the question would make him defensive, but if he wanted me to do this, I wanted to know why a previously acceptable option was no longer suitable. 'Why has it...' I started again, deciding to be more direct. 'Why don't we just offer to change her?' 
 
    Therion's jaw tightened and he looked away. 
 
    'It has been very effective in the past,' I argued. 'Thomas was once yulari and coveted by Ceri-talen, but as soon as I made him vampire, your former master lost all interest. We still don't understand exactly why, but why should Jay run and fear all her life when we—' 
 
    'No!' Therion interjected. Upon seeing my surprise at his forceful response, he softened his voice. 'Not this time.' 
 
    'I simply want to know why?' 
 
    'With Thomas, it was different, he was destined to become vampire.' 
 
    'And Svaneh? Not all the yulari we have changed were so destined.' 
 
    'I will not take from her a chance to ascend naturally. Ceri-talen is a thief of the worst kind; he takes everything. I want Jayden to have the opportunity that was stolen from me.' 
 
    It was a provocative statement. He was, essentially, telling me that being a vampire wasn't good enough for her, to which I could offer many arguments. But angering a therilgalen, even when you are friends, is an idiotic undertaking, so it was possibly wiser to let it go. 
 
    Therion could see I was collecting questions and arguments in my mind and pre-empted them, 'This has nothing to do with whether vampires are lesser than her. In these cases, there are limited options, as you know. She can either adopt a guardian and run for the rest of her natural life, or she can take her life now. Both options are laden with risk as Ceri-talen still has a chance of capturing her soul. Then there is your option. Making her vampire...' He turned his gaze outwards across the river. 'That could kill her, too. You know this also. She may not live through the transformation and there again, Ceri-talen has a chance at her. If she survives, she will lose her freedom then, too. She will have to submit to a mentor until they deem her independent.' Therion looked back to me. 'I thought about killing her myself. Making it quick and painless. Ceri-talen would not expect it and Aurealis herself could escort her. My master wishes to avoid a war and loss of Jayden to Ceri-talen will most undoubtedly result in a war, for if Ceri-talen succeeds he will have the power he needs for another bid at taking full control of the earthly realm.' 
 
    I snorted softly. 'You could never take her life.' 
 
    His glance flicked away and back again. 'In all probability, you are right. I have felt her spirit, entwined my own with it. Jayden cherishes her freedom and independence. Making her subservient to any against her choice would be a torment. I chose Aurealis and still I resent my captivity. Thusly, I have conceived of a strategy that will allow her to live out her life until she will pass naturally to the ether. In order for me to succeed, I need you to heed my will.' 
 
    I found myself nodding. If he had a way around all the obstacles, who was I to interfere? Something about his manner told me that as forthcoming as he was about his reasons for securing my promise to take care of Jay, he wasn't willing to impart the details of this strategy. 
 
    I finished packing all the gear and checked that the temperature was set correctly. The silence was a companionable one. He would know I was curious about his strategy, but he also knew that I would respect his decision to keep it to himself. Having been in his position, I also understood why he thought it necessary. 
 
    As I was about to close the case containing the blood, Therion said, 'Just a moment.'  
 
    He pulled the bag he'd collected from the house around and opened it. I noticed it was a thermal bag, designed to keep the contents cool. Withdrawing something from the bag, Therion opened his hand to reveal three tiny cylinders filled with a clear substance. I raised my brows, inviting his explanation. 
 
    'This is a transgenic construct. I had a friend, or more precisely one of the humans Aurealis had me save who is a scientist, isolate the protein that neutralises therilgalen venom. They then cloned it downstream of an inducible promoter and packaged that within a retrovirus. It must be administered—' 
 
    I held up my hand. 'You may have worked with Ulyn on all sorts of wonderful sciency stuff. I, on the other hand, have no knowledge beyond a layman's understanding of genetics, this is about genetics, right?' 
 
    Therion frowned. 'My apologies. Ulyn expected me to keep up with such things as I assisted her with her experiments, if I was fortunate enough not to be the focus of them. She was, well, still is, I presume, very interested in genetics. What I am trying to say is that if you if add this,' he held up a cylinder, 'to a syringe and administer it intramuscularly— into a muscle, like your thigh— you will essentially be uploading my capability to neutralise therilgalen venom to your DNA.' 
 
    I froze for a moment; did he just say what I thought he'd said? 
 
    'I can become immune to therilgalen venom?' 
 
    Therion nodded. 'There's enough here for you, Thomas, and Amelia. I have already seen to Jayden.'  
 
    I grinned. 'That is absolutely brilliant.' Then frowning, I asked, 'I gather it occurred to you to do this because of your work with Ulyn?' 
 
    'It did,' he confirmed. 
 
    'Why, then, have no other therilgalen figured this out? You're not the only one to assist Ulyn in the lab. Indeed, why has Ulyn not given herself immunity? Or, has she?' 
 
    'I do not believe so. That is why it is imperative that you do not tell anyone I have given you this or what it is. If it has not occurred to Ulyn, I do not want it to. Also, you must keep it in your case,' he gestured to the temperature-controlled case I kept the blood in. 'It needs to be in that little section you showed me where you can set the temperature to a different one from the rest of the case.' 
 
    He'd made it a statement, but there was a questioning tone in his voice, so I nodded confirmation. 'For when we collect centaur blood, it keeps better at a different temperature than shifter blood, which is what we normally use it for— when dealing in blood trade an innocuous-looking case like this draws less attention.' 
 
    Therion grunted softly. 'Set it to minus twenty. When you are about to use it, just warm it up in your hands. Be careful with it. I cannot get more. Indeed, I saw to it.' 
 
    I could certainly understand why, if it became widely known that there was a means to get immunity from therilgalen venom, Therion would lose one of his most effective defences in fighting Dark Realm creatures. 
 
    'I will keep this to myself. Thomas and Amelia trust me enough to allow me to just assure them it is an inoculation they need without telling them what it is.' I paused, then added with deep sincerity, 'Thank you for supplying enough for them, and giving me this rare gift.' 
 
    I reset the temperature of the smaller compartment and carefully secured two of the three cylinders. Then I withdrew a clean syringe and filled it with the contents of the remaining cylinder. 
 
    Seeing what I was about to do, Therion said, 'Warm it in your hands first.' 
 
    I nodded a thanks for the reminder and held the syringe between my hands for a few minutes before pulling up my t-shirt and injecting myself. By the time the sun next rose, I'd have administered it to Thomas and Amelia, too. 
 
    Once I finished putting everything away, we rose and started to head back to the house, but Therion did not keep his usual quick pace and I suspected he wanted to ask me something. 
 
    'You have a question?' I prompted. 
 
    'It is of a personal nature...' 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 'I have taken blood directly from you, not much can get more personal. We have shared more than that, Therion. I call you friend. I gather this is regarding your intimacy with Jay…' 
 
    'Do you still partake of it?' he asked. 
 
    'Sex? On occasion. As you know, my kind, my particular kind, do not reproduce in the manner humans do, so I have no need for sex. But my kind also adapts to the environment they are in and sex works well to lure humans and keep them off guard. For some kinds of vampires there's an emotional and magical element to feeding, which sex sometimes intensifies. While sex is pleasurable, it does not produce the highs of my own form of reproduction.' 
 
    'You get nothing from sex with humans?' 
 
    I tried to think of how to explain it properly. 'As I said, sex is pleasurable, but not essential. It is the emotional element that draws me in. The imparting of pleasure to one you care about. There are times when I feel enough of a connection to indulge in intimacy with another, and when I do, I enjoy it thoroughly.' 
 
    He laughed, relaxing. 'It is not unusual, then, to feel this way?' 
 
    I shook my head. 'A very basic and natural instinct, actually. Why? Does it bother you?' 
 
    He shrugged again. 'I am not used to feeling attached to another. I am not afraid for myself but…' 
 
    'You fear for her. Not in the way that you fear failure of an assignment or the chastisement of a master, but as if any harm to her will cause harm to you.' 
 
    He nodded slowly. 'Irrationally so.' 
 
    'It is something we all face to a degree. I can offer you no consolation, just this advice, cherish every moment with her, so that in her absence, you at least have memories in which you might find a fraction of comfort.' I paused and then added light-heartedly, 'Now you can better understand that incident in London.' 
 
    He thought the comment over. 'Elenai, the witch over whom you made every effort to impress?' 
 
    I grunted. 'Very diplomatically put. I made a bloody fool of myself, trying to cross the river entirely on that wire just above the bridge.' 
 
    Therion smiled. 'If not for your frequent glances at her, you would have succeeded effortlessly.' 
 
    'You could have caught me before I hit the water,' I grumbled in mock resentment. 
 
    'I think you made a bigger impression the way it turned out.' 
 
    'A bigger splash, you mean,' I retorted and laughed. Elenai had, after all, insisted on taking me home and getting me dry.


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    My phone vibrated against the desk and I picked it up. 
 
    It was a text from Thomas: Following from discussion, Jay moving back to apartment to give café more attention. Will post two bodyguards. Update when transition complete. 
 
    I texted back: Thx. Appreciate it. 
 
    My phone buzzed again, I thought it was Thomas replying, but it was Jay. 
 
    Jay: Hey Mum, Therion/Bastien said I can go home =D Called Yu already— sorry, I know, I should've txt you first but was 2 excited. Txt you when I get there. 
 
    I replied: Great to hear, hun.  
 
    I added a heart symbol, and then returned my attention to my monitor. I was translating a wiretap we had concerning the gang Archmore had aligned himself with in order to move his drugs. It was the only reason I was still on the taskforce and if Vietnamese interpreters were easy to find within the police force, I'd be on mandatory leave. As it was, Stuart, our taskforce leader had been reamed out by brass for letting me just accompany them to retrieve Jay. The only thing that saved him was that I found the children. Still, we had to be careful to make sure my role on the taskforce in no way tainted the case, especially in relation to Jay becoming both a victim and a witness. And, with direct threats to Jay being recorded, I was even more limited, now. 
 
    Tien had been limited too. My step-sister and I were as close as if we were biological sisters and that caused problems with our jobs at times. We'd been fortunate so far and because Tien could speak Vietnamese as her first language, I'd almost been dropped from the taskforce. But Tien and Stuart had managed to make a convincing enough case for me to stay on. At my desk.  
 
    Thus, whenever Jay told me she remembered something, I called someone else, Ivan for the most part as it was better if the same person took Jay's statements and she liked Ivan, felt comfortable with him. I kept out of it, merely facilitating the transfer of information and recording everything in a logbook so if it was ever questioned, we could show a clear chain of evidence. With that in mind I texted Ivan to let him know that Jay was returning home. 
 
    Jay didn't want protective custody. Jay wanted things to return to normal. I closed my eyes.  
 
    Jay was clearly in denial.  
 
    I needed a break. I went to the break room and made a green tea. I tried not to think about it, but my resolve lasted barely a minute. Her and her protector in an intimate relationship. It was a nightmare. Not just because he was supposed to guard her, but because of what he was. He fed on spirits like hers. Once, Jay kept arguing, he didn't need to now. Could I trust that? Could I trust him with my daughter? And what were the options if he was removed from the situation? Those bat things had been horrific. Jay said there were more, different ones, scarier ones. No normal human could protect her from that kind of thing. Jay had explained what Therion had discovered and told me about the confrontation the vampires had turned aside. I understood we had little choice in this; Therion was her best protection. But I still didn't like it.  
 
    I returned to my desk with my tea and tried to focus on work. Jay's arrival text came before Thomas's. 
 
    Jay: Back home =). Had to deal with supply issue, so been here a little bit before I could txt. Bastien/Therion checking place safe before letting me upstairs. Having coffee with Yu. My own bed tonight. 
 
    Her last comment was accompanied by a gif of a cat drinking coffee and a second gif of a puppy doing a gleeful somersault on a bed. I smiled, despite my worried mood. 
 
    Thomas's text arrived while I was replying to Jay. It was a shorter confirmation and assurance they would keep Jay safe. I returned to my reply text to Jay: Do you want me to drop by after work? 
 
    Jay: Y & N. I'd like to see you, but I'm exhausted. Want to look over the café after closing, then an early night. Tomorrow? 
 
    I texted that tomorrow would be fine and then a thank you to Thomas before gently tossing my phone on some files on my desk and putting my chin in my hand and staring off into space. It seemed my daughter's safety was in the hands of other people. People I thought were more qualified to protect her both from Archmore's organisation and the creatures that worked for this Dark Realm entity. Ceri-talen, Jay called him. Therion had, after all, stopped the sniper from killing Jay, something we, the police, had not even had on our radar. And, according to Jay, Bastien, Thomas, and Therion had protected her from a veritable horde of creatures like the bat monster that had turned up in my backyard. It seemed the best thing I could do for my daughter was help progress the case that would hopefully put an end to the most serious threats to her safety from Archmore's organisation.  
 
    A part of me, the mother part, just wanted to go to her. Hold her, keep her safe. The rest of me, the one that pursued a career in law enforcement, that part was content with working on the case. It was a job I did well and, aside from my daughter, there were a lot people who were being hurt, those abducted children and their families not the least of them. I'd joined the police force to help people, to protect them from scum like Archmore, from indifferent and brutal gangs focused on profit no matter the human cost. 
 
    It occurred to me that with her new-found relationship with Therion, Jay wanted to spend time with him in a place where her disapproving mother wouldn't turn up at any moment. I wish I could be okay with it. She was clearly in love and Therion, in his own way, was devoted to her. Perhaps, it would be better if I stayed focused on my work, let her enjoy the relationship while she could. 


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    I was in my kitchen making a coffee when Amelia sauntered in through the front door. Therion and Bastien were still downstairs somewhere, scouting the area I presumed. It was just after four in the afternoon, so I was a little surprised when I received a text from her saying she was on her way over. I'd told her to let herself in. 
 
    At seeing her frown, I said, 'You look perplexed...' I made it a statement, but my tone invited her to reply if she felt like it. 
 
    Amelia smiled at me. 'He seems... less intense.' Her green eyes were sparkling with interest. 
 
    I decided to pretend to not know what she was referring to. 'He? Therion? I gather without any further attacks from the Dark Realm, we're all feeling a little more relaxed. I thought you had to go to the office today.' I gestured for her to take a seat while I tamped my freshly ground coffee and got the milk ready. 
 
    She sat on the end of the lounge with her legs crossed and her back very straight, somehow her posture reminded me of a cat sitting upright.  
 
    'Oh, I do,' she rolled her eyes, 'although I suspect the urgency has more to do with the fact that visiting you here has me closer to the temptations of the city. I just wanted to say hi and see if there was anything I could do to help you resettle.' 
 
    'But if you're coming Monday, won't that put you just as close to temptation, just at a slightly later date?' 
 
    Amelia chuckled. 'Yes, but today is a Friday, when all the clubs are open, more people, more opportunities for mischief. Monday—' 
 
    'Everything is closed. I didn't pick you for someone who gets up to mischief.' 
 
    'Ah, well, that depends on your definition of mischief, going into nightclubs pounding with bass and packed with drunk, uninhibited, barely-clothed humans, and enjoying said atmosphere is, to someone brought up in Thomas's times, not just mischievous, but downright hedonistic.'  
 
    'Sounds like more fun than waiting about for indescribable horrors from the Dark Realm to descend.' 
 
    Amelia burst out laughing. 'Thomas would prefer that!' 
 
    I looked about my apartment. I'd missed being here. I'd told Yu that I wanted her to continue in her management role for the moment. Despite being back home, I had a fair few things to work out. 
 
    'Thankfully, I don't think that's too likely, considering they think it's safe enough for me to return,' I said. 
 
    'And yet, I do not think that's why Therion seems almost cheerful,' Amelia said pointedly. Her smile was definitely suggestive as she raised her eyebrows meaningfully. 
 
    I, too, raised my brows, but in mock surprise. 'Really, hmm, can't say I noticed,' I remarked with nonchalance. 
 
    Amelia gave me a brief, withering look that collapsed into a smile. 'Fine, be discreet, but I just want you to know,' she met my gaze, 'I envy you.' 
 
    I grinned. 'I kind of envy me, too. 
 
    'He's hot, right?' she exclaimed and then, realising the outburst wouldn't have impressed her father, suddenly looked shy. 'Don't, uh, my father doesn't need to know I said that.' 
 
    I found myself chuckling. 'If he doesn't want you in the city on a Friday night on the off-chance you might get up to mischief, I figure he'd be more stubborn than my mum about a relationship with a dark-angel.' 
 
    'Understatement of the century.' 
 
    For a moment Amelia sounded exactly like I had when I was fifteen, although I was sure she was well past the barely twenty-something she looked. And I think most of her age was due to artfully applied make-up. 
 
    'I'm not sure how it's all going to work, though,' I said returning to the topic of me and Therion. 'With everything that's going on, that is. I'm hoping I can start concentrating on my business again.' 
 
    I finished pouring the frothed milk and rinsed the jug before joining Amelia on the lounge with my coffee. 
 
    'It must be great to be your own boss,' Amelia remarked wistfully. 
 
    'There are bonuses,' I admitted, 'but it's not the kind of job where you clock in at nine and finish at five. You seem to have a fair bit of flexibility. You assist Thomas in his capacity as a clan leader, don't you?' 
 
    At my question, Amelia heaved out a sigh. 'Yes, and it is more flexible than other jobs. I wasn't sure about it though, so I don't have an official position or duties.' 
 
    'Well working with family isn't guaranteed to be a picnic,' I pointed out. 'You were wise to take up the option of trialling it to see how you get on.' 
 
    My compliment received an uncertain sound of agreement. 'Thomas wants me to formalise things.' 
 
    'But you don't want that?' 
 
    'Mmm, to be honest, I'm not sure. A permanent role would be better paid and he could hire me an assistant. I like what I'm doing. I mean, it's certainly challenging, but it's kind of good how I can throw a little weight around, you know? I just have to say I represent the Clan Leader and doors open. If I take the role officially, there'd be more of that, but I'd also have to appear in court to act on his behalf and at formal meetings.' 
 
    'So it could be even more rewarding to formally take it up.' 
 
    Amelia nodded. 'But it's a lot of responsibility.' 
 
    I grinned. 'I've seen you in action, you can handle it.' 
 
    'Really? Thanks, it's nice to hear it from someone who's not family.'  
 
    'I get that. Have you thought about working outside the clan business? Doing something on your own?' 
 
    Amelia rolled her eyes upwards as she groaned. 'Thomas would think it was the end of the world.' 
 
    'Tell him you want to learn to navigate the world without the safety net so close. You definitely have great organisational skills, there are any number jobs you could do. Perhaps one of the best ways of finding out what you want to do is to try a few of them out.'  
 
    Amelia fidgeted with a delicate gold watch. 'It's a bit more complicated for a vampire. I have tried to branch out a little a couple of times already.' 
 
    'Oh?' 
 
    'You know those cans we drink from?' 
 
    'The ones that heat up— you had something to do with those?' I didn't try to keep the admiration from my voice, those cans were uber-cool, or warm, to be more precise. I settled on a less-confusing response. 'They are amazing, Amelia.' 
 
    'They were my idea. Thomas made me study. From primary level right on up.' 
 
    'Made you?' Although I agreed with the principle, it sounded a little aggressive. 
 
    'Oh, I shouldn't have said it like that. I didn't mind, but vampires are not normally required to do that kind of thing. That's one of the things I appreciate about Thomas; no matter who he takes responsibility for, he insists they get an education. He says knowledge will empower you. I liked science and literature the most and I often read well outside the subjects I was studying. Anyway, I came across these cans in a department store— this will interest you— they were cans of coffee and you pushed this button on the bottom and they heated up and I thought: that would be a brilliant way to heat up blood to body temperature.' 
 
    She had started to become more animated as she continued, her passion for the project was obvious. And now she was talking pretty fast too, I almost missed the significance of the reference to body temperature. 
 
    'I figured out the design and then I told Bastien and Thomas about it. Thomas wanted to give it to a team, but thankfully Bastien saw how much it meant to me. He persuaded Thomas to let me stay involved and be in the lead. Bastien's good that way.' Her tone had changed, becoming more subdued. 'Thomas and Bastien argued more frequently than normal. They said it was over court business, but I heard enough to know Thomas wanted me to focus on my studies alone and not to spend any time away from work— I was interning then.' 
 
    'It sounds like you will have someone in your corner if you do decide to explore your options, though.' 
 
    Amelia sighed again. 'I don't want to be the cause of friction between them.' 
 
    'I think it's important though. You need to tell Thomas that you want some more independence or he is likely to think you're happy enough.'  
 
    She huffed softly, giving me a look that said she knew I was right, but she didn't want to admit it and then looked away. 
 
    'Confrontation is never fun, but you have to learn to assert yourself.' I realised I was sounding a little lecturing and added, 'Sorry, I didn't mean to sound preachy.' 
 
    'I'll think it over,' she said, giving me a smile that said I was forgiven. Her expression became apprehensive. 'I think you're right. Thomas means well and Bastien, even though he often stands up for me, is also very protective, so I'm very sheltered. I think I need some time away from them. Not all the time…' 
 
    'Just enough time created by working in a job of your choosing, perhaps?' I suggested. 
 
    She nodded, her striking, green eyes lighting up. 'Yeah. Although, if I decide to do that, it may push back my Independence.' 
 
    When she said independence, I didn't think she meant it in the way I meant it, it sounded like a title, like something she had to achieve officially. 
 
    'Independence?' 
 
    'Oh, when you become a vampire, you have to, I'm not sure how to describe it. I guess you could say you have to serve an apprenticeship of sorts. The one who created you has responsibility for you until you learn not just to be a vampire, but to navigate vampire society.' 
 
    'And when you complete this apprenticeship you become independent?' 
 
    Amelia leaned back and smiled. 'That's right. It's kind of like graduating.' 
 
    'Can I ask how you became a vampire?' 
 
    Amelia looked away for a moment and when she looked back her expression was uncertain. 
 
    'I'm sorry—' 
 
    'No, it's okay,' Amelia assured me. 'We're not allowed to discuss the how, but the why is okay, I guess.' 
 
    'I'd rather not get you into trouble.' 
 
    'It's not that, but my death was traumatic, as was my life before I became vampire.' 
 
    'Oh. Well, same things goes; if you'd rather not…' 
 
    Amelia looked past me for a moment as she considered whether she would say more. I was very curious, but I didn't want to push the bonds of a new friendship. I was just about to emphasise that it was okay and change the subject when she spoke. 
 
    'Making a human a vampire is not something that can be done on a whim. There are rules. Most of the time a vampire has to apply to the Court, but there are circumstances that are considered acceptable reasons. Take your circumstance, for example—' 
 
    'Mine?' 
 
    Amelia nodded. 'Mmhmm. Sometimes when a yulari is targeted by gods like Ceri-talen, Bastien and Thomas will change them. Something about the change alters their spirit and Ceri-talen loses interest in them.' 
 
    That was news. Big news. Therion and I had talked at length about my circumstances and the options open to me, but he had never mentioned becoming a vampire. 
 
    Amelia noted my frown. 'They don't always do it, sometimes it's too risky, the change is more often fatal than it is successful. In my case, I was dying anyway.' 
 
    That was probably why Therion hadn't brought it up. I didn't want to die, but perhaps being a vampire would give me the strength to fight Ceri-talen's servants myself. After all, the vampires had defended themselves quite effectively against them.  
 
    Amelia seemed to be able to tell what I was thinking. 'Even if you survive to become vampire, you won't be as strong as those protecting you for some time. Most of them have at least a century on me. I'm only just beginning the more intensive combat training required to take part in confrontations. They're old enough to get through the day, with sufficient blood, whereas I can only manage a few extra hours. Occasionally I can be up longer if I have more blood, but it's not something I can get away with regularly.' 
 
    And there went my fantasy of a quick fix to my problems. Amelia was starting to sound stressed, so I decided to change the subject slightly. 'Was it a difficult transition? Becoming a vampire, I mean.' 
 
    Again, she paused, hesitation in her expression. I kept silent, hoping she would speak, feeling guilty for my hope as I was fairly certain neither Thomas nor Bastien would approve. 
 
    'The actual change… that was excruciating.' 
 
    'But once it was over?' 
 
    'Everything after that was easier in comparison, but not necessarily easy.' Amelia looked down and started fidgeting with her watch again. 'I like you, Jay. I mean, I don't have many non-vampire friends and it's kind of nice.' At my look of puzzlement, she explained. 'With vampires even if there's no agenda, I still have to be careful about what I say and how I behave. With you, well, there are still things Thomas and Bastien think are better not discussed, but I'm not being judged and my opinions and behaviours won't be brought up at court or tossed around the vampire gossip mill. It's more relaxing.' 
 
    'But there are still things that Thomas and Bastien think you should not tell humans and this topic comes close enough to crossing that line that you're not comfortable speaking openly.' 
 
    She let out a sigh. 'You're just curious. It's natural. And I can talk about why I became a vampire, just not the details of how.' 
 
    I nodded. 'You said that earlier and I'm fine with whatever you feel comfortable saying or not saying.' 
 
    My assurances received a smile and then her expression sobered as she sat forward and looked down. 'My human father was violent. My mother was trying to get me into a convent, she thought I'd be safer. They argued about it often. He was worse when he was drunk and she should have known better than to fight with him. He started to hit her. I tried to intervene. He shoved me hard and I… I hit my head on the fireplace. Bastien and Thomas were staying at the tavern next door. They overheard the confrontation. By the time they got there, my father had killed my mother. Choked her to death…' 
 
    'Oh, Amelia, you don't have to—' 
 
    She looked up. 'I know. It's not as painful to recount it as you might think. I didn't actually see it. I only know because Thomas told me.' 
 
    'Thank goodness.' 
 
    'I know,' she agreed matching my emphatic response. 'That would have been a trauma I might never have recovered from. Thomas saw his wife and daughter die. I still miss my mother but thinking about her being gone doesn't hurt like it used to. For one, I know about ascending and that makes it easier. Her life was… she's better off now. The reason Thomas changed me is because I look like his daughter and when he saw me crumpled on the floor…' Amelia shrugged. 'The first thing I noticed when I came to was that I was starving. That's normal, but I cannot describe the depth of my horror when I realised I was hungry for blood. I threw up a whole lot because I kept trying to eat human food. Some foods we can eat, but it depends on how they are processed. And we get very tired, very weak if we try to just have human food. When you're an older vampire, it doesn't affect you as much, although I have found that it varies from vampire to vampire. When you are a new vampire, though… One interesting thing came from it. I used to pick berries, when I was human, I looooved, loved, loved strawberries and to this day, I can still eat them.' 
 
    'Wow! That's kind of cool.' 
 
    Amelia laughed. 'It is.' Her brows knitted suddenly. 'I can't eat a whole lot of them…' Her frown lifted, her expression becoming nostalgic. 'When I do, though, all my senses come alive, I can smell the sunshine in them.' 
 
    'The sunshine?' 
 
    'Yeah. I know it sounds weird, but I swear it.' She glanced at her watch and then paused to look at it properly. 'Oh, hey, I really need to go, I was only supposed to make a quick stop. But I'll see you Monday.' 
 
    I got up and walked her to the door, opening it for her. 'Sure will. And if you like, we can chat more about what kind of career you want. I don't mind being your sounding board.' 
 
    'That'd be really good, thanks.' She started to leave but stopped before she reached the top step. Looking around the atrium she stepped back over to me. 'I know you probably want to ask them, ah, about the… about my option. But please don't tell them that we discussed it.' 
 
    'I won't—' 
 
    'Be careful if Bastien is around, he, ah,' she stopped, a frown wrinkling her brow. 
 
    'I understand about Bastien. I'll talk to Therion, alone.' 
 
    My statement received a grateful smile and I waved her off.


 
   
 
  

 Bastien 
 
      
 
    Fixated was a corner café on the edge of the Melbourne CBD and near some markets. Not a bad position. It had booths along the wall opposite the counter, oval tables in the middle, and cane lounges and chairs arranged in cosy groups along the windows. To the right, as I stepped in, was a curving coffee counter with display cases and a kitchen behind it. There was a lot of wood, brass, and leather. Dark browns, rich blues, greens, and dark reds were used for the upholstery and cushions. There was a distinct steampunk theme to the décor, but it wasn't overdone. The staff were also dressed in steampunk attire, one server wore a corset with a shirt underneath and striped pants and the barista wore a frilled shirt under a vest with a pocket watch. I suspected that the Victorian-style coat hanging on the wall near the kitchen door belonged to her. 
 
    Therion had stepped in first and was heading towards the serving counter. As I followed, I saw Jay step through from the kitchen and slip out a pair of swinging doors built into the end of the counter. I gave her a nod but walked to the corner booth where Tadhg had set himself up. An unattended cup of coffee in a takeaway cup sat next to an open laptop, but at the moment he was reading a newspaper. 
 
    'You just missed Amelia,' he said by way of greeting. 
 
    'No. Just saw her outside. She said you were happy to pull a double shift. She gave me these to give you.' I passed over a small tote bag that had a thermal lining.  
 
    Tadhg looked into the bag and when the dark head came up, he was smiling, his white teeth contrasting starkly against his dark skin. 'Those'll get me through, to be sure.' 
 
    I had a second bag for Adrian, Amelia had thought ahead and brought along blood in the thermal cans but left them in her boot. She'd been illegally parked and running late for an appointment, so I'd taken them.  
 
    'Everything else alright?' 
 
    He nodded, then added in a low tone, his Irish accent giving the innocent conversation an almost conspiratorial air. 'I've got internet and his lordship has emailed some work he wants doing.' He gestured towards the counter with his chin. 'The staff've been told I'm doing work fer Jay and'll be here past closing. They mayn't know Adrian's in the atrium as the door to it's in the kitchen and needs a code. Jay's given it to us so if something happens I can let myself through. But to be honest, I'll just duck out the front and go over the courtyard wall.'  
 
    'It may well be faster,' I agreed. 
 
    'Adrian's leaving the courtyard door unlocked.' 
 
    'In that case, it's definitely faster. Why not leave the atrium door open after everyone's gone for the day?' 
 
    Tadhg nodded. 'Even better. I'll text Adrian.' 
 
    As I stepped back to leave Tadhg to his newspaper, I realised there was someone behind me. It distracted me. I hadn't heard her, hadn't felt her, had not been aware she was moving behind me. For a vampire, that's a serious lapse. Could it be I was more affected by my daytime roaming than I estimated? It had been a while since I'd fed. It was too late— I bumped into her, knocking her cup from her hand. I caught the cup before it hit the floor, but coffee was already all over the place. I met a pair of grey-blue eyes, and then the pain seared through my head.  
 
    It was like fire, but not a generalised burning, it was concentrated. A psychic attack. For a moment it almost overwhelmed me, my head felt like it would implode, I couldn't think through the pain lancing through my mind. Then my training kicked in, I put up a mental wall and pushed it out. An instant after I'd bumped into her, Tadhg reacted, catching the woman to stop her from falling. A server was hurrying over with cloths. She handed one to the woman, but she looked dazed, so Tadhg took it from her and started mopping up the coffee on her fur-trimmed, calf-length black, velvet coat while the server started cleaning up the mess on the floor. 
 
    I needed to speak to Therion. A psychic attack of this kind was not the normal modus operandi for anything Ceri-talen might send. It was more likely that this attack was personal; an enemy of mine or Thomas's. If it was the latter, I was less worried, I could deal with that. But I needed to confirm with Therion that it wasn't the former.  
 
    Although the searing sensation no longer blotted out my every thought, I still felt short of breath and disoriented. It took a very strong practitioner to perform an attack like that. I made hurried, but sincere apologies to the woman, and told Tadhg to replace the knocked over coffee and pay for dry cleaning— that coat looked expensive. Therion and Jay had stopped talking and the therilgalen started to approach.  
 
    I gestured towards the kitchen. 'We need to talk.' My tone put him on alert, his frown telling me he understood that something serious had just happened. I was still disoriented and I felt him grab my upper arm to steady me. 
 
    The barista asked me if I was alright, but Jay stepped forward. 'It's okay, Yu, this is a friend, he's getting a migraine, I'll take him through to the back. Can you make sure Alyssa's fine? Get her another coffee. I know we close soon, but she probably hasn't eaten—' 
 
    'Got it covered.' 
 
    As Therion guided me through the kitchen, I heard Jay say, 'That woman is worth her weight in diamonds.' 
 
    Adrian rose from his chair as we entered the atrium and pushed a second chair out so Therion could sit me in it. I was aware of them patiently watching me.  
 
    'I'm fine. I think…' I trailed off. 'I'm fairly sure a witch or some other kind of practitioner just tried to take me out. A psychic assault.' I looked up at Therion. 'I don't think it's a tactic used by Ceri-talen's servants.' 
 
    He shook his head. 'Too subtle, and why target you? I am the main obstacle.' 
 
    I tried to nod, but my head hurt too much. 'It'll be clan business. Not unexpected. I need to talk to Thomas.'  
 
    I heard a crack and then a warm canister was pressed into my hand. I looked down at the can Adrian had handed me. The scent of blood flooded my nostrils, my canines ached. I hadn't hunted in a while. The blood would help, but it wouldn't relieve the ache. Both Thomas and Amelia say they never have that problem, possibly because they're more used to drinking stored blood.  
 
    It took the whole can and several minutes for me to feel normal. During which time, Therion filled in Jay on what I'd told him about the shifters and vampires we wanted to post. I took the chance to look over the atrium. A curving staircase made of glass and light wrapped about the wall. The entire space was clear to the ceiling and the roof was a cone of glass. The windows spanning the outer wall looked out onto an enclosed courtyard garden with high walls. It was actually a small space, but it seemed larger because of the windows and light. The chairs Adrian and I were using looked like they came from the café— cane with cushions and a glass-topped cane table with a real clockwork-like gears beneath the glass. A number of built-in garden troughs filled with plants followed the curving window. The stairs partially wrapped around a waist-high circular garden bed in the centre of the room, but it was empty. 
 
    'I ran out of insurance money.' 
 
    I gave Jay a bewildered look. 
 
    'The centre garden, you were looking at it.' 
 
    Ah. That made more sense. 
 
    Jay was explaining, 'There was a storm several months ago and a tree in the courtyard came down. My insurance covered the structural repairs, but I ran out of money before I could finish this area. I was planning on a fountain. Eventually, I want to put in a doorway, and extend the café.' She paused. 'Are you sure you're okay?' 
 
    I rose. 'Yes. I'm fine,' I reiterated, 'It's just been a while since someone could surprise me.' I looked at Therion. 'Does Ceri-talen ever use fire elementals?' 
 
    Therion tilted his head. 'Fire elementals? No, they are not under his jurisdiction. He does have creatures of fire, but nothing so pure as an elemental. What makes you think a fire elemental is involved? I thought you said it was a psychic strike.' 
 
    Frowning, I shook my head. 'That kind of burning, it made me think of the wyvern we fought, but the more I think about it, there was an intensity and preciseness that I've only ever encountered once.' 
 
    Three faces looked at me expectantly, and I obliged them. 'Elenai. A witch, and an old… friend,' I added for Jay's benefit, 'introduced me to a fire dancer once. The fire they danced with was an elemental. The fire dancer told me that he had to enter into a contract with the elemental, it was something their people had been doing for centuries. Fire elementals will not act on behalf of just anyone.' 
 
    'Did you not mention earlier that you recently had Elenai do some warding for you?' 
 
    I looked at Therion. 'I believe, without malice, you are asking if Elenai's visit and knowledge about fire elementals could in any way be connected to this attack. But she is well home by now. I think it is just coincidence. Either way, I need to investigate further. I gather all is settled here?' 
 
    Jay nodded. 'Adrian and Tadhg will stay until morning. I have the information about the shifters who will take over from them. One is going to camp out here and the other in the café and then some more vampires will take over again in the evening. I've told Yu to reserve the booth Tadhg is in for some people doing some work for me and to provide them with whatever they need. There's bloo— refreshments in my fridge for the vampires. Yu knows I've given them access to the atrium, so I think we've covered everything.' 
 
    'In that case, I will seek out Thomas.' 
 
    Rather than pass through the café, I stepped out into the courtyard. If someone had just tried to ambush me, I didn't want them to catch on to the fact that I had left the café. I gave them all a farewell wave and then jumped the wall. Thomas would not welcome news of someone targeting me already, but we'd discussed the probability. Now, I just needed to hunt down the perpetrator.


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    'She enjoys your company.' 
 
    He was talking about Amelia. He'd been patrolling most of the afternoon and it was early evening now. I'd just told him I'd be watching movies with Amelia on Monday.  
 
    'Well, I hope so, or it could be a very dreary night for her.'  
 
    Therion credited my reply with a brief laugh, which was more than it deserved as he stopped behind me and placed his hands on my shoulders. 'It was an obvious statement,' he acknowledged. 'I meant, I felt her joy, it increases in your companionship, and her energy rises.' 
 
    We were standing out on the little balcony over the courtyard and I relaxed against his chest, content to just stand there. I turned my gaze up to the sky as I said, 'I don't think they have a lot of opportunities to make what they feel are real friends. Oh, I know Bastien and Thomas are friends, but I don't think that it's very common.' 
 
    Therion leaned his chin on my head. 'Their culture is very competitive; most friendships are more accurately described as alliances. My guess is that in Thomas's company Amelia is rarely amongst those closer to her age or interests. Her world will be one of business and the courts. It is very thoughtful of Thomas to give her this task. I suspect he has seen the spark of natural kinship between you and is encouraging it by giving her an official need to be here and licence to stay once her duty is dispatched.' 
 
    I quirked my mouth to one side, Mum says I sometimes do it when thinking something through, she commented on it because she said Dad used to do it too. I realised that what Therion said about Thomas and Amelia was true. Each day Amelia arrived just before or after the sun went down. I would get a cursory, but polite, greeting and then she went for a walk with Therion. Often Therion would return first as Amelia went to talk to the sentries and then I'd get a much warmer welcome. Only then would she relax and you could almost see her shed her work persona. 
 
    I felt Therion lift his chin so that he was looking up at the sky with me. 
 
    'In the Dark Realm, there are no such places as this— with the endless sky. There are vast spaces, caverns it would take many days to traverse. When I first experienced this realm, I almost forgot my purpose.' He drew his head back slightly and down so he could murmur in my ear. 'I was still Ceri-talen's servant, then. My handler, Ulyn, did not like me to do anything in this world other than the task she assigned.' Therion leaned his chin back on my head. 'Aurealis... she sometimes allows me hours, and occasionally days, with no summoning. The first time I did nothing. I waited and waited, and then Aurealis sent me a vision of a nearby mountain range. Most visions come with an instinct as to their location, so I flew there thinking it was a summoning.' 
 
    'But it wasn't?' 
 
    I heard the smile in his voice. 'No, it was a reward. I learned that as long as I do not breach her code, when I am between summonings, I am as free as any other creature. That is a substantial difference in my service to Aurealis and my enslavement to Ceri-talen. It has also changed how I see this realm. Once it was a place to hunt, nothing more, now… now I have connections here. I never expected that. I think she let me help Bastien that first time because she recognised that I needed a friend.' 
 
    We were quiet for several minutes, each lost in our own thoughts. It was a warm evening and the breeze carried the remnant of an even warmer day. Being close to the city and its lights meant I couldn't see as much of the stars as I could at Mum's place, but I still enjoyed the view. 
 
    'I could take you there.' Therion said, moving so he could murmur in my ear. 'Up amongst the stars,' he clarified. 
 
    'Now?' 
 
    'Why not now?' 
 
    I couldn't think of a reason and smiled up at him. He needed no other response. His hands slid from my shoulders and down my back to my waist. It was a slow, sensual movement, and I shivered with pleasure. Then, his grip tightened on my waist and before I knew it, he'd leapt to the balcony wall, and then onto my roof.  
 
    'I need room to extend my wings,' he explained. 'The safest way is for you ride on my back.' 
 
    He let go of me carefully, making sure I was steady. I felt cold despite the warm weather as he stepped away to move in front of me. He extended his wings and dropped into a half crouch, one knee on the roof, the other just bent. 
 
    Rather than hang off him, I decided I should actually brace myself up higher. Placing a foot carefully on his lower back I boosted myself up. I encircled him with my arms, my ribs resting against his upper back. I had to bend my head slightly to murmur in his ear. 'Is this okay?' 
 
    He partly turned his head to speak to me. 'I do not carry people often, but the few times I have, they usually hang off me rather than taking such a high position. It means that, at times, they end up half choking me.' As he spoke, he flexed his wings and I felt them move slowly and then a little faster. 'It is a good position.' 
 
    The immense wings seem to stretch impossibly wider. They swept up and down slowly, and then we launched into the air. It was jerky at first, but once he started to glide, it got smoother. I couldn't decide if I was more scared or excited as we swooped through the air. When he dived for the first time, I laughed with the exhilaration. 
 
    The night sky was magnificent and it was fun looking at the houses below, seeing which ones had pools and how they had designed (or not, in many cases) their gardens. At one point, he flew out over the forest, gliding just above the treetops. We followed a stream for a while before Therion climbed again and went into another dive. When we finally landed, Therion had to help keep me steady as I regained my 'land legs'. 
 
    'I can understand, a little better, the reason you changed sides. Such freedom...' I couldn't put it into words. 
 
    Therion smiled down at me, he understood what I was trying to say. Despite the smile, I could see a sadness in his eyes. I reflected that although he probably looked forward to times when he was free to fly, more often the case was that he only had as much freedom as Aurealis allowed him. 
 
    'I know it's easier working for Aurealis, from what you've told me, the sting of humiliation is better than what awaited you at no provocation in the Dark Realm. You're still caged though.' 
 
    He thought about it as he got me back down to the balcony and we moved inside. 
 
    'I have learned through Aurealis's teachings,' Therion said finally, 'that we all have masters. In the human realm these masters may be an employer, a lover, or family. These are not masters in the same way as Ceri-talen and Aurealis, but I have come to see that humans still have an idea of duty and obligation.' 
 
    We stopped near the kitchen island and, on automatic pilot, I gravitated towards the coffee maker. Therion leaned on the kitchen island to watch me— he says I move gracefully. 
 
    'Yet, my greatest vexation,' Therion continued, 'in this path Aurealis sets before me, is understanding when and why it is alright for me to take one life, but not another.' 
 
    'Like the assassin?' 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    He'd explained that the reason he'd disappeared wasn't another assignment, but punishment for killing the man who shot me. He understood, now, that Aurealis wanted him to shift from being a warrior to something more like a guardian. What he didn't understand was the lack of punishment on other occasions when he could also have brought authorities in. I suggested that perhaps earlier it would've been too difficult for him to over-ride his instincts and Aurealis was trying to introduce such discipline in stages. Therion agreed that she'd been introducing many things to him in stages and that at the start of his redemption he hadn't been required to interact with people at all. I’d seen him kill. He didn't do it with awareness, you could see that instinct drove every movement. That would be hard to overcome without some degree of training. 
 
    I wondered how I'd feel if I'd known those he'd killed. Would I be less forgiving? I reflected it was like a shark attack. Many surfers did not support hunting down the shark, even the victim. They acknowledged that they were in the shark's territory and it was just behaving naturally, it didn't have morals it connected to its prey. Perhaps the mistake many made with Therion was that he had a lot of human qualities, but he came from a world where they didn't have the same values as humans. In fact, many human cultures didn't share the same value systems or even religion and that had been the cause of many deaths amongst our own kind. 
 
    'Like we do,' I said of humans as I tamped down the coffee grounds, 'you will learn.' 
 
    'If Aurealis allows me to remain, I think I will have a more practical guide in you, Jayden, and thus an easier time.' 
 
    I turned to look at him. 'Just keep in mind that not all we do makes sense, for some of it you'll just have to take my word that it's the 'thing to do'.' 
 
    'Like eating ice cream, which has no nutritional value, but provides,' he paused to remember what I'd said and then quoted me, ''substantial emotional sustenance'.' 
 
    I laughed. 'As does chocolate.' 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Several days had passed with no signs of Ceri-talen. It was just before dawn. Therion had fallen into a trance. I knew because I was familiar with the sensation that woke me. The first time, after we had shared my bed, I hadn't known what’d woken me, just that some instinct had triggered. Then I'd realised that Therion's wings had returned.  
 
    Generally, when he's in the house, he changes to a form without wings. It makes it easier to move through the rooms and he doesn't knock over as many things. Although, now he'd been here a little while, he was familiar enough with the layout that it didn't happen as often, but, early on, I'd rearranged some of the furniture so he could move around with his wings a little easier. When I went to sleep, Therion would go out and scout the grounds and patrol, he also watched TV as 'research'. He loved the way my TV would rise up from a hidden compartment at the back of the cabinet in the lounge room. I discovered he occasionally nibbled some food— usually chocolate, but once I discovered he'd devoured almost a whole loaf of bread I'd made that afternoon. Most nights he'd end up slipping into the bed and read or enter a trance state, which equated to rest for him. He said he transitioned to his spirit form and could look down at himself as he rested. This form could travel about too, but in times like this, he preferred to remain close. This was when his physical form would revert to his natural one and I'd become familiar with the little spike of energy that occurred when the change happened. 
 
    Sure enough, he was lying on his stomach, one black wing was spread out over me. He still held my hand. I had, in a moment of rare sentiment, slipped it into his just before I’d fallen back asleep when he came to bed. I think he liked it though, because his hand firmly returned the grip. 
 
    The tiny light on my phone was flashing, indicating there was a message or an email. I stretched out so I could grab the phone with my free hand, using my thumb to awkwardly type in the pin.  
 
    It was a text from Mum: 'Hey hun, still working. Will stay at Tien's. Want breakfast?' 
 
    My Aunt Tien's place was closer to work than Mum's, so it made sense she'd arranged to go there when she finished up. I looked at the time the text was sent. It was sent just before ten, what was she doing at work at ten o'clock at night? The case against Archmore, I guess. I think the attempted assassination had scared her— heck, it terrified me— and progressing the case was one way she thought she might be able to eventually protect me. Another part of it was that she couldn't protect me against Ceri-talen and rather than feel helpless hanging around, she let Therion and the vampires worry about the supernatural side of things while she dealt with the humans. It also meant there'd been no further conflict over my relationship with Therion. Whenever she'd been home when I was staying at her place, she would often give both of us disapproving looks. She managed not to lecture me about it, but things still felt tense and I was relieved when Therion and the vampires said I could come back to my apartment.  
 
    Since I'd returned to the apartment, she had started texting me a lot more than usual, which I took to mean that she missed me, but did not want to intrude. That she'd arranged to stay at Tien's was another sign of that, normally she just uses my guest room. I missed her too, I wasn't used to her not approving of decisions I made. My mum wasn't the sort to over-coddle or 'hover'. She believed that the only way a child could learn independence was to step back and let them figure things out on their own. That didn't mean she wasn't supportive— Mum was my biggest cheerleader when I decided to open the café— and she wasn't into 'I-told-you-sos', but if I made a decision she disagreed with, she wasn't shy about telling me. I was fortunate, really, because I always knew that whatever opinion or advice she gave me was honest and direct, but if I went against it, she never held it against me. Sometimes she got so frustrated she’d have to take a few days to let that fade, but it was never long-term. 
 
    I wriggled my other hand free of Therion's so I could reply to Mum's text: 'Sure. Come to the café and I'll have Max make you an omelette =D.' 
 
    Mum loved omelettes, especially the way my cook, Max— short for Maxine— made them. 
 
    Mum returned my text: '6.30 too early?' 
 
    What in the world was she doing up at this hour? It was just past three. 
 
    I replied: 'Yes!!!! especially since it's only 3 hrs away— what are you doing up— but sure, I'll go back to sleep after you finish.' 
 
    'Can't sleep. Case. & everything.' 
 
    Everything would be the situation with Ceri-talen and Therion. Case meant the Archmore case. 
 
    'Same here. I gather you want breakfast at sparrow's fart because you plan to go into work?' 
 
    'Y.' 
 
    Y would be yes.  
 
    'Then try to get some sleep <3.' 
 
    Mum responded with a heart in return. 
 
    'Your mother?' 
 
    I looked over at Therion. 'She wants to have breakfast.' 
 
    'What do you mean when you say 'sparrow's fart'?' 
 
    I frowned, then realised he could see my screen. 'Oh, um. It means so early that the proverbial early bird is only just waking up.' 
 
    'That is a very odd saying. What is the proverbial early bird?' 
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes. This was going to take a while. 
 
    He must have read my expression because he said, 'Never mind, I will Google it later.' 
 
    I still couldn't get over how tech-savvy he was.  
 
    'Why are you up? Is something amiss?' he asked. 
 
    I smiled at his use of amiss, it was so… gentle and, considering what I'd seen him do to the dragon-like being he called Uea, it seemed contradictory.  
 
    'I'm worried by, well, everything. Ceri-talen sending more demons. The fact that your Aurealis has not been in contact. The Archmore case. The long hours Mum's working. My café, although Yu seems to be managing things well enough, I've put a lot on her shoulders in a very short time.' 
 
    Therion placed a finger on my lips and I realised my tone had started going higher and I was talking very fast. 'We are doing everything possible to guard against Ceri-talen,' he assured me. 'Aurealis is a god, she will come when she decides it is time. Your mother, if I understand your descriptions of her, has always been over-dedicated to her work. That she wants breakfast with you should assure you that she is, at least, eating. It also tells you that despite her disapproval of our relationship, she is not so angry she does not want to speak to you. And Yu, you've told me, wants to manage a café, this turn of events has presented her with the opportunity to step up into that role. I know you cannot stop worrying, Jayden, but do not let it overwhelm you.' 
 
    I shuffled over and leaned up to kiss him. He obliged by bending his head so I could without having to stretch. 
 
    'Why do you always taste so good?' he murmured against my lips. 
 
    It was a rhetorical question, but I answered it by kissing him again. 
 
    It took all of about a minute for kisses to escalate to sex.  
 
    The expectation that sex with a supernatural being is different is fairly reasonable. In terms of mechanics, everything’s the same as with another human, well, aside from the wings and fangs. His fangs don't extend unless he pushes them forward when threatened, but otherwise they only extend past his other teeth a little. Outside of the mechanics, sex is very different. There is a… a sort of vibe, I guess. I feel like I'm immersed in energy. Oddly enough, afterwards, rather than being energised, I feel tired. It's the kind of tired you get after a run or a gym session. It's unusual for me because normally I feel energised after sex. I get up, make coffee, and find something to do while my partner sleeps. But with Therion, he’s the one full of energy and he gets up and does things while I doze for an hour. Once I get up, I'm fine. I feel more energised than having a coffee makes me, but I always need that little sleep first.  
 
    This time was the same, after we climaxed, I snuggled against his chest, then, once I started to drift off, Therion kissed my head and murmured he was going to do a patrol, promising not to be too long. He tucked the bedding around me and slipped out of the room. 
 
    It seemed like only a minute before I heard him come back into the room. 
 
    'You forget something or have you been patrolling and I've lost track of the time?' 
 
    'You fell asleep. Adrian and Tadgh report that all is quiet, but Adrian saw that SUV again.' 
 
    I shifted to lean on my elbows. 'The one that seems to be watching the place?' 
 
    'The same. This time, they didn’t stay long, but Adrian was able to get the registration. I've texted it to your mother.' 
 
    I leaned back against the pillows, I was still really tired because I hadn't been able to get much more than an hour or two of sleep at a time. 'That's good, but I think it'll only confirm my theory that it's one of Archmore's lot.' 
 
    'With Archmore dead, who would be directing these actions to follow you and remove you?' 
 
    I shrugged as much as I could from my partly reclined position. 'No idea. Mum probably knows. You could ask her at breakfast.' 
 
    Therion sat on the edge of the bed. 'I will.' He reached out and stroked my hair back. 'You look tired, did the sleep not refresh you?' 
 
    'It did, but unlike you, I need around eight hours of it to feel fully restored.' 
 
    Therion made an 'ahhing' motion. 'Perhaps I should let you try to get a little more sleep then.' 
 
    I nodded and shimmied back down into the bed, but instead of getting up, Therion seemed to hesitate. 
 
    I looked up at him and tilted my head as I asked, 'Is something bothering you?' 
 
    He frowned briefly, looking down and then back to me. 'I just wonder, after we, ah, have sex, are you... do you feel exhausted?' 
 
    'Not exhausted, no. I feel tired, but in a good way.' My answer brought on another frown and I hurried to explain. 'You know when you exercise, or train, and your muscles ache, but it's a good ache because they've been worked hard and they'll build on that to become stronger?' 
 
    Therion nodded slowly. 'I think I know what you mean— you feel tired, but not drained?' 
 
    That was an interesting way to put it and it made me realise what his concern was. 'Are you worried that somehow you're feeding off my spirit energy and draining me?' He was a soul taker, after all, he was designed to live off energy, with spirit energy being the most nutritious for him. 'If that's happening, I don't think it's a lot or that it's doing me any harm. I mean, I am tired immediately after, but normally, once I've had a nap, I feel hyped up, like I have too much energy. It's just that tonight I haven't had my usual seven-to-eight hours.' 
 
    That seemed to reassure him, but he still looked uncertain. 'It might be something to ask Aurealis about, if she allows me to continue to be with you,' he said rising and taking a step back.  
 
    Before he could turn for the door, I asked, 'What happens if she doesn't?' 
 
    His face seemed to harden, like he was supressing his emotions and he looked away from me. 'She is my master, until I earn my freedom, I cannot disobey her.' He was quiet a long moment and then he looked at me. 'I think her absence is not that she is unaware of what has happened. I think she is observing us, deciding if I can be entrusted with this role. But there are other factors. Aurealis might assign another to you because she needs me to help defend others against attack or because she feels I have more chance of earning my redemption in a different role.' He stepped back over to the bed and sat, bending one knee so he could lean in and take my hand. 'Remember, also, that Ceri-talen might defeat me, perhaps not in the next confrontation or the one after, but it is possible. Aurealis subjects me to a lot of rules that Ceri-talen's people do not have to abide by and that may be my fall. I hope I will prevail, but it would not be fair to you for me not to prepare you for that outcome—' 
 
    'I know,' I interrupted. We'd already talked about it, I did not want to hide from that reality, but I also did not want to dwell on it until I had to. In the mean-time, I hoped it would never have become my reality. 
 
    'No matter how it turns out,' Therion said, 'my love for you will never diminish. It just might be that we have to accept that we have a short time together.' 
 
    'I know. Can we not talk about it, right now? I'm having enough trouble sleeping.' 
 
    He gave me playful smile. 'Perhaps I should seduce you again.' 
 
    I laughed, sitting up and leaning forward. 'There is no perhaps about it. If you're going to go on about my having to accept that we might not have a long time together, then I think the wisest thing I can do is enjoy your company as thoroughly as I can while I do have you.' 
 
    I pushed myself forward so I could kiss him. 'You've done your patrol, after all,' I added, my lips still brushing against his. I felt him smile and then he shifted so he could kiss me along my jawline until he got to my neck. 
 
    'You are, indeed, wise.'  
 
    Later, I lay in bed alone, Therion had gone to check the grounds, looking to see if the black SUV Adrian had spotted had returned, and then he wanted to do some research. It wasn't long until I was due to get up so I could meet Mum for breakfast, so I wasn't quite asleep, just dozing. I'd pay for it later, I wasn't sure I'd make it to mid-morning before sleep deprivation hit me, but, fortunately, I own a café, so have easy access to good, strong, coffee. It would not be long now before Yu arrived to open up and Max wouldn't be far behind so she could be on hand to make early-morning customers their breakfast. I should get up, get dressed, and go downstairs to be ready to help Yu. I stayed put, not quite ready to turn thought into action. 
 
    I could hear rain pattering on the roof. It was so surreal... It would be, what... getting close to two weeks since the last attempt by Ceri-talen. Although I wasn't spending as much time as I normally would in the café, I was now back to organising the books, supplies, and rosters as well as helping Yu prep for opening— although, if I procrastinated much longer, I might not get out of bed in time— and clean up at closing. I was beginning to think Thomas should send the sentries home, although I hoped Amelia wouldn't feel she needed any further guises of business in order to visit. I'd miss Adrian and Tadgh, too. Maybe I would let a few more days go by before suggesting it… Just to be sure.


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    It was almost seven. I'd actually fallen asleep. Technically, I needed it, but I was still annoyed with myself. Jay would grumble about getting up early just to have to wait around, but then, she was usually grumpy in the mornings, so I never took it to heart. I wondered how irritated she would be if I asked for my breakfast to go— I wanted to get into work so I could run a search on the licence plate Therion had texted. I re-thought that plan. Therion might be at breakfast, and if he was, I could ask him more about the car. Most times when I came over he made himself scarce. I wasn't sure if it was because he wanted to avoid a discussion about the inadvisability of his relationship with Jay or if he didn't want to intrude on my time with Jay. To be honest, I'd been avoiding visiting. More because I needed time to let my anger fade, and I was angry. If Therion was human, it would be bad enough that, as her security detail, he had crossed that line of professionalism to a personal relationship. But at least, in that case, she could get someone else to fill his place in a professional capacity while she continued the relationship. But Therion wasn't human. He was a demon. And not just any demon, he hunted souls, fed on them. It was a risk just having him around her. On top of that, he was the only one qualified, or, more precisely, powerful enough, to guard Jay effectively, meaning, he couldn't just be replaced with an objective party. For fate’s sake, it was such an awful mess. I kept trying to let it go, but every time I gave it a moment's thought I'd find myself ranting, going over the same arguments and worries. 
 
    I knew that objecting too strongly would just drive Jay to do the opposite. My only hope was that Aurealis, Therion's master, as I understood things, would resolve whatever situation that had led to my daughter being targeted and then Therion would be reassigned to someone else. Yes, Jay would be hurt, but as much as I didn't want her hurt, I thought she'd be far safer without him in her life. Jay had explained that Aurealis might assign a different guardian, someone like Garry— Silven, I corrected myself— who'd taken over while Therion was off doing who knew what. Silven had been pretty badly injured in the ambush with the three demons that looked like Therion, but who worked for Ceri-talen. Therion's old master, I reminded myself, trying to keep it all straight in my head. There'd been a lot of information to take in recently. Much of it seemed impossible, angels and demons, which meant gods, too, all supposedly real entities, well, not supposedly, Therion was real enough. So was Silven and the three demons who'd attacked us.  
 
    I pushed through Fixated's door and headed to the counter to ask if Jay was downstairs yet. As I reached the counter, Jay came in from the kitchen, saw me and smiled. Well, at least she wasn't upset over how late I was. 
 
    'Come through to the atrium,' she said, opening the swinging door set in the counter so I could follow her. 
 
    The smell of bacon and toast almost brought me to a halt, but I reasoned I would soon have both. A third chair had been added to the table we normally used for breakfast in the atrium. This one had no arms and was occupied by the demon that was the cause of so many conflicting emotions for me. Therion sat side on, so his wings weren’t inhibited by the back of the chair and his twin swords could sit to the open side of the chair. It occurred to me that he wore both on one side for exactly that reason. Behind us, the door through to the kitchen opened and I turned to see one of the casuals Jay employed carrying two plates. She waited for us to sit before placing the plates before us. 
 
    'Coffee is on the way,' she said to Jay. 
 
    'I ordered ahead of you, knowing you'd probably want to eat and run,' Jay told me. 
 
    'Good thing I didn't follow through with my impulse to get takeaway then.' 
 
    Jay rolled her eyes. 'I knew it.' She looked at Therion. 'I told you, if I ordered before she got here, she couldn't ask for takeaway.' 
 
    Her statement made the demon smile and he closed his eyes in a slow blink of acknowledgement. 'Your predictive capacity almost makes you clairvoyant.' 
 
    He said it without sarcasm or overt humour, but I was fairly sure he was making a joke. 
 
    'I wouldn't go that far,' Jay replied. 
 
    Just then, the server came back to deliver the coffee. I noted that mine was in a large takeaway cup. I gathered that as long as I ate here, I was good to take my coffee with me. 
 
    I looked over at Therion. 'Not eating?' 
 
    'I do not need to eat, although I have recently experimented with trying different foods.' 
 
    Oh, yeah, how could I forget that he lived on souls? It was one of my main objections to his involvement with my daughter. Let's not forget the great, big wings either, which shouldn't be as easy to forget as they were. Then I realised something; the server hadn't batted an eyelid or even hesitated when she came in. Surely she should have found Therion remarkable. That's when I remembered that not everyone can see them. 
 
    I picked up my fork and knife, preparing to eat my omelette with toast and bacon on the side. 'Can you tell me anything more about that SUV?' I asked Therion before scooping up a forkful of egg. 
 
    'Not much first hand. Adrian was the one to observe it.' 
 
    I paused between mouthfuls. 'One of the vampire guards Thomas gave us?' 
 
    Jay and Therion nodded. 
 
    'He's gone, the vampires are generally only on at nights,' Therion explained. 'They can stay on during the day if needed, but it’s not something they can do long term. Thus, as soon as the shifters were available, Thomas had them take over day shifts. They change over at six. Adrian waited for you, but after half-past six, he needed to go.' 
 
    'I hope he wasn't too inconvenienced,' I said, feeling guilty for my tardiness. I found myself frowning. 'How does it work, then? I mean, they obviously don't get burned by the sun, so why the early morning curfew?' 
 
    'They're nocturnal,' Jay said. 'They get very lethargic during the day unless they feed more often. In Adrian’s case, it wouldn’t have been greatly detrimental, but he had some things he needed to do and couldn’t afford the extra time.' 
 
    That made sense, I wouldn't want to face beings like Therion while sleep deprived and feeling torpid. 
 
    'That's not quite true, about the sun not doing them harm, it depends on the vampire,' Therion put in. 
 
    Both Jay and I raised our brows. As interesting as that was, though, I decided to steer the conversation back towards its original focus, well, kind of: 'And shifters are?' 
 
    'Shape shifters.' 
 
    He seemed to think the statement alone explained everything. It didn't, so I gave him a quizzical look as I clarified. 'As in werewolves?' 
 
    He frowned for a moment. 'Not always, but yes. A shifter can change between a human and an animal form and the most well-known ones in your realm are the wolves. The two on duty today are both tigers. I believe Bastien leases them land and supplies other amenities in return for…' he paused as if not sure how much he should say, finally he decided to finish the sentence with an ambiguous, 'favours.' 
 
    I decided not to pry for more information; I wasn’t sure he’d give it to me and I wanted to avoid causing unnecessary tension. 'If I came back tonight, would I be able to speak to Adrian then?' 
 
    'Any time from five,' Jay said. 
 
    I made a mental note to make sure I stopped by before heading home. 
 
    'Why don't we have dinner?' Jay suggested.  
 
    I had a feeling my daughter was making sure I wouldn't have the chance to work too late and that I would also eat something healthier than a takeaway for dinner. I glanced at Therion as I hesitated. Our lives had changed, I realised. Well, I knew it had changed, but it really hit me. From now on, it would never be just Jay and me, it would be Jay, me, and whoever was assigned as her guardian. Jay wanted that person to be Therion. Except he wasn’t just a guardian, he was also a boyfriend. Had she even thought about what would happen if they had an argument or, worse, broke up? She relied on him for her protection— 
 
    'I will not be able to join you, I need to oversee the change-over between the sentries and patrol,' Therion's low voice interrupted the train of questions that had started to build up swiftly into forceful objections to their relationship. 
 
    He was looking at me steadily. It was almost as if he knew what I was thinking, knew that his absence made it easier for me to spend time with my daughter without getting myself worked up over what I was certain was a serious mistake on both their parts.  
 
    I exhaled softly. 'Sure,' I said, managing a strained smile. 'A proper meal will make a nice change from takeaway.' 
 
    Therion rose. 'I am sorry to leave mid-meal, but I need to do a patrol. I have a suspicion that the SUV may not be only vehicle being used to observe Jayden and I am checking the area regularly for vehicles or people that seem out of place.' He paused. 'Speaking of which, I was wondering, Em…' 
 
    I nodded for him to ask his question. 
 
    'With Archmore dead, who would take over?' 
 
    'Would it be his brother?' Jay asked. 
 
    Therion arched his brows at Jay. 'I should have thought of that.' 
 
    I frowned. 'How do you know about Vaughn Archmore?' 
 
    'The people who abducted me, Riley and Lena, mentioned him. It should be in my statement.' 
 
    I would have to recheck that and get her to make an additional statement if it wasn't. 
 
    'I'd forgotten up until Therion asked me last night,' Jay was saying, 'and that got me thinking, trying to figure it out. I remember Lena said she was sleeping with 'Kerri' and she'd mentioned a brother… Vaughn, you said?' 
 
    I nodded. I looked over at Therion. 'You can't approach him though. In fact, you should not be doing any investigating, you might jeopardise our case. Killing him won't help, someone will just step up in his place. We need to get him through our legal system. Just do your job and protect Jay.' 
 
    Therion looked taken aback by my forceful tone. 'I do not intend to investigate on my own. The knowledge might prove useful in protecting Jayden as I will be able to identify security risks more efficiently if I know who they are working for. For instance, if I hide on the shadow plane near a vehicle watching Jayden's home, and I overhear a phone call, I will know that any mention of Archmore will not be necessarily be related to the deceased brother.' 
 
    'Oh… well, okay, then. I'm sorry if I sounded harsh. I'm just worried about the case and how it will affect Jay if we don't manage to succeed in shutting down this operation.' 
 
    'That is understandable. Be assured, Emerline, if I am ever not around, I have taken the precaution of securing a promise from Bastien that the vampires will protect your daughter in my absence.'  
 
    With that he let himself out the courtyard door. He paused as he stepped into the sun, flinching, almost as if he were a vampire and not a demon. Then he simply disappeared. I didn't see him walk or take flight, one moment he was there, the next he was gone. 
 
    'He just wants to give me the best protection he can, Mum.' 
 
    I looked from the now-empty courtyard back to my daughter. If that were true, he wouldn't have started a relationship with her. 'I know you both mean well,' I replied diplomatically. 
 
    I checked my watch. I really wanted to get in and get Ivan to run that licence plate for me, as well as re-read Jay's statement. I should stay a little longer though. I didn't want Jay thinking I was angry with her. But Jay did not miss me looking at my watch, even though I'd tried to make the movement casual. 
 
    'Would you like me to get what's left of your breakfast packed to go?' 
 
    'I'm sorry, hun. No. I admit, I'm anxious to get in, but another half hour or so won't make a difference. Tell me how the café is going?'


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [I am the Fire – Halestorm] 
 
      
 
    I recognised that she could see me. Not me, human form, but me, a therilgalen. My wings were de-manifested, but she was looking at them. She was not like Jayden. I wanted to say not yulari, but I was not sure. She was a being of contradictions, I decided. For instance, she was barely taller than a metre and a half, but her bearing was such that she might as well have been my height. She stood straight, not proud, but the kind of strong that gave me the sense that she could be immovable if she wanted. She was fair-haired and fair-skinned, ageless in a way, having that sought-after peaches and cream complexion I had learned her culture promoted as beautiful. But in all other ways she did not meet her cultural template for beauty. She was overweight, but pleasantly so in my opinion. She walked, aided by a cane, with elegance and grace. She had small eyes, but their steel grey-blue combination was captivating. The light sprinkle of freckles and the almost kittenish nose suggested adorability, but there was that strength, that sense she had overcome hardship and had done so through sheer determination. That made me think of the yulari; stubbornness was trait common to them, but, again, I did not think she was yulari. 
 
    'Jay's expecting me, I'm Alyssa.' 
 
    Her voice was smooth and low.  
 
    Jayden brushed between me and the doorframe. 'Alyssa!' 
 
    She hugged the other woman in a way that suggested she was more fragile than she looked. That was when I saw it: the fire elemental within her. 
 
    I barely registered the introductions and conversation as Alyssa was ushered in past me. I was slightly confused as Alyssa propped her cane against a drawer handle and started Jayden's coffee machine. The move was so natural on her part, I had a feeling that this was normal for them. Alyssa moved like Jayden did when preparing her coffee; with efficiency and preciseness. They chatted about what I presumed was Alyssa's work, but my focus was on the fire elemental that was clearly and deeply entwined with her spirit. Her whole upper right side was encompassed in elemental fire. It seemed completely at one with her. At first, I thought it manifested a dragon formation, which explained the dragons all about her— her cane, earrings and ear cuffs, every finger and her thumbs, bracelets, necklace, hair clips, even the t-shirt she wore had a dragon drinking coffee and the saying; First I drink the coffee, then I do the stuff. But when they sat on the lounge with their coffees, the elemental stilled and I thought perhaps it was actually more avian in form. 
 
    I have never seen an elemental behave in such a manner. Yes, they attach themselves to humans all the time, living off their energy, giving them energy, driving them to their purposes, taking pity on them and making their lives easier, or punishing those with a cruel nature. They were not evil creatures, well, not in terms Aurealis classed as evil. Often, they are symbiotic in their behaviour, giving at least as much as they take. As Bastien had said, ancient cultures knew how to communicate with them and often made contracts with them, but what I was seeing… I could not tell which parts of the spirit energy about Alyssa were hers and which parts belonged to the elemental. I wondered if this was the psychic antagonist that had almost disabled Bastien. 
 
    'Identify yourself,' I sent 
 
    Nothing. It did not even acknowledge my presence. It should have a healthy fear of me; elementals are spirits; thus, they will always acknowledge me and be respectful as they fear I might otherwise extinguish them. I could see a smoky blackness in the core of her spirit, but the flames of the elemental mostly concealed it. I wondered what it was. Was it a part of the elemental or Alyssa? She was not tainted. I would be able to scent that. 
 
    I tried again. 'What is your purpose, elemental?' 
 
    'Therion?' 
 
    Jayden's voice brought my attention back to the two women. 
 
    'I apologise, I am distracted. You asked a question?' 
 
    Alyssa used her cane to draw herself up. 'It's all good. I was just telling Jay, pain's high, so I'm heading home.' 
 
    'Pain?' I asked, confused by the reference. 
 
    Jayden was walking her friend to the door and raised her hand making a 'hold on' signal to me.  
 
    'There's no need to see me out.' Alyssa was saying. 'But keep in touch, okay?'  
 
    Jayden nodded reassuringly and then Alyssa raised her cane in a salute. 'Oh, and nice wings,' she said as she stepped out the door. Jayden closed it gently behind her.  
 
    I found myself speechless and Jayden laughed at my expression. 'I warned you, Alyssa can see angels too.' She grew serious. 'I'm glad she didn't stay long. The last thing she needs is Ceri-talen seeing another vulnerable yulari.' 
 
    I almost responded that Alyssa was not yulari, but I realised I was not certain of that statement, instead I said, 'Alyssa is far from vulnerable, there is no need to worry.' I paused and then asked, 'What did she mean, 'pain's high'?' 
 
    'Oh, yes. I meant to get to that. The cane isn't because of a traditional physical problem; Alyssa has nerve pain that starts in her back and extends over most of the upper right side of her body. She's had it all her life.' 
 
    'Burning pain?' 
 
    Jayden nodded emphatically. 'Mmmhmm. Constant, she barely sleeps, that's why she drinks so much coffee. She's one of the few people who can make a coffee I consider as good as my own. She focuses outward, so she's always doing something, anything, to keep herself from concentrating too much on the pain that's screaming at her.' 
 
    'All her life?' 
 
    Jayden nodded. 
 
    'And none of the angels have ever spoken to her about it?' 
 
    'What's up, Therion?' 
 
    I shook my head. 'A mystery I need to contemplate. At least Bastien can rest easy.' Jayden raised her brows in an 'oh' expression. 'It was not a psychic attack he experienced the other day,' I explained. 'He felt your friend's pain. She has remarkable control to keep it suppressed like that.' 
 
    'A lot of people who experience pain like that do. Wow, so Alyssa almost made Bastien pass out.' She shook her head as if she couldn't quite believe it. Then she frowned, looking puzzled. 'I didn't realise Bastien could hear pain as well as thoughts.' 
 
    I had a feeling Bastien didn't realise it, either. 
 
    Jayden crossed over to me and ran a hand over my cheek. 'Do you want to go for a flight? Take some time to think about that mystery.' 
 
    I considered it. I always enjoy flying, but as safe as Jayden was feeling right now, I did not trust it, this quiet. There was nothing Ceri-talen liked more than waiting for a warrior to grow inattentive. After the storm, he always said, they never expected you after the storm. The tsunami after the earthquake, the flood following the hurricane, the cyclone's unpredictable path. Humans tried to predict these events. Invented their technology, deployed their sensors and then, grew complacent. They decided that with the warning systems in place, they could afford to be less prepared. Ceri-talen counted on that complacency, that sense of indestructibility, that belief that tragedy happened to others.  
 
    'No. I want to stay close to you.' 
 
    These could be my last moments with her. I had been reviewing the data crystal I'd retrieved from the Dark Realm and it foretold a dire future for Jayden. She was one of a limited number of strongly anchored yulari, just the kind of spirit energy Ceri-talen needed to start another war… And he wanted that war. Only the acquisition of a different yulari would deter him, or… Or a hunter capable of gathering that kind of energy from slightly lesser, but sufficient spirits. A hunter like me. With the stakes that high, I suspected Ceri-talen would send another therilgalen to retrieve Jayden, but he would not make the mistake he had last time, sending three, lesser-experienced hunters. He would take one of the older, experienced hunters and feed them a very pure source of energy, enough for them to overcome me. I had no reservations about giving my life, but if I was going to do it, I was going to end the threat to Jayden while doing so. Thus, every moment with her now, was one to cherish.  
 
    I had prepared as much as I could. Conserved as much energy as I could afford to hold on to. I had even recorded a message for Jayden and for Bastien. I thought of the unprepared humans when they saw us descending in the aftermath of whatever natural disaster Ceri-talen invoked, or the less natural conflicts he provoked. They knew, despite our wings, that we were not angels. I remembered the dread I felt in those spirits.  
 
    This was what Aurealis spoke of when she said I must come to understand what I was to those I considered prey. 
 
    I kissed Jayden's forehead. She lifted her head and I kissed her lips. 
 
    I would give anything to ensure she never felt that dread. 
 
    I remembered how those spirits felt. 
 
    I remembered it. 
 
    And now… 
 
    Now, I felt it. 
 
   
 
  



Bastien 
 
      
 
    'I understand that there are times when it is wiser to keep your strategy to yourself.' Thomas paused, considering his next words. 
 
    We were sitting in Jay's dining area, well, except for Therion, who stood with his back to the sliding door just behind and to the right of the chair Jay was sitting in. His expression was neutral as he waited for Thomas to continue. 
 
    'Bastien and I have both fought in wars and, as you know, surviving in vampire society requires intricate planning and tactics very similar to guerrilla warfare. Thus, I believe we would be an asset to you in determining your longer-term strategy. Better targeted placement of the sentries, for instance, or warriors best-suited for the next threat Ceri-talen sends.' 
 
    When Thomas invited me to join in on a meeting with Therion to discuss strategy, I didn't think he had any real chance of persuading the therilgalen to impart his plans. Still, I'd thought, perhaps between two of us, we might wrangle some information out of him. Right now, Therion looked about as conversational as a stone wall. 
 
    'He will send only one, next time,' Therion finally responded. 
 
    I was surprised by the statement. Although Therion had told me some of what he discovered when he went to the Dark Realm, I'd been convinced there was much more that he wasn't disclosing. Despite my many and persistent enquiries, I hadn't managed to get anything quite so direct from him. 
 
    Thomas looked at Therion expectantly. As did I in the hope he'd feel pressured to reveal more. 
 
    Therion looked away, staring out the window for several seconds before he said, 'The sentries we have now are all I need. They will give sufficient warning when Ceri-talen's servant does, finally, strike, which will give me a higher chance of getting Jayden to safety.' He turned to look at Thomas. 'I do not need any warriors. Not this time.' 
 
    'But surely there's no harm in having warriors on hand,' Thomas countered. 'They could defend or delay, I cannot see why you are unwilling to have that extra help on hand.' 
 
    'From what Therion is saying, father, he needs only sentries because he plans to move Jay to another location. Warriors would be wasted in that case.' Amelia looked at Therion for confirmation and received a nod. 'Perhaps we can take those warriors on standby off and increase those on watch,' she suggested. 
 
    'I see your point, but I agree with Thomas,' I interjected. 'If you want time to get Jay to safety, warriors could delay whoever or whatever Ceri-talen sends.' 
 
    Therion paused considering his answer. 'Yes and no. Whatever Ceri-talen sends will easily circumvent such opposition. I will not throw away the lives of your clan members. Sentries are all I need.' He addressed Amelia, 'Extra sentries are not necessary, the ones we have in place are sufficient.' 
 
    Thomas made a half-shrugging motion and I could see he repressed a frustrated sigh. He didn't like the ambiguity. Therion was concealing too much from us, but arguing with a therilgalen was not a winnable scenario. 
 
    Instead, Thomas said, 'In that case, I will leave Amelia to check in with the sentries and get back to my office.' 
 
    Therion bowed and Jay rose to see Thomas and Amelia to the door. She followed them out and down to the atrium. I presumed so she could have a slightly longer conversation with Amelia, as was their routine.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    'I found your fire elemental,' Therion announced softly, once Amelia and Jay were out of hearing. 
 
    That got my attention. 'I was right? It was an elemental who attacked me?' 
 
    Therion shook his head slightly. 'Mmm, not quite. The elemental did not attack you. You bumped into the woman it has joined with.' 
 
    'I what?' 
 
    'The woman you bumped in the café. She is Jayden's friend, Alyssa. The elemental has embedded itself in her spirit. I think it perceived you as an attacker and was protecting her.' 
 
    I frowned deeply. 'Are you certain?' 
 
    'I am certain it was not attacking you by intent or on behalf of another. I am not certain why it has attached itself to Jayden's friend. Given more time with her, I may discover this. What is clear is that Jayden values her friendship highly, that in itself is sufficient motivation for me to help her.' 
 
    'But?' 
 
    He tilted his head and gave me a partial smile. 'You intuit correctly, there is something more. I am disturbed by her situation. Her pain is substantial. I feel pity for her. I do not think the elemental intends to cause her pain; it may not even realise it. I suspect it is a young elemental, an older one would not make such an error, and it did not seem to know how to communicate. I want to help her.' 
 
    He seemed surprised to be saying that. I wasn't. He isn’t the heartless, mindless soul taker the light-dancers brand him. It’s more a case that he's been told he is so often, he believes it more than he would have if he’d been spared their condemnations. 
 
    'She seems to regularly spend time with Jayden, so I plan to observe her more closely next time, from the planes. I think that will give me more insight.' 
 
    'Provided Aurealis gives you leave to be Jay's guardian.' I felt a bit cruel making the point, but it had to be made. 
 
    Therion huffed, answering what was going to be my next question— had Aurealis granted that permission? I'd watched how very gentle he was with Jay. Seen in every gesture and expression that he felt to his core that she was by far the most precious thing to him. If Aurealis assigned another, my friend was going to be devastated. 
 
    'I know you think being Jayden's guardian is the ideal outcome, but do you really think you can be detached enough when it is necessary?' Before he could answer, I put up my hand. 'Hear me out. I never thought, never imagined, I would see a therilgalen, even you, on your path to redemption, show any kind of romantic feelings for any being. You are a very literal tortured soul and every therilgalen created from your essence bears that. Yet you treat Jay like she is a dream that might dissipate. I remember love, Therion. Not the lust many humans think represents love, but that soul-deep connection and you cannot undo what it has done to you. You fear now. And that fear, Therion, may lead you to make mistakes in formulating the strategies needed to protect her.' 
 
    My friend was shaking his head again. 'I do not fear losing her.' 
 
    He wasn't disagreeing with me; he was making a statement. I raised my brows. 
 
    'I already know that even if everything goes the way I hope it does, I will eventually have to part ways with her. If she lives the natural life I wish for her, she will age, her vessel will die, and she will either search for a new vessel or ascend. With my guidance, I could teach her over her lifetime how to release herself from those earthly ties that have led to her becoming a yulari and to finally take that step towards ascension. At that point, we will part ways, and my soul will never heal, but I will be at peace.' 
 
    'We just have to stop Ceri-talen from getting to her first.' I heaved a sigh. 'He's not going to give up, Therion. There are signs that he's running low on his reserves, he has got to be desperate by now.'  
 
    Therion had turned his back on me to look out the window. 'I believe you have the right of it, old friend. Indeed, I am relying on it.'


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    I looked down at the desk's cluttered top, my mind racing. 
 
    'Em?' 
 
    'I'm thinking,' I told Stuart. 
 
    I was on the phone. 
 
    'Em, I know you don't want to be too far from Jay, but this might be connected to our case.' 
 
    He was right. He'd been contacted by a colleague in Sydney. They'd arrested several Vietnamese gang members. In the place they'd raided they'd found a room beneath the house. I looked up at my monitor, at the photos Stuart had forwarded to me. The room looked a lot like the one we'd found the children locked in at the location where we'd found Jay. Fortunately, there were no signs of it being used yet. 
 
    'Will you go?' 
 
    He didn't want to send Tien. The advantage of sending me was that I'd be a white woman, just a dumb, unimportant white woman who was observing the interview. The Vietnamese they were interviewing would never guess I knew their language. And when the 'important' men were out of the room, they'd talk, in their own language and I'd know every word that passed between them. 
 
    'I'll book a flight.' 
 
    'Already booked,' Stuart informed me. I should have guessed that— we had to send someone; it was just a question of who was available to go. 'Ivan's coming down to give you a lift to the airport.' 
 
    No time to go home and pack an overnight bag. That meant Stuart didn't want to waste a second. 
 
    'As soon as you can confirm if it's related to our case, get in contact,' he added. 'If they are, I want them.' 
 
    'Sure thing.' 
 
    'Thanks, Em.' 
 
    I hung up the phone, still processing. I picked up my mobile and started typing a text to Thomas. Before I could finish Ivan turned up. 
 
    'Ready?' 
 
    I snorted. 'With two minutes notice, no. But let's go.'  
 
    I grabbed my jacket and Ivan helped me pack my laptop in my bag. I tossed in my notebook and the toothbrush I kept in my desk drawer. Ivan unplugged my phone charger and handed it to me and then followed up with my laptop cord. I spent a few moments making a mental check. I'd send my texts to Thomas and Jay during the car ride. 
 
    Ivan grabbed my laptop bag while I shoved my mobile in my back pocket and put my jacket on. I gave him a nod of thanks as I took my bag back and he smiled.  
 
    'Your chariot awaits,' he said gesturing for me to precede him. 
 
    'I could get a taxi if you like,' I offered. 
 
    'They don't have the pretty lights that make the highway seas part when needed.' 
 
    'When's my flight?' 
 
    Ivan looked at his watch. 'An hour and a bit, but you know what traffic can be like. Besides, you wanted to talk to me about an SUV outside Jay's. Sorry I didn't come down earlier. Been in meetings, back-to-back.' 
 
    I waved off the apology. 'No need to apologise. I've been on this taskforce long enough to know you'd come down to see me as soon as you got the chance.' 
 
    'C'mon, let's hustle, you can fill me in on the way.'


 
   
 
  

 Qu-te-se 
 
      
 
    The pain had to end soon, it just had to. It could not possibly go on endlessly, I thought, but it was becoming harder to believe, for I had been telling myself this for hours now. The searing burning sensation across my arms and lower legs was relentless, but it was by far the least intrusive. Someone, I was convinced, had injected acid into my veins and I could still feel the sharp objection my body had to whatever I'd been punctured with. Survival under such conditions is a matter of determination. I felt that at any moment my sanity would crumble before the continual assault of pain. Just a moment more, I told myself. Surely, it would only be a few moments more. Heedless of whether my body survived, I prayed for that distortion of awareness. That belief that all the hours were only a matter of moments and each and every one of them was the last moment of pain.  
 
    The betrayal I felt burned deep. How could Ceri-talen just so casually give me to her? Let her do this to me? 
 
    I wished for death. Wished I had followed Therion out of the broken ceiling of Ulyn's lab. I was right when I told Therion she would not kill me. And yet this was far worse than death. I prayed to my god to take my soul, re-make it, erase me from existence, anything that would end the pain. 
 
    Despite Ceri-talen's respect for, or pride in, his creations, he did not heed my prayers. 
 
    Therion told me Ulyn had tortured him, for centuries no less. I had never fully believed him. It could not be as terrible as he said, I had thought. He had been the favoured one, after all. We all envied him his position of esteem, and a little part of me had hated him. Hated him despite his saving my life.  
 
    I had rejoiced when he left because I finally had a legitimate reason to hate him. After a while I found, I did not want to hate him any longer. Indeed, I realised that what I called hate, was actually my hurt. The hurt that came with feeling like he had abandoned me and that the secrecy he had to maintain in order to get away was actually a betrayal of my trust. It was not long, though, until I discovered the truth of his claims and I realised being favoured did not also mean exemption from ill-treatment. Indeed, I tried to emulate him, let the experimentation and the pain make me stronger and fuel my rage. I had become a better hunter and a better leader, but the cost, I decided, was too high, far too high.  
 
    And now…  
 
    Now I knew I did not want the power or the favour. Not if it meant more of this. Anything else but this pain. I wished Therion would come and save me. 
 
    I wished for death.  
 
    I wished very, very hard. 
 
    Not for the first time, Ulyn's voice whispered in my ear, 'If Therion had not left, you would not be here. This pain you endure, Qu-te-se, this is due to Therion. Bring me Therion and the human and the pain will end, never to return. You will be honoured, Qu-te-se. All you have to do… 
 
    …is… 
 
    bring… me…Therion.'


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Christmas Eve / Sarajevo – Trans-Siberian Orchestra] 
 
      
 
    I shifted out of my trance state feeling tense. The atmosphere was heavy and close.  
 
    Reluctantly, I disentangled Jayden from me. She was dressed now, having heeded my request that she be ready for an emergency at any time of the day. I was not sure the platform boots counted as practical, but I'd seen her run in them with no difficulty, so I had not objected. Bastien had left but returned. I could hear him in the other room. His breathing was steady, but he was not asleep, despite it being so close to dawn.   
 
    The vampire had raised a number of points in our last conversation that I needed to heed. It was too easy to keep forgetting that although I was currently guarding Jayden, I might not have enough time to help her friend Alyssa or get the chance to teach Jayden what she needed to know in order to ascend. But these were things any guardian could do, so there was some solace for me there. The thing I could do for her, that no other guardian could, was to keep her safe, and I did not need to be her guardian to do that. Still, I was concerned by Aurealis's absence. Even with her hands-off style, I should have heard from her by now. What was she waiting for? Because when she was absent like this, she was usually waiting for something. 
 
    Walking into the lounge room, I saw Bastien sitting on the window seat, leaning against a cushion he'd placed between the in-built bookshelves and his back, with his feet up on the seat and a book resting on his knees. What looked out of place was the sword hanging off his left hip and the long daggers either side of it. 
 
    He looked up, closing the book, and, in a fluid motion, rose and replaced it on the shelf. 'A new author for me, PN Elrod. She writes about a vampire detective of sorts. Quite satisfyingly violent at times and the characters are very engaging. I found I'd read the first book without feeling time pass.' 
 
    He nodded to the side table near the lounge at the base of which I saw some multi-buckled boots similar to his with long knives in them. 'A couple of things for you.' 
 
    I'd mentioned to him that I was thinking of getting some knives and that I'd forgotten to pick up some new boots when I was last at his place. Thus, while neither item was a surprise, the fact that they looked custom-made was. 
 
    'The knives are based on your short swords. The boots have a hidden pouch I thought you'd find handy. They also have a reinforced inner layer that makes them more robust. You'll also find a battery pack on the side table there. Not only can it be solar charged, it's compatible with your new phone. Although I see you've been practicing charging phones with your own energy,' he said, nodding to four cheap mobiles I'd had Adrian pick up for me on the coffee table. Two showed signs of burn damage having slightly melted. 
 
    'I am getting better at it,' I responded a little defensively. 'Speaking of which, why do I need a new phone? I haven't broken the current one. Yet.' 
 
    'You never have to need a new phone, but, as countless younger consumers brainwashed by marketers for global corporations who pay no tax and underpay their employees will assure you, upgrading is still absolutely crucial.' 
 
    'And on a less sarcastic note?' 
 
    'It's smaller, easier to conceal, more durable, and has a longer battery life. It's also pre-loaded with my music and audio book libraries. Being attached to my account, you have the usual unlimited data and call capability. You'll find some very handy apps on it, including Thomas's clan intranet and chat facility. It's warded against detection, too.'  
 
    I picked up the new phone, it was half the size of my current phone and the feel of the case was similar to the armour on my forearms.  
 
    Bastien saw me running my thumb over it. 'Dragon scales, naturally shed, and painstakingly handmade by a faerie artist who knows well the value of her work.' 
 
    'Expensive, then?' 
 
    'No. Free for me,' he said, grinning. 
 
    'You freed her from somewhere?' At his deadpan look, I added, 'Her sister, father, daughter…' 
 
    'I don't save everybody I know.' 
 
    'But?' 
 
    'Fine,' the vampire relented. 'I was at some fey markets when I 'overheard' a merchant trying to cheat her. I simply warned her that he was ripping her off.' 
 
    I took off my boots and put on the new ones. I stood and paced a bit. They were comfortable and even though I could feel the hidden pockets, they did not aggravate me when I moved. I crouched and tested pulling the daggers from their holsters and putting them back. 
 
    'Did you come back just to bring me these gifts?' I asked. Then added, 'For which I am grateful.' 
 
    'But you suspect my motives. And rightfully so. I'm here for the foreseeable future. You may be determined to face this threat alone, Therion, but I'm not the kind of friend who listens when his intuition tells him to do otherwise.' He paused, then said, 'Thomas is downstairs with the sentries. Amelia is in the courtyard.' At my exasperated look, he explained, 'When Thomas found out I returned here, he asked why. And I told him— I don't believe this façade of calm you're putting on. You won't tell me your strategy, which means you think I won't agree with it. The only reason I wouldn't agree with it would be because you plan to place yourself at great risk. I'm not letting you handle this alone. It's what friends do. When Thomas discovered that I returned, he rescheduled his meetings and turned up soon after. And Amelia… well, of course, she caught on, and now we're all here. Jay knows we're here.' 
 
    Jayden often got up in the middle of the night when a nightmare woke her. She'd been having them since her abduction but would not let me alter her memory for fear it might affect her testimony when the case went to court. 
 
    'She got up to make coffee and found us,' Bastien continued. 'I believe there was also some fooling around with the camera function of your phone that had Amelia and Jay giggling like school girls.' 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at that. 
 
    'Jay was explaining to Amelia about selfies, so there's likely some pics on your phone of them hamming it up.' 
 
    'Hamming?' 
 
    'A saying of theatrical origin that essentially captures the spirit of them acting like a pair of kids taking photos of each other in ridiculous poses. Now, I know I sound like a broken record, but will you finally tell me who you think Ceri-talen is sending— don't deny knowing— and what you mean to do when they turn up?' 
 
    I sighed, if they were determined to remain, they should have some inkling as to what to expect. 
 
    'Ulyn will send Qu-te-se. She is aware of the times I have saved his life, and such concern on my part will not have gone unnoticed. She used to keep a journal on me and would have noted such behaviour. She will delight in forcing me to either end a life I thought worth saving or my being killed by someone I’d saved. She will send him... soon.' I thought on it for a moment. 'Probably when she thinks I will least expect it, so around dawn.' At Bastien's impatient expression, I admitted, 'Indeed, I think she will send him this very morning.' 
 
    My revelation made the vampire snort and give me a disapproving look. I met his gaze without remorse. 'I urge you, Bastien, take Thomas and Amelia. I just want warning of Qu-te-se's arrival, the sentries are sufficient for that.' 
 
    He was about to respond when Jayden walked in. She gave us a sleepy smile of welcome and went to her coffee machine. After a few minutes she turned and said, 'You two arguing again?' At our lack of response, she smiled again. 'I'll just finish making my coffee and go downstairs. Then you won't have to worry about what I'll overhear.' 
 
    I rose. 'No need to worry. Bastien has made up his mind and I should know better than to try to change it.' I looked over at him. 'I don't have many friends, so I'd like to keep the ones I have.' 
 
    Jayden raised her coffee. 'Good to hear,' she started towards the door, 'but I'm still heading downstairs. I want to look over the café before Yu arrives.' 
 
    Bastien led the way down into the atrium greeting Amelia and Adrian with a wave. They were out in the courtyard but, upon seeing us, started walking towards the atrium. Their conversation slowed their pace though. Just as we reached the bottom of the stairs, I sensed movement through the planes. I pushed Jayden behind me and lunged for Bastien, also swinging him behind me. At the same time, I saw Amelia and Adrian tense. Heard the radio chatter as Thomas and Tadhg called in a warning. Thomas came over the courtyard wall a moment later, calling to Amelia as he did. She and Adrian followed him into the atrium just as Tadhg opened the door leading from the kitchen to the atrium, a look of wary alertness on his face. They needed to leave. The being coming through the planes was powerful, too powerful for them. Possibly too powerful for me. 
 
    When Qu-te-se appeared, I felt a surge of pity. I could tell from his scars that Ulyn had been at him. Some changes were obvious, talons on his hands, more claw-like horns along the outside of his forearms. They looked sharp enough to slash a throat should he get the right hold. I knew immediately his strength was currently greater than mine. By Aurealis's rules, I could only kill to gain more energy if the soul was tainted and I was in battle. She did not allow me to build up strength in preparation for a battle yet to start. I could still scent the wyvern Ulyn had sacrificed to feed him. That said a lot; wyverns were difficult even for therilgalen to kill, the one I had saved Bastien from had been young and worn down from fighting with the vampire. An older wyvern, one old enough to supply the kind of spirit energy that Qu-te-se reeked of would have taken several therilgalen to subdue and Ceri-talen would not have agreed to the sacrifice lightly as he favoured dragon-kind. He reflected that favour in the design of many of the creatures he brought into being. 
 
    Qu-te-se's eyes were blood-red and when he spoke, I was surprised at how lucid he sounded. By now, most therilgalen would be beyond speaking, all that would matter would be the kill. 
 
    'Therion…' Qu-te-se murmured. Despite his low tone, I could hear unbending determination in his voice. 
 
    'Leave!' I sent the thought at the vampires with all the force I thought their minds could take. I felt Thomas and Amelia instantly shift out of the plane, Adrian raced to Tadhg, grabbed him and shifted out. Bastien remained.  
 
    'Bastien!' 
 
    'Ulyn says she has made it easier on me,' Qu-te-se was saying. 'She told me not to kill you.' 
 
    I did not wait, as soon as I felt Bastien go incorporeal, I spun, snatched up Jayden and launched myself into the planes.


 
   
 
  

 Bastien 
 
      
 
    I looked into the blood-red gaze of the distorted therilgalen as I shimmered in my ghost-like state. The face looked like Qu-te-se, once second in command to Therion as well as being his friend, now the lead therilgalen in the Dark Realm.  
 
    A moment after Therion planes-shifted I decided against hiding, because even if Qu-te-se couldn't follow, it would do no harm to delay him as much as possible. I returned to my corporeal state. 
 
    Despite the obvious fury in his eyes, there was surprise in Qu-te-se's expression. It was likely due to the unexpectedness of Therion's response to his arrival. Therion had run rather than face him. I had never known Therion to run, and I would bet my incisors that Qu-te-se had never seen it happen, either.  
 
    I took advantage of Qu-te-se's distraction to charge him. Ramming my shoulder into his abdomen, we both went over. As we rolled, Qu-te-se recovered quickly from his shock and flung me off him. Landing in a crouch I readied to charge again, but Qu-te-se pre-empted the move and charged first. We dodged and parried each other for a number of minutes until Qu-te-se pulled off a feint and lured me within reach. Several minutes later I couldn't tell which bones were broken, but I could assure you that I did, indeed, have broken bones. I'd crashed against the unfinished, raised garden in the centre of the atrium. I was thankful it wasn't the glass stairs, if they'd shattered I’d have been a lot worse off. Rising, I could feel my regenerative abilities already working to heal me. I circled out of reach for a moment to gain a little more time to heal, but I'd fought with broken bones before, my vampire nature makes me particularly resilient. In my home realm, I'd faced many formidable creatures, granted, none as powerful as a therilgalen, but my kind had evolved in a dangerous realm and we were stronger for it, so, after only a few moments, I closed again. I did not want Qu-te-se to have time to remember that the longer he fought me, the more time his prey had to run.  
 
    We clashed, separated, and clashed again several more times until Qu-te-se seemed to realise my motive in attacking because he suddenly drew away and became quite still. 
 
    'You have more intelligence than I first credited to you. You do not fight, you delay. Allowing Therion to run. I will remember that.' 
 
    He planes-shifted before I could distract him further. It had been worth the try.


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Wrong Side of Heaven – Five Finger Death Punch] 
 
      
 
    I felt the pull of the barrier protecting the Sunlit Meadows drag on my spirit. For a moment, I was worried that Jayden's spirit would not get through, but the barrier did not prevent her entrance. We drew several curious looks from some light-dancers arrayed in a small group discussing something. 
 
    'Be aware,' I said raising my voice. Instantly, I had their full attention. They all know, no matter how much they dislike me, that my function is to protect them and if I have something to say, it is important.  
 
    'I have a therilgalen pursuer. You should flee to safety.' 
 
    It did not happen often, yet it was not unknown for therilgalen to breach the barriers of this plane. In ones and twos, the light-dancers heeded my recommendation, their forms transforming into light and then blinking out.  
 
    I held Jayden to me. Expending some energy to negate the ill effects humans suffer from planes-shifting. 
 
    'Promise me you will seek a life if I am unable to return with you.' 
 
    Jayden looked up at me. 'We already agreed about what we will do if the worst occurs,' she said softly. She was worried and frustrated. It was true, we had discussed it and had come to an agreement about what was best. Yet, whenever I spoke of her putting her life back together, finding a new companion, having a family, her career, all those things I had come to learn were important to a fulfilling human life, she was always evasive. I wanted to discuss it more, but there was no longer any time. If Qu-te-se made it through the wards into this realm, there was little chance of a desirable outcome. As I understood it, by bringing Jayden here, I made her safety Aurealis's responsibility. None who sought sanctuary could be turned away. This was where I'd made my request to Aurealis when I changed sides. I'd had to seek sanctuary so she could lawfully claim me and protect me from Ceri-talen.  
 
    'Remember, Jayden. When Aurealis appears, you must say that you seek sanctuary. Say your name and that you seek her protection.' 
 
    Jayden inhaled deeply, before saying, 'I remember.' 
 
    A portal shimmered, but then flickered out. 
 
    Qu-te-se was expending a huge amount of energy. I was hoping that the burning light here would add to those things wearing him down. Even after all this time, I still found the light stinging, but much less so than when I first entered this realm and I had been changed so I could use sunlight to replenish my energy. It was an irony I did not appreciate: a shadow being made reliant on sunlight for energy.  
 
    The wind started to pick up rapidly, an eyrie keening echoing about the valley. 
 
    Several of Aurealis's soldiers shifted in, though they kept well behind me, uncertain as to what was happening and scouting the situation first. Just as I was about to call one over to take Jayden, another portal flashed and a sound much like an otherworldly scream pierced my ears as Qu-te-se forced his way through. 
 
    He was roaring and I could see the effort cost him. Venom dripped from his fangs and his head whipped towards me as soon as he oriented himself. What was left of the light-dancers scattered, disappearing or flying to a safe distance. The soldiers were, as always, content for me handle the intruder— that was the understanding, if a soul taker killed them, they'd be extinguished. Only if things got dire, would they step in.  
 
    I pushed Jayden behind me as Qu-te-se charged. 
 
    'I have her,' I heard a soft, familiar voice say. 
 
    'What of Maya?' I asked. 
 
    'She is safe,' Vessa assured me. 
 
    Had I a moment to dwell on it, I would have felt honoured that the guardian had come to stand by me. There was no time, though, for Qu-te-se rammed into me like a train at full speed. I relaxed, not wasting my energy repelling a charge I could not stop. Pulling my wings in, I locked the feathers into a shield to protect them when we hit the ground. 
 
    We hit hard.  
 
    My shoulder took most of the force and I grunted as I landed. Using the remaining momentum, I threw Qu-te-se off me. In a practiced move, I drew my short swords with one hand, that was one of the reasons I had them both on the same side; it allowed me to grab both hilts in a single move. At the same time, I punched the side of Qu-te-se's head with my free hand and then stepped back long enough to toss one of my blades in the air, taking another step back, I leaned out to catch it— another move I had practiced. I dodged the next charge and slashed at the tendons in his lower leg. He crumpled, then used his wings to pick himself up. He did not draw his sword, deciding instead to take off. It was a move I had often used— get enough height and you could use it to swoop in and deliver a brutal blow to your opponent. It also bought him time for his regenerative faculties to heal the tendons enough for him to use them again.  
 
    I was not about to give him that time. 
 
    Qu-te-se saw me take off and, drawing his sword, changed course. He was higher than me and used that to his advantage. I had to use both my swords to block his strikes. My short swords are easier to manoeuvre in close quarters, so I was able to slash at his legs, forcing him to back up and allowing me to gain more height. I swung for his right shoulder while using my other blade to parry his next strike. 
 
    Qu-te-se pulled in his wings, causing him to drop, at the same time he sheathed his sword. Then he flung his wings out to catch an upward draft and arced behind and above me. In less than a heartbeat he was upon me, the talons made of his hands digging into my shoulders, the current of air providing momentum for him to force me downwards. I brought my wings in so that if he continued to hang on to my shoulders, he was dealing with more weight. He let go and twisted away, but I was too close to the ground to save myself. 
 
    As I hit the ground, I rolled with the momentum and stopped myself in a crouch, searching for Qu-te-se. He swooped in from an angle behind my shoulder, and I barely ducked in time. He changed direction, this time coming in so low he was able to hook me about the waist and sling-shot me across the meadow. He followed through with a series of blows, but I managed to break free and thrust a blade through the back of his thigh. Qu-te-se spun and slashed my upper arm and part of my chest with his talons. I felt them shear through my muscle with as little resistance as water gives fingers, but I scored another strike with one of my swords along his side. 
 
    I could see he was tiring. He kept trying to take up a position where he was not looking into the sun, but the source of light here was god-created; I knew well that there was no escaping its glare. The effort of breaking through to this plane and the lack of shadows had drained a significant amount of his energy. Ulyn would likely rant and rail about sacrificing a wyvern to have half its benefit undone by what she would view as a simple change in location. The problem was, he still had ample energy to heal his injuries and fight under these adverse conditions. It did not help that Qu-te-se was a highly skilled warrior, one I had personally trained before I defected, thus, I was not as confident of victory with him as I would have been facing many other therilgalen. 
 
   
 
  



Jay 
 
      
 
    I had thought Therion invincible. He was surviving rather well, considering the beating he was taking. He delivered several very damaging blows, but the other therilgalen just kept coming. Therion had said he expected that his old handler, Ulyn, would send Qu-te-se. He said she would find it amusing to pit him against one he considered a friend. The way Qu-te-se was fighting, though, I saw no evidence of a friendship. I'd heard Qu-te-se say he wouldn't kill Therion when he first appeared in the atrium, but I seriously doubted it. 
 
    The worst part was that I couldn't help. I had no weapons, no particular skills useful in fending off something like a therilgalen. I could only watch in horror as they traded strikes. Vessa's hands on my shoulders reminded me that I was not alone, but it made me wonder why no one was helping Therion. Therion was more graceful, faster, more controlled; unfortunately Qu-te-se's brute strength was his downfall. Therion's ability to use his wings to deflect blows, help him manoeuvre, and hide strikes until the last moment, greatly frustrated his opponent, but once Qu-te-se pinned him, Therion suffered serious injuries. 
 
    Suddenly, Qu-te-se swept Therion up and threw him into the side of a small, white-walled cottage. The force was such that the wall crumbled, taking one corner of the cottage with it and sending up a thick cloud of white dust.  
 
    For a long moment, Qu-te-se paused. His chest heaving out ragged breaths, pain contorting his face. 
 
    Disappearing into the dust cloud, I was certain Qu-te-se was going to deliver a killing strike. The blood-chilling scream that resounded throughout the valley moments after Qu-te-se disappeared seemed to confirm that. 
 
    It was Therion's voice.  
 
    The silence that followed it brought tears to my eyes. 
 
    He couldn't be dead… 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    Could he? 
 
    Abruptly, a dark figure came sailing out of the dust and hit the ground hard. 
 
    Oh, Therion. How could his supposed friend treat him, treat his body like that? 
 
    When Therion emerged from the white screen of dust, I frowned. Then, as the dust cleared about the fallen dark-angel, I realised it was Qu-te-se who had been thrown across the field… By Therion. He was still alive!  
 
    Qu-te-se was also still alive, but the landing had knocked the wind out of him.  
 
    Looking at Therion, my heart hurt. His wings were mangled. Rather than kill him, Qu-te-se had robbed Therion of flight. He must be in excruciating pain, but only cold rage showed in his eyes. 
 
    Qu-te-se rose to meet him and they closed again. Therion deftly ducked past his defences to slip a hand up Qu-te-se's back. I couldn't see what he did next because Qu-te-se's wings blocked my view, but then Qu-te-se screamed as the wing closest to Therion tilted sharply to an unnatural angle. With a violent jerk, Qu-te-se twisted out of Therion's reach, glaring at him with malevolent rage. As Qu-te-se turned to face Therion, I could more clearly see that one wing was now hanging at an unnatural angle, a bulge beneath the skin looking like a joint in the wrong place.  
 
    In a series of moves almost too swift to follow, Qu-te-se made several attempts to close with Therion again. At some point, Therion had dropped one of his swords, but he used the remaining one to deflect the strikes. Still, the wickedly sharp talons got Therion across thighs, abdomen, and arm. Therion feinted right and went left. Qu-te-se, anticipating the move, whipped the closest hand out, managing to cuff Therion's wounded shoulder and knock him off balance. Swiftly recovering, Therion slammed the hilt of his sword against the back of Qu-te-se's wrist. Qu-te-se flinched back but swung the other hand up to grip Therion by the throat. 


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Under Your Scars – Godsmack] 
 
      
 
    As Qu-te-se closed his hand about my throat, I felt his talons dig into my skin. I could not afford for him to maintain the hold for more than a few moments. When I'd slammed his wrist, he had drawn it back, leaving me an opening. I took it, driving my sword into his abdomen. I heard him exhale in pain and surprise. He let go of my throat and his body arched with agony, but I'd carefully judged the strike to miss his vital organs, I wanted him immobilised, but not dead, yet. At the same time, I hooked one leg out from under him, following him as he crumpled to the ground. 
 
    'It does not have to be like this, Qu-te-se.' 
 
    I received a silent glare in response. 
 
    'I am not responsible for the torment you endure, but I have already shown you the path away from it. Why do you think I brought you to this realm?' 
 
    Now, he was frowning in thought. 
 
    'If you seek sanctuary from Aurealis, she will allow you to redeem.' 
 
    I could see his first instinct was to reject my suggestion. 
 
    'Ceri-talen cannot take you from here once you ask. Aurealis fought for me and not once, not once, have I been subjected to torture. The worst I suffer is the burn of this sunlight.' 
 
    I could see him considering it. 
 
    'We would fight together?' he asked. 
 
    I shook my head sadly. 'Not for a long time. But there is freedom at the end of this path.' 
 
    'Freedom, but no more hunting.' 
 
    A human would not see it as much of a sacrifice, but to a therilgalen, it was the equivalent of starving for the rest of your life. It would be centuries of fighting his instincts. During my redemption, I often thought Ceri-talen built us this way because the long road to freedom was the least appealing choice against a lifetime of illusory freedom with occasional periods of pain and the ecstasy of the kill. 
 
    While he thought I was distracted, Qu-te-se drew his knife, but I blocked the thrust by catching his wrist. I knew well he had two knives in a holster at the small of his back. He'd very predictably reached for one when he arched up against my strike. 
 
    'A moment, just one moment, Qu-te-se,' I pleaded. 
 
    His arm, straining to force his knife past my block, relaxed slightly. He did not withdraw it, but held it ready. 
 
    'I knew… I knew Ulyn would send you. Ceri-talen would have us destroy each other, but he does not realise that just as he judged me a role model for the therilgalen, my influence taught you more than resilience and leadership. I also passed on my sense of loyalty. Despite my betrayal, many of the therilgalen, including you, Qu-te-se, still have a sense of trust in my presence, you trust I'll fight fair, you trust I'll be honourable, and I do, and I am. But you, Qu-te-se, you are more than my fellow warrior, you became my brother, my family.' 
 
    'Have I not always called you brother?' Qu-te-se pointed out. He was saying he felt the same, saw me as kin. If anything, that made my intended path even harder to follow, but I had to, for his sake… and my own. Though he would cease to consider me brother once I did. 
 
    'I cannot change sides,' Qu-te-se grated out, the pain assaulting his body clearly taking a toll. 'I refuse to bow to that hypocrite, she preaches that taking souls is wrong, but looks away when you remove someone particularly inconvenient. I can give no loyalty to such a being. At least with Ceri-talen, I always know where the boundaries are.' 
 
    'I know,' I breathed out somewhat raggedly. 'I know…' 
 
    Qu-te-se frowned as he heard the sob in my voice. 
 
    'I am sorry, I wanted you to choose this path,' I told him as I released my sword and pulled the knife from my boot.  
 
    I made the strike as fast and as painless as I could. 
 
    As he exhaled his last breath, I leaned down and whispered, 'I am also sorry, Qu-te-se, for using your trust in me against you.'


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    I knew from the start one of them had to die. 
 
    I was simultaneously relieved that Therion was the victor, but deeply saddened to see Therion make that killing strike. As I understood it, given a choice, Qu-te-se would not have attacked Therion. He had even helped Therion in the Dark Realm. I was disturbed as I watched Qu-te-se's spirit coalesce at Therion's command. Then I reasoned, with his injuries, Therion was probably desperate to replenish his reserves and heal. His wings showed all the signs of being extensively broken. 
 
    As Therion stepped back, the air in front of him shimmered. One of those reflective vertical pools I had come to know as a portal grew until it was easily three times bigger than I'd ever seen one. Then as calmly as cat stepping into a room, a dragon stepped through. It had dark-blue metallic scales and a necklace of black scales about its neck. Several long horns and feathers crowned its head and emerald eyes glittered as it took in the scene. Rather than leathery bat-like wings, it had feathers in every shade of blue you could imagine. A mist of black and dark blue shadows surged in with the dragon, swirling about his feet and obscuring the bright green grasses. The bright light that warmed the fields dimmed alarmingly and the air about me grew so cold I found myself shivering. Instinctively, I moved backwards, but Vessa was still directly behind me. The light-angel murmured a soft reassurance, but I was so focused on the dragon I didn't quite hear what she said. 
 
    Therion was slowly back-pacing towards me, stopping only to bend and retrieve his dropped sword, and, even then, he did his best not to take his eyes off the dragon for more than a second or so. 
 
    The dragon looked down at Qu-te-se and then to Therion. 'You are my child still, Therion.' 
 
    He raised one mammoth foot; the black talons almost as long as I was tall. The shadowy mist swirled and parted with the movement. It looked like he was going to pick Qu-te-se up and I had a wild hope he would then disappear and leave us alone. Before the taloned foot could reach Qu-te-se, though, a pearlescent scaled leg moved past me, and a dragon, just as immense as her blue counterpart, gently placed a cage of talons protectively about the prone therilgalen. Immediately the brightness of the sun returned to full strength, the warmth returned, and the shadows dwindled, retreating to huddle against the blue dragon. 
 
    This must be Aurealis, Therion's master. He said she most-often appeared as an angel, but her true form was this one. I remembered Therion's instructions, no matter whether we were in direct conversation or not, I must request refuge, 'I am Jayden Emerline Thaneton…' 
 
    'I know, child. Unlike Therion, you do not need to ask for sanctuary. He was changing allegiances, he needed to make it clear he was doing so.' 
 
    Her voice whispered through my mind and I saw her silver eye flick back and down to me, before looking at Therion and then to the blue dragon. 'You breach my realm, Ceri-talen,' she said aloud, her voice serene and calm. 
 
    'I am here to retrieve what is mine.' 
 
    Aurealis seemed to smile. 'There is naught of yours here, any longer. Therion has taken Qu-te-se's spirit and now it is within my domain as Therion is indentured to me.' 
 
    Aurealis scooped Qu-te-se's body up and gently placed it before Therion. 
 
    'I believe your intention was to return the spirit.' 
 
    Therion closed his eyes and nodded. 'He will hate me for a while, but if he would not agree, it was the only way to free him.' 
 
    Almost immediately a cloud of light formed around Therion. The light formed into dots of light, and then they transferred themselves back to Qu-te-se. Slowly, Therion dropped to his knees, but I think it was more to do with exhaustion than any part of what he was doing to Qu-te-se. The other therilgalen started to glow, his injuries disappearing, his deformed wing snapping back into place, and then his chest started to move again. Qu-te-se pushed himself to his feet looking utterly bewildered. 
 
    'Qu-te-se is mine now and as to your other intended claim, the human never was yours. In fact, she belongs to no one,' Aurealis said. 
 
    Ceri-talen looked on impassively at first, but as Aurealis finished speaking, he snarled, showing silvery-obsidian fangs. Strangely, I found myself noting that the inside of his mouth was blue. 
 
    Aurealis calmly sat, unfazed by his show of aggression.  
 
    'Then why are you preventing me from seeking her in the earthly realm? I gather it was you who set that cur,' he nodded at Therion, 'to guard her.' 
 
    'The rules are quite plain. The souls in the earthly realm are to remain untouched until they pass to the ether. We both know you have used the loophole that there is nothing specifically protecting them during their time of transition to your benefit, but that does not mean you actually have a right to do so. My actions to protect the humans do not breach the treaty, you can make no complaint against me.' 
 
    He shrugged dismissively. 'Fine. Now or later, it makes little difference. You cannot keep the human here forever, that is against the treaty. Speaking of rules, we both know I am not the only one to bend them to my advantage.' As he said this his gaze rested on Therion again and I wondered what he was implying. 
 
    'Leave,' Aurealis repeated, her voice now as hard and unyielding as stone. 
 
    'No.' Therion was still kneeling, breathing raggedly, but he had their attention. 'I have an offer,' he said. 
 
    Ceri-talen's gaze narrowed, and then, he smiled triumphantly. 
 
    'Therion,' Aurealis murmured, 'you have shown yourself worthy. You have made the crucial choice. Outside of learning control, which I am sure can be gained through becoming a guardian, you are redeemed. You do not have to do this. Your freedom is within reach.' 
 
    'Under my guardianship or another, you heard him, he will not stop. If I fail just one time, just once is all he needs. Nothing,' he growled, 'nothing will matter if that happens.' 
 
    I realised what he meant to do and, breaking away from Vessa's light hold, I ran forward and placed my hand on his shoulder, but he refused to look at me. 'Therion, please don't do this. You've won. You even managed to save Qu-te-se.' 
 
    'You are my light, Jayden, the only light I have ever welcomed, but I'd rather damn myself to the shadows without you than face a day when it is extinguished.' 
 
    He rose, still without looking at me, instead turning his gaze upon Aurealis, but I caught a glimpse of his face— it was drawn and filled with pain. 
 
    'Therion, do you remember what I said about your compulsion to shed tears when you met my gaze?' 
 
    Therion nodded slowly. He was looking at her, but not one tear marked his cheeks. 
 
    'There is no need for this,' she told him. 
 
    'Will you breach the treaty? Will you allow me the strength I need to repel those from the Dark Realm?' 
 
    'You know I cannot condone either.' 
 
    'Then, there is need. I will return to you, Ceri-talen.' 
 
    'No. No. No,' I whispered it, but I knew Therion heard me because he flinched. Then he heaved in a deep breath and started to walk towards the blue dragon. This time I lunged and grabbed his arm. When I saw his face, I could see how conflicted he was, perhaps I could persuade him not to commit this madness after all. 
 
    For a long moment he was silent, then he took both my hands and leaned over to kiss my forehead. 'I cannot bring you here every time he sends a more powerful therilgalen to take you. It will breach the Venturi Treaty and Aurealis cannot allow that. Neither can she allow me to take the spirit energy I'd need to face such opponents. More guardians may be assigned to assist me, but that is a war beyond what the light-dancers are prepared for. If Ceri-talen gets you, that war will end your realm as you know it.' Therion closed his eyes in a slow blink, the golden swirls of his eyes full of grief. 'This I do for myself as much as you, I cannot let Ceri-talen enslave you as he did me. Follow this one wish, Jayden— make the most of your life. Whether you find a husband, have children, whatever you do— find happiness. Do not get mired in guilt or too far lost in grief. Find contentment, it will be a solace to me.' 
 
    I shook my head, tears streaking down my cheeks. He pulled me to him, pressing me against his chest. I could hear a horrible rasp in his lungs, and I knew he must have suffered several broken ribs. He was right. He couldn't keep fighting them off, he would never survive, not if he tried to remain within the limitations placed on him by Aurealis. I couldn't ask him to either. But not this… 
 
    Therion kissed me softly, I leaned into the kiss, dreading the knowledge that this was the last time I would touch him. Then he stepped away, walking past Aurealis to stand before the blue dragon. 'I will return,' he said to him. 'I will be your servant again.' He drew out the words, just saying them seemed to cause him pain. 'In return, you allow Jayden Emerline Thaneton to lead a normal, natural life. You do not interfere in her life in any way, not with the ones she loves, not through a third party, not by changing her future. In no way are you to impede her life or you invalidate the contract and I am free. When she dies, you will have the same chance you always have at inviting a soul into your realm. As will Aurealis. If you end up with her soul through this means, none can make complaint.' He paused to draw in a slow, laboured breath. 'At that time, when she dies, my service to you will end. I will return to serve out what redemption I need under Aurealis.' He looked over to Aurealis, 'You told me you would never turn away a soul who truly wished redemption, I hope that this does not change.' 
 
    Aurealis looked incredibly sad as Therion spoke but offered no denial to him. 
 
    Therion turned back to Ceri-talen. 'You might re-shape her soul into something greater than I am, in your eyes. But you might not get her, not if I stand in your way. And you might lose me as well. There is also a chance that other powers, ones greater than you, might take exception if you force this. This is a guaranteed result that does not pit you against any other.' 
 
    Ceri-talen glanced at Aurealis, then he looked at me, examining me for a long time before turning his attention back to Therion. 'If I agree, you are mine for just the short time Jayden has left in the earthly realm, a matter of only sixty or seventy years, what is that to me?' 
 
    'Indeed, what is it to you to wait for a chance at Jayden's soul? And if you manage to win it on equal ground with Aurealis and the other telari, no one can object— you would not just have it, you would have the right to it. And in that time, I could be gathering for you. You cannot say that you haven't noticed the drop in gathering since my service to Aurealis.' Therion lowered his voice so that it was almost a growl. 'Say what you like publicly, but I know you desire me back. The energy I provide is purer, my leadership keeps the therilgalen from feuding, my training makes them better hunters. And, not the least of things, having me back in your power gives you the chance to harvest from my core spirit, which has regained significant power since I left you. Even though there may not be enough of my core spirit for the war you want, it is sufficient to start building the army you plan.' Therion paused, regarding the blue dragon with contempt. 'You see, I am not so ignorant of your ambitions. I'd known for a long time that Ulyn's experiments, the torture she took such delight in, was more than just sating sadism and curiosity, she was trying to force my core spirit to regenerate faster. Right now, every yulari spirit you desire has me protecting it. You cannot afford to continually sacrifice creatures like wyverns to therilgalen just to have me kill them. And,' he laughed bitterly, 'set them free as I have done with Qu-te-se. My return only brings you advantages, do not pretend otherwise. There are no fools present here.' 
 
    I couldn't believe it! He was persuading this vile entity to take him back into enslavement, making it seem appealing to him. I was about to object again when Aurealis's tail curled about me, creating an improvised barrier, as she spoke, 'If this agreement is made, you must submit to be bound by your oath as I did when I accepted Therion in my service.' 
 
    That made the god sneer, but he gave a slight nod, his eyes closing in a slow blink before he said, 'I will speak before the oath-keeper and tolerate its touch.' 
 
    A high-pitched equine scream made me jump. Turning towards the sound, I saw a silver line of light split the air. A gold horn pierced through it and it moved around an honest-to-god unicorn as it stepped onto the dark-green grass. It was unlike any unicorn I've ever heard described. There was no pure-white coat and this was no gentle, snuffling, dainty creature. It was tall and muscular, built more like a war horse, with a glossy, black coat and gold-edged hooves. The mane and tail were like black fire with gold flame threading through it. It reminded me of Therion's black hair with the streaks of gold at his temples. Its eyes were rimmed with gold lashes and there was no pupil, just black, diamond-like sparks full of a fierce intensity I found very intimidating. It snorted black flame and tossed its head before considering the two dragons. I didn't think it was afraid, it seemed like it was communicating with them. The dragons must be speaking to it by mind. 
 
    Abruptly it moved its head in Therion's direction. When it reached Therion, the wild creature touched its muzzle to Therion's shoulder and became still. They stood in silent communion for several moments. Then, the unicorn paced back and dipped its head, the horn piercing Therion's chest just enough to draw blood. Therion didn't flinch, just met the unicorn's gaze, as if more silent conversation passed between them. Finally, the unicorn turned away sharply and Therion lowered his chin to chest. It approached Ceri-talen and the dragon raised one foot, exposing the bottom— the only part of him, it seemed to me, not protected by armoured scales. The unicorn pierced the skin there, but blood did not seep from the opening, rather black, misty shadow that seemed to absorb all the light around it. Another long, silent moment and then Ceri-talen touched his chin to his chest. Very briefly. 
 
    Instead of leaving, the unicorn moved back to Therion and pressed its forehead up against Therion's shoulder, resting its horn on top of it. I saw golden tears trail down the fine, short hair of the unicorn's muzzle to land on Therion's chest, sealing the wound it had made moments earlier. Therion glowed then, yep, I said glowed. The gold in his hair and feathers looked like it was lit by sunlight. This must be Elaren-her-ah, the same unicorn who had taken Therion's oath to Aurealis and changed his red markings to gold. I thought for a moment that it was changing the colour of Therion's markings again, but when the glow faded, he still had the gold colouring. I wondered what it meant. The unicorn backed up more gently this time and snorted as it turned towards Ceri-talen. Suddenly, it reared, letting out another high-pitched scream followed by another gust of black flame from its nostrils. The sound was unsettling, full of rage with an undertone of admonishment, but the god seemed unfazed by the seeming reprimand. The air was rent by the silver line again and the unicorn stepped into it, disappearing from sight.  
 
    I felt a cool hand touch my arm, Aurealis, in her angel form. 
 
    'It is done. Therion has made his oath and although Elaren-her-ah has prevented Ceri-talen from undoing all I have done, he must now leave. I regret your pain, child. I can make it so you forget, if you wish it.' 
 
    I stumbled back, scrambling out of her reach. 'No. I do not wish it.' I bit out firmly. 'I wish you to intervene, to return Therion's loyalty and to protect him from that…' I looked at Ceri-talen, 'that…' I couldn't make myself acknowledge he was a god. 
 
    Therion looked up, looked like he was about to say something and then, with a cruel sneer, Ceri-talen lifted his foot, sweeping Therion up, and then they were gone. 
 
    I felt the blood drain from my face.  
 
    He'd won.  
 
    Therion had won.  
 
    He had feared losing, told me so, wanted me to prepare for it, but he had actually won. Yet he was gone now. Gone forever as far as I was concerned. The world blurred and I ceased to care what happened in it any longer. 
 
   
 
  



Aurealis 
 
      
 
    'You worked so hard to get Therion.' 
 
    I acknowledged Cyndar's presence with a grateful look. Although things had turned exactly out as I'd planned, I could do with the solace he intended to give, it had not been easy letting Therion go. We were in the Sunlit Meadows, but I had created an alcove of trees for privacy. I reclined in my dragon form; my wings spread wide to absorb the sunlight. The pool before me reflected my crown of horns and feathers, the odd crystal scale creating a diamond-like flash. In the centre, haloed in light, Qu-te-se lay curled on his side on a bed of grass. He was undergoing a similar transformation to the one Therion undertook. I was returning him to his original form and making him less reliant on spirit energy. He was far from willing, but he understood that when Therion took his spirit, he became a part of Therion and, thus, belonged to me. It was one of those loopholes Ceri-talen was so fond of exploiting— though it was rare anyone used them against him. Ceri-talen was likely to take it out on Therion and that thought increased my sadness. 
 
    I watched in the pool's reflection as Cyndar folded his wings and sat next to my scaled legs, which were tucked comfortably under my armoured chest. He looked positively diminutive next to my dragon form. I considered changing to an angel form, but I was tired and more than a little melancholy. 
 
    'Will he be redeemable at the end of his contract?' 
 
    He meant Therion, we both knew Qu-te-se was going to be a challenge and there was no way of knowing whether he would last out his redemption. 
 
    'Perhaps. It was always going to be a risk. But, as I have said to you before, Therion needs to be pushed. What concerns me more is the likelihood that Ceri-talen will breach his contract.' 
 
    'But he swore to the oath-taker.'  
 
    'He did. He agreed very readily. So readily, I suspect he perceived a means of bypassing the contract. The oath-taker can only act if either party breaches their contract. It can do so by either taking their life or binding the offending party into service. I do not think Ceri-talen is capable of serving anyone other than himself and, in all honesty, I do not know if an oath-taker can kill a telari. I made my oath in good faith, I wanted Therion to trust me and submitting to the unicorn was one way to achieve that, but as to whether the oath-taker could kill me if I broke my oath…' 
 
    'Meaning it may be more a symbolic act than one where Therion is actually protected.' 
 
    'I fear not for Therion, although the hardship he will endure saddens me. My concern lies with Jayden's welfare. In Therion's case, at least by making Ceri-talen submit, if he does break his oath there's a neutral witness who can stand before the venturi. If Ceri-talen finds a way around the agreement, then Therion will have made the contract in good faith, while Ceri-talen did not. This, too, will matter if the venturi come to judge Ceri-talen.' 
 
    'I believe in him. Therion, that is,' Cyndar clarified. 'He redeemed once. His old soul finally got through all the twisting and warping Ceri-talen did.' 
 
    That was true. A shame he would endure all that and more, but he needed to experience the loss of Jayden before he would progress any further along his redemption. There was only one way to do that and still have a chance of him coming back to me. Still, it was tempting to get him back. Now instead of in several decades. He really was very effective in driving back Ceri-talen's forces and advancing my ambitions. But, equally, giving Therion back to Ceri-talen now would temporarily curtail Ceri-talen's attacks, giving me time to get into a better strategic position. 
 
    As I did not feel like explaining any of this to Cyndar, I said, 'My goal was not to lose Therion to Ceri-talen.' 
 
    'You could start a war,' Cyndar suggested, but his expression said he hoped that I would not take that path. 
 
    A part of me wanted to... And it was certainly a path I had not considered seriously. Perhaps it was time I did. Ceri-talen had been pushing well beyond his boundaries, encroaching not just on my domain but those of other telari. Was it time to draw them together, at least those who might be motivated by Ceri-talen's disrespect to do something about it? I thought on it. Could we afford such a conflict? Was Ceri-talen's transgressions enough to warrant such an action? The venturi were still not at full strength after the last war and to act at such a time was very risky. Perhaps that was what motivated Ceri-talen. He clearly sought a new, powerful, source. If he managed to gain it before the venturi regained their strength, he would have the advantage. 
 
    'Therion may have viewed your contract with him as just another form of enslavement,' Cyndar murmured thoughtfully. 'But he recognised it to his benefit to have a benevolent master. You gave him choices, granted him experiences, like a parent might.' 
 
    Exactly like a parent, I thought sadly. And just like a parent I had done what he needed to grow, even though I had not liked doing it. 
 
    'He knew he needed to learn the meaning of sacrifice,' Cyndar was saying, 'and to make a sacrifice of significance to redeem. It is possible that he sees this as following that path.' 
 
    I nodded. 'He sees it precisely that way.' And he had done precisely what I'd intended him to do. 
 
    'There is one consolation to be gained from this. Therion will endure sixty-five years of service to Ceri-talen if Jayden lives out her natural life. His life has spanned centuries; this will be but a slow blink of an eye for him.' 
 
    'No Cyndar, it will not be that simple. He has entered back into Ceri-talen's service. If Ceri-talen can undo all we have done to redeem Therion, then the contract will lose its importance to him. Therion only forbid Ceri-talen from interfering with Jayden, he did not seek to protect himself.' 
 
    Foreboding filled Cyndar's voice as he said, 'He will do everything he can to return Therion to as he once was.' 
 
    'We just have to hope that Therion is as strong as I think he is. If he gets through this, Cyndar, then I will have successfully redeemed a soul taker. If not…' I turned my gaze back to Qu-te-se. 'Well, we will do what we can with this one. But I'd rather have him back, he really did not deserve what Ceri-talen did to him.' 
 
    I felt Cyndar's hand on my foreleg— a gesture of comfort I was grateful to receive.


 
   
 
  

 Bastien 
 
      
 
    It had been three days since Therion and Jay had disappeared with no sign of what had happened to them. For the first two days I remained at Jay's apartment. I had blatantly lied to Em and Yu, saying they had gone away for a brief break from the turmoil. Thomas and I had argued heatedly over that one, but I’d seen Em before he did and so, once the lie was told, Thomas did not contradict it.  
 
    A part of me was angry with Therion. He should have stayed. Together we could have fought Qu-te-se. Why had he run? I understood his telling Thomas to leave, in fact I'd echoed his command, sending Thomas my own thought that he should take Amelia and planes-shift to safety. But why had he told me to leave? I have killed not one, but four therilgalen— our friendship wasn't the only reason Therion had asked for my aid. 
 
    I'd had to return to my apartment to get some things so I could continue to monitor and run my businesses while at Jay's, and I thought, since I was there, I should also make sure I was prepared for another confrontation. I highly doubted I'd encounter one, but it made me feel more in control. With this in mind, I'd changed into a new set of my customised armour— Uea's talons may have proved too much for the last set, but I decided it was still worth wearing. The top has a hood designed to just cover my head or my entire face and is flame retardant, as are my gloves. I also wore the harness for my twin katana-style swords. The swords themselves were on the back seat. I'd brought two guns; a standard forty-five in a thigh holster and a modernised, custom-designed blunderbuss in my sword harness. My pockets held assorted necessities like spare ammunition. As if the swords and guns weren't enough, I also had poisoned darts and throwing knives. The knives where split into two sets of four, one in a holster on my thigh and the other as a part of my sword harness. I wore an ankle-length, hooded jacket designed to hide my weapons as much as possible. Made of the same material as my other clothing, it could resist strikes from blade and claw. The safe underneath the backseat held more swords, guns, grenades, and ammunition. 
 
    My hope was that I'd return to find Therion and Jay safe, their delay one of prolonged negotiation or required due to some kind of instruction in the Light Realm. It had happened before, granted, not often, but still…  
 
    I really liked Jay. The way she accepted the presence of supernatural beings in her life so calmly and her practical nature. There was a fearlessness in her, it wasn't that she was not afraid, but she didn't let that fear stop her. I liked that courage. 
 
    Therion couldn't be dead, I told myself again. I would feel it. Thomas, too. We had established and kept up a blood-bond with him since the night he returned from the Dark Realm. But, if he was alive, where was he? And why hadn't he been in contact? 
 
    I made what was now a familiar turn onto the street leading to Jay's apartment. The four-wheel-drives' windows were down, not for the cooling effect of the breeze, though. I opened my mouth slightly, my fangs already extended, probably because I was geared for the unexpected, which usually equated to a fight. Vampires have amazing olfactory senses. My nose usually serves well enough, but I wanted to sense everything in the area and so employed every sensory gathering ability I had. I breathed in through my mouth, letting the sensory cells in the roof of my mouth take in all the wind could tell me. 
 
    'Jay…' I exhaled her name. 
 
    Not old scent. She was here! I knew the taste of her. Every human has a scent distinct to themselves, and I can identify male from female, young from old, sick from healthy. Some blood tastes like fine, vintage wine and some tastes like part of the cork has broken off and rotten in it— trust me, even desperate I would drink from a flea-infested rat before I touched a human with that scent. Usually, they’re ill, sometimes I’m sure it’s because their personality has somehow seeped into their veins.  
 
    I parked hastily across the road from Jay's place. Of course, she would return the one time I wasn't here. I muttered a few curses on fate's mocking sense of humour as I crossed to Jay's building. Jumping the fence where she parked her car, I headed towards the courtyard. I paused several times on my approach, forcing myself to identify all the scents and discount any as possible enemies. I came over the courtyard wall cautiously. No clan members were posted on sentry duty. Aside from my brief departure tonight, I'd been camped out in Jay's apartment. I moved from the courtyard to the wall near the balcony and listened. 
 
    One heartbeat. One set of lungs breathing.  
 
    But something… something serious was wrong. My hair prickled with it. I made my way soundlessly up to the balcony. Crouching on the brick surround, I paused to listen. 
 
    I could see her. 
 
    The sliding door was open. There were leaves swirling about her in the breeze coming through the opening. I said nothing, assessing whether she was bait. She was on the floor, leaning to one side, her long, blonde hair concealing her face. I could hear her gasping, breathless. I couldn't smell fresh blood, but that didn't rule out injury. 
 
    Dropping to the balcony floor, I scrutinised the room. I could perceive nothing in there with her. I was fighting the desire to rush inside, but I felt a tension in the air. I wouldn't put it past a therilgalen to be sitting on the shadow plane waiting to ambush me. After another moment, I decided standing outside wasn't going to get me anywhere. Still on guard, I crossed the threshold into the apartment. 
 
    'Jay?' I kept my voice gentle. 
 
    She didn't respond, no jump in her breathing or heartbeat; she didn't even register my presence. 
 
    'Jay.' I made it a statement, firmer, louder. 
 
    Finally, I was standing right beside her. I made myself wait another minute, feeling her shuddering against my leg. And then I knew. There was no one waiting in ambush. The tenseness I thought I felt in the room… that was grief. 
 
    Slowly, I dropped to my knees, absorbing the meaning of the realisation. Gritting my teeth so my canines cut into my gums, I pushed aside my feelings. There was no room for them, I could be shocked over the defeat of such a formidable ally and friend later, because the only reason Jay would be grieving was if Therion was gone.  
 
    Tentatively, I placed an arm about her shoulders. I didn't pull her towards me, just let her know I was there. I'm not sure she realised who I was, and then she half turned and collapsed in my arms.  
 
    She was still gasping for breath. 'I can't breathe, I can't…' 
 
    'Shhh.' 
 
    She was gripping my forearm tightly. 'It hurts. I can't breathe.' 
 
    There was a dangerous note of hysteria in her voice. The physical response was probably a combination of grief mixed with a reaction to being taken through the planes. The trauma to the body from planes-shifting often has an overwhelming affect and I recognised many of the symptoms: breathlessness, trembling, and her muscles would be seizing painfully, too. Poor Amelia hadn't been able to keep anything down for two days after Thomas pulled her through the planes. On occasion the traveller's heart will stop, more commonly, breathing becomes erratic, as if the body has lost its rhythm and is trying to regain it. There's also spasms, severe fatigue, and disorientation. It can last for weeks in humans. 
 
    'Shhh,' I rocked her slightly and rubbed her back, I could feel the muscles spasm beneath my hand. 'Breathe with me,' I coaxed her. 'Come on, breathe with me. Now in… In… hold it a moment, that's right, now let it go.' 
 
    She hiccoughed several times, fell back to gasping, but eventually I got her breathing normally. I cradled her and whispered soft, comforting words. They were meaningless, she just needed to know she was safe and she wasn't alone. 
 
    I took a moment to centre my mind and sent a message to Thomas. It took all my concentration to keep the message clear. 'Jay grieves. Therion is gone.' 
 
    I didn't pause in my murmuring, but, at some point, I changed to a position that allowed her to curl into me. I rubbed her back as I tried to help the muscles relax. I'd done this so many times when the wives, husbands, mothers, and fathers of fallen warriors first heard this kind of news. Most of the time I could remain dispassionate, but there were times when I knew the person too well to remain detached. 
 
    This was new, though. I didn't know Jay as well as I'd known many of those others I'd given comfort to, but I felt a sincere empathy with her. It was more than just mutual grief, because I'd felt grief many times and was very familiar with it. Perhaps it was because there had been a natural connection when I'd first met her. I remembered that first night meeting her, answering her questions more truthfully than I intended, letting my guard down when I would not normally have done so. 
 
    Eventually Jay dropped into an exhausted sleep. In oblivion there was refuge. Slipping my arm under her knees I lifted her without jolting her and glided across the room. Placing her on one side of the bed, I moved to the opposite side and pulled back the covers. I returned to her and removed boots and jeans. Picking her up again, I placed her on the sheets and pulled the quilt over her. 
 
    I emptied my pockets on top of the chest of drawers next to the bed. I also stripped off my harness, swords, guns, and knives as well as my boots. I placed one gun on top of the bedside cabinet and the other on the small shelf underneath it and climbed into the bed. Feeling my presence, Jay pulled her head up to rest on my stomach and curled herself close. After a minute, I pulled off my top, more for her comfort than mine, I was used to wearing it, even sleeping in it, despite that it was just a refined version of chainmail. I unstrapped the armoured bracers and dropped them on the floor next to the bed. 
 
    Settling down a little in the bed, I absently combed the tangles out of her hair with my fingers. I sang softly, it was an elvan song of lamentation, meant to comfort those left behind. I was almost unaware of the words though they passed through my lips. My mind buzzed with questions and theories relating to Jay's mysterious reappearance, Therion's fate, what these events meant to her, to me, and the gods who had interfered with our lives. Finally, I made my mind stop, instilling an immediate silence in my thoughts; a discipline practiced many thousands of times. One thing at a time, I told myself, looking down at Jay's pale face. Even in sleep I could perceive grief in her expression. 
 
    Now, I allowed the shock to wash over me.  
 
    I would miss him. I did, already. 
 
    I didn't understand why I hadn't felt his death. The blood-bond should have been strong enough. I should, even now, be able to concentrate and sense his mood and his location in relation to mine. I could feel nothing. I should have felt his death. Perhaps being on another plane had somehow shielded me from him. Either way, the woman in my arms wasn't grieving because he was wounded… He would never, never have left her alone had he any choice. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I lost track of time. I must have entered a half-trance because I could tell Thomas had to say my name a few times to get my attention. He was whispering, in deference to Jay, but I could hear him with perfect clarity. His face was drawn, his jaw set hard against the grim news. 
 
    Amelia was beside him, her eyes full of sympathy and sadness. Wordlessly, I caught her gaze and then gestured with my chin towards the sleeping woman. She immediately understood my meaning. Carefully disengaging myself, I eased out from under Jay and out of the bed. Amelia slipped off her heels and out of her jacket to take my place. 
 
    Padding past Thomas, I waited until we were in the kitchen before I started speaking. 
 
    'She was here. Alone. I'm pretty certain from her emotional state that Therion lost the fight.' I went on to give him the details of my arrival. 
 
    'Has she said anything?' 
 
    I shook my head. 'She was planes-shifted at least twice, she could barely breathe let alone speak. I've seen wives of thirty years react with less passion when they discover their spouse has died.'  
 
    Thomas mimicked my move, shaking his head as if he just didn't know what to say. 'It may have been a brief relationship, but I believe there was a strong connection.' 
 
    'Some connections form in a moment, others over a lifetime.' 
 
    'What do you suggest we do now?' Thomas asked. 
 
    I pushed my shoulders forward and then back, trying to ease the tension that had gathered there. 'I think until she is coherent enough to describe what happened, Jay needs protection. How are we to know if she is safe? Especially if Therion lost the fight.' I looked up at Thomas and could see from his expression that he was equally distraught at this news and frustrated by the lack of answers. I started to pace out the frustration I had buried until now. 'It doesn't make sense. If he lost the fight, Jay should be dead, her spirit in the hands of that thief who calls himself master of the Dark Realm. Yet she is here, undoubtedly suffering, but aside from the shock of planes-shifting, she is physically fine. How did she get back? Who brought her? Why did they leave her alone in such a state? Why has Ceri-talen not taken advantage of Therion's absence? Is she under the protection of Aurealis? And if so, why did she not protect Therion? Why is there no guardian to replace Therion? According to Therion, Jay was to be assigned a life-time guardian— why has Aurealis abandoned her now?' 
 
    The touch of Thomas's hand on my shoulder halted my fervent passage back and forth in front of the kitchen counter. 'Bastien… Let go of the unanswered. We have to deal with the now.' 
 
    Mentally scolding myself I gave him a tight nod. 
 
    'I agree,' he continued, 'someone should stay until she recovers enough to explain what has occurred. There's a good likelihood she is in danger still and our duty hasn't ended.' 
 
    I gave him another nod. 'I have a supply of blood in the car, I'll get it.' 
 
    Thomas dug a ghost of a smile out. 'You need to move your car, as ever, your parking leaves a lot to be desired. I am ever amazed you qualify for a driving license.' 
 
    The remark drew a smile from me. 'At least I don't send horses and carriage into a pond because I forget to turn the corner.' The light rejoinder was all I could manage, and Thomas dredged up a good-natured chuckle.  
 
    I patted his back. 'Thanks for the levity, it eased my tension.'  
 
    He returned the gesture, patting my back as I moved by him to get my keys from the bedroom.  
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    I was more than a little surprised at the scent I caught upon leaving the apartment. Oh, it was friend, not foe, but I had presumed Thomas and Amelia had come alone. The vampire in question was once a protégé of mine. I could always appreciate Yushoki's grace. She also had an aura of solemn dignity about her that rapidly elicited respect from those around her. Her delicate features and petite body gave the impression she was fragile, but she was a strong, fierce leader and a highly skilled and efficient warrior.  
 
    Yushoki was standing near the cars— Thomas and Amelia had brought a car each— but she gave the impression of just having finished a perimeter check. As I unlocked my four-wheel-drive, I realised I'd left the windows down. I huffed at my own idiocy as I put the keys into the ignition and pressed the buttons to close them.  
 
    'Is it true, has the dark-angel been defeated?' 
 
    I nodded confirmation. If I didn't already consider her trustworthy, the fact that Thomas had chosen to tell her told me that he did. 
 
    Yushoki bowed her head. 'He was a great warrior; I respect your loss.' Her voice and demeanour were formal, but I could hear sincerity in her tone and saw it in her eyes when they came back up to meet mine. 
 
    'Thank you. Oh, and, please, keep this to yourself. Let Thomas choose who to tell.' 
 
    'I understand.' 
 
    Closing the driver's door, I opened the rear passenger door to get my overnight bag. The portable refrigerator holding the blood was in the back. 
 
    'Settle in for the night,' I told Yushoki, 'Amelia is not likely to leave until dawn. They are new friends, however Amelia's loyalty, once gained, is absolute.' 
 
    'He needs to go. And soon. They are awaiting him.' 
 
    I leaned against the car and considered her. Her expression said she thought her remarks made sense on their own, but, clearly, I was missing something. 'Who is awaiting Thomas?' 
 
    Yushoki frowned. 'I thought it would be the first thing he told you.' 
 
    After a long moment of silence, I prompted her. 'And...?' 
 
    Her frown deepened. 'He really didn't say anything?' She looked stunned for a second and then shook it off. 'He was in court waiting for his turn to formalise those trade agreements you two have spent so long negotiating, the ones adjusting the regional boundaries. It has to go through the Court in any case, but now he needs to finalise it before word gets out about the dark-angel, else those with whom he made the deals might consider his position weakened and retract their agreement.' 
 
    I sighed as I turned to pull out my overnight bag and shoved the door shut with my hip. 'He needs to go,' I echoed. 'While you're here.' I tossed her my keys. 'Park me legally.' Then I added, 'Oh, and bring the refreshment, too, please.' 
 
    When I returned to the apartment, Thomas was pacing. 
 
    'I hear you left court before getting your trade agreements formally approved.' 
 
    Thomas gave me a grim glance and looked away. 'Yushoki told you.' 
 
    'You need to get back to court. Technically, we don't know what happened to Therion. It might be he needs to stay in the Sunlit Meadows to recover and Jay's just emotionally messed up from planes-shifting, an after effect not even vampires are fully immune to their first time. Go back tonight, get the change in boundaries ratified and made official before this gets out. Because once it does, some of those we are allied with may reconsider their support.' 
 
    Thomas made a murmur of agreement, but I could see from his expression, he didn't like it. In part, it was because Ceri-talen had once made his life a misery by slaughtering his family and pursuing him until I made him vampire. If he could, he wanted to prevent the god from getting Jay. He glanced back towards the bedroom, Jay was still sleeping, but she'd started whimpering. A nightmare, my telepathic abilities told me. 
 
    'She's very vulnerable right now, a perfect time for Ceri-talen to strike if Therion did not win,' he said. 
 
    'There are no guardians here, Thomas, they may be able to hide from human sight, but not vampire senses. There'd be guardians if Ceri-talen was still an immediate threat to her. Look, if it makes you feel better, leave Amelia and Yushoki. Yushoki can planes-shift Amelia out of here if trouble turns up and I can take Jay. But Thomas, you have to go. Our kind make a habit of staying well-informed about the goings-on concerning the gods, shifts in power at their level bring opportunities further down the chain. Word will not take long to get out if Therion has been defeated. Those new boundaries mean when we eventually set Amelia up as Clan Leader of the neighbouring district, we will be able to secure a very comfortable powerbase.'  
 
    As I spoke, I pulled a t-shirt from my overnight bag. Yushoki appeared on the balcony and I waved her in. She put my keys on the bench and the blood in the fridge. I nodded my thanks and Yushoki took a moment to regard my t-shirt, it read: Keep out of direct sunlight. She chuckled and shook her head. I gave her a grin. My show of humour said I was relaxed, everything was fine. Okay, everything was far from fine, but I was not about to show it to anyone outside of my immediate family. While I was not official clan leader, any show of weakness, worry, indecision from me reflected on Thomas. 
 
    'Good hunting.' I held out a wrist, Thomas took it and gave me a brief hug. I glanced at Yushoki; she had wandered over to the bookshelves at the other end of the lounge area. She was idly browsing the titles, but the move was one of respect for her leader, giving him privacy while being available if he wanted her. I trusted her, but not enough to speak the rest out loud, so I sent to Thomas's mind. 'Be careful, betray no sign of your concerns in court.' 
 
    Thomas gave me a sneer. 'I may be younger than you, but I am hardly new to this.' 
 
    I bowed my head. 'I'm sorry, I know. I'm a little shaken over Therion's absence. I'm worried, Thomas. If Ceri-talen managed to take Therion down...' 
 
    Thomas met my gaze, he understood everything I wasn't saying. Ceri-talen had almost killed me several times and only Therion's help had saved me. Would the god come for me if Therion was gone? Undoubtably. He knew well how to hold a grudge and he'd take it out on everyone connected to me. Thomas and… and Amelia. Fortunately, although Therion was my most powerful ally, he was not the only one. 
 
    Thomas turned to Yushoki. 'Get Adrian and Tadhg back here to conduct sentry duty. Remain with Amelia. If it comes to a confrontation, she is your priority.' 
 
    Yushoki bowed. 'Yes, my lord.' 
 
    'I will call after I finish my business at court. Tell Amelia to get the shape-shifters back here during the day. We made a promise to Therion to keep her safe and I will not fail in my duty.' 
 
    Although he had turned away from Yushoki to address me, I could still see her in my peripheral, the Japanese vampire gave a slight nod of approval. Thomas's sense of honour and his strength showed in his words. If the vampires talked, I wanted them to talk about that, not how we were worried. 
 
    Thomas left via the balcony and I spent a long time staring out the glass pane. I was not deep in thought; I was deep in grief. I had no way of immediately confirming Therion's demise, but I could not shake the intuition that even if he was severely injured, he would never have left Jay alone unless he was incapable of coming to her side. Unlike Jay, I could not afford to show my emotions, so I shut off any outward expression and stared out into the night, hoping… hoping I was wrong. And hating the weakness in me that allowed me to hope against such bleak possibilities. Perhaps I'd been amongst the humans and lesser vampires too long. I had formed connections and in my home realm, connections were weaknesses. No, that wasn't quite true, connections were helpful, alliances were practical at times. I'd started caring about my allies, allowed them to mean more to me than the tools they should be. My mother would consider that a serious neglect and wonder where she had gone wrong.  
 
    Amelia's soft voice floated out through Jay's bedroom door. She was comforting Jay with reassuring murmurs. She was too young a vampire to have lost all her humanity. Not all vampires do— those that were human once— but a good vampire… A good vampire erased it as soon as possible, if they wanted to survive. Which made me a lousy vampire if I was judged by such terms. The truth was, I did not regret it. I like fighting for someone other than myself. I like causes. I like taking the side of the underdog. It's usually a challenge and I like testing myself against those challenges. I'd had no real choice with Thomas, he was, essentially, my offspring. To let him die was like letting a child die and, by the time I found him, I hated Ceri-talen enough to be damned before I'd let the god win. Amelia… Amelia I could have let die. But I did not regret saving her. Because although Thomas initially changed her, she would have died but for my intervention, not that either of them knew that. 
 
    I lifted my head slightly, inhaling while also using my otherworldly senses to check for any guardians or demons. No sign of either. Whatever had happened, Ceri-talen had been put off for now and, so, Aurealis allocated her angels where they were needed more. But one thing I had learned about gods like the telari— when a dragon wants something, they never give up. They might back off, bide their time, wait for a better moment, but give up? It would never occur to them.


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    I looked down at my daughter. She was curled up in bed, sleeping deeply it seemed, but just a few moments earlier I could have sworn I'd heard her crying. I looked closer. Her cheeks were streaked with tears. I frowned; it didn't look like she was having a nightmare. I was reluctant to wake her, but if she was having bad dreams... 
 
    'Let her sleep.' 
 
    I jumped. 'Bastien!' I whispered the remonstration. 'Make noise next time.' 
 
    The blond giant glided over and guided me out of the room, shutting the door softly. 
 
    'I apologise. I was just doing a perimeter check. I should have met you at the door, but considering it was you, I decided to finish.' 
 
    'What’s wrong with her? She looks gaunt and where's Therion?' 
 
    The vampire looked down, sighed softly and gestured towards the lounge. 
 
    I sat. Bad news was coming. We always got relatives to sit, it meant if the shock overwhelmed them, they had less chances of hurting themselves if they collapsed or fainted. 
 
    'You lied.' 
 
    He looked up and nodded once. 'Yes, I lied.' 
 
    'So, Jay wasn't getting away for a few days.' I heaved a sigh myself. 'I know you think keeping me out of this protects me, but she's my daughter.' I heard my voice going up and stopped talking. I took a moment, then, as calmly as I could manage, said, 'Therion's not here, so there's been some sort of crisis. Please, Bastien, tell me the truth.' 
 
    'Therion is gone.' 
 
    Uh-oh. That was worse than I imagined. Therion's an angel, no, actually he's a demon, I reminded myself. If he was gone… 'Oh, Jay,' I groaned.  
 
    'There's a lot more.' 
 
    I looked up at the vampire. 
 
    'I'm not sure how much you know. I gather you know about the confrontation at your place?' 
 
    I nodded. 'When she moved back home, I thought the worst of the danger was over, but now I see that you,' I fixed him with a stern look, 'lied through your fangs.' 
 
    'Jay didn't mention anything to you about a relationship change, did she?'  
 
    Ah, that's what he was gingerly prodding about for. 'You mean, did I know she made the unwise decision to sleep with her protector? Yes. They both got an earful about that. Not that it helped anything.' 
 
    Bastien gave me a brief smile. 'I also told him he was an idiot. But it was there, the way they connected.' He shook his head. 'Well, at least there's less you don't know than I thought. When I told you they had gone away, what actually happened was that Ceri-talen made another attempt to get Jay. Therion plane-shifted with her to get away.' At my confused look, he added, 'Plane-shifting is where the angels move through those mirror-like puddles, they're portals.' 
 
    I silently made an ahhing motion, I remembered seeing them. 
 
    'Although, to be more precise,' Bastien continued, 'they don't always have to pull one of those forth, so sometimes it looks like they just step behind or through an invisible curtain.'  
 
    'Wait, are you saying someone came for Jay and Therion just… ran away?' 
 
    'Another therilgalen,' he paused for a moment, 'dark-angel,' he amended, 'turned up. And yes, Therion ran. To be fair though, I don't think he ran, so much as took Jay somewhere he thought she'd be safer. It's just that I don't know this for sure. They were gone three days. When Jay returned, she returned alone. She was suffering from severe after-effects of plane-shifting,' he waved me back to my seat as I'd started to get up, 'the primary effect is fatigue, Jay will recover, do not worry.' 
 
    'Don't worry? Oh, I'm worried. I'm her mother.' I managed to keep my voice low, but I couldn't hold back my anger and fear. 'You lied about where she was, you led me to believe she was fine. Then, I visit and find her crying in her sleep, looking far from alright, her guardian has been killed, and the people I thought were protecting her—' 
 
    'Em.' He said it softly.  
 
    I hauled in the rest of my rant and looked at him. 
 
    'I am sorry, Em.' 
 
    Why did he have to be so bloody sincere?  
 
    I fumed quietly for several moments, then, 'Fatigue, and?' 
 
    'She's been throwing up. She has nightmares. I sit by her side when they plague her. She's lost weight. I've been getting her to keep down water and a thin broth. She hasn't told me what happened, just that Therion is gone. No other guardians have turned up. But then, neither have any more of Ceri-talen's servants. Em, I didn't call you because I don't know if more will turn up. But,' he held up his hand, 'I should have called. I've done this before and it's always more effective if you can limit the non-combatants onsite. I told Yu that Jay was down sick and I thought it was contagious. Considering Jay is relying on her to run the café, she has heeded my advice not to come up. If more attackers come, I just have to worry about getting Jay out of here. I know, she's your daughter, and you love her, but my job is to keep her alive and until she recovers and tells me exactly what happened, I do not regret my decisions.' He moved to my side and sat down. 'I do regret that I have distressed you.' 
 
    Damn, he was good. I rose and walked around the back of the lounge. 'I'm going to sit with her for a bit. I will limit my visits because I want you to keep doing your job and keep her alive, but I can't stay away.' 
 
    Bastien stood. 'That's understandable and reasonable. As I said, I did not mean to cause you such distress.' 
 
    I reached Jay's door and paused, looking back, I said, 'Apology accepted.'


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    All the dreams were awful. I couldn't remember what happened, just that I was frightened or sad or angry, or all three. I was sure I woke but couldn't recall specifically when or how long for or doing anything; getting a drink, going to the toilet, having a coffee. That was okay with me. I didn't mind if I spent the rest of my life in this bed. Come to think of it, how had I come to be in bed? I didn't remember coming home. The last thing I remembered clearly, was Therion. Therion bleeding, limping, magnificent wings deformed… 
 
    I was so tired, I felt like the exertion of just breathing was excessive. My limbs felt too heavy to lift… Maybe I was too exhausted to break from something as fragile as a dream. Although, considering those dreams were more like nightmares, perhaps they had a stronger hold than I estimated. I had the sense I'd been in bed for days, possibly weeks, yet I didn't feel the passage of time. To be honest, I couldn't bring myself to care. 
 
    As horrible as the dreams were, I knew that waking would be the worse nightmare. Waking meant accepting that Therion was gone. Forever, as far as I was concerned. The only means for Therion's release was my death. Suicide had occurred to me, but that wasn't a solution. This listlessness, this not eating, not moving; it wasn't any braver, but I didn't think my goal was to starve myself to death. I just couldn't bring myself to bother.  
 
    I didn't want to imagine what Therion was experiencing. I dreamt about it anyway. Therion told me what they did to him. He told me of his life, of the things he'd done, yet that didn't detract from the suffering he endured. The world's over-crowded prisons were proof that there were thousands of people who killed who served no master but themselves. I had no illusions. It was in Therion's nature to kill; when he needed energy, when he had injuries, when he felt threatened, but he didn't kill through greed or for power over or to torment. 
 
    In my mind, I saw him on the surgical table he described, saw the dragon-woman standing over him, saw the blood, the injuries she inflicted… A comforting warmth suddenly enveloped me. For a moment, I imagined Therion was curled next to me on the bed. He was murmuring softly and stroking my hair, as he had done the last morning we'd been together. Why was he speaking in another language? Wait a minute… 
 
    'What are you doing in my bed?' 
 
    'On it, not in it. You sound more coherent. Are you feeling vaguely human again, sweetheart?' 
 
    Sweetheart? Bastien just called me sweetheart. And he was in my bed! At least he was wearing clothes… kind of. His chest was bare, but he was wearing black jeans. 
 
    'You were whimpering in your sleep. Have done so on and off since your return. It seems to help if I comfort you, despite you being unaware of it at the time.' 
 
    The tension that had fired through my body at the unexpectedness of Bastien's presence started to ease. 'Oh… uh… thanks. Lucky for you, you resemble a romance cover, so I won't kick you out.' It was a weak jest, but the best I could do considering the circumstances. The closeness made me very aware of him. Particularly how warm he was— weren't vampires always portrayed as having ice-cold skin as well as being heartless in temperament? 
 
    Before I'd woken my cheek had been resting on his chest, my hand on his abdomen. His muscles sculpted his chest and abdomen into curves no man would be ashamed to have. His chest wasn't as hairy as I'd expected. I turned my attention to his face, which, at first, seemed to be all sharp edges, the cheekbones, the brow, the nose, but the soft gold of his hair made them seem less severe. His eyebrows, I noted, were almost made to arch, most often with a kind of unimpressed amusement. The look in his pale-blue eyes was often a little aloof, a little… predatory, but when he smiled it took away some of the hostility and a roguish mischievousness sparked very easily in them. He was smiling now, but in sad way. Not pity quite, but it was clear he understood I wasn't doing so well. 
 
    'What was the language you were speaking?' 
 
    He frowned. 'Um, I'm not sure what you'd call it now-a-days.' He looked up towards the ceiling. 'It is probably considered the origin of North Germanic. I've not heard it spoken for, oh, let's just say a long time with the understanding that there's a handful of 'verys' in front of it.'  
 
    'Why do you speak it then?' 
 
    The question seemed to surprise him. 'I guess because it was the first language I learned here.' 
 
    I looked up at the window, it was night, the moonlight streaming in gave me a sense of serenity. I listened to the silence of the apartment. I knew Therion wasn't here— couldn't be here— but I’d hoped for it all the same. 
 
    'He's really not coming back, is he?' 
 
    Bastien tilted his head. 'You haven't told me much, just that he's gone.' He reached for my hand and squeezed it. 'Do not worry, I don't expect you to relive it this instant. When you're ready, I will need some details clarified. For the moment, rest. Even with the broth I have been giving you to boost your immune system, you will still be weak.' 
 
    'Broth?' I frowned trying to remember eating or sipping broth. 
 
    'A special mix, I thought it might help you come around. At least it stopped you from throwing up.' 
 
    'I don't remember throwing up.' 
 
    Bastien shrugged. 'Humans are not used to planes-shifting. You'll feel heavy and lethargic, that's normal. Your mind might also make erratic jumps and you could be more emotional, a little shaky.' 
 
    'You sound like you know from first-hand experience.' 
 
    'My first time, I cried for no rational reason and I shook as if I was freezing for several hours. Some are hysterical, others almost comatose. If you are not of the, um, magical nature of those breeds to which plane-shifting is a natural ability, it can be quite a taxing experience until you get used to it.' 
 
    'Must have been quite some broth. I'm tired, yeah, but my brain isn't as muddled and I don't ache all over anymore. I think I shed my fair share of tears, but... possibly that's because…' 
 
    'He isn't here.' 
 
    'Yeah...' It was more sigh than word. 'How long have I been back?' Something he'd said earlier indicated he'd been here a while. 
 
    'You've been unwell nine days, ten nights.' 
 
    Nine days... It had been barely a fortnight. It felt like a lot longer. I frowned. 'What about Mum? Is she back from Sydney?' 
 
    Bastien made a groaning sound. 'Oh, that was fun!' 
 
    Clearly not. 
 
    'You see, when she got back from Sydney, I made the insane decision to explain your absence by saying you and Therion went away for a few days.' 
 
    'So when she discovered the truth, she verbally shredded you?' 
 
    'I'd have preferred she'd inflicted real wounds,' he answered half-seriously. 'She visits most nights. Your mother's colleagues think I'm a personal bodyguard.' 
 
    It was strange to think that Archmore's organisation had seemed to be the least of my worries recently. 
 
    'Are you hungry?' Bastien asked, sounding quite solicitous, like my dad when I'd been sick. I shook my head. 
 
    'Coffee?' 
 
    'No… thank you. Are Thomas and Amelia here?' I asked. 
 
    Bastien shook his head. 'Thomas has his clan duties. Amelia too, but Thomas makes sure she gets time to visit. She's spent several nights by your side. This is the first time you've been lucid.' 
 
    'I'm sorry you've all been dragged into this.' 
 
    My hand got another squeeze. It was strangely comforting. 'You hardly volunteered.' His eyes crinkled a little as he gave me a reassuring smile, then his expression sobered. 'Therion…' he paused to sigh, then started again, 'A long time ago, Thomas found himself in a situation very similar to this one. I fought to aid him, and did so valiantly, if I do say so myself.' His eyes crinkled again as the smile reappeared briefly. 'Eventually though, we were… what do they say… out-gunned...?' 
 
    I gave a half shrug and a nod. 'It'll do.' 
 
    'Indeed,' Bastien agreed with a slight tilt of his head. 'There we were, out-gunned, and close to losing everything and Therion came along. He was relatively new in his redemption then and it seemed, at the time, like he happened upon us by chance, but I know, now, that Aurealis wanted us to meet— why? I'm still not entirely certain. She calls in favours often enough to convince me she wasn't being altruistic, but I think she also wanted him to have a friend.' He was still holding my hand and his grip tightened slightly. 'Even as strong and resilient as I am, I may well have died but for his intervention. Thomas definitely would have. That gratitude alone would have brought us as soon as he asked… Over time, though, and other encounters, we developed a friendship. I think he felt a kind of kinship. We understood him.' 
 
    I smiled sadly. 'He is a hunter, like you. He doesn't feel the guilt he is told he should feel when he kills. He doesn't understand it— the need to feel guilt when it is necessary for his survival.' 
 
    Bastien didn't nod, but his expression confirmed my words. 'The loss of such a,' the vampire hesitated before he said, 'friend… is no easy experience to endure.' 
 
    I shrugged, feeling self-piteous for a moment. 'Well, at least you just have to wait until I kick the proverbial bucket and you'll soon see him again.' 
 
    His grip changed from gentle to painful, and I grunted. 'What?' His forehead knitted into a deep, intense frown. 'How will your death resurrect him?' 
 
    Suddenly, I deflated, all the energy seeping out of me as I realised I hadn't explained and would have to relive that dreadful memory. Seeing the effect the question had on me, Bastien immediately forced the furrows in his brow to smooth and released my hand.  
 
    'Please, Jay, I know it hurts, but I must understand.' His voice was gentle, but he was clearly tense. 
 
    I looked away from him, I didn't want to see his expressions as I told him. I moved away from him and propped myself up against the shelves that form my bed-head. Bringing my knees up, I wrapped my arms around them and rested my head on my arms, turning it to look out the window. 
 
    'He won. Therion won…' my voice broke. 'He killed Qu-te-se, but…' 
 
    He was a good listener. He didn't interrupt with questions or voice his own objections or anger, though I felt the emotions emanating from him at times. He knew I just wanted to get it out as fast as possible. I felt him still completely when I related how Qu-te-se broke his wings. He laughed softly when I described how he stole Qu-te-se from Ceri-talen. And he went very still when I described the bargain he made with Ceri-talen. When I finished, he was quiet. I was grateful, I felt absolutely spent. I found myself lying again, curled up next to Bastien, crying silently, and then my eyes drifted closed. 
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    I woke later. It could have been hours or minutes. The filthy headache had, thankfully, dissipated to an annoying drone. I was less disoriented and remembered it was Bastien with me, not Therion. His arm was around me again and I'd tucked my head into his chest. I could smell whatever fragrance was in his shampoo. I hadn't dreamed this time, or I didn't remember dreaming… Regardless, I was relieved not to be caught in the grasp of nightmares. I heard a heartbeat thrum through Bastien's chest.  
 
    I jolted up. 'Your heart just beat!' 
 
    'Hmmm?' He was reading and paused to look down at me, his expression questioning. 
 
    'Your heart just beat,' I repeated. 'Just the once.' 
 
    He smiled benevolently. 'Oh, it will again.' 
 
    I considered that for a moment. 'Another myth?' 
 
    'Not quite.' He put the book on the bedside table. 'It's easy to see how it came to be believed we have no heartbeat, a doctor will check for thirty seconds, perhaps a minute. A non-medically trained person will wait even less. And not all people can easily or accurately find a pulse. It would require good timing for someone to catch our heartbeat.' 
 
    Well that put a twist on things. It made sense, they drank blood to get nutrients just like we ate food, and the heart's job is to get those nutrients around the body by pumping blood through our circulatory system.  
 
    'How come you don't die?' 
 
    'We can, if wounded severely enough. It's just fortunate we have rapid regenerative abilities.' 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    'How can you see, by the way?' I asked nodding towards the book he'd been reading. It was pretty dark with just the moonlight coming through the window. 
 
    'Nocturnal, it's like daylight in here for me.' 
 
    I shrugged, fair enough.  
 
    'Did I sleep or just switch off for a few minutes?' 
 
    'You slept. Another day has passed.' 
 
    Another day! He hadn't been kidding about the fatigue from planes-shifting. It had been almost a fortnight now, and here Bastien was still waiting on me to get myself together, I thought, feeling annoyed at myself. I needed to start making more of an effort to get back on my feet and let Bastien get back to his life. Despite the determination behind this decision, my heart wasn't really feeling it, and I could hear it in my voice when I said, 'I'm feeling a lot better than yesterday, you know I think I can probably manage on my own now.' 
 
    He must have heard it too, because he laughed kindly and replied, 'Nice try, but you're not getting rid of me any time soon.'  
 
    I shook my head. 'Bastien, I am a grown woman...' 
 
    'I am quite aware of that,' he interrupted gently. 'I'm also aware that you are independent and completely capable of caring for yourself. These facts will not deter me from staying.' 
 
    That sounded pretty final. In truth, as much as I wanted to be alone to curl up in the dark and pretend the world didn't exist, I was glad he was here. 
 
    'Speaking of your self-caring capabilities, you may want to shower. Your natural perfumes are all well and good, but only when you wash regularly.' 
 
    This brought a horrified expression to my face. 'Stop right there. I get the idea.' 
 
    Bastien got up and helped me out of bed. 'Oh, Em dropped in. She checked in with Yu and told me to tell you that Yu said…' he stopped as he lost his train of thought. 'Uh, how about I just go with— the café is doing fine; there were some rostering issues, but Em helped her figure it out. She's happy to hear you're showing signs of improving, but urged me to make sure you rest and not rush back into things.' 
 
    I smiled. 'Yep, that sounds like her.' 
 
    He made sure I was steady and then went out to the lounge. I padded to the bathroom. My limbs still felt heavy. I moved slowly. It felt like it took an age to get the water to the right temperature and even longer to shampoo and condition my hair. By the time I was done, I found myself leaning against the cold tiles with no great inclination to move. I let the water softly pummel my face. It reminded me of the rain, which reminded me of Therion. Great, just great. I wanted so much never to forget him, but right now I wished I had no memory of him at all.  
 
    I remembered standing with Therion in the rain one of the nights soon after we'd become lovers. He'd been murmuring to me in that song of a voice of how he liked to just stand in it and feel each drop of rain run down his skin. His wings had been positioned to provide me with cover, but I'd asked him to move them, admitting I'd enjoyed more than one walk in the rain. He'd closed his wings and rested his hands on my waist. It had been so blissfully peaceful. I'd felt content, complete, happy. 
 
    I don't think I was sobbing too loudly, but my tears gave the water a run for its money. Then my legs gave out and I hit the soap dish on the way down. I didn't feel it, just registered it happened. I was shaking despite the warm water. It was colder down here, I guess because I was closer to the source when I was standing, and now, crumpled on the tiles, I was quite a bit further away. All this passed through my mind as a kind of background babble.  
 
    Bastien must have heard, because suddenly he was next to me, on his knees, gently pulling me out of the shower, or trying. I didn't want to go. Irrationally, all I could think was that Therion liked the rain… I said as much to him and he just stopped, just like that. He arranged himself around me, clothes and all. At least he was barefoot, but the jeans and t-shirt were pretty much soaked by now anyway, so I guess it didn't make much difference. Slowly, I stopped trembling and although I still felt the tears, they were slower and I didn't feel like I was suffocating. 
 
    'I'm sorry, I…' 
 
    Bastien looked down at me and gave me a reassuring smile. It was sad but understanding. 'There is no need to say sorry. I understand grief. I know at times it is overwhelming and at others, you need the armour or release of other emotions. Sometimes you need to shut down your emotions entirely for a while. Whatever you need to do, I won't judge you.' 
 
    'My dad, when he was dying, he'd joke. He'd always make jokes. He even joked that life was too short not to laugh when you could. My mum, she shut off. Became distant. Dad said she needed it, or the hurt would have been too much. I love— loved, still love Therion, I don't want to shut it all out like Mum. I can't.' 
 
    'As I said, you don't have to, not with me. Now that we have that cleared up, though, do you think we can leave the shower?' 
 
    I channelled my father and pulled together a half smile. 'I don't know, does my natural odour pass your sensitive nose?' My smile disappeared quickly, I didn't have the energy to hold it in place, or the heart.  
 
    Bastien literally picked me up like I was a doll. 'At least I'm not a werewolf, they can get pret-ty fussy. And they stick their noses in some fairly awkward places.' I started to laugh, until he added, 'But I think clothes might be in order, unless you want to become a naturalist.' 
 
    'Oh, for goodness sake,' I groaned, realising that just as he was clothed and soaking, I was naked and soaking. 
 
    It was weird, because I didn't feel naked as he helped dry me off and get dressed. He did it in a very non-sexual manner. 'You've had experience at this,' I realised aloud. 
 
    'At dealing with naked women?' 
 
    He said it light-heartedly, but to me it seemed like the comment was not meant to try to distract me from my grief, but to deflect the significance of my observation. I wasn't about to let him off, though. I swiped the t-shirt he handed me and pulled it over my head. 'With dealing with grieving people. Women, I think, more than men.' 
 
    I was right, because his expression darkened and he turned away. He masked the move as if he was intending all along to pull his wet t-shirt off and wander back in the bathroom to hang it over the shower screen. He grabbed a towel from a shelf in there and paused for a long moment before he said, 'I've seen a lot of death. Caused a lot of death.' He turned towards me, not really towelling himself dry, but holding the towel to his chest. His eyes were frosty-cold and sharp. 'Do not mistake me for a human, despite my kindnesses, Jay. Nor am I like Therion, I seek no redemption. Some of the death I've caused has been needless and not entirely honourable.' 
 
    'I know,' I said meeting his gaze evenly. 'Think of it in this context— my mother has met criminals far less sane and far crueller than you can imagine. Some are like Archmore's lot and they hurt children. Many go to jail, just as many walk free because they can't convict them. She has accepted you and Thomas, and she knows you're not angels. Therion has shown honour and loyalty, we trust his decision to bring you into our lives.' I went over to my dresser to get some socks. 'Anyway, my original point was that you know how to handle a grieving person.' 
 
    'As I said, I've seen a lot of death. Aside from life's normal hazards, I've been through a fair few wars. The first humans I spent time with were a passionate people. If someone died, you knew about it, they'd wail and scream. But I've also been in societies where they sing songs of lament or carry out sombre, but complex rituals. No matter how they acknowledge death, it seems right somehow when they feel it to their core and they show it. I think getting it out is better than holding on to it. When you cry, Jay, I know you're hurting, but I know also that you will survive. The quiet ones... I have seen too many suicides to count.' 
 
    His words reminded me of the suicide I'd contemplated. I wasn't about to take my own life. Suicide was never a solution, it just seemed like it when despair darkened your world too much to see the other options and the people who'd be willing to help you get to them. But, right now, I wouldn't mind doing some wailing and screaming. Any minute, I told myself, Therion would appear. He'd step through that vertical puddle and greet me in that low song that was speaking for him. Yeah, I was kidding myself, but it was a lovely dream. 
 
    I'd been over and over it, there was nothing I could have done. Therion had bargained with what he had. I could have offered my soul instead, given myself voluntarily over to Ceri-talen. I should have. Why didn't I? Why hadn't I thought of that in time? Had I been selfish? A coward? I wondered whether I could somehow contact Ceri-talen, offer him a trade, my soul for Therion's release. How would Therion react to that? Would he forgive me? Would he understand? I heaved a deep sigh. Even if I knew how to contact Ceri-talen, I knew I wouldn't. Therion would suffer worse if I was imprisoned in his place. It was done now and guilt wouldn't help. Despite that, I wasn't sure this knowledge, this understanding, was enough to get me through this. Could I make the most of this freedom that had been so dearly bought, as Therion had wanted? 
 
    Bastien had gone into the bathroom to finish getting changed. As he came out, he considered my thoughtful state and raised his brows. 'Are you okay?' 
 
    'What do I do now?' I asked, as a tear slid down my cheek. 
 
    He picked up that I was talking about what I should do now that Therion was gone. 
 
    'Recover.' 
 
    The answer made me laugh bitterly. It seemed so very practical and also quite terribly impossible. It wasn't that Therion was gone that I didn't think I could get over. As it was, getting used to Therion's absence was probably never going to happen, but I'd been through that before when relatives passed away. This was different in that I knew he would suffer. Every moment I was alive, Therion paid for it in suffering. How could I not feel guilt? Or shame? Or anger? How could I 'recover' knowing that?  
 
    'You will recover because to do anything else, Jay, is to waste his sacrifice. Besides Therion can well care for himself. Even after he allied with Aurealis, Therion commanded respect from his own kind. He will survive this.' 
 
    'But he will suffer, Bastien. There's a creature there called Ulyn who made a habit of torturing him, he will be back within her reach.' 
 
    Bastien huffed softly and then gave me a patient look. 'Trust me, I know all about Ulyn. I didn't say he wouldn't have a difficult time. My assurance was that he has handled it before and he will do so again. You must remember, Therion placed enough value on you to do this. You can return his gift in one of two ways: you can discard it, be weak, allow your grief and guilt to swallow you. Or you can…' 
 
    'I know,' I groaned. 'Just don't expect it to be easy for me.' 
 
    'I don't, that's why I'm here. Grieving is fine. When it comes, shed the tears that come with it, but do not let yourself drown in them. No one who loves you wants that.' 
 
    I heaved another sigh. He was right, gifts were things you didn't have a say over usually. People gave them to you and you either liked them or you didn't. Of those you didn't want or like, some you diplomatically turned away, some you kept until you found a new home for them, others you accepted gracefully out of respect and appreciation of the effort spent getting them. I could drown in my tears or find a way to cope. I had with my gran, and my father. It had taken time and even now it still hurt to my core when I remembered a particularly good time I'd enjoyed with them only to realise they were no longer there. It would be the same with Therion. 
 
    Bastien placed an arm about my waist and started guiding me towards the main room. 'Come, let's go to the kitchen and you can tell me what least makes you feel like throwing up when I insist you eat.'


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Dragon – Two Steps From Hell featuring Úyanga Bold] 
 
      
 
    It was dark, pitch black. 
 
    I laughed, well, between the dryness of my throat and the pain caused by breathing, it was more of a silent effort. The one time I needed sunlight, the one time I would have been thankful to burn in the light of the Sunlit Meadows, and I was in shadow. Still, I found it comforting, perhaps if I closed my eyes, I could just fade away.  
 
    The stone was cold. 
 
    I wondered how far I'd fallen. I could not look up. I was face down, where I landed. One moment Ceri-talen had me within his talons, his wings creating a hurricane of wind about me, the next, he just let me go. I had seen we were not under the mountain range where the central city of Unia-littah was, but the shadow valleys, a misnomer, for the name does not adequately describe the place. At the foot of the mountain range the landscape is all black rock and ice until it reaches the edge of a forest. Great, seemingly bottomless crevices branch out from the mountains, leaving massive cracks in the rock, which is how the area came to be dubbed the shadow valleys. I'd flown through them many times— you did not have to drop too far below the tops of the cliffs to be completely in shadow, and at the bottom, you could see a sliver of the sky, but never sunlight. From the darkness around me, I must be at the bottom of one of those chasms. 
 
    This was the start of my punishment. 
 
    Good.  
 
    I did not want to feel well and whole.  
 
    I was pretty sure that, in addition to my wings, every major bone in my body had been broken in the fall. And more than a few minor bones. The physical pain was barely noticeable. I did not care if I spent eternity here.


 
   
 
  

 Ceri-talen 
 
      
 
    I paced back and forth in an ever-tightening line. I was between planes, but Therion would be able to feel me, even if he could not see me. 
 
    Arrogant child. 
 
    Foolish child. 
 
    How he dared! 
 
    First his betrayal, exchanging the supremacy of a realm of shadows to corrode in the light, opposing me outright, thwarting my gatherers, killing his own brethren, and then this most recent offence; taking Qu-te-se. 
 
    He'd planned it, too. Luring Qu-te-se to the domain of that trumped-up, self-righteous, interfering meddler was no serendipitous accident, he'd intended it, conspired to take one of my most-powerful hunters. Aurealis had been so smug, so proud of him. He should not have been able to do it. I had not granted him the ability to return the spirits he took, to revive the vessel. There, too, was Aurealis's meddling hand. She'd ruined him. Not just physically by changing the way he absorbed energy, she had also made him soft. Weak! I had created a formidable hunter and she twisted him into this… this— 
 
    Unable to contain my rage any longer, I plunged through to the plane Therion was on, roaring in fury. Scooping up his prone form, I slammed him against the cliffside. 
 
    'You dare feel self-piteous! Laying there like the world has ended. Whimpering over your petty injuries. Mourning your supposed love now lost.' 
 
    Therion's body hit the rock wall and dropped to the ground rolling to stop just before my front talons. I leaned down.  
 
    'You think this punishment. The punishment has not even begun!' 
 
    I snarled out a breath of flame, the black and midnight-blue of it misting about him to become harmless shadows. I was angry but I did not intend to kill him. Destroy him, maybe, for how else would I be able to undo the damage Aurealis had wrought? 
 
    'I gave you everything. I made you strong, built up your resilience, taught you to lead— And you, how do you repay my gifts? You betrayed me,' I hissed out the last words. Drawing my head back I looked down at him. His body was broken, but that was just the start. I would have to break his mind, too, if I wanted to restore my prime hunter to his former strength. No. Not just back, stronger than before. 
 
    'What lies did you allow yourself to believe? What deception fooled you into believing your betrayal justified? I created you, how could you turn against me?' 
 
    Suddenly Therion surged up, his magical nature the only reason he could move at all. 
 
    'You did not create me, you stole me!' he snarled, his fangs flashing. 
 
    Inwardly, I found myself pleased. There was a strength in him still. He would need that resilience to endure the following trials. 
 
    'You waited for my mother to go hunting, you stole into her den and you took me from her, just like you steal all those earth-realm spirits. Just like you want to steal Jayden Emerline Thaneton. You call yourself a god, you are naught but a thief.' 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, so she had told him a form of the truth. But not all of it. 
 
    I leaned my head down, meeting his gaze. 'And what of your father?' I asked, my eyes narrowing as I scrutinised his reaction. 'Did she mention him? Who he was? Am I the thief Aurealis alleges or am I the father denied his child because he refused to let the mother raise a weak kitling?' 
 
    He stumbled back, the broken limbs barely able to hold him up and then slowly sank to his knees. Never once did his gaze leave mine. Know my words are true, I willed. 
 
    A frown creased his brow as uncertainty filled him, robbing him of the defiance that had given him the strength to rise. He closed his eyes in pain, but not from his broken body, his mind and emotions caused him much more suffering. Slumping back, he tried moving his wings, but they were too damaged. A distant part of me was tempted to show him mercy, to heal his injuries, but that would make me no better than Aurealis; coddling and over-protective. That was no way to return him to the magnificent hunter he'd once been. 
 
    He leaned to the side, first attempting to put his weight on his hand, but neither hand nor wrist could bear it, so he leaned on his forearm. His hair had fallen forward, the gold streaks seemed to glow, taunting me with his betrayal. I willed them back to blood-red. The glow faded for several moments and then brightened. I increased my will. Abruptly, the glow faded, but his markings stayed gold. 
 
    I whipped my tail angrily, striking the cliff wall and causing a rock fall. I diverted the rocks away from us as I fumed. What power was this?  
 
    This was my domain. My realm.  
 
    Mine! 
 
    Therion's voice diverted my attention. 'If you are my father,' he looked up, 'who, then, is my mother?' 
 
    'As far as you are concerned, she is dead, for she is ascended.' 
 
    Therion shook his head slightly. 'What kind of father allows his child to be tortured?' 
 
    'Not tortured, made stronger, more resilient. You cannot deny your ability to withstand grievous injuries and continue fighting despite them is due to the endurance built up under my supervision.' 
 
    His expression became one of scorn, his frown deepening as he said, 'Instead of abandoning me to Ulyn's depraved mind to 'build up my endurance', how about doing something really useful, like making my wings less vulnerable to breaking, or improving my response to the fury so that even when it is high, I can retain a rational mind? If you are so powerful, so all-knowing, why can you not solve the mystery of what has rendered the therilgalen incapable of reproducing? And considering how all-knowing you proclaim to be, why did it not occur to you that a consequence of exerting such tight control over me would be that I would desire freedom all-the-more, making Aurealis's offer compelling?' 
 
    'I gave you freedom,' I retorted, heaving in and out a frustrated breath, filling the air with shadow flame that turned into a mist that shrouded the ground. 'And you used it to betray me.' 
 
    Therion pushed himself back to his feet. 'You lied to me, you tortured me, you enslaved me, you robbed me of my ascendance. I did not betray you. I took control of my fate. I grew far stronger under Aurealis's guidance than I ever did serving you,' Therion spat back. 
 
    'Your perception is warped, Therion. Your connections, your friends, your love, they are not strengths, they are weaknesses.' 
 
    'You are the one who is weak. Without your servants, who would gather the energy you use to give you strength? You fear that we will abandon you, so you make us so we crave much more energy than we need, then ensure that we cannot hold it for long, forcing us to deliver the excess to you or die. You… You have no genuine loyalty. You are not capable of earning it.' 
 
    I swiped at him, the strike lifting him up and tossing him some distance down the floor of the crevasse. Stalking after him, I growled, 'Impudent child. You know nothing.' 
 
    He was curled up on his side, his body trembling, overwhelmed by its injuries. The shadow mist left over from my flame swirled about him 
 
    My dark-angel, my creature woven from shadows, my masterpiece— as powerless as an infant without sunlight. Aurealis had done far more than expose him to her flawed perspectives, she had contaminated him with her disrespect of me and her contempt for my way of life. I was a god of destruction, I created through it. I presented the obstacles that forced humans to innovate, to create tornado warning systems, to rebuild, to engineer around flood-prone areas and regions susceptible to earthquakes. I created balance. I renewed. 
 
    I had already known I would need to destroy Therion in order to rebuild him, but now I saw just how desperately he needed it. Until then, his only value was as a renewable energy source. With one talon, I rolled him onto his back. 
 
    He opened his eyes, looking up at me with apprehension. 
 
    I placed one foot upon him, my talons splayed about him, not quite a cage.  
 
    'You will learn the right of all your wrongs soon enough. For now, I will teach you the first, most important rule you should never forget…' 
 
    I lifted my middle talon and placed it on his collarbone, letting him feel the sharp point. 
 
    'You are mine, to do with what I will.' 
 
    Using my talon, I pierced his spirit, tapping into his core energy and drawing it into myself. 
 
    Therion arched back, agony filling his body and his mind. I paid little heed to it, revelling, instead in the feel of the flow of power as it rejuvenated my spirit. I did not quite drain him, he needed enough to renew his reserves. It had never been a swift process, a spirit like his would completely rebuild itself in time, but the quality of his spirit meant it did not, could not, occur rapidly. His regeneration was already delayed by his low energy reserves, taking from his core spirit like this would bring it almost to a halt. But I had him back now and I was in no hurry to return him to the main city— how could I let my subjects see him like this, his spirit as shattered as his body? No, I would take my time. I would show him how weak his value of friendship made him, how it exposed him. I would show him just how wrong he was. But first, I would give him what he asked for.  
 
    I lowered my head down until I could feel the ground beneath my jaw. 'You want independence? Make your own way back to my temple.' 
 
    And I left him there. Broken on the cold, stony ground. See how he fared with no spirit energy and no sunlight to renew him. With his destruction Therion would evolve, grow, become stronger than ever before…  
 
    If he survived.


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Believer – Imagine Dragons] 
 
      
 
    I had no notion of time. I occasionally noted the lightening of shadows that indicated the passing of night into day. Whenever I tried to move or even twitch, my whole body was consumed by agony. It didn't take me long to stop trying. I actually slept. Never have I slept before. I rested by entering a meditative state where I could choose to dream, or astrally explore, or to simply rest. This was complete unconsciousness. In a way, I was thankful for the oblivion, not only was it a refuge from a memory where Jayden existed, but it provided a shelter from the physical pain. I also found it disturbing and I often woke feeling utterly vulnerable. 
 
    Ceri-talen had yet to return, he would wreak his revenge in his own good time. He was often of a mind to lull his victims into a false sense of safety before he executed whatever plan he had concocted in order to satiate his need for punishment. In my case, he would leave me out here until I healed and made my way to the temple. He might even allow me to take up a somewhat normal routine before he decided to continue my punishment. It would be drawn out. He would savour my apprehension as I waited for the moment when he would strike. Right now, I did not care about future pain, I was too tired to be angry at his outrage, and my immediate pain occupied my attention. 
 
    I opened my eyes. It was dark. I was cold, I think. I could see I was shivering, but, thankfully, I could not feel it. I realised the ground was becoming wet. It had started raining. And then the pain slammed into my awareness, each and every droplet that hit my body was a needle of fire. I tried to move. There must be a ledge somewhere I could shelter under. I managed to roll over onto my stomach so I could crawl forward, but the effort put my entire body into spasm. I screamed. It sounded distant, like it was coming from far off. When the seizure finally released me, I felt my body go blissfully limp. The rain still delivered excruciating lances of pain, but, in comparison to moving, it was the lesser torment. Unconsciousness crept over me like a fog. I welcomed it. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    [Blind and Frozen – Beast in Black] 
 
      
 
    'Malediction and a ghost's grief, what in no god's grace is this?' 
 
    A wave of hunger assaulted my mind almost obliterating conscious thought. I was starving and my body was desperate for sustenance. Regardless of what my senses were telling me, a part of me was convinced the voice was a part of a dream, but then a dull pain pushed against my shoulder repetitively. I opened my eyes to see what I thought was the end of a staff.  
 
    'Ye are not dead, then?' 
 
    I blinked several times and when my vision finally cleared, I could distinguish boots next to the staff. They shifted and then a face came into view. My hunger increased as the proximity of prey decreased. It was surprising enough that I would encounter anyone in such a location as this, though, so it was worth the effort of reigning in my instincts. At least until I found out who was speaking. 
 
    I frowned. 'What is a dwarven doing here?' 
 
    The dwarven female snorted. 'I could counter with: what's a great big lug of a therilgalen doing here? But the answer to both questions is a wee bit obvious. Ceri-talen put us here. The more pertinent question is— why has he discarded one of his precious soul stealers?' 
 
    There was sympathy in the ocean-blue eyes negating the gruff tone and words. I found myself feeling guilty, her spirit was strong and would provide sufficient energy to at least partially heal me and, despite her kindness, there was a part of me that desperately wanted to rip her spirit from her vessel. Before I could answer, her gaze flicked over my head and wings and her mouth opened in a surprised 'oh'. 
 
    'Ye are the traitorous one, or so they named ye. Last rumour that touched ma ears was that ye made it to the portal.' 
 
    She meant back when I'd first come here and asked for Qu-te-se's help only to find myself captured by Ulyn. An undertaking I pursued to help Jayden. Jayden who would be gravely disappointed if I destroyed this kind soul. 
 
    I tried to laugh, but just half coughed. 'I did. I just did not have the sense to keep fleeing.' 
 
    'Flee? Ye say. They said ye fought like a cornered wyvern and left painted in the blood of ye enemies. I'd hardly call that fleeing, child.' 
 
    'I have a few centuries on you, dwarven.' 
 
    'Bah, it's a phrase, is all, a habit I've no inclination to change. What do ye call ye self?' 
 
    'It is of no matter,' I replied listlessly as I remembered that there would be no Jayden in my life again. 'I shall surely be the dead thing you mistook me for soon enough if fate favours me.' 
 
    Her brow furrowed again and she made a tisking sound. 'Stubborn brat, ye are,' she commented disapprovingly. Then, after a moment to think, she added, 'But ye'll need that, I canna see one part of ye that don't look like it's been through ma old marm's wringer.' 
 
    'You are dwarven, you more than have the skill to climb these cliffs. I highly suggest you do so,' I advised her tonelessly. 'Keep heading east.' 
 
    'I knows where I'm wanting to go, child,' she retorted. She said something else, but I had closed my eyes and drifted back into oblivion. Back where there was no conflict in my heart about taking a spirit my Jayden would never know about, but where I feared her disappointment never-the-less. 
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    [Ohne Dich – Rammstein] 
 
      
 
    I woke up screaming.  
 
    At first I could not register anything but the agony wracking my body. Then I realised something was tugging on my ankle. Abruptly, something long and thin was shoved into my mouth. 
 
    'Bite down, child. I'mma going as fast as I can, but even with ma snatch block, ye are not a featherweight. Just hold on, with Fate's blessing, ye'll pass out in a moment.' 
 
    I did. When I came to, I was still on my stomach, but I now rested on some kind of bed. I was dry. I was hungry. Starving. I could scent a spirit nearby… 
 
    'I cannot move my wings.' I realised. I had not had a lot of movement, but now I was aware they were stretched out and restrained somehow. 
 
    I heard a familiar snort. 'They're no good to ye, child, I wouldna worry 'bout it 'specially.' 
 
    The dwarven moved into view. I realised I was on some kind of platform or higher rock, because as she sat on a rock opposite me, I was able to see her without moving my head. She was, like all her kind, diminutive, but she wasn't as old as I'd assumed from her way of speaking. Her blue-streaked, black hair was so long it probably reached her hips when she was standing. Several, intricate, braids were adorned with gems in the elvan style. She wore a black coat trimmed in blue fur, but I could see blue-black armour beneath it. An elaborate belt was edged by diamonds and light-blue gems. The clasp was formed by her family crest; a double-headed weapon combining a hammer-shaped maul and a battle axe engraved with dragons. A dragon formed the handle, its flame represented by the axe blade. 
 
    'Feldengard, House of the Foe Hammer,' I said. 
 
    She grinned. 'Even the demons in these forsaken shadows know of our greatness.' 
 
    'Your ancestor, Va-ri-el, killed a dragon, yes, even in the shadow realms you hear about such a feat.' I took a moment to let a spasm of pain pass. 'I once saw Foe Hammer.' 
 
    My revelation brought a spark of interest in her eyes. 'Really, child. Where was that, then?' 
 
    I gave her a half-hearted laugh that had no real breath in it. 'All dragons have a horde, yes? And though I have served two dragons, now, only one would dare keep a weapon like that. I think the irony of being a dragon in possession of a weapon renown for killing his kind, amuses Ceri-talen.' 
 
    She was nodding slowly. 'Well, t-weren't all for nothing then.' 
 
    'Let me guess,' I wheezed. 'You came here searching for Foe Hammer and ended up staying longer than you intended.' 
 
    This time she laughed, there was a bitter quality to it that I understood well. 'Quite a wee bit longer than I intended. It's been a decade at ma best guess. T'was ma own fault, really, wanting not just to retrieve Foe Hammer, but wanting to use it for its intended purpose once I had it. That goliath of a lizard was bound to ensure I didna forget such foolish ambition.' 
 
    That caught my attention, for it was quite an impressive ambition; killing a telari as powerful as Ceri-talen. 
 
    'Ye know I suspect he intended me to find ye.' 
 
    It took me a moment to realise she meant Ceri-talen. 'Oh?' 
 
    'Well, ye see, there I am, in a cell barely wider than I am tall; a hall so dark I've only shadow for ma view. I know the foulness of Ulyn is nearby because I c'n hear the torment of the poor wee beasties unfortunate enough to be within her grasp. Gruel delivered once a day, water dripping through a hole in the wall. Nary a scrap to lie on but the stone floor itself. Been there, as I say, least a decade. Then, several days ago, I wake in a tunnel. I have all ma tools and some I canna recall ever owning. In ma travels, not a soul to be encountered. Several impossibly high caverns, one full of the kind of junk an industrious sort like me might consider treasure. Certainly recyclable, given a productive bent of mind. Another full of water and something beneath its depths no creature who values their life wants to encounter. A number with rivers of fire, others so dark I had to crawl along to be sure I didna fall to an early grave. Finally, I come to an opening and look up to see I'mma at the bottom of a crevasse so tall I canna see the sun. But I see a sliver of sky. Like ye say, child, I could climb it, I have the skill, but it would be a venture of many days, weeks no less, and nary a ledge suited to resting. It seems the only option is forward on the ground. Perhaps I will come across a section with more ledges or a shallower cliff, I think. But no, it is ye, child, I come across. Sodden and bleeding and in woeful need of compassion. Not that ye show signs of wanting it.' 
 
    I did my best at giving her a look of apology, but, in truth, I was undecided about whether I regretted my petulance or not. 
 
    'It struck me as being propitious and convenient that within half an hour walk from ye, there's a fallen tree, a behemoth of a thing, least a hundred years in its making. Perfect for constructing a stretcher and making a frame to sort those wings out as well as a fire.'  
 
    That was when I realised I was warm, a glow on the edge of my peripheral told me she had made a fire. 
 
    'There's more wood, further along, smaller specimens, unquestionably, good strong branches with dried leaves and even a thermal spring nearby,' the dwarven continued. 'I think that ye god has far from abandoned ye. Ceri-talen could have left ye anywhere and without any help. What I canna decipher is why ye do not heal. Ma knowledge of demons is limited, but ye heal yerselves was ma understanding of things.' 
 
    I turned my face down to the dried leaves covering the stretcher to relieve my neck muscles and then turned back to her. 'I am the traitor, if you recall. Aurealis changed me so the sun was my primary source of nutrition. Unless I can get somewhere where the sun's light falls, I will be unlikely to heal much faster than it takes grass to grow. My only other option is to take a soul.' 
 
    The dwarven nodded. She did not seem the least perturbed that I had mentioned that killing her was one of my few options for recovery. She'd said she'd heard of me, well, at least she had called me traitorous one, perhaps she had faith that my change in circumstances did not necessarily mean I had reverted to my old ways. Jayden had been proud of me for that, for my decision to change sides. Would taking one spirit, just this one, undo all that?  
 
    'Ye really aggravated that dragon. He may not have abandoned ye, but he is, of a certainty, punishing ye for daring to seek your own fate. I take t'other dragon, Aurealis, canna help ye.' 
 
    'No,' I breathed. Her question reminded me that although I was not with Aurealis now, I aspired to be, eventually. Jayden should have ascended by then. If I gave up now, if I took this soul, this particular soul, the soul of a being who offered me aid and kindness, it might place me outside the reach of redemption. I would never know if Jayden ascended. I would never know freedom. My fate would, indeed, be in Ceri-talen's hands again. 
 
    The dwarven leaned forward. 'Well, soul stealer, I am Rua-li-el, daughter of Vey-rua-el, daughter of Hu-vey-el, daughter of Ruun-hu-el, daughter of Tar-ruun-el, daughter of Ana-tar-el daughter of Ri-ana-el, daughter of Va-ri-el. Rua, will suit.' 
 
    Most dwarven only went back two generations in their introduction, unless you had a heritage like Rua, where one of your ancestors was known as Dragon Foe, for it was Va-ri-el who had used Foe Hammer to kill a telari. Thus, it was understandable that, on significant occasions, Rua would recite further back. 
 
    'I am honoured, Rua-li-el— Rua.' I had trouble with the tight roll of the 'r' in her name, mostly because it hurt to speak. And breathe. 'I am Therion.' 
 
    Rua nodded once. 'Ye decided ye matter still, then. Good. That will make things easier.' She rose and moved out of my view and then came back with a water skin. 'I filled it from the thermal pool. It's cool enough now, but a might salty. Drinkable.' 
 
    I let her help me drink, but as I tried to take a sip, I started to choke. Each jolt caused a splintering pain behind my eyes and I came close to blacking out. When I finally got my breath back, I said, 'Do not trouble yourself, I can survive without water for some time and do not need food.' 
 
    'Beyond souls and sunlight,' she grunted and looked up, even though the ledge or whatever was sheltering us blocked her view from what I could tell. 'We are going to be here an indeterminably long time if ye are to heal without.' 
 
    'The thermal pool.' 
 
    Rua gave me a questioning look. 
 
    'Natural energies, like rain and thermal pools. They will not speed my healing as much as sunlight or,' I paused, 'souls, but they do help.' 
 
    The dwarven laughed. 'By blood and thunder, child, I spent the better part of two days getting ye on that stretcher, getting that stretcher under this ledge and getting ye wings lined up, and I have yet to set all the other breaks. How do ye propose we get ye to the thermal pool, let alone in it?' 
 
    I heaved a sigh, cried a soft objection at the pain it caused, and then looked at her. 'It will have to be the rain.' 
 
    Rua grunted softly. 'The very rain that makes ye scream.' She looked to one side, shaking her head. 'Ye master is beyond cruel. Foe Hammer cannot cleave his soul from the ether soon enough, for he causes far more torment and suffering than any other of his kind and well beyond the challenges meant to help lesser beings progress towards ascension.' Looking back at me, the blue eyes seemed to harden with determination. 'But with some thought we'll figure something out and, by ma ancestors, we shall thwart him.' 
 
    'You should go, Rua, while you have the chance.' 
 
    The dwarven raised her brows and tilted her head. 
 
    'That cruel master of mine likely wants me to make friends with you, develop a bond, just so he can either torture you as a means of punishing me, or kill you, for the same reason, or force me to kill you.' 
 
    Rua drew her head back, frowning. 'Like as not, ye are right, but I don't let bullies dictate ma fate, 'specially not ones that crush thousands of ma people beneath the rock of their very homes. My ancestor, Va-ri-el, showed them telari what happens when they decide their whims and ambitions over-ride all others. I will not back down from this one, 'tis ma duty, I am a Feldengard. I will reclaim Foe Hammer and I will do what the other telari are too frightened to do. Something tells me that a creature such as yerself, a being who has sought to govern his own fate, may be just the kind of ally I need. And even were that not the case, what sets me apart from a tyrant like Ceri-talen is that I will not abandon a being in need just because it inconveniences me.' 
 
    Rising she walked out of my view and then returned with several lengths of wood. These ones were rough and still had bark on them. Not far from her was a small pile of wood that had been cleaned up resulting in several fairly straight lengths. She'd likely used them for making the stretcher and the frame she used to support my wings. Rua started cleaning up the piece of wood. 'Tell me, ye bore witness to the magnificence of Foe Hammer, did ye?' 
 
    I half nodded. 
 
    'Please, I plead of thy kindness, tell me what ye perceived.' 
 
    Talking hurt, but in the face of her compassion, I did not object or hesitate, and told her of the time I had seen the weapon. At least it kept my mind off my injuries and off the fact that I spoke not to Jayden. And would never speak to Jayden again.


 
   
 
  

 Bastien 
 
      
 
    It had been just over two weeks since Jay had returned without Therion. We'd fallen into a pattern of business-as-usual in the sense that my assistant, Meredith, already took care of most of the day-to-day needs involved in running my businesses and if he needed my signature he just sent it along with Amelia if she was planning to visit. Adrian and Tadhg kept watch through the night and we had the shifters in during the day. Amelia stopped in at least long enough for me to go hunting each night, but occasionally stayed longer, depending on her schedule.  
 
    Under the circumstances, I generally went to the nearby park where I could find a walker or jogger or someone going to or from their car. I never took enough blood to leave them too disoriented or weak to get home and left them with the suggestion to get something to eat. 
 
    I spoke to Thomas most nights, and he'd just finished relating his frustration with the Court holding up one of our business applications. We'd bought a café-bar in the city centre, the deal included the building and we wanted to renovate the second floor and turn it into a place where vampires could access what we referred to as 'live refreshment'— humans or supernatural beings like shape-shifters we employed to provide blood. You needed Court approval where 'public' feeding like this occurred. There was enough red tape to rival the human government bureaucracy. 
 
     I heard the sound of Thomas sitting down and presumed he was at his desk as he let out a sigh. 'That pretty much sums up how things went last evening, aside from a few non-relevant squabbles in court. How is Jay? I was planning to send Amelia tonight.' 
 
    It was my turn to sigh. 'She's getting over the illness caused by planes-shifting. Made it as far as the courtyard and is even managing to keep down food, though she has no appetite.' 
 
    Thomas made a sound as if to say the lack of appetite was to be expected, then said, 'That is auspicious news, Amelia will be gladdened to hear it. Have you succeeded in getting word to or from the Dark Realm? Can you confirm if Therion is there?' 
 
    My mood darkened. 'Yes and no. Nothing direct from the Dark Realm, but I've been able to get reliable confirmation that Ceri-talen has Therion.' 
 
    Thomas cursed, more vehemently than I expected for one of his reserved nature. 'Do you think there’s a way we can help him?' 
 
    'I'm not sure. I’m trying to get in contact with Aurealis, but the shifter I know as an Envoy contact says she can only pass on my request. Even if Aurealis deigns to talk to me, she cannot tell me when that might be. I'm having Meredith follow up a few tenuous leads, I'll let you know if anything comes of them. When can I expect Amelia?' 
 
    'Mmm, close to midnight, I think. Yushoki is taking her through her paces. Hand-to-hand combat. They will both want to freshen up afterwards and take time to get some sustenance.' 
 
    I wouldn't mind some sustenance myself, but I’d wait until Amelia arrived before I went hunting. 'How’s she doing?' 
 
    'At training? I try not to attend. Amelia is a little uncomfortable if I observe. I saw the end of a session a few nights ago. She looks confident, handles herself well enough.' 
 
    But could do better, I could almost hear him say. 'She will improve given time to practice.' 
 
    Thomas made a murmur of agreement. 'I will bid you farewell, unless there is anything else?' 
 
    I found myself shaking my head as I said, 'No, no. Good hunting.' 
 
    As I hung up, I heard movement downstairs. Once in the atrium, I determined it was a human, female. It was by far the wrong time for Yu to be here. Yu was diligent and dedicated, but she'd left after six, and it was now past eight. She could have forgotten something and returned for it, but as I entered the café's kitchen, I could tell the scent was not Yu's. It was familiar though. 
 
    I crossed into the café to meet blue eyes that changed, as she moved into the moonlight, to silver-grey. The light through the window haloed blonde hair. She seemed unaware of me as she hefted a bag to the counter. Then I felt it. 
 
    Pain. Searing pain, like a lance shoved up next to my spine. 
 
    I was prepared this time. It was Jay's friend, Alyssa. The one Therion said was sharing her vessel with a fire elemental. I narrowed my gaze as I observed her. I could not discern spirits or auras like Therion, but fire elementals often give off a light that shimmers like an aura, which occasionally burns bright enough for me to see. It took a minute, but finally I saw a shimmer of orange that changed to a blue that was almost white and then disappeared. That was most certainly a fire elemental.  
 
    Alyssa was using a cane and was trying to manoeuvre a second bag to the counter. Mid move she looked up, her eyes meeting mine, despite my being in the shadows and completely silent. The elemental must have subconsciously alerted her to a potential danger because, this time, she realised I was there. 
 
    'Hi…' she greeted uncertainly. 'Is Jay here?' 
 
    I moved out of the shadows and finished lifting the second bag to the counter for her. 
 
    'She's upstairs. Sleeping. I'm Bastien, I believe Jay would have mentioned I'd be around.' 
 
    Alyssa smiled. 'The bodyguard.' Her tone suggested that she knew I was a lot more than a bodyguard. 
 
    'Of sorts.' 
 
    'I know she doesn't want me knowing too much. She's worried about her friends getting targeted by the Archmore lot. I promised Yu I'd bring over some things she'd forgotten to reorder. I was just going to put them in the kitchen, peek in on Jay to see if she needed anything, and then head off. But if you're happy to put these on the counter in the kitchen, I can just go.' 
 
    I nodded, then asked, 'You have keys?' 
 
    'Yes. Jay said for emergencies, but sometimes she lets me stay after closing and, well, with keys, I can let myself out and lock up. I think she feels sorry for me, not in a pity kind of way, just the fact that I sleep so little and, well, she's seen how hard it can be.' 
 
    I frowned. 'I think I've missed something, how hard what can be?' 
 
    'Oh, I have nerve pain, constant, so I don't sleep, and well, there's a bunch of challenges.' 
 
    With a fire elemental embedded in her spirit, that was an understatement. Therion had wanted to help her. Him, a therilgalen, had felt compassion for this human he hardly knew. Aurealis had failed my friend. I gestured to a booth near us. 'Would you mind telling me a bit about your condition, I've not heard of it before.' 
 
    She sighed. From pain, not reluctance, I felt it flare through her mind. That's when I realised— her thoughts were completely free of pain right now. It flared through her mind occasionally, but she had the pain in a kind of mental box, locking it down tight. It must require immense and determined control. It would take a lot of energy too and she was flagging, I could see that in her posture, her free arm trembled and her grip on the cane tightened. 
 
    'Perhaps, though, another time, when you are not as exhausted.' 
 
    Another flash of pain, then another. They seared through her mind, but she reined it in.  
 
    She shook her head. 'That's about never. It's called Neuropathic Pain Disorder,' she said as she moved over to the nearest booth and sat. 'My nerves continually send pain messages to my brain. Science debates whether it's real pain or just perception, but I can assure you, it feels real enough. Many people get it from some kind of trauma, and it can be mistaken for repetitive strain injury, but it's different, although there’s plenty of muscle pain, nerve pain is very distinct and I know the difference between the two.' 
 
    'How long have you had it?' 
 
    Another shake of her head, the blonde hair was fine and thin, 'It feels like forever. At least so long that I cannot remember what it feels like to not have it.' 
 
    There was more of a story to it, but she didn’t have the energy to tell it. The elemental must have got in when she was vulnerable and, for some reason, it had decided to stay. It was such an unusual thing for an elemental to do. Perhaps that was what had intrigued Therion. 
 
    'You're like Therion,' she said unexpectedly. Then she frowned. 'No, not quite, no wings.' 
 
    I tilted my head, 'You're like Jay, you can see—' 
 
    'Angels and such. Yeah. Jay makes me feel more sane. It's nice to know someone else is having the same hallucinations. Is she alright?' 
 
    'She will be. Therion… he had to leave and…' 
 
    Alyssa frowned, alarm showing in her expression. 'I take it from your tone that his leaving wasn't voluntary.' At my nod, she swore under her breath and then murmured, 'Why do these things have to happen to good people like her?' Heaving another sigh, she rose, the flashes of pain were getting more frequent, she wanted to leave before they got uncontrollable. No, that was not quite accurate. She wanted to leave because she didn't want to let me see just how vulnerable she was. 
 
    'Can you let her know I was here?' she asked. 
 
    I nodded, rising with her and walking her to the door. 
 
    'I'll be here tomorrow, I'll come up and make her coffee if she likes,' she paused and looked up at me, 'and lend a sympathetic ear if she needs one.' 
 
    'I will let her know.' 
 
    I watched her as she made her slow way down the side of the café. I could see what had attracted Therion's attention, her resilience, her selflessness… That strength was being eroded by the elemental. Eventually, it would consume her. That is, if someone did not aid her. Therion had seen that, I was sure of it. And now I could see it too, not through her spirit, like Therion, but through my telepathic ability. 
 
    I had no idea how to separate an elemental from another spirit, but I was going to find out. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Em's house was in darkness. It was empty, well, aside from Leya, the matagot Therion had brought back from the Dark Realm. I had tracked down the shape-shifter who adopted Leya's partner, Wren, when I had rescued him from the Dark Realm some time ago. I'd tried to take them both, but Leya had stayed behind to slow down those pursuing us. It turned out they were siblings, not mates. At some point the pair planned to reunite but seemed happy enough in their new homes. 
 
    Right now, Leya was in the kitchen, sitting on the bench, looking out the window. Her ears had not twitched since I shifted in, and I had a feeling she did not realise I was here. As I watched, she rose and moved closer to the window. Getting to her hind feet, she reached forth a paw to unlatch the window. The movement was very human-like, I hadn't expected that. She poked her nose out, inhaling the fresh breeze wafting in through the opening.  
 
    As I stepped out of the corner, Leya jolted with fright, turned, and leapt towards me. Somehow, as her body moved between the moonlight and shadows, she became tiger sized. The growl she emitted rumbled about the room, her cobalt-blue and teal eyes glowing with a magical light. 
 
    'Leya, it's me.' 
 
    She pulled up suddenly, almost sliding into the dining table and then started grumbling. 
 
    'I do apologise,' I said. 'I forget that sometimes I need to give warning.' 
 
    More grumbling, but lower and somewhat mollified by my apology. 
 
    'Have you need of any assistance with food? I gather Em has not been back today.' 
 
    No, Em hadn't been back, according to Leya, who did not speak by placing thoughts in another's mind, but by placing knowledge. Which is how I knew Em had not been back since the day before yesterday and that getting food for herself was not a problem. Em left her favourite roast in the fridge and Leya was happy enough to eat it cold. 
 
    To demonstrate, the panther-sized cat shrank to her former size and then rose up on her hind legs, her front paws somehow developed a more thumb-like appendage, which she used to open the fridge. She used her teeth to draw a slice of roast beef off a platter and walked it over to a plate on the floor and tore off a bite. In the meantime, I was informed that there'd been no intruders, aside from myself. I made a second apology, which was received with more grace. There had been, I discovered, two gingaji; the bat-like scouts of the Dark Realm. On two separate occasions, Leya discovered them on the property's boundary. Both times she killed the scouts. None had reappeared since. 
 
    Why, I wondered, was Ceri-talen still sending scouts here? Did I need to worry about Em and whether Ceri-talen might try to take her spirit as part of another strategy or simply through spite? Ceri-talen often sent shadow-mares to haunt potential victims. These were not actual horses, but spirits, like elementals, that took various forms in the earthly realm. Plague a person with nightmares, deprive them of sleep, and fill them with dread, and there was an increased possibility they would take their own life. Jay was already emotionally vulnerable, her nightmares, guilt, and sadness were all understandable reactions to recent events, but if she lost her mother, it could undo any progress she made. In protecting Jay, I needed to ensure Em was also protected. Just how to do that required some thought. We had connections in law enforcement, but would I be able to get one on to the taskforce? And what about when she was away from the office? It wasn't like Jay's situation where she could have a bodyguard follow her around. 
 
    Why was I here? Leya wanted to know. 
 
    'Good question. I wanted to ask a favour of you.' 
 
    Yes, she would go to the Dark Realm, find my friend, and give him the pouch in my pocket.  
 
    I had completely forgotten what it was like to communicate with them. It was a little disconcerting. 
 
    'I do not know where in the Dark Realm he is?' 
 
    If I got her to a portal mage, she could find him. What of Em's safety? 
 
    'I was just considering that. I will have Thomas assign some sentries here full time and have someone watch her when she is away from home. I will have to put some more thought into how to have someone who can go into her workplace with her, though.' 
 
    Wren, her brother, could be Em's bodyguard. He would do this for Leya. 
 
    I looked down at her, she was still eating. I didn't think she quite understood what I meant. I crouched and then sat next to her. 'Forgive me, Leya, but I do not understand how Wren can do that. In this world you are considered pets and Em is not allowed to take a pet into the office.' 
 
    Leya raised her bright, cobalt-blue and teal eyes to me and I could swear she smiled. Then her body blurred and dissipated into shadows. 
 
    I frowned in confusion. 'Something tells me you are not just a simple matagot.' 
 
    Wisps of shadows gathered and formed back into a cat. Well, what do you know, even after all this time, I could still be thoroughly surprised.  
 
    What she was did not matter, Therion had helped her and I had helped Wren. Thus, she would do my favour and Wren would protect Em. 
 
    'We could go now. Once,' I added, 'you have finished your meal.' 
 
    That was acceptable.  
 
    While I watched her eat, I pulled the pouch from my pocket. There was a hand-written note telling him that Jay was okay. I figured the reassurance would at least ease one of his many worries. I'd also included several thirlmeer. The crystals held sunlight from Aurealis's Sunlit Meadows. It had not been easy getting hold of them, but they would prove invaluable to Therion if he found himself in a position where he needed non-spirit sourced energy. I had debated quite a lot about then next items. The smallest MP3 players I could find with a long battery life, a half-dozen of them, along with some headphones. All loaded with Therion's favourite music. I reasoned that even if he couldn't recharge them or fried them trying to use his own energy charging them, they would, for a time, give him a source of comfort. They might also remind him of who he had become and stop him from forgetting that person while he was in the Dark Realm. The last thing I included was a photo of Jay. 
 
    Leya finished her piece of beef and padded up to me. I gave her a scratch behind the ears and then she nudged the pouch. I hung it about her neck.  
 
    'After you go through the portal, I will return here until the sentries arrive, just in case Em returns before they turn up.' 
 
    This was highly satisfactory. I picked her up and shifted to the portal mage.


 
   
 
  

 Em 
 
      
 
    I let myself in through the front door, dropping bags of shopping supplies on the floor so I could close it and lock it. It seemed so quiet. Too quiet, in a way. It was early evening and this was the first time I'd been home for a while. I mostly wanted to make a new roast for Leya. When I first found out Therion had brought back a cat from the Dark Realm, I'd been apprehensive, not just at having the unexpected responsibility of a pet-like animal, but one from another realm. Leya exceeded my expectations that she would not be your usual cat. It was disconcerting how she placed knowledge in your mind rather than speaking and even her more direct form of mind-speak, as Therion had called her communication style, was disconcerting. But I got a feeling of reassurance having her around. Therion told me she was very capable of protecting the place and Leya had indicated she was content to hunt for her own food if necessary. It made me feel a little silly; coming back on the weak excuse of needing to cook a new roast, but I was also tired and felt like a quiet night in my own house. I hadn't expected it to feel so… lonely. I guess I'd very quickly gotten used having Jay around again.  
 
    'Leya?' 
 
    She should have greeted me as I came in, she usually escorted me from the car to the house, although I had no idea how she was getting in and out of the place now that Jay had moved back to her apartment. I walked through to the kitchen a little more cautiously than I would normally. The house was in complete darkness, but as I'd already announced my presence when I called Leya's name, I started to turn on lights. 
 
    I checked the whole house. It was empty. When I got to the sliding door leading from the dining area to the back veranda, I hesitated, remembering the huge bat-like creature that had attacked us. I decided to stay indoors. Perhaps Leya was out hunting. Opening the fridge reassured me of this as the plate that had the sliced roast on it was empty.  
 
    I went back for my shopping bags and unpacked them, leaving the roast out and pre-heating the oven. After making myself a cup of tea, I went about prepping the roast. It was while I'd stopped for a sip of tea that I heard it, the soft sound of a window sliding open and then closed again. It was coming from one of the bedrooms backing on to the back veranda. I straightened up, tensing. I'd taken off my jacket and gun but left the gun on the counter. Slowly, I reached over and drew it from its holster, flicking the safety off as I stepped back to place my back against the cupboard doors next to the oven. I could feel the heat of the oven radiating against my right arm. I pushed it out of my thoughts and concentrated on listening. 
 
    A soft mewl sounded from the hallway. Then a slightly louder meow-like sound. 
 
    Wren, Leya's brother was no danger to me. 
 
    Wren? Then I remembered, Leya had a sibling. 
 
    I lowered the gun as a large, black cat with cobalt-blue and teal eyes emerged from the hallway and into the kitchen-dining area. 
 
    My roast beef was delicious. My preparation of another was a most auspicious scent, Wren told me. 
 
    I put my gun back in its holster as I fully relaxed. It was just like communicating with Leya. But where was Leya? 
 
    On a task for the vampire. 
 
    I presumed said vampire was Bastien. 
 
    I felt confirmation of my thought from Wren. 
 
    'He could have let me know,' I grumbled aloud. 
 
    At this, Wren jumped to the dining table and pawed at a note partly under an empty fruit bowl I kept there.  
 
    I hadn't noticed it. I retrieved it, noting that Bastien's writing, while neat was very flowery, lots of scrolls accompanied the slanted writing. Yep, there it was. His note said he'd asked Leya if she could seek out any sign of Therion and if she found him, deliver some things to him. Leya had suggested Wren take over from her in protecting me. There was a post script: 
 
    P.S. I have given Wren a memory to share with you. It is one of Jay's. I have Jay's permission. As Leya and Wren can place knowledge in your mind, they can also place memories. But it is no light thing you will accept. You will hear Jay's emotion, see her crying as if you were there. Although it is propitious that Wren can do this, you must understand, his ability is limited— you will not be able to differentiate the memory as one you have not actually experienced. It can be confusing. If you accept the memory, take a seat before you do, it is an emotionally unsettling experience. Jay finds the memory too painful to repeat, but she asked me to tell you what happened to Therion. You can wait until I have a chance to come see you and relate it in person, but I give you this option as I understand, that, as a mother, I have taken liberties with your trust already as well as asking of you the most difficult of things: to distance yourself physically from your daughter until I am able to ascertain the level of danger she is in. Had you not heeded my request, Jay would have probably shared this with you. This is the best I can do to make up for that.  
 
    That was intriguing.  
 
    I looked at Wren. 'Let me finish your roast, but after that, if you don't mind, I would like that memory.' 
 
    Wren was fine with that. He wanted me to tell him how I made roast. So I did. 
 
    It was late when the roast had finally cooled and rested enough for me to slice it and I gave Wren some of the still warm meat before I went to settle on the lounge. The cat came in several minutes later. He would give me the memory and then leave me to experience it in private, but he would be nearby if I needed him. 
 
    I thought it would be quick and, despite Bastien's warning, did not think it would be too awful, but I was wrong on both counts. It was like watching a movie in your mind, not quite like a dream, but with the same all-encompassing feel to it. I saw my daughter relate everything that had happened to her and Therion. Every time her face crumpled with emotional pain and every tear that dropped silently down her cheeks wrenched at my heart. I realised this was Bastien's memory, that she had told him this and he had given me his memory of it through Wren. I felt sad, angry, and, at times, despairing and furious. These, I realised were Bastien's emotions. 
 
    When I brought my hand up to wipe tears from my face, I realised I was crying. Damn. Damn, damn, damn it all. I'd disapproved of her relationship, but what she felt for Therion had been real. And he had given up everything for her. Not everything, just 'everything', in that exaggerated way you can say it, but: Everything. 
 
    My daughter needed me. Not necessarily physically there, all the time. But she needed to know I understood her loss. Understood what it meant to her. Like when I'd lost Zack. He'd been gone for over a decade now, but my heart still ached to my core when I thought about him being gone. 
 
    I texted Bastien, thanking him for sending Leya to see if she could find trace of Therion and for providing the memory. I asked when I could next visit Jay. He replied almost immediately that Jay was sleeping, but if I had time tomorrow after work, he was sure she would find my visit something to look forward to. 
 
    Tomorrow then. 
 
    I felt sapped of energy and, rather than get up, I curled over on the lounge, pulling a cushion under my head, and closed my eyes. 
 
    At some point through the night I roused to find the throw blanket that had been on my recliner over me. I started to panic; someone must be in the house. 
 
    Rest easy, Wren told me. He had covered me.  
 
    I saw him then, curled up on the recliner opposite me, cobalt-blue and teal eyes like gems in his enigmatic, dark face. I fell asleep to the soft sound of him purring.


 
   
 
  

 Jay 
 
      
 
    Today I'd consumed two cups of coffee, made by Bastien, and ate food, also made by Bastien. If you'd seen him opening up one of those wolf creatures with his sword looking like he was having the time of his life, you'd never believe he could make coffee and salad. Then I watched two movies— I can't remember what. Mum visited, too. She said she needed to apologise for not realising just how deeply I cared for Therion and how much I felt his absence. It had made me uncomfortable; I didn't feel she needed to apologise, but she believed it was necessary and so I accepted it, assuring her that I understood. After that I felt too tired to keep my eyes open and had a nap. I only needed an hour this time, which was an improvement.  
 
    Most nights, Amelia usually visited after I went to sleep, I couldn't keep myself up much past nine. That was also when Bastien took the opportunity to go out, probably to get his version of food, but none of us said that bit aloud. But yesterday Amelia had made arrangements to arrive earlier and I found I could actually carry on a half-decent conversation without thinking about Therion every five seconds. Alyssa had also been coming up most afternoons. She knew I needed distracting and did remarkably well at it. Fortunately, tonight, I had no visitors. After Mum's visit, I didn't think I had the energy. Bastien had made dinner, a stir-fry. It tasted good. How did a vampire, who didn't eat, know how to cook? I'd have to remember to ask him. I watched another movie and then forced myself to take a few turns around the courtyard and shower— no more dramatic breakdowns there, either, thankfully. 
 
    Now… Now I was getting ready for bed and that's when I came across it: Therion's bag. 
 
    Therion didn't seem to actually have a lot of belongings, but he had disappeared a few times and once he returned with a travel bag. I picked it up and put it on the bed, climbing up to stare at it in a kind of apprehensive trance. I took a deep breath and used the exhalation to lean forward, stretching out a hesitant hand. I told it to stop shaking, cursed when it didn't, and leaned back. It would contain clothes, just clothes… But they would be Therion's clothes, they might smell of him, remind me of him. I wasn't sure I was ready for memories just yet. I was still trying to figure out how to get my life back together. Hardest of all would be reminding myself that I hadn't made Therion strike that deal. I wasn't responsible for the suffering he was experiencing. Trying to deal with the guilt, frustration, and helplessness of such futile denials was going to be another thing altogether, and it wasn't named 'Easy'. 
 
    After another minute, I reached out my hand and pulled the bag closer. I was curious also. I found a suit jacket and pants, two shirts, a pair of black, cargo pants, and two t-shirts. Both tees were black, one with an abstract griffin design in silvers and greys and the other, creased, worn and not washed, with a lion in the same kind of design.  
 
    In one side pocket I found two mobile phones. They looked like they had melted. After a moment, I remembered that Therion had been practicing using his own energy to charge electronic devices. He'd had four other phones, two of which had ended up looking a little like these ones, but the other two he had managed to recharge without damaging them. He'd been so pleased with himself and remembering his smile made my chest ache. In the other side pocket, there was a small device. At first I thought it was another mobile, because it was the same size as one. Then I noticed it was thinner and a bit smaller than a standard phone and where there'd be a screen there was a smooth space with an indent in the top, like you could place a small pyramid-shaped object in it pointy-end down. Bastien might know what it was, I thought. Aside from a phone charging cable, that was it, that was everything Therion had brought with him.  
 
    I sank back on the bed, looking about the room, at the furniture, the books, the clothes... All he had, everything Therion possessed, barely filled a bag. 
 
    I pulled off my t-shirt and pulled on the lion tee. It didn't smell strongly of him, but I drew a kind of irrational, sentimental kind of comfort from it. Packing the rest up, I put it back in my closet. I tugged off my track pants and crawled into bed in Therion's t-shirt and my cotton boxer shorts. Curling up around a pillow I pulled the covers over me. Something cold with hard edges rolled against my legs. I searched in the covers to fish out a… stone. It looked like a gemstone, kind of like a large diamond, but it was black. I frowned at it. It must have fallen out when I was going through Therion's bag. I wondered what it meant to him, was it some kind of keepsake? 
 
    The room was completely dark. I was in the habit of moving around with the lights off, now, unless I needed them for something specific. Therion had preferred the dark and Bastien didn't need the light, so when I turned off the lights in the kitchen, I didn't bother turning on any lights in the bedroom. The natural light that filtered into the room from the window flickered, as if a shadow had moved through it. 
 
    'Just me,' Bastien murmured. 'I was checking to see if you had settled into sleep rather than exhausting yourself with endless 'what-ifs' and useless guilt.' 
 
    I twisted around onto my back and pushed myself up against the pillows. 'I'm not quite exhausting myself,' I retorted dryly. 'But I wouldn't consider myself guilt-free.' 
 
    Bastien sat on the bed, he nodded towards me. 'I see he left a few things behind.' 
 
    I realised he meant the t-shirt. 'You recognise this?' I said with some surprise. 
 
    Soft laughter answered my query. 'Not much that Therion owned lasted more than several months. Either it got damaged in a fight or he lost it. He wasn't used to 'owning' a lot of things and shopping wasn't an activity with which he was comfortable. In the end, we developed an informal arrangement where he made use of my wardrobe.' 
 
    I raised my eyebrows in surprise and then found myself laughing too. 'Does that mean I can't credit Therion for a sense of fashion?' 
 
    'No, no, some things he chose himself— we are the same size and I let him select from my wardrobe, so he applied his own taste, just from a very exclusive 'store', so-to-speak. He used to get his suits through a hotel service, but I later convinced him to let me get one tailored to him. I'd get him new ones using his measurements from that, or I should say, my personal assistant did.' 
 
    I remembered the conversation I'd overheard where one of Thomas's clan had related how Bastien had ended up giving Therion his boots because Therion said he found his own uncomfortable. 
 
    I frowned. 'Wait, you have an assistant?' 
 
    I got a nod. 'Mmhmm. How do you think I run my businesses without leaving here for several days?' He said it with amusement rather than sarcasm. 
 
    I was rolling Therion's crystal between my fingers, feeling the smooth planes and precise edges. Bastien tilted his head and jutted his chin forward. 'Something else of his?' Curiosity laced his tone. 
 
    Holding it out to him, I said, 'It could be for a pendant or charm.' 
 
    Bastien's expression became very still after I dropped the crystal into his hand. 
 
    'What is it?' I found myself whispering apprehensively. 
 
    I got a distracted glance. 'A… a data crystal…' He glanced up again to see my confused look and then shook his head. 'The supernatural world is not one credited with its own technology, but it exists. A data crystal is exactly that— a crystal that holds data. You need a crystal reader or a computer designed or customised to read one.' A deep frown furrowed his brow as he handed it back to me. 'You found no such item, a reader or a laptop-like device? It'd be smaller, like a large mobile or small e-pad...' 
 
    Bastien was already opening my closet door before I could answer. He found Therion's bag and put it on the bed. 
 
    'In the side pocket there's this, device, I guess you could call it. It's small, though, like a phone.' 
 
    Bastien found it and made a murmuring sound as he looked at it. 'It's the right thing, just a lot newer than mine. He must have got it from Envoy, they supply him with anything he needs that I don't.' 
 
    'Envoy, that's the organisation the angels use to facilitate things in the human world, isn't it?' 
 
    'Mmhmm,' Bastien responded, looking distracted. 
 
    'Do you think there's something of importance on it?' I asked, meaning the data crystal. 
 
    'I'd say so,' he answered as he rose and went into the main room. I trailed behind him. 
 
    He got his laptop out of his bag and moved over to the dining table to put it down and open it. He returned to his bag to get his power cord and another cord that looked like a USB cable before returning to the table. He pulled out a seat and gestured for me to sit and then plugged in his laptop and connected the small device he'd taken from Therion's bag using the other cable. 
 
    I still had the data crystal in my hand and had been holding it so tightly I had indents in my palm. One end of the data crystal would fit into the space in the reader device. Bastien's laptop was fairly small, at a guess the screen was about six inches, but it was thinner than I had ever seen. Instead of having a keyboard and screen, it had two screens. At a touch, several icons appeared. Bastien started tapping various icons, symbols, and little windows on the screens. The reader device started to glow a soft blue, not the whole device, just a line around its outer edge and the inverted pyramid in the top section. 
 
    Bastien looked up at me and I handed over the crystal. 
 
    He didn't slot it in or press it in, instead he just dropped it above the indentation. I leaned my head on the table. The crystal didn't actually plug into the device, it kind of… floated, just millimetres above its slot. After a few moments, it started to glow, and I realised the crystal wasn't actually black but a red so dark it looked almost black. 
 
    I focussed on Bastien's screen, a new icon appeared, but I couldn't make sense of it. Bastien opened it to find three more icons. Each with a different but just as foreign symbol like the first icon. Bastien tapped one of the icons and the crystal seemed to flash in response. Then two tiny arms clicked out of the device holding the crystal with miniscule lights on the end. They rotated around until they focused on Bastien. 
 
    'It's a virtual screen,' Bastien murmured. Then, he cursed softly and pushed the device away; the miniature lights dimming a moment later. He pulled his laptop closer and brought up a keyboard on the lower screen. Well it looked similar to a keyboard, but it was laid out in curved sections and full of symbols I didn't recognise. He started typing on the lower screen pausing occasionally to tap at the upper screen. He swore again in what I now thought of as his native language. 
 
    After several more minutes he heaved out a sigh and pulled Therion's device closer to him, the little lights brightened and the miniature arms adjusted slightly; I guess so that they were focused on his eyes properly to project the virtual screen he'd mentioned. I repressed the urge to ask questions. Interrupting his thoughts wouldn't speed the process. All the furious tapping must have been Bastien trying to get the laptop to translate the message and, having given up, he was now slowly reading it. He knew the language but wasn't fluent in it. Bastien frowned at one point and muttered again in his native tongue. He fell silent and his expression became thoughtful. I tilted my head up at him as I waited with my impatience barely reined in.  
 
    Finally, Bastien turned to me and spoke. 'This crystal holds research Therion stole from the Dark Realm, and…' His pause dragged out and my eyes narrowed as I tried to figure out why he was so reluctant to continue— and it was reluctance, it radiated from him. I'd seen that expression, that body language in my Mum and her colleagues, whenever they had to deliver bad news; your loved one was in a terrible accident; we found your loved one, but… 
 
    'I already know what Therion discovered—'  
 
    Bastien was shaking his head. 
 
    I straightened up. 'Bastien, I may not be completely recovered from this… experience, but I can handle more bad news if there is some,' I told him, trying to keep the exasperation from my voice. 
 
    He started to say something, paused, and then said, 'Not entirely. Therion recorded a message for you. A spoken one,' he added, 'you won't need a translator. From what this message to me says, you may not be happy about all he will say. You already feel guilt and grief over his return to the Dark Realm and I fear this will just reinforce it.' 
 
    'You want me to tell you I'm not ready to hear it.' 
 
    'But you won't.' 
 
    'I'm sorry, Bastien. You've done a lot for me, but if Therion has left me a message…' 
 
    He didn't quite smile, but I could tell he'd expected my answer. There was respect, too, that I wouldn't hide from it. 'Do you want to be alone?' 
 
    I thought about it, he might as well stay. After all, he'd seen me at my worst and some of the message might cover things he should know. I told him this but gave him the option of bowing out if he was uncomfortable. Bastien wordlessly adjusted the reader so it was straight on to me and tapped at the laptop. That's when I fully realised what he meant by virtual screen, almost as if by magic, Therion's face appeared and I forgot Bastien was in the room. 
 
    I'd thought Bastien had meant an audio recording, but it was a video and although only I could see the video, the sound was coming from the device, so Bastien was able to hear it, too. 
 
    'Jayden,' Therion's face looked down briefly and then his gold eyes were meeting mine as if he was in the same room. 'This is not easy because I have deceived you through omission. I know… I mean, by the time you see this, you will discover that I knew the outcome of my final confrontation before it occurred. I tried to prepare you for it, but knew you would never agree to my plan and, selfishly, once we became…' he frowned and sighed, 'I cannot remember the correct term, but when we connected—' 
 
    'Lovers,' I mouthed silently. 
 
    '—I did not want to waste the time in your presence arguing. When I went to the Dark Realm, I managed to steal Ulyn's data crystal containing her current research. After my return and the confrontation with Uea, I visited an Envoy property and borrowed one of their readers to review the data. I did so while you slept. I knew Ulyn wanted you because you have, as I explained, a yulari spirit. Each yulari sprit is strong on its own, but the older one is, the purer, stronger a resource it is for Ceri-talen. You, Jayden, are one of the oldest ever hunted,' he paused, letting the long moment of silence emphasise the significance of his revelation. 
 
    'When I came to suspect that you were not a random selection, I had no notion that, in fact, Ulyn has been watching you since you were a young child. She has discovered that at regular intervals yulari spirits are more vulnerable, it has to do with their connection to the earth and nature. She calls these events transcendent equinoxes because it has to do with the balances in this realm becoming close to even. She used one of these times to track down several yulari spirits and has been monitoring them while she waited for the next equinox, which is about now. One happened when you were a child and the next when you were a teenager.' 
 
    I had a feeling that those instances had more significance, but I didn't understand that yet. 
 
    'Ulyn was most interested in you because she eventually determined that of those she found, many were too young, some ascended, and of the others you were the eldest. She had you watched as she waited for the next equinox. However, she was frustrated, for although it was sad for you, the death of your father and mother's mother actually protected you. Your mother's mother's death,' he said the phrase very slowly. A part of me wanted to intervene and tell him the word he wanted was grandmother, he seemed so real, so present. But as I opened my mouth to say something, I realised my mistake and felt a tear slip down my cheek. 
 
    'Your mother's mother's death brought you to the attention of Aurealis. Your father's death coincided with the next equinox and Ulyn held back her hunters for fear of discovery because a guardian was nearby, waiting for your father. Ulyn even issued an order that none were to approach you until she was ready as she wanted Aurealis to have no hint that she intended to hunt you. That was why you were ignored by the therilgalen at the ice rink.' 
 
    And now things were adding up as I started finally seeing how everything connected. 
 
    'While she was waiting, Ulyn did not give up her search for more yulari spirits. It was the result of one of these surveys that brought Maya to her attention.'  
 
    He stopped and turned his eyes downwards, when he looked up again, I was surprised to see the ghost of a smile. 'Already you will be adding it all together. My summoning to Archmore so I could find Maya, which brought me in contact with your mother and eventually led back to you. But for my own foolish error in judgement, I would have been there to protect you when Ulyn made her attempt to get you. What joy Ulyn had when Silven was assigned in my place so close to the equinox, but still she would take no chances and she sent three therilgalen.' A spark of humour twinkled in his eyes for a moment as he added, 'I was not her favourite ex-servant that day.' 
 
    Then all humour evaporated and he cast his eyes down again briefly. 'You will know, by now, the rest, how Ulyn sent Qu-te-se, how I lured him to the Light Realm, my bargain with Ceri-talen…' He looked away again for several moments. 'You see, I figured out how to return spirit energy to a vessel through my experiments with charging the phones. I realised I was capable of more than I ever knew and there was a way for me to save two souls, Qu-te-se's and yours, although I know you will not, cannot, appreciate it the way I do, not right now.' He looked at me directly again. 'I realise that you may be angry with me and the concept of returning to your life may seem incomprehensible. Yet, that is what I encourage you to do. Take time to grieve, to hate the unfairness of the situation, but not too long. You are strong enough to do this. I know, because I would never have burdened you with such a challenge if I did not believe you could recover from this. 
 
    'Be strong, Jayden Emerline Thaneton. Be free.' 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    For several long minutes after the message ended I stared off into space trying to sort out my reactions. Finally, I pulled my attention back into the room and turned my head slowly to look at Bastien. A slight frown creased his features, and he, too, was lost in thought. Then his deep voice rumbled softly to life.  
 
    'He can't be trusted.' Bastien looked at the data crystal still glowing in the reader. 'You're taking just as big a risk as if you had chosen the other path, my friend. I just hope I'm up to my part.' 
 
    I frowned. 'What risk? You mean Ceri-talen sticking to the agreement? But... the unicorn—' 
 
    Bastien was shaking his head. 'The oath-taker? It will limit him. It might even work, but as I said, it's a risk.' He heaved a sigh. 'We can't change it now.' 
 
    I got up and went to the coffee machine. There was no chance of getting to sleep now. I made my coffee and went down to the courtyard, curling up on the swing chair. I wasn't surprised when Bastien's voice murmured to my right. 'Do you need time alone?' 
 
    I glanced up at him; he was leaning on the frame of the courtyard door. With the moonlight reflecting off his golden hair, he looked surreal, almost like he was floating above me. 
 
    It was a lot to take in. And I needed time. I think Bastien did too. I was alright now. If I had any more bouts of crying, I was certain I could handle it on my own. Not that I didn't appreciate Bastien being here. Getting through the past few weeks would have been much harder without him. But the effects of the planes-shifting seemed to have mostly worn off. It was time to let Bastien go. 
 
    'Yes. I think I can handle things on my own now. It will be easy enough to throw myself into the café. Should I organise for some kind of… um, bodyguard, I guess, just in case the Archmore case provokes some kind of action against me?' 
 
    'Well, you have the two shape-shifters here in the day and the vamps at night. There's no reason they cannot stay. They'll chauffeur you about and shadow you so they'll hear any kind of attack long before you're in harm's way.' 
 
    I nodded. 'If that's okay, I think Mum would appreciate it, and I know I certainly do.' 
 
    'I'll message Thomas and Amelia to let them know to give you some space for a few days unless you get in touch.' 
 
    One moment he was there, silhouetted in the moonlight, then the space was vacant. A few minutes later he appeared and tucked a blanket about my shoulders. 
 
    'Thanks,' I murmured. 
 
    He leaned down and kissed my cheek. 'Remember, my number is in your phone as is Amelia's and Thomas's. Don't be too brave, friends like to be needed.' 
 
    He was gone before his breath cooled on my cheek. 
 
    I smiled briefly, before turning my focus back to the moon. This was going to take some figuring out. One moment, I'm a café owner. Living my dream. Sometimes also living off two-minute-noodles and coffee, but happy in my job. You might even say my life revolved around it, but it was fulfilling and challenging and I didn't much notice my lack of a social life. The next. Therion. Vampires. Gods and angels. Now, aside from some numbers in my phone, I was almost back where I started.  
 
    And yet, everything was entirely different. 


 
   
 
  

 Bastien 
 
      
 
    I sensed its presence an instant before it slammed into me, giving me barely enough time to brace as I was crushed between it and the trunk of an old Huon pine tree. Shadows misted about us, but I'd heard the sound of wings as it lunged for me. I felt hot breath against my cheek and saw a flash of fangs. And then an invisible source sunk its spectral fangs into my soul and tried to rip it from my body. 
 
    Blood oath, it was a therilgalen! 
 
    The forest was dark enough because it was night, but the shadows surrounding the dark-angel made it impossible to see. I placed my hands against what felt like a solid chest to hold the physical teeth at bay while I tried to catch my breath as the spiritual ones tried to take my soul. Then, twisting to put my back against the tree, I got my knee between us and then shoved him away. It worked for only a moment, but the move created enough space for me to slam a fist into his jaw and then follow through with a kick to his chest. By then, I had enough time, just, to draw my sword. 
 
    At the sound of me drawing the weapon, the dark-angel finally slowed. He did not speak, but I could hear ragged, almost pained, breathing. I winced as he made a second attempt to get at my spirit. I didn't give him time to finish. I charged, raising my sword for a diagonal strike. He deflected with the armoured scales on the outside of his forearm.  
 
    I didn't see him draw a sword, but the shadows surrounded us so heavily, I was not relying on sight. And it was a good thing, too, because it was only the slight change in the air about me that alerted me to the descending blade in time for me to raise my own sword. I grunted as I blocked the downward strike. He withdrew, taking a step back and to the side from the sound of his footsteps. Then, the heavy blade of a double-handed, long sword smacked against my lighter katana-style sword forcing me to back up and reposition. I moved into a crouch, sweeping my sword out to one side, hoping the dark-angel's hearing would pick up the sound of the movement and be drawn towards it. If it worked, he would end up bringing himself closer to me. It did. 
 
    As his sword cut the air over my head, I raced forward, ramming my shoulder into his mid-section, throwing him of balance. I pulled back, kicked out his knee and then rammed him again, bringing him down. I spun my sword about and brought it up underneath his chin and was about to thrust it forward when— 
 
    'Enough!' 
 
    Only the voice of a god can echo through your mind like that. 
 
    'Qu-te-se?' 
 
    My query received a grunt. 
 
    I immediately withdrew, sheathing my sword, but staying well out of reach. 
 
    'I did not realise it was you, else I would not have resorted to lethal tactics.' 
 
    'Better that you did,' Qu-te-se responded, as he got to his feet and put his own weapon away. 'All my awareness was focussed on your spirit. I would have extinguished you had you not been such formidable prey.' 
 
    He sounded as ragged as his breathing. 
 
    A glow appeared, far off at first, lighting the forest around us gradually as it moved closer. When Aurealis finally stood with us in her angel form, it might as well as been daylight. Qu-te-se squinted his eyes and then looked to one side. Tears streaked his cheeks and then, after a moment, he moved in front of her and dropped to one knee, bowing his head. 
 
    'I have failed, Master. The first significant spirit to enter my perception and I tried to consume it.' 
 
    Aurealis placed her hand on his head, stroking it gently. I am sure she saw it as a gesture of kindness and comfort. I saw a master standing over her dog. It was clear in her posture that she saw herself as superior to him, his place was at her feet, that was where he belonged. I supressed the urge to just turn and leave. I'd come here for Therion. He'd asked me to, requested I deliver his data crystal. 
 
    I looked at Qu-te-se's face in profile. It was drawn, his skin seemed an unhealthy colour. He was starving, I realised. Therion had looked like that sometimes. He'd said Aurealis demanded he get used to running off less than a quarter of the spirit energy he had been used to having in the Dark Realm. I felt a deep, far-reaching pity for him. I had been forced to starve more than once in my long life and it was never a voluntary or pleasurable circumstance. 
 
    I pushed aside the emotion and turned my attention to the god. 
 
    'Aurealis, always such a pleasure not serving you, but finding myself indentured to you none-the-less,' I said drily. 
 
    She gave me a brief smile, her expression saying that the sarcasm did not bother her and my disapproval of her methods bothered her even less. 
 
    I was tempted to keep the crystal. Look up the names of the yulari Ceri-talen intended to target and just provide protection to them. Except it wasn't my job. I already had Jay to look after and Thomas would give me grief for expending resources I did not need to expend. 
 
    I dug the data crystal out of the coin pocket of my jeans and held it out to her. 
 
    The god gave me a curious look and then plucked the crystal from my palm without making contact with me. 
 
    'Therion brought that back from Unia-littah. It is Ulyn's latest research. Not only does it detail all of Ceri-talen's efforts to undo whatever you lot did to prevent his therilgalen from reproducing naturally, it lists all the yulari he has tracked down and where to find them.' 
 
    Her smile became wistful. 'He is a significant loss.' 
 
    'You could have fought harder to keep him.' I did not try to hide the resentment in my voice. 
 
    The look she gave me was one of pity, like I was too simple-minded to ever understand the world of the telari and why they made such choices. 
 
    'Why did you leave her like that? Could you not show at least an ounce of compassion for her?' 
 
    She knew I meant Jay and how she had just planes-shifted her into her apartment and then left her there. Alone. 
 
    'I left her only seconds before you arrived. Timed it so you would be with her. It was what he wanted. He wanted— trusted— no other to be her guardian. I honoured his wish. I kept her until you were ready to protect her, which is far longer than I should have had her.' Then, she tilted her head. 'I will not make you ask it. I will answer the next question on your mind. I did not heal the sickness caused by planes-shifting because she needed time to recover, to grieve. If I had healed her, she would have thrown herself into her work. She would have supressed or avoided facing the feelings of loss and that would have caused her longer-term harm. But, left fatigued and bedridden, she was forced to process them. It also gave her the reprieve of sleep in between and the need for a constant companion, which was a comfort she would not have had had she been well. You think we are beyond compassion, vampire, but what I did was the kindest thing for her at the time. It forced her to grow, to become stronger, more resilient. She formed a closer bond with the one who would be her guardian for life and she was given the chance to rest. Do not judge those you have no hope of understanding.' 
 
    I found myself shaking my head. 'You lot are just so…' I heaved out a sigh. 'Just find those yulari and get them protected. Ceri-talen is taking them alive now. He wants you to think he's killed them, but he wants them alive.' 
 
    I started to turn, then moved over to Qu-te-se and placed my hand on his shoulder. 'When she lets you off your leash, look me up if you want someone to talk to.' 
 
    I didn't bother giving her any farewells, just turned my back and started back through the forest to the clearing where I'd shifted in. In truth, I didn't need to walk anywhere, I can planes-shift from any point. But I didn't, couldn't stand being near her. Loathed her as much as I loathed Ceri-talen, but had to concede, she was less destructive and actually helped some of her so-called servants. 
 
    Demeaning. That was what it was. It was demeaning to a being like Qu-te-se to be treated like a simple pet. She'd parade him about, like he was a trophy. She would use him as evidence of her superiority and power. Just as she had used Therion. The taste of blood made me realise I was grinding my teeth. Not an especially sensible habit when you have fangs. I really needed a decent hunt to burn up all the negative emotions. I considered planes-shifting to my home realm, rejected it two seconds later. My home realm has plenty of creatures that will provide a challenging and worthwhile hunt. Many of them have just as much chance of killing me as I do them. I like those odds sometimes. But not today. Not for several decades. I had a human to guard now. I would have to be a little less reckless if I wanted better chances of making sure I was around to do that. Already, Thomas and I had altered my role in our political plans. I'd need more time for Jay. I cast a long look back in the direction I had come from. I could still see Aurealis's glow and Qu-te-se's shadow. Her light made his shadow seem darker; his shadow made her light seem brighter. 
 
    Poor creature. 
 
    I shifted back to my apartment. I would settle for a more mundane hunt today. Then… Then I would check in on Jay. I wondered what miseries Therion was suffering at the hands of his new master. According to Aurealis, all his experiences, including this renewed enslavement I presumed, would help Therion progress towards ascension. Wouldn't it just screw the both of them over if he managed to ascend into a being more powerful than they were? The thought made me smile.


 
   
 
  

 Therion 
 
    [Carnival of Rust – Poets of the Fall] 
 
      
 
    Rua was busy moving around me. She had some kind of device that beeped at her every few seconds, it also precipitated her moving to a new position. 
 
    'By Foe Hammer, that's almost…' 
 
    She had a habit of muttering and trailing off. I suspected she did not realise I was awake. 
 
    'What about your cherished weapon?' 
 
    'Ah, ye are awake, then. Good. Good. Ignore me, I just have a few more measurements left.' 
 
    My hunger still gnawed at me, but it was easier to supress the urge to act upon my instincts. Not because I was any less hungry, but because I felt an affinity with her. Aurealis had been right; by putting me in positions where I connected with other beings, I found it more difficult view them as in the simple terms of prey. Rua's words finally sunk in. 'Measurements? What measurements?' 
 
    The dwarven's face popped into view as she jumped down from the rock I was lying on. 'Call it an inspiration.' 
 
    I raised my brows. 
 
    Rua gave a happy sigh as she sat in front of me and began tapping at a device similar to a mobile. 'Before I set out to find Foe Hammer, I was a forger of weapons. Well, actually I make a lot of things, some might call me an inventor of sorts, but it's weapons I'm known for. In ma family, ye either wield 'em or forge 'em. I…' she trailed off and frantically tapped at her device. She started nodding. 'Mmhmm, mmhmm, I can do this. If I build a forge, I have ma tools. I just need to find that cavern with the discards again.' 
 
    Finally, Rua looked at me, her grin almost reaching from ear to ear. 'I'mma gonna make ye wings.' 
 
    I resisted frowning and failed. 'I have wings.' 
 
    'Yes, yes. Here's ye conundrum. Ye have wings, but said wings are broken, shattered in actuality. In fact, I believe it is a certainty that almost all ye bones are broken. To heal, ye need sunlight. To get to the sunlight, ye need some kinda support. If I make a frame to support ye wings, and mayhap something to help ye walk, ye just might get outta this dreary abyss.' 
 
    In her excitement she had started speaking quite fast and I was not entirely sure I understood her. 'You want me to attempt to fly while my wings are still broken?' 
 
    'By Foe Hammer's wrath, child, ye canna have everything. And I didna say fly— or mebbe I did— what I meant was; I can make ye a mobile frame to support 'em. It'll take me some time. I can build a forge, but I'll need to walk two or three days to get to the place I saw with all the junk at the bottom of it. And I'll hafta build another stretcher, or sled, more precisely, as I canna carry it back piece by piece, so loading it up and dragging it will hafta be the transport of choice. I'll need to scavenge more wood to fuel ma forge. That'll mean more walking. It'll be several days afore I start, which is more time for ye to heal, even incrementally. If it rains, I adjusted ma rigging so ye can pull yerself out into it.' She nodded to a pulley system set up within my reach. 'When I miraculously woke free, ma pack had rations, but I expect I'll hafta hunt at some point, unless ye god happens to resupply me, so that, too, will give ye healing time. By then, ye might have healed enough to have some mobility and the frame will help to support yer wings. The point I'mma making is that ye can lie here an' mourn ye losses or ye can prove to that assemblage of teeth, claws, and cruelty who claims godhood that ye are strong enough to overcome this and at least try something.' 
 
    I received this lecture in silence and remained so as I thought over her proposal. It seemed impossible. 
 
    As if reading my mind, Rua said, 'What other options do ye have, child?' 
 
    I tried to shrug, abandoned the effort, she was right about all the broken bones, and I met her gaze. 'You really think you can make something that will allow me to move.' 
 
    'Ye will hafta heal up some, but once ye do, it should give ye enough support to move on your own. The only other option is to try an' drag ye out on a sled and while I might be able to move ye great mass of muscle an' feathers a few meters, I don't fancy ma chances dragging yer all the way out of this here crevasse.' She sighed, then said, 'The world willna be lost by trying, child.' 
 
    Slowly, I nodded. 
 
    'Right ye are then. I'll rest up and then start on that sled. Ye should try an' get some practice using that pulley so ye can do it afore I leave. Like as not, I expect ye'll pass out the first few times. Ye think yer god coulda left some bones unbroken when he deposited ye here, vindictive, craven, feathered-lizard that he is.' 
 
    I laughed inwardly, her insults were not just colourful, but would rile Ceri-talen enormously— he would hate being called a lizard. Her fearlessness of his retribution elevated my spirit. Rua reminded me of Bastien, who was equally disdainful of the telari, despite their power, and I found that unexpectedly comforting. 
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    [Breathe no More – Evanescence] 
 
      
 
    Rua was sleeping when I came to, the embers of her fire casting a soft orange glow across her features. The scent of her spirit was divine, but centuries of living on low rations under Aurealis had benefitted me in a way I did not expect and the ache of hunger was so familiar I was quite used to its background hum. As she suggested, I had practiced pulling myself out into the open. Several times I thought I'd pass out from the pain, but the splints Rua put in place helped, although she had needed to adjust them. I was reluctant to admit that all the torture Ulyn put me through had built up my tolerance for pain and my ability to function despite it. When someone cuts into you without anaesthetic and twists and warps your body on a regular basis, most other injuries seem almost negligible. Still, after managing to move myself back and forth with the pulley system, I'd dropped into an exhausted unconsciousness. 
 
    I could see behind Rua that she'd constructed the sled and the beginnings of a forge were taking shape off to one side. She was quite remarkable. I could see why Ceri-talen had kept her alive. He liked beings like her, those who created through destruction. As a forge-smith and inventor, Rua took materials, destroyed their original shape and created new ones. If she'd been any other kind of being, he would have killed her for daring to enter his realm, not to forget her plans to kill him after she stole what he would have considered rightfully his. Ceri-talen liked to collect beings like her. He did not consider them a credible threat and he often said that such beings always proved useful eventually. It was this thought that made me realise his purpose in setting Rua free. He wanted her to take me, broken, essentially destroyed, and re-make me. That the experience was going to be excruciating was my punishment, the rest he probably considered a gift. After that, once I'd developed a bond with the dwarven forge-smith, he'd arrange her death; that would be considered a lesson. 
 
    'Tell me about this Jayden.' 
 
    I let my eyes focus and considered Rua. She had obviously woken at some point, but I'd been so lost in my thoughts, I had not registered it.  
 
    'How do you know of Jayden?' 
 
    'Ye speak her name in ye sleep.' 
 
    'Jayden is why I am here,' I finally answered.  
 
    'If ye care to relate the tale, I would appreciate the companionship while I finish reinforcing the sled.' 
 
    I almost decided not to, but I found, once I started to speak, a kind of peace settled over me. By the time I finished, the shadows had lightened, indicating that it was daytime above. Rua had finished a little while before and was sorting her pack. For the first time, I saw she had an axe. Not as impressive a weapon as Foe Hammer, but beautifully crafted none-the-less. It was a double handed weapon to give her greater reach. It had a long, wide blade on one side and a hammer-like head on the other, with a spear point at the top of the handle. There was a blue gem below the spear point and the blade and hammer had engraving along their borders. Gold encircled the black handle and another dark-blue gem was flanked by diamonds at the pommel end. As I watched, she wrapped the gems in a black material, concealing them.  
 
    'It sounds like ye need to have the same faith in ye self as ye have in Jayden. Just as ye believe she is strong enough to get through this ordeal, ye should see the same qualities in ye tormented self. Canna I ask, when ye changed sides, did ye imagine it would be easy?' 
 
    I grunted. 'Far from it.' 
 
    'Yet ye did it anyway.' 
 
    She did not need to say anything more. She was right. I already knew all she said but had forgotten it in my grief. 
 
    Rua rose, hefted her pack and stepped out into the open. Just as she did, it started to rain. 
 
    She gave me a look of exasperation. 'Of course, ye god would call down the rain as soon as I needed to step out in it. Couldna left it until I reached the caverns, could ye?' she called up at the sliver of sky. Then she addressed me again. 'I'll pull ye out, to save ye the suffering, but ye'll need to pull ye self in if ye want for shelter.' 
 
    I gave a slight shake of my head. 'As you said. I'm strong enough for this.' 
 
    The dwarven looked on as I leaned my head down, taking up the wood she had provided me to bite on in my mouth. As soon as I gripped the rope of the pulley she had constructed, I bit down. Even though the action only required my arms, the muscles in my chest, back, and abdomen let their objections be known, but I did not stop until I was out in the rain. Once there, I spat out the piece of wood and let my head drop, tears streaming down my cheeks as the rain pelted me, each strike like a needle of fire piercing my wings. 
 
    I felt Rua's hand touch the top of my head. 'Ye'll be fine, child. I'll return as soon as I can.' 
 
    I heard the sled scraping against the ground. Long after it was out of hearing the rain stopped. I found myself sighing and realised that it didn't hurt as much to breath. I was, indeed, healing. Hope sparked, dimly and far off, but there.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    [Lost Within – Fivefold] 
 
      
 
    It wasn't so much that I heard something as that I scented a spirit. I opened my eyes. Rua's fire had died out. It was colder without it, but I preferred the darkness, I could see farther. Whatever was out there was well-hidden. It made me suspect it was a shadow creature, for only those capable of enshrouding themselves in shadow could conceal themselves so well from a being like me.  
 
    A faint glow of a spirit appeared. It moved in a very cat-like manner, scurrying forward soundlessly a meter or so at a time before pausing and checking for danger. I tried to assess if I could kill it outright and take its spirit. Anything, even vermin, would boost my healing. 
 
    Cobalt-blue eyes with a bright teal rim about the irises suddenly lit up and I could discern a shape. 
 
    'Leya!' 
 
    The shadows seemed to drop away from her, and she stalked forward, full sized at first, which would put her head at my hip, and then diminishing to her more familiar size, like that of a domestic cat in the earthly realm. That made me frown, together with her ability to manipulate the shadows, it suggested she was not a matagot, but I had no notion of the kind of creature she might be. I'd thought only creatures of the Dark Realm could manipulate the shadow plane, but Leya was not naturally of this realm, Ulyn said as much when she originally brought the pair into the laboratory for study. It explained how she could be here, a creature capable of using the shadow plane could move through this realm unnoticed. 
 
    I felt her sympathy as she looked me over. Strangely enough, I could see myself as an image of what she saw appeared in my mind. I was flat on my stomach, splints attached to my limbs, ropes and pulleys everywhere, it seemed. I still had my gold markings. I considered that. Of course, he would want me branded so there would be no hiding my shame and all would know me for the traitor I was. 
 
    Bastien had asked her to find me.  
 
    'That is not wise, if my master catches you here, I cannot get you out again. You must leave. Immediately. Tell Bastien not to send any others. My life, the life I had, is no more. I belong to Ceri-talen now.'  
 
    I looked away from her, surprised at how much it hurt to say it, to acknowledge it out loud.  
 
    That may well be, Leya said, but the life I was sacrificing would not so easily abandon me. Whether I liked it or not, she was here and intended to remain. Whether I liked it or not, Bastien would continue to be my ally and do what he could for me. 
 
    I felt fury flare through me. I was starving. Had been starving for a long time now. My injuries sharpened my hunger. I could smell her spirit, strong and vibrant and so, so close. It might not be enough to heal me, but it would be enough to repair a significant part of the damage I had sustained— 
 
    Something fell to the ground in front of me. 
 
    I turned my head to identify the source of the metal sound. 
 
    It was a locket, open. Jayden's beautiful face looked at me. 
 
    I ground my teeth and pushed back the fury. I had done this for her. To keep her safe.  
 
    I looked at Leya. 'I did this for her. You must understand, if I do anything, anything, to jeopardise the contract I made with Ceri-talen, he will have all the permission he needs to go after her and keep me. Please, Leya. Leave.' 
 
    Was there anything in my oath that forbid me from communicating with non-Dark Realm inhabitants? 
 
    Well, no, there had not been. 
 
    As long as they're aiding me to achieve my goals and honour my oath to Ceri-talen as well as the oath Ceri-talen made, no breach could occur by interacting with those loyal to me.  
 
    I considered Leya's assertion. That was true, too. 
 
    She dropped a pouch, then, using her teeth, tipped it up, gently shaking out the contents; several sunlight gems, known as thirlmeer, a number of miniature MP3 players, some headphones, and a folded note. The thirlmeer stood out. Gems that held sunlight from the Light Realm. A source of sustenance that would require no death. They were very rare due to the difficulty involved in creating them. If these came from Aurealis, they were a gift from her and could be considered a betrayal of my master if I accepted it. 
 
    The thirlmeer did not come from the dragon of the Light Realm. The vampire acquired them through other sources. 
 
    I grunted, well, that was something. Clumsily, I fumbled the items back into the pouch. The note would be no surprise, just that he would be there to help if I needed him. I would read it when I was alone. The thirlmeer. A rare gift. One I had to consider how to use with great care. Of course, I could just use them now, but I had several decades to survive here, it was possible I would have a greater need for them later. I would discuss it with Rua before I used any, I decided. Speaking of Rua, she could use help. I looked at Leya. 
 
    'Thank you. If you insist on staying, there is a dwarven forge-smith who has gone to the caverns to scavenge supplies to aid me. Her scent will be strongest there,' I slowly gestured with my chin to where Rua had sat near the fire. 'Find her, help her, please.' 
 
    Leya walked up to me and touched her nose to my forehead. Then she jumped to the place I had indicated and sniffed around the area. After a long, backwards glance, she bounded off in the direction Rua had left. 
 
    I looked down at the one item I had not put away. The locket with Jayden's photo. I would find a way to thank Bastien, although it might take me some time to do so. 
 
    Once, my life was simple, I had one task, one directive I needed to achieve. My purpose was to kill. I'd felt not the reins of conscience, nor the ache of regret. I was not hindered by memory or the destruction I left in my wake. 
 
    Until a god whispered in my dreams. 
 
    I learned of freedom, yearned for it enough to change my path. 
 
    I will survive this. I may have to bow my head to the yoke of enslavement. I might suffer the agony of my master's retribution.  
 
    But I will not yield. 
 
    It will cost me blood, and dignity, and love, but… 
 
    I will be free. 
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