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PROLOGUE

THEN: April 2043; House Diluthical Embassy, Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt

One could always tell how comfortable Lorcan was in his surroundings by the number of books around him. His office in the Council Chamber Complex was relatively secure, so bookshelves held some of the favorites from his collection. Otherwise, the office was paneled in rich red oak, lit by a complex Murano glass chandelier. It was relatively spare of furnishings, with only a small number of chairs, a large, mahogany desk, and a few filing cabinets.

Lorcan was working through a priceless sheaf of parchment pages with a red fountain pen. He was a short man, with spiky black hair and green eyes. Normally, his bearing was so smooth you could skate on it, but today he just looked harried. The documents detailed an African dispute between several Lesser Houses that threatened to erupt into open warfare. Fools. Do they think the humans would tolerate an overt conflict? Not to mention that it would expose their own soldiers to the Sentinels. The vampire hunters might not have a Wind of Earth to lead them these days, but they knew how to do their jobs. If the Court would just admit that the old ways have to change if they want to survive…

Lorcan snorted, putting the pen down on the desk next to a glass of tepid bloodwine. He rolled his head and let his vertebrae crack, releasing tension. Might as well wish upon a rainbow for a pot of gold. They won’t change unless it’s forced upon them. He glanced down at the petition in his hand again and sighed. Less than half done. Why the hell did I want this job, anyway?

One of his senior Consuls stepped into his office. “My Lord, the Magister Daviroquir desires an audience.”

Lorcan stood, grateful for the distraction as he put away the documents. “Send him in.”

A few moments later, the other vampire lord entered, a heavyset Caucasian man with an aura of deference. The vampire knelt before him. “Master, my life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”

Lorcan smiled and walked around the desk. “I accept your honor, William, to defend as if it were my own. Rise.”

William got to his feet. “My Lord, there is something I’d like to discuss with you.”

Lorcan indicated one of the antique, mahogany chairs with a wave of his hand. “By all means. What’s on your mind?”

William sat on the edge of the chair, his expression intent. “I’ve been studying the structure of your political alliances in the time since you ascended to mastery of House Diluthical.”

Lorcan gave a short bark of laughter. He leaned back against the desk and crossed his arms in front of himself as he considered his second-in-command. “I didn’t realize I’d done anything worthy of study.”

“You are too modest, my Lord. Even if it had not been for the fortuitous opportunity to eliminate the rest of the Fourth Council, you were well on your way to building a powerbase that might have carried you to the position of Imperator eventually.”

Lorcan shrugged. “The goal was to elevate House Diluthical to the rank of Greater House, but the office of Huntmaster would have been out of reach without the actual might to challenge Aleksei Magister Talizered.”

“True. Your house would not have wielded that level of strength on its own. However, your use of strategic alliances was inspired. It’s possible that you would have been able to create a coalition of houses strong enough to topple the previous Huntmaster from power.”

“I think you give me too much credit. Aleksei was a cunning and devious leader. He managed to bring down Luscian himself by pitting him against the Redeemer.”

William nodded vigorously. “Yes, exactly. He used subterfuge to try and eliminate the two most powerful houses in the world: House Luscian and House Jiao-long.”

“I don’t see where you’re going with this, William,” said Lorcan with a slight frown.

“Imperator Aleksei focused his strategies on those two houses because he recognized the threat they represented: the power of the Firstborn and the Pact Arcanum. You’ve downplayed your ties to the Magister Jiao-long and the Magister Luscian to minimize your threat profile and allow the other Magisters to underestimate you in Council.” William smiled, showing his fangs. “Perhaps that was shortsighted.”

Lorcan cocked his head. “I beg your pardon?”

“Sean Magister Jiao-long is the Redeemer and wields the power of the Pact Arcanum that he gained from the Grace. Nicholas Magister Luscian is Soulkiller’s Bane and carries the power of the Firstborn through the strength of the Crown of Souls that he stole from Luscian. The two of them remain objects of fear and awe for precisely those reasons, even though their conventional forces are almost nonexistent. But that is only a fraction of their true power.”

Lorcan mulled over William’s words but still couldn’t follow his senior scion’s logic. “Explain.”

“Although Prince Sean and Prince Nicholas have never chosen to wield them, they have inherited a wealth of allegiances and obligations from their former masters. It’s one reason few spoke out against the Magister Luscian when he reclaimed his territory from House Tervilant. He demonstrated a knowledge of Court law and protocol that allowed him to act with impunity.

“That was Aleksei’s strength, in forcing others to bend to his will not only by force of arms but by manipulating their honor. Jiao-long Firstborn did the same in his war with House Curallorn, when he persuaded the European Magisters to press the issue of western colonization with their daylight proxies, in order to weaken Prince Layla’s supporters in America.

“If you were able to convince House Luscian and House Jiao-long to take a more active role in the Court, with yourself as a proxy, you could draw upon those old allegiances and widen your influence significantly.”

Lorcan scratched his chin while he considered the possibilities. “An interesting supposition. However, it would be dangerous. Such an alliance would be perceived as a serious threat by all of the other houses. There would have to be a very significant objective in mind to justify so great a risk. I can’t think of anything that would be important enough to warrant the attempt.”

William stood and faced Lorcan. “No, my Lord,” he said. “I think you can.” Then he flexed the spell of concealment he wore, and just for a moment, the light of the Grace shone from the cross sigil branded on his forehead.

Lorcan’s eyes widened, and he understood instantly. He reached out with his mind and forged a shallow link with William. “Do not speak of this ever again within the Council Chamber Complex. Although the Night’s Herald forswore her blood rank when she took her vows, her allegiance is still to House Talizered and the memory of Aleksei. She would like nothing better than to brand us both traitors.”

William nodded. “The Great Work is the future of our race, my Lord. Only with our help can the Redeemer expand his influence beyond the confines of the Armistice Zone and lead our people back to the Light. Do you think Sean and Nicholas will join us?”

Lorcan was silent for a long moment, remembering a voice filled with music and thunder. One day, we will call upon you.

He raised his gaze to meet William’s eyes, seeing the vivid commitment of a true believer. “Yes, William. I think they will.”


PART I:  ENDINGS AND NEW BEGINNINGS


CHAPTER 1

October 2082; Cathedral of the Sky, Anchorpoint City, Colorado; Thirty-nine years later

Rory walked toward the end of the corridor, ignoring the alcoves on either side, brightly lit by floating orbs of white fire. I would rather have had candles. Somehow, it seems too bright and cheerful in here. Finally, he reached the end, and the passage widened into a small, octagonal room. He’d had to pull a few strings to get one of the coveted private alcoves, but in the end it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

He put the bundle of fresh cut flowers and incense down on the shelf next to the door and reached for the broom, intending to begin his private ritual, and then stopped. The altar on the floor was already clean, the dried flowers and ashes from his last visit swept away. The upright wooden board with the coiled dragon kamon was free of dust and freshly polished. On the altar was a blooming white rose, encased in lacquer.

“I hope you don’t mind.”

Rory spun to face the other side of the alcove and the man that he had been too preoccupied to notice leaning against the wall. “Ruarc.”

Lorcan stepped forward into the light and looked at the dragon crest. “I’m sure you would rather have done it yourself, but I wanted to honor him in my own way.”

Rory clamped down on his temper. “Why are you here?”

Lorcan turned to face Rory with a neutral expression. “Because Nick mentioned the accident in passing during our last summit, and he couldn’t believe that I didn’t already know.”

Rory sighed. “There’s no reason you would have.”

“Six months, Sean. He’s been dead for six months, and I had to hear about it from someone else. I thought we were friends.”

Rory’s anger flared, and he clenched his fists to keep his claws sheathed. “We’re not friends, Imperator. I don’t have to keep you apprised of the events of my life.”

Lorcan said nothing; he just turned to face the altar and the wooden board with Takeshi’s family seal. “I know they’re keeping the names of the dead quiet, but I’m surprised that the fact that he was on board never came up in any of the news coverage.”

Rory’s anger burned out, leaving only the ashes of emotion. Nothing aroused his passions for long these days. In the end, what does it really matter? “I asked Nick to erase his name from the passenger manifest before Armistice Security turned the records over to the press. The funeral was private, attended only by our trusted friends. No one talked about the timing.”

Lorcan’s jaw clenched. Just for a moment his shields slipped, and Rory could read his emotions.

Grief. Pain. Humiliation.

Lorcan turned to go. “I’m sorry to have troubled you.”

Rory grabbed his arm. “Wait.”

Lorcan jerked his arm free. His anger was plain to see now. “Why? Are you going to tell me my invitation got lost in the mail? You made yourself perfectly clear. We’re not friends, just allies.”

“Ruarc, try to understand.” Rory reached out and brushed his fingertips against Lorcan’s cheek. “The Huntmaster of the Court of Shadows attending the funeral of a Wind of Earth? Your people would line up to challenge you for the affront to their honor.”

Lorcan snorted. “Right. You excluded me for my own protection. I’m supposed to believe that?”

“I lied earlier. You are a friend, and a good one. You would have come if I needed you. I couldn’t let them kill you for my sake, not after…”

Lorcan frowned at him. “After what?”

Rory took a deep breath and let it out. “Not after Take died because of me.”

Lorcan took a step back, surprised. “What are you talking about? The gravity drive malfunctioned, and the Orion hit the lunar surface at two hundred meters per second. How is that your fault?”

Rory didn’t meet his gaze. “The trip was my idea. Sentinel genes make for relatively long lifetimes. It was only the war that makes them die young. He was fit and healthy, so we traveled around the Outer Colonies for almost a year, just to say we did it. We were finally on our way home when the ship crashed.”

Lorcan stared at him. “What do you mean ‘we’?”

Rory shrugged. “I am the Redeemer. There’s almost nothing in the world that can actually kill me. So I walked away when no one else did.”

“Christ, Sean.” Lorcan seemed truly at a loss for something to say. “You actually rode the ship into the ground?”

“I held his hand right up to the end.” Rory turned back to the shelf and picked up his bundle of flowers and incense. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to finish my visit.”

Lorcan nodded. “Of course. I’ll leave you alone.”

He’ll leave. Isn’t that what I wanted? “No, you can stay.”

Lorcan looked doubtful. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” Rory placed the flowers in the vases on either side of the altar. He lit the incense sticks and placed them in the holders. He left Lorcan’s white rose where it was. Then Rory knelt on the floor and said a prayer from his youth. Finally, his ritual complete, he gazed at Takeshi’s marker and emptied his mind. Love, I hope you’re in a better place. Someday, I’ll find my way to join you.

* * *

Lorcan watched in silence while Rory meditated. He was immortal. He could wait. In the meantime, he studied his old friend, seeing the tension in his shoulders and the lines on his face that grief had put there. Rory looked old, tired in body and spirit, for all that he remained the same physical age as he had been for over sixty years. Nicholas, how could you let him face this alone? But then, Rory had always been private, and Nick would have seen the tragedy as a reminder of his own lover’s mortality.

I should have been here. It would have been politically disastrous, he knew. Rory was right about that, but he would have come anyway.

* * *

After the incense had burned out, Rory opened his eyes and got back to his feet. “I’m sorry I was so defensive when I first saw you. Nick arranged to have this part of the tunnels cleared of visitors when I come down here each month.”

“I know. I persuaded him to let me through the cordon, so we could speak privately.”

Rory looked at him in confusion. “Why didn’t you just come by the house?”

“Because you don’t let anyone past the perimeter wards anymore. Nick said you’ve been holed up behind your defenses this whole time, and your AI is screening your calls. I thought you’d turn me away.”

Rory stood frozen by the revelation. Is that true? Granted, I didn’t want any visitors, but Nick had come by several times and … and come to think of it, I talked to him at the door every time and didn’t invite him in. Damn, when did I become a hermit? He shook his head to clear his thoughts. “Well, you’re here now. It’s been what, almost two years? Let’s go for a walk in the gardens, and you can tell me what you’ve been up to.”

* * *

The meditation gardens were softly lit by lanterns carrying mystical white flames. They wandered for a while and talked about Nightwalker politics and the demands of Lorcan’s position. Rory listened through most of it and gave Lorcan little insight into his personal life. Then they came to the clear lawn surrounding the fifth obelisk, one of sixteen spires of lunar basalt that surrounded the cathedral, and Rory paused as he noticed the numbered plaque at the base. He walked away from Lorcan to the base of the monument and stared at the deeply engraved stone surface, lost in thought.

Lorcan stood at his side and read the memorial plaque: We were trapped in the city, waiting for death. To the one that saved us, we are grateful. So long as we live, you will never be forgotten. Above the plaque, line upon line of names was chiseled into the stone in Roman capitals, each followed by the symbol of that person’s race. The text ran up the surface of the monument as high as Lorcan could see.

Rory tapped the surface of the plaque with his fingers. The plaque lit up, and a large glowing square appeared above it on the engraved surface of the stone. The writing on the plaque faded away, replaced by a view of the text within the square.

“Line 497, third and fourth names,” he said.

The square rose up along the surface of the marker until it came to rest about fifty meters above the ground. The text visible on the plaque showed two names in the center: Takeshi Nakamura Leshir Jiao-long and Sean Rory Brennigan Magister Jiao-long.

“He wouldn’t leave,” whispered Rory, almost to himself. “We argued as the missile approached, and I demanded that he survive. I knew I would probably live through the blast, but I couldn’t stand the thought of living without him. He was so stubborn. If the rest of his people couldn’t escape the fire, then he wouldn’t abandon them.”

Lorcan read the other vampire’s sadness with his senses fully open. “You think he loved them more than you?”

Rory continued to stare at their names. “He was a Sentinel. Sacrifice came naturally to him.”

Lorcan laid his hand on Rory’s shoulder. “Sean, have you considered that maybe he wouldn’t abandon you either?”

Rory turned to face him. “I knew it was coming. He was almost ninety years old. But I never thought it would be this sudden. I wasn’t ready.”

“Sean, even if you’d suffered through a long decline as his strength failed, even if he died cursing your name for your immortality, it still wouldn’t have prepared you.”

Rory growled. “Are you saying you think I should be grateful it was quick?”

“No, of course not.” Lorcan tried to think of some way to explain without dredging up his own memories, but there wasn’t any way to avoid it. “Connor and I, we made so many plans. He wanted to be the same physical age as me when I turned him, so we would be equals for eternity. I thought it was a harmless gesture. Another year and he would have joined me in the darkness. Then the human wars intruded, and I lost him.” He held out his hand and summoned his sword, which appeared in a flash of green light. He raised the blade, tracing the intricate scrollwork etched into the steel, chased with gold. “He could have lived forever. Instead he died on the point of a sword.” Lorcan raised his eyes to meet Rory’s and allowed his irises to shift to red as he remembered the rage of that day. “This sword.”

Rory took a step back. He stared at the sword in Lorcan’s hand. “You don’t know that.”

“His blood was on the blade. I knew its scent better than any other. The bastard officer who led the raid put Connor down personally. I repaid the favor, with interest.”

“So why did you keep it?”

“It took my lover’s life. It was tangible proof that he existed outside my memories. And it was a reminder not to waste time, because life’s too short, even for immortals.” Lorcan willed the blade away, and it disappeared. “I forgot that lesson over the centuries, until Nicholas reminded me of what I had lost.”

* * *

Rory studied him, hearing the wistful note in his voice. “It’s been a long time since we talked about Nick.”

“Nothing has changed. I still love him, and he’s still in love with Jeremy.” Lorcan took a deep breath and let it out. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t speak of that while you’re grieving.”

Rory shrugged. “I asked.”

“Why have you kept him at arm’s length? He’s worried about you, that you’ve suffered through this alone for the last half a year.”

Rory sat on one of the stone benches that flanked the obelisk. He rubbed his hands together as if for warmth. “I can’t be around Nick. It makes me feel dirty, like I’m being unfaithful just talking to him.”

Lorcan sat next to him. “Sean, I know it seems unimaginable now, but someday you’re going to want to seek out companionship other than your memories.” He reached out and squeezed the Nightwalker’s hand. “If you can’t stand to be around Nick, then find someone else to talk to, someone who understands.”

Rory chuckled. “Are you volunteering?”

Lorcan let go of Rory’s hand and draped his arm over the younger man’s shoulders. “I am, if you want me to.”

“I was kidding.”

“I wasn’t.” Lorcan pulled Rory closer. “If you stay here, you’ll only wallow in your loneliness. I know you have some roots in Ireland. Come stay with me for a while, as my guest, and I’ll show you around.”

Rory looked up at the white dome of the cathedral, capped by a beacon of white flames. “I can’t leave. There’s so much—”

“No there isn’t,” said Lorcan, cutting him off. “You’ve hidden out for months, and nothing changed. I told you, don’t waste time. Just for a little while, leave the memories and come with me.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Of course it is.”

Rory hung his head. “I can’t leave Take.”

Lorcan sighed and drew his arm back. “Would he have wanted you to live in his shadow? Come with me, Sean. He’ll still be here when you get back.”

Rory said nothing, and the two of them sat in silence as the sky grew lighter. Finally, Rory looked up at the sky, expertly gauging the time left before sunrise. “When do we leave?”


CHAPTER 2

December 2082, House Diluthical Stronghold, Belfast, North Ireland

Rory sipped at his glass of bloodwine and turned another page in the book he was reading. He looked up at the soft knock. “Come in.”

The door opened, and Lorcan stepped into the room. He frowned at Rory’s t-shirt and sweatpants. “Why aren’t you dressed?”

Rory put the book aside. “Why should I?”

“Sean, it’s Christmas Eve. Surely you’re not going to just lie in bed all night?”

Rory shrugged. “I don’t see any need to celebrate this year.”

Lorcan sat beside him on the bed. “How do you usually celebrate?”

“Take loved Christmas, even though it didn’t square with his own religion. We always had a tree and presents. He even found a group of carolers near our neighborhood in San Francisco, and we would make the rounds on Christmas Eve after attending at least one party with our friends. Then we’d stay at home on Christmas day, just reminiscing.”

Lorcan’s expression remained unreadable. He stood from the bed. “Get dressed. Wear something nice.”

Rory raised an eyebrow. “I’m honestly not interested in parties right now, Ruarc.”

“Not a party.” Lorcan grinned. “Let me show you how I celebrate.”

* * *

The deacon dismissed the congregation, and Rory stood with the others, the final words of the mass coming easily to his lips though he hadn’t spoken them in decades. He felt oddly at peace, the elements of his childhood beliefs conspiring to offer a measure of comfort he had forgotten as an adult. He started to leave, but then Lorcan’s hand on his arm held him back.

“Wait,” said Lorcan. “There’s someone I want you to meet.” Lorcan led Rory down the aisle to the rectory. Their bodyguards trailed behind them. The security officer at the back door inclined his head to Lorcan and let them through while their guards took up position on either side of the door. Inside, they found a comfortable receiving room with a roaring fire in the grate.

The far door opened, and the priest who had led the service entered. He smiled at Lorcan and held out his hand. “Welcome, Imperator. A pleasure to see you as always.”

Lorcan knelt before him and kissed the ring on the priest’s finger. Then he stood and turned to Rory. “Sean, this is Archbishop Padraic. He’s spearheaded the movement in the Church to reach out to the local vampire communities.”

Rory reached out and shook the priest’s offered hand. “A pleasure to meet you, your Grace. I wondered why a section of the church wasn’t consecrated.”

“Please feel free to call me by name, my son,” said Padraic with a smile. “There was some resistance at first, but in the end, there is no one in greater need of our services than those who are lost to God. The Holy See was eventually swayed by my arguments and granted us an indulgence. Not many of the Children of Darkness choose to join us in prayer, but there are enough who come that I am hopeful that at least some of their souls might be reclaimed into the light.”

Rory smiled sadly. “The Great Work never ends.”

Padraic bobbed his head in agreement. “Yes. I’m glad you understand.”

“Sean understands,” said Lorcan. “Your Grace, allow me to introduce my friend Sean Rory Brennigan Magister Jiao-long, called the Redeemer, the Prince of the Dawn, founder of the Armistice.”

The priest’s face grew slack with shock, and his gaze darted to the black leather gloves Rory wore. He quickly recovered. “It’s an honor to meet you, Prince Sean. I hope that my efforts may offer you some small assistance in your work.”

“I wouldn’t characterize it that way, Padraic,” said Rory. “I can only open the door to redemption, but without your preparation, some of them might never find the will to walk through it. In a way, our efforts are complimentary.”

“It pleases me that you think so, Redeemer. The power you wield has been an inspiration to many, even among my human flock.”

Rory tilted his head in confusion. “How does my work impact the humans?”

The priest indicated the armchairs before the fire. “Please sit, and I will explain.”

Rory and Lorcan took their seats, and Padraic settled in across from them. “For millennia, the human race has wondered whether our prayers were heard by anyone other than ourselves. Your story has offered objective proof of that which we have always wished to believe, that the divine exists and is not indifferent. Millions of people took that lesson to heart and came back into the fold after your existence became known. Your touch is a living affirmation of faith.”

Rory sighed. “I’m not any kind of saint, your Grace.”

The priest shrugged. “You have embarked upon a holy task, by your own admission, opening a doorway to redemption to those who would otherwise remain in the clutches of the Adversary. Is that not what a saint is?”

Rory scowled. “I struck the Pact Arcanum for purely selfish reasons. It was simply a means to an end, a way to avoid the consequences of my actions and raise my first victims from the dead.” His words grew more of an edge. “There’s no way you can call that holy.”

Padraic smiled. “And your victims, what became of them?”

“Anaba died fifteen years ago in her sleep, and Takeshi was killed in an accident back in April. What does that have to do with anything?”

“Were they happy?”

That brought Rory up short. “Yes. Ana lived to see her daughter grow up and have children of her own.”

“And the other?”

“I think so,” whispered Rory.

“So they lived full lives that they would otherwise never have had, and their lives touched others. How many lives were changed by your selfish bargain? How many sought out the light once you showed them it was possible?”

Rory looked away, staring into the flames. “Not as many as the light destroyed at my command.” Lorcan squeezed his shoulder in silent support.

Padraic studied Rory’s profile as the vampire refused to meet his eyes. “Prince Ruarc, could you excuse us for a moment?”

Lorcan looked surprised, but he nodded and got to his feet. “I’ll be outside.”

After Lorcan closed the door behind him, Padraic turned back to Rory. “My son, do you have any specific religious beliefs?”

Rory continued to focus his attention on the blazing fire. “I am a very lapsed Catholic, your Grace. I hadn’t been to an actual mass in over sixty years, until tonight.”

“And do you have any particular faith in its place?”

That got Rory’s attention, and he turned away from the fire to face the priest. “I haven’t met many priests who acknowledged the distinction.”

“Religion is a social construct, made by man and therefore fallible. Faith is immutable and incorruptible. Too many people believe that following the tenets of their religion makes them righteous.”

“And what do you believe?”

“That without faith, our prayers fall silent, and our good works come to nothing.”

Rory shivered in his seat. “I don’t know if I have any faith left.”

Padraic reached out and took his hands. “And what has taken it from you?”

“I have seen too much.”

Padraic took a deep breath. “My son, I mean no disrespect, but if you wish it, I will hear your confession.”

Rory stared at him. “I haven’t been to confession since I was a teenager.”

“What changed?”

Rory pulled his hands away and sat a little straighter in his chair, his eyes shading toward red. “I realized that I loved my best friend. His name was Takeshi. I had to choose between him and the Church, and I chose him.”

Padraic gave him a half smile at the show of defiance. “And did he love you as well?”

Rory swallowed against a tide of pain that rose in his throat. “Yes.”

“Then you were blessed.”

Rory’s posture deflated, and the spark of anger he had been nursing went out. He put his head in his hands. “I don’t feel blessed,” he said in a strained voice. “I feel like I’m being punished.”

“What have you done to deserve punishment?”

Rory looked up, his eyes reddened with tears of blood. “I killed him. Takeshi. And Ana. I cut a deal to bring them back, but it doesn’t change what I did. Then I took the gift the higher powers granted me and turned it into a weapon. I killed tens of thousands during the Burning, maybe even hundreds of thousands. I watched their memories as they burned, one after the other.”

“Their memories?”

Rory got to his feet and began to pace. “When I touch someone with my power, I see their lives, everything they have ever done. Even now, I can’t think about that day without remembering all the terrible things they did over the centuries. For the longest time, I thought they deserved it.”

Padraic watched him from his chair. “Do you feel differently now?”

“They were alive. I killed them. No one deserves that.”

“You said your friend Takeshi died recently.”

Rory froze and said nothing.

“Did he deserve it?”

“No,” whispered Rory.

“Do you deserve the blame for his death?”

Rory was silent for a long moment before answering. “Maybe.”

“Did you strike him down, like you did the others?”

“I put him in a position to get killed.”

“Deliberately?”

“No.”

“Then is it fair to say that this death was simply his time, and no fault of yours?”

Rory struggled to answer convincingly. “I don’t know.”

Padraic sighed and got to his feet. “My son, I think your lover’s death was one that should not be on your conscience.” He smiled sadly. “As for the others, when you struck down your enemies, you served a heavy penance for your actions by accepting the burden of their sins. Perhaps it is time to set them aside?” He raised his hand and sketched a cross in the air. “I forgive you.”

* * *

Lorcan pushed away from the wall when Rory came through the door to the rectory. “Everything all right?”

Rory nodded in silence.

Padraic came to the door as well. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Redeemer. If you pass this way again, feel free to stop in.”

Rory pulled himself together and faced the priest. “Thank you, Padraic. I might just take you up on that.”

Padraic inclined his head and turned to Lorcan. “Merry Christmas, Prince Ruarc. I look forward to seeing you on Sunday.” Then he stepped back and closed the door.

Lorcan faced Rory. “You look like you just ran a marathon.”

Rory gave him a weak smile. “Maybe it was worth it.”

Lorcan waited for a moment. “You’re not going to explain that, are you?”

“Nope.”

Lorcan laughed. “Come on, let’s go home.”


CHAPTER 3

December 2082, House Daviroquir Stronghold, London, England

“Rory, you don’t have to come if you’re not ready.” Lorcan looked at Rory sidelong. “William is my chief vassal. I have to attend, or it will be perceived as a public rebuke.”

Rory took a deep breath and let it out. “I can’t hide forever.”

“If you’re sure…”

“Let’s just get it over with.”

“All right.” Lorcan turned back to the mirror and made sure his tuxedo jacket was straight and the signet brooch was centered on his lapel so that the seal of House Diluthical showed prominently, surrounded by a serpent biting its tail. “Time to go.”

Rory stood from his chair, the gold and silver thread shining brightly from the embroidered seal of House Jiao-long on the breast pocket of his tuxedo. He held out the crook of his arm to Lorcan.

Lorcan raised an eyebrow but smiled as he linked his arm with Rory’s. The two of them walked from the guest quarters to the elevator and descended to the level of the ballroom. The doors opened, and they stepped into the wide open space, which stretched the entire length of this level of the skyscraper. The crowd was packed, but the other celebrants stepped back before the two of them. Rory and Lorcan made their way to the high table at one end of the hall and sought out their host.

William Magister Daviroquir Primogenitor Diluthical turned away from the other Court of Shadows dignitaries to greet them. He went down on one knee before Lorcan. “Master, my life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”

Lorcan slipped his arm free of Rory’s to step forward. “I accept your honor, to defend as if it were my own. Rise.”

William got to his feet and smiled. “Thank you for coming, Imperator.” He turned to Rory. “Prince Sean, it is an honor to meet you once again.”

Rory inclined his head. “Prince William. It’s been a long time.”

“I was surprised when my security staff informed me of your arrival. I did not hold much hope that you would accept my invitation.”

“It was a last minute decision.”

“I would have understood if you had declined, given your loss.” William sighed. “Takeshi Nakamura was an exceptional man, and I was proud to have fought beside him at Manchester. Please accept my regrets for his passing.”

Rory nodded stiffly. “Thank you for the sentiment.”

William picked up on his discomfort and turned back to Lorcan. “My lord, may I introduce you to a few of my business partners?”

Lorcan frowned. “You mean your allies at Court?”

William smiled. “No, my lord. I am referring to my daylight contacts. House Daviroquir has extensive commercial dealings with the human and Armistice communities, since we remain one of the only Daywalker Houses. I have found trade to be a very effective method of building bridges and influence.”

Lorcan looked intrigued. Then he glanced back at Rory with a flash of guilt. “Perhaps another time, William.”

Rory waved his hand in dismissal. “No, go ahead. You’ve been ignoring your Court duties long enough because of me. I’ll be fine.”

Lorcan looked dubious, but he allowed William to steer him toward the other guests.

Rory walked to the refreshment table and poured himself a glass of Cerberus. It was a relatively new form of bloodwine, made from a blend of human, Sentinel, and Daywalker donors. The combination was synergistic, requiring even less actual blood in the liquor, so that the supply of freely offered blood could be stretched even farther as more vampires accepted the strictures of the Armistice Declaration. Rory found it to be a pleasant alternative to the more potent Sentinel bloodwine, Tiamat.

“Rory.”

Rory turned to view the familiar face. “Hello, Nick.”

Nick examined him critically. “You look better than the last time I saw you.”

Rory reddened. “I wasn’t at my best.”

“You slammed the door in my face.”

“I’m sorry. I know you were just concerned.”

Nick took a sip of his drink instead of answering, watching Rory over the lip of his glass. “You looked pretty happy on Ruarc’s arm.”

Rory blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“I wouldn’t have believed it, given how far down you were back in September, but spending time with Ruarc seems to have lifted your spirits.”

Rory began to get angry. “He’s a good friend. What are you really asking?”

“Is there something between you two?”

“No, of course not!” Rory’s eyes shifted to red, and he hissed in rage. “Ruarc has helped me through the worst time of my life. That’s it. There’s nothing between us, and I resent your implication—”

“Is that why?”

Rory lost his train of thought. “Why what?”

“Why you would accept his help and not mine? Because there’s nothing between you.”

Rory stared at him, thunderstruck.

Nick wrapped his free hand around the back of Rory’s neck with the ease of long familiarity and drew him closer. “If what we have together keeps you from letting me support you, then I’m glad you found your way to him. I love you both. There’s no one else I would trust to hold your heart until it heals.”

“Oh, Nicholas,” whispered Rory, resting his forehead against Nick’s. “We’re just friends. Honestly. He’s been there for me when there was no one else.”

“There was me. But you didn’t want me.”

“I can’t—”

“I know. But someday, when you’re ready for us to be friends again, I’ll be waiting.” Nick let go of Rory and stepped back. “Take care of yourself, Rory.”

“You too, Nick.”

Nick turned away and disappeared in the crowd.

“What did he say?”

Rory jerked his head around to see Lorcan standing next to him, his irises red and an expression of pure fury on his face. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”

Lorcan snarled. “Then why are you crying?”

Rory wiped at his eyes. “Ruarc, let it go.”

“I will not. Where does he get off? After everything you’ve been through—”

“He wanted to say goodbye.”

Lorcan’s eyes shifted back to green in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“He knew. I pushed him away because I didn’t want my feelings for Take to be tainted by my feelings for him. He offered to stay away until I was ready to be around him.”

Lorcan chewed on that for a moment. “Fine. It’s almost midnight. Let’s go somewhere else right after, just the two of us.”

Rory nodded, feeling the press of crowd all around them. “Can we at least get some privacy here?”

Lorcan took his hand and led him back to the elevator. The doors closed behind them, and Lorcan pressed the button for the helipad on the roof. A minute later, the doors reopened, and they stepped into a deserted lounge with glass walls.

Rory pushed through the glass doors at the other end of the lounge, into the open air. Ignoring the mid-winter chill, he walked through the accumulated drifts of snow until he reached the guardrail and looked down on the city lights. Only then did his heart slow down, and he gulped the freezing air.

Lorcan kneaded the muscles of Rory’s back, feeling the tension ease. “Are you all right?”

“Give me a minute.” Rory slowed his breathing and concentrated on bringing his emotions under control until he felt calm again.

“He upset you, didn’t he?”

“I refused his help without reason. I’m not surprised he came up with his own explanation. I just never expected him to get it completely right.”

Lorcan sighed. “Nick can be perceptive sometimes, at least when it comes to other people’s problems.”

Rory reached into his pocket and drew out a sterling silver pocket watch. He cracked open the case and checked the time. “It’ll be midnight in less than a minute. Do you want to go back to the party?”

“William can handle it without me.”

Rory turned to face him. “I never thanked you for being there, that night in the crypt.”

“You’ve had other things on your mind. I understood.”

Rory glanced down at his watch and snapped the case closed. “Happy New Year, Ruarc.” He leaned forward and kissed Lorcan on the lips.

Lorcan responded automatically for a second, then pulled away. He raised an eyebrow. “What was that for?”

Rory grinned at him. “Tradition.”

Lorcan laughed. “Good tradition.”

Rory sobered. “You’re a good friend.”

Lorcan snorted. “I’m the best.”

The two of them remained there for another hour while they talked, completely unaware of the security camera above the door that recorded their every move.


CHAPTER 4

February 2083, House Tervilant Embassy, Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt

“I don’t understand,” said Lorcan. “This was settled.”

Javier Magister Tervilant shrugged. “I changed my mind.”

“Prince Javier, you already agreed that you would allow free passage to those members of your house that wished to seek the Grace. You can’t just change your mind.”

“I disagree. My house will not subsidize the Daywalker alliance that you have created, Imperator.”

“Why not? Half of your people have already accepted the Grace. Developing ties to the other daylight houses only benefits your position and security.”

Javier scowled. “I have no objection to such ties. We will pursue them on our own. But we will not accede to your orders as leader of the alliance.”

Lorcan sat back in his chair, stunned. “This is about me?”

“It is. We cannot accept your dishonor without compromising our integrity.”

Lorcan blinked. “What dishonor?”

Javier sneered. “If you do not already know, then you are even worse than I had believed. I have nothing left to say to you.” He stood from his chair. “My Praetors will show you out.”

Lorcan reviewed the conversation over and over again as he walked back to the House Diluthical Embassy. What am I missing?

Lorcan entered his study and keyed a request for a video conference into his computer terminal. After a few moments, a virtual screen opened above the desk, showing William’s face. The other Daywalker frowned at him. “Imperator. What can I do for you?”

“Javier just pulled out of the Daywalker alliance, citing my dishonor. Do you have any idea what he’s referring to?”

William’s frown deepened. “Of course, I do. Prince Javier is a Daywalker.”

“So?”

“My lord, did you honestly think the Children of the Dawn would tolerate your behavior toward the Redeemer?”

Lorcan stared at him, completely taken aback. “What are you talking about?”

William snorted in exasperation. He typed a few commands on his terminal, and a second virtual screen opened above Lorcan’s desk.

Lorcan felt his heart skip as he saw the image of Rory kissing him in the snow on New Year’s. “Oh my God. Where did you get that?”

“From the security camera on the roof of my fortress in London. One of my soldiers discovered the footage a week ago and disseminated it to all the Daywalker Houses. Bad enough the two of you would carry on an illicit affair, but for you to become lovers while the body of his Leshir is barely even cold? It’s indecent.”

Lorcan found his voice. “William, we’re not—”

William’s eyes shifted to red, and his fangs extended. “Don’t you dare try to claim innocence.  The images speak for themselves. You dishonored him in my stronghold, making me complicit in your crimes. The Redeemer is young and impressionable in his grief. For you to take advantage of his bereavement to serve your own base desires—”

“I am not sleeping with him!” screamed Lorcan.

William laughed. “And when faced with proof of your guilt, you deny the relationship, giving up the opportunity to honorably acknowledge his status as if he were a two-bit whore. You are despicable.”

Lorcan sputtered with rage. “You think … how can you … I would never—”

“Actions speak louder than words, my lord, and your actions are clear.”

“William, I swear on the Grace that Rory and I are just friends. I’ve just been helping him through his grief.”

“Is that what you’re calling it now? How quaint.”

“For God’s sake! Will you listen to me? Rory and I are not lovers. Ask him!”

“Perhaps I will, if only to convince him that he deserves better treatment than this. Where is he?”

“He’s in Dublin. We were going to meet for a drink, then go to a play…” Lorcan trailed off as he realized what he was saying.

William looked disgusted. “So you have a date. On Valentine’s Day. And you’re not lovers.”

“Oh, Jesus. Look, we’re both single and not looking for anyone, so we thought we’d spend the evening together. William, you have to believe me!”

William shook his head. “No, my lord. I really don’t.” He broke the connection, and the virtual screen closed.

February 2083; House Diluthical Stronghold, Dublin, Ireland

Rory slipped his suit jacket over his shoulders and adjusted his tie. Suddenly the door slammed open, and Lorcan stomped into the room. “We have to talk.”

Rory raised an eyebrow. “Sure, but we have to get going or we’ll miss—”

“We’re not going.”

Rory saw the depth of his agitation. “All right. You want to tell me what’s going on?

“Do you remember New Year’s? When you kissed me?”

Rory frowned. “Of course.”

“Well, we were caught on camera, and it seems like everyone in the world has seen the footage except you and me.” Lorcan began to pace back and forth, like a caged animal.

Rory watched him with alarm. “So what? I’ll admit, when taken out of context, it might be seen as in somewhat bad taste—”

“Rory, we’ve spent almost every waking minute together for months.”

Rory felt the bottom fall out of his world. “They think we’re lovers.”

“Specifically, they think I seduced you when you were vulnerable after Take died, and now you’re my kept boy.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m surprised the Daywalkers haven’t started beating down my doors, but I guess they hope I’ll take the moral high ground and declare you my Leshir.”

“Jesus. Can’t we just deny it?”

“It wouldn’t do any good. They’ve already made up their minds.” Lorcan’s expression turned miserable. “Sean, I know I said I would always be there for you, but this … you have to leave.”

“Why should I leave? It’s all lies.”

“Lies become their own truth if they’re repeated enough. You’re the Redeemer. You have to leave while the scandal is falling all on me. Otherwise the Great Work will be dragged through the mud, and you’ll be set back a hundred years in your efforts.”

Rory smiled, a glacial calm descending. “There is an alternative, you know.”

Lorcan stopped pacing and turned to face him. “What alternative?”

“We tell them it’s all true, and you formally acknowledge me as your mate.”


CHAPTER 5

“You can’t be serious.”

Rory crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall. “I’m perfectly serious.”

Lorcan sat on the bed and faced him. “A formal mating lasts for life. We’d be bound forever. If you wanted to seek another mate later, that person would have to accept second rank in your house. Do you understand what that means? He or she would never be your Leshir, never be your equal.”

“I could do worse than you.”

“Sean … what about Nick?”

Rory’s smile slipped, and he looked away. “Nick will understand.”

“You know he won’t.”

“Maybe not, but he’ll accept it.”

Lorcan stared at him, then shook his head. “No. There’s no way I will force you into an arranged marriage for the sake of sparing myself some political fallout.”

“Stop making it about me,” snapped Rory. “Once the Nightwalkers get ahold of that footage, don’t you think there will be the same pressure on me to legitimize our relationship to protect the office of Huntmaster from dishonor?”

Lorcan sighed. “It’s not the same. You can’t die. It would be suicide to challenge you to honor combat.”

Rory pushed away from the wall and sat next to Lorcan on the bed. “Ruarc, if you’re so worried about me, then it doesn’t have to be mutual. To avoid censure by the Daywalkers, you need to be mated to me. I don’t technically have to be mated to you, unless you want me to be.”

Lorcan grimaced. “Don’t be ridiculous. The Firstborn wrote the law that way so they could keep harems from their followers and prisoners of war.”

Rory grinned at the thought. “Not to mention that you’d be my kept boy, not the other way around.”

Lorcan gave him the ghost of a smile. “There is that.” He looked away. “Sean, I don’t know about this. It seems so unfair.”

“It is unfair, and you’d be the one getting the short end of the stick. But it’s a solution to your dilemma, if we can’t find another way out.”

Lorcan rubbed his palms together nervously. “If we do this, and that’s a big if, we’ll need a witness and a guarantor.”

“Layla would make a good witness.”

“She would.” Lorcan hesitated for a moment. “How do you feel about Nick as guarantor?”

“I … I suppose so. He’d certainly be zealous about his duties.”

“Yeah, I think so, too.”

“Is there another reason?”

Lorcan’s face remained expressionless. “I always thought if I said the words again it would be to him. At least this way he’ll still be a part of it.”

Rory put his arm around Lorcan’s shoulders. “I really screwed you with that kiss, didn’t I?”

Lorcan chuckled. “It was a good kiss.”

“Was it worth losing your freedom over?”

Lorcan slipped his arm around Rory’s waist. “If it was to anyone other than you, I’d say no. But, if I have to be bound, at least it’s to someone I trust. I know you won’t take advantage.”

“And I know you’ll be faithful, even if we’re not lovers. I just wish you didn’t have to be.”

Lorcan took a deep breath to calm his nerves, then got to his feet. “We might as well do this right.” He went down on one knee before Rory and bowed his head. “Sean Rory Brennigan Magister Jiao-long, will you guard my heart until the sunrise claims me?”

“Ruarc Magister Diluthical, I accept your heart, to defend against all enemies, until the sunrise claims me.”

Lorcan looked up at Rory, his expression sad. “Then welcome to House Diluthical, Leshir. I hope you enjoy your stay.”


CHAPTER 6

February 2083, Anchorpoint City, Colorado

“You did what?” asked Nick, looking like he’d been hit on the head with a shovel.

“I asked Sean to be my Leshir,” said Lorcan, controlling his irritation.

Layla frowned. “And this is a political mating? Hardly the best reason to join your lives together.”

Rory raised an eyebrow. “I never figured you to be a romantic.”

Layla’s eyes shaded toward red. “Blame it on my age.”

Rory wisely didn’t respond to that. “Layla, we’d like you to act as witness.”

She nodded. “I would be honored.”

Nick dropped into a chair. He stared at Rory and Lorcan in disbelief. “Guys, think about this. I saw the New Year’s video. It looked pretty bad, I’ll admit, but you’re innocent. Why take it so much to heart?”

“It’s the appearance of impropriety,” said Lorcan. “As long as this scandal hangs over me, it interferes with my job as Imperator and makes me a liability in the Great Work.”

“Our partners in the Daywalker alliance are at each other’s throats,” said Rory. “We have to take steps to head this off, or we’ll never recover. If that means we make a personal sacrifice—”

“It’s Ruarc that’s making the sacrifice, not you,” snapped Nick.

Lorcan sighed. “Nicholas … we’d like you to stand as our guarantor.”

Nick’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? It’s an arranged marriage. I’m not going to kill you if you cheat!”

“It’s symbolic, Nick,” said Rory. “House Luscian is a senior member of the Alliance. It would enhance the psychological impact to the others if you were part of the formal ritual.”

“I’m not a part of it!” shouted Nick, getting to his feet. “I think it’s the worst idea in the world.”

Lorcan scowled at Nick, his eyes red. “Did I object when you married Jeremy?”

Nick recoiled as if Lorcan had slapped him. “No.”

“Then why are you so angry?”

Nick opened his mouth to answer, then thought better of it and stalked out of the room.

Rory squeezed Lorcan’s shoulder. “He’ll come around.”

“He probably thought you would wait for him,” said Layla, taking a sip of her tea. She smiled at Rory’s and Lorcan’s identical expressions of guilt. “I thought so.”

Rory didn’t meet her gaze. “It doesn’t matter.”

“In fact, it does,” said Layla. She placed the teacup back on the delicate saucer in front of her. “If you do this, your relationship with Nicholas will change. You won’t be able to go back to what you were. Your mating will put constraints on any possible romance you might share with him in the future.”

Lorcan slumped in his seat. “The future will take care of itself. We have to worry about the present.”

Layla stood. “If you are committed to this, then Nick will accede to your wishes. He loves you both too much to do otherwise.” She gave them both a sad smile. “If you’re wise, though, you should give him some time before you ask him for another favor. A decade or two should suffice.”

Rory winced. “You think it will be that bad?”

“I think that however much you think you hurt him today, you are probably being conservative. It may be irrational, given the fact that he’s happily married himself, but he’ll probably be nursing his resentment toward you for quite some time.”


CHAPTER 7

April 2083; Cathedral of the Sky, Anchorpoint City, Colorado

Rory walked down the familiar corridor of the crypt until he came to the final alcove. He hesitated at the doorway. Hard to believe it’s been six months.

He stepped inside the small room and set his bundle down on the shelf to the left of the door. He picked up the broom that had been left for him and began to sweep away the dust that had collected since he had last been there. When the room had been cleaned and the altar was polished, he replaced the white rose that Lorcan had left back on the altar. The lacquered flower had been spelled to repel dust, so it remained as vibrant as ever. Rory knelt on the floor and reached into his jacket to withdraw a nearly identical lacquered red rose. He put it on the altar next to Lorcan’s.

Hello, Love, he thought. It’s been almost six months since I came here to talk to you and a year since you died. A lot has happened since then. I’ve been more active in the Court, promoting the Great Work, and I think we’ve been making progress. All our friends are doing well. I actually started going to mass again. Ruarc convinced me that it might be comforting. So far, I can’t say that he’s been wrong.

Rory realized he was fidgeting and stilled his hands. Sorry, I guess I’m stalling. You never let me get away with that when you were alive.

Take, I’m engaged to Ruarc. I know it was too soon, but there were reasons why I couldn’t wait. It’s a marriage of convenience, for political reasons, and our relationship isn’t physical, but honestly? He’s a good man, and I could see myself falling for him eventually. I always knew there would be someone in my heart after you, but I always thought it would be Nick, not him. Anyway, he agreed to my request to wait until I was ready, and the others accepted that so long as we declared our intentions publicly before the Court. He’s committed to seeing it through, for my sake. I wanted to make the same commitment to him, but he won’t let me. I think Ruarc wants me to hold out for Nick, as long as he can’t, but we’ve agreed not to talk about Nick as long as Jeremy is alive. He’s going to need us after that, if my reaction to losing you is any guide.

Rory meditated for another hour, then got to his feet. He looked at the dragon crest on its wooden stand and took a deep breath.

“Take, I love you. I will always love you. But you’d like Ruarc. He’s been good to me. So, we’re going to formalize our mating tomorrow, and I’ll see where it leads. I hope you understand and that you forgive me. You’ll never be far from my thoughts. I’ll be back when I can get away. ”

Rory glanced one more time at the crossed roses on the altar, one white, one red, then turned his back and walked away.
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RED AND WHITE


CHAPTER 8

April 2091; House Jiao-long Stronghold, San Francisco, California; Eight years later

“Are you listening to me?” asked Marcus.

Rory snapped out of his daydream. “Sorry, I was a million miles away.”

His Primogenitor smirked. “Somehow, I don’t think your thoughts went any farther than Ireland.”

Rory’s face heated. “Maybe.”

Marcus sighed. “You’re useless on your anniversary. You’d think that eight years in a marriage of convenience would pall after a while, but you actually seemed to have grown more attached to him over the years. One might think you were actually lovers.”

Rory said nothing. Marcus had been a trusted ally even before Rory had recruited him to House Jiao-long, so he was one of the few who knew the true nature of his relationship with Lorcan. “It’s been a long time, and he’s a good friend. Of course I’m fond of him.”

Marcus waved him away. “Go on, get out of here. I’ve been running your business interests well enough over the years that I can probably manage for one more month without your direct input.”

“Are you sure?”

Marcus made a dismissive motion with his left hand and swept the papers on the table into a neat pile with his right. “Shoo.”

Rory didn’t hesitate any longer and left the room toward the teleport gateway. He jumped directly to the House Diluthical stronghold in Belfast. Leaving the fortress behind, he jumped into the city proper and walked down the darkened street to the semi-deconsecrated church that ministered to the local vampire population, Nightwalker and Daywalker alike. Rory knocked on the door of the rectory, and one of the younger priests answered. “Is the Archbishop in? He’s expecting me.”

The priest let him inside and led him to a waiting room. After a few minutes bouncing off the walls, Rory was relieved when the door opened again and Padraic entered, carrying a rectangular wooden box. “Is it ready?”

The priest laughed. “Well, hello to you too, Sean.”

Rory reddened. “I’m sorry, I was just excited. How are you?”

“I am well. The ministry has been renewed for another five years. The fact that I have the Redeemer and the Imperator as parishioners kind of tipped the balance against my opponents in the diocese.”

Rory cracked a wide grin. “That’s wonderful. Thank you for making us welcome.”

“Could I have done otherwise, my son?” He smiled and handed over the box. “And I can tell you’re just trying to be polite, so here is your item. I hope it brings you some joy.”

Rory opened the box and gasped at the nineteenth century bronze bookmark within. Rory had discovered it while browsing the shops in the city, and Padraic had arranged for it to be restored and illuminated, with a miniature painting of the dragon from the House Jiao-long seal entwined with the Arcolin rune for “eternity” that formed the centerpoint of the crest of House Diluthical. At the top and bottom were Rory’s and Lorcan’s names, painted in precise Arcolin pictograms. He looked back at Padraic, his eyes bright. “Thank you. He’s going to love it.”

Padraic nodded, watching Rory intently. “Yes, I know how much store Ruarc sets by his books.” Then, seeming to come to some kind of internal resolution, he indicated a couple of chairs. “Do you have time to sit and chat for a while?”

Rory pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time. “Sure. Ruarc won’t be done with today’s assembly for at least another three or four hours.” He took a seat and slipped the bookmark case into his jacket pocket. “What’s up?”

Padraic settled into another chair. “We have been friends for quite some time, almost since your relationship with Ruarc began.”

“That’s true.”

“While I disapprove of political marriages on principle, I must admit that you seem pleased with your arrangement.”

Rory frowned slightly. “I am. Where is this going?”

“Do you regret your decision to enter into a formal mating?”

Rory’s frown deepened. “No, not at all. Why?”

“You were troubled when we first met, but since then you have been happy and at peace, more so every year that I have known you.”

“Is there a question in that, somewhere?”

“Is your relationship with Ruarc still based on friendship, or has it become something more?”

Rory froze where he sat, going inhumanly still. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Ruarc is your partner, your friend, and your mate. Is he your lover?”

Rory snarled, and his eyes went red. “That’s none of your business, Padraic!”

Padraic raised his hands placatingly. “I don’t mean physically. I want to know if you love him, in a romantic sense.”

Rory’s eyes faded back to green, and he stared at the priest for a long moment. “I … I haven’t thought about it.”

“I know you haven’t, which is why I asked. Perhaps you should think about it. Your answer may surprise you.”

April 2091; Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt

Lorcan dismissed the Assembly and made his way impatiently through the maze of corridors back to the House Diluthical Embassy. Inside, he walked to his office and checked the large box on his desk. He smiled when the saw the intricate porcelain chess pieces. Unpainted, of course. Rory loved to paint, and he was developing a talent for the fine detail work required for miniatures.

One of his Praetors knocked on the doorframe. “My lord, the Magister Daviroquir is here and wishes to speak to you.”

Lorcan began closing up the box. “Send him in.”

The Praetor left, and a few moments later William walked through the door. He knelt. “Master, my life is yours, I am your blade to wield.”

Lorcan continued to pack the last of the porcelain pieces away. “I accept your honor, to defend as if it were my own. What can I do for you, William?”

William stood. “My lord, I won’t keep you long. I know you’re eager to celebrate your anniversary. I merely wish to apologize.”

Lorcan stiffened, then closed the lid of the box and latched it before turning around. “I don’t recall anything recently that you need to apologize for.”

“It was not recent.” William straightened to his full height. “You told me once that you and the Redeemer were not lovers, and I refused to believe you. When you announced your mating, it merely reaffirmed my belief that you lied.”

“And now?” asked Lorcan in a soft voice.

“I have observed the two of you at length over the years. You were affectionate at times in the beginning, but there was never passion between you. Since then, I have noticed a rising tension when I have seen you together, a deepening of your relationship, like you were exploring those feelings for the first time. I think you were. I think my intransigence was typical of the reaction of the Daywalker community to the scandal, and you manufactured a relationship to appease us. Only now have I seen the love between you that should have been there in the beginning, and I apologize that I may have pressured you into a commitment too early.”

Lorcan turned away and ran his fingers over the darkly stained mahogany of the gift box. “William, you are never to speak of this again.”

William bowed. “As you wish, my lord.” He walked to the door.

“William.”

William paused in the process of turning the doorknob. “My lord?”

“Apology accepted.”

William froze for a moment, then gathered his thoughts. “Thank you, my lord.” He pulled the door open and walked out.

Lorcan braced his arms against the desk and breathed deeply to calm himself. William’s words thundered in his mind. “Only now have I seen the love between you…” He exhaled forcefully and shook himself. Then he picked up the wooden box and walked to the teleport gateway in the next room.

He jumped back to the House Diluthical stronghold in Belfast and made a short secondary jump to their quarters. Letting himself into the suite, he noticed there was no one else there. He set the box down on the dining table and checked the other rooms. “Sean?” Then he noticed the note on the back of the door.

Ruarc,

Change of plans. Meet me at my house in San Francisco.

Love,

Sean.

Lorcan was a little unsettled at the word “love,” so soon after William’s earlier pronouncement. But it was Rory’s turn this year to plan their anniversary celebration, so it was his privilege to be cryptic. He lifted the box again and walked back to the teleport gateway and interfaced with the Armistice teleport relay system, then jumped to the gateway in the house that had belonged to Rory and Takeshi, which Rory couldn’t bear to part with.

He arrived in the semi-darkened living room. Sean was here. His scent was fresh, and Lorcan could hear the single heartbeat in the house. He set the gift box on the coffee table and caught another scent. Roses. His vision sharpened as he drew more heavily on his vampire senses. A sprinkling of rose petals led from the teleport gateway into the front hallway, then up the central staircase. He followed the trail to the master bedroom, inhaling the heavy aroma as the flowers were crushed under his feet.

He pushed open the door and stared at the king-sized bed, the covers turned down, lit by fairy lights of pure magic that flitted about the room along currents of air.

“I thought maybe we’d stay in this year.”

Lorcan snapped his head to face Rory, eyes wide, questions about to explode from his lips, then he swallowed hard as they were all forgotten.

Rory smiled at him, his long red hair hanging loose over his shoulders, wearing a white silk gown, loosely belted in front.

Beautiful.

Lorcan found his voice. “Sean, what—”

“I love you.”

Lorcan was speechless again.

“It’s strange. I felt the substance of the words so many times, expressed them in so many ways, that it never occurred to me to say them out loud.” Rory stepped closer and ran his fingertips over Lorcan’s right eyebrow and down the side of his face, following the line of his cheekbones. “Do you love me, Ruarc?”

A single word came to his lips instantly, the only one he could have made himself speak out loud. “Yes.”

Rory’s smile was blinding in the shifting light. He leaned forward and kissed Lorcan hungrily. Lorcan responded immediately, reaching up to wrap his hand around the back of Rory’s head and pull him closer. Rory did the same, and in the back of his mind, Lorcan felt the smoothness of the Nightwalker’s soft leather half-gloves against his neck. Lorcan broke the kiss and took one step backward. “Wait.”

Rory stepped backward as well, his face showing his hurt and confusion. “What is it?”

Lorcan pointed at the black gloves. “Take those off.”

Rory blinked and stared at his hands in surprise. “Why?”

“You don’t need to hide what you are from me,” whispered Lorcan, leaning in for another kiss. He closed his eyes as he felt the movement of Rory stripping the gloves off, then opened his eyes and stepped back.

The room was starkly lit by the painful brightness of the Grace, casting every surface into sharp relief.

Rory met his gaze with uncertainty. “And what am I?”

Lorcan reached out and untied the belt of Rory’s robe and slipped it off Rory’s shoulders, so that it fell to the floor in a soft rustle. Lorcan ran his eyes over every inch of Rory’s naked body before raising his gaze back to the Nightwalker’s face. He smiled, his fangs showing, and let his eyes shift. “You’re mine.”

After that, there were no more words.


CHAPTER 9

July 2094; San Francisco, California; Three years later

Lorcan was reading a book bound in blue leather, held in his right hand, while he absently stroked Rory’s hair with his left. Rory dozed under his touch, his head in Lorcan’s lap.

Then a familiar voice spoke in their minds. “Rory. Ruarc. I need you to come to the main hospital at Anchorpoint, right now.”

Rory sat upright on the couch. “Jeremy? What’s wrong?”

“You have to take care of Nick. You’ll find him in the medical intensive care unit.”

Lorcan dropped his book on the coffee table as he climbed to his feet. “What happened to him?”

“To him?” The voice sounded amused. “Nothing.”

Rory frowned. “Then what … did something happen to you?”

“I’m dying.”

July 2094; Anchorpoint City, Colorado

Rory gently shook Nick’s shoulder. The Daywalker shuddered back to wakefulness, and his head snapped up to stare at Rory blearily. “Rory?” He caught the movement as Lorcan flipped a page in the virtual chart that hovered at the foot of the bed. Nick got unsteadily to his feet from the hard plastic chair where he’d fallen asleep. “What are you doing here?”

“Jeremy called us,” said Rory. He glanced at the still form on the bed, wired up to various machines, breathing through a ventilator. “What happened?”

“Pandemic influenza,” said Lorcan, closing the pages of physician notes. “I didn’t realize it had spread this far west.”

Jeremy’s voice answered in their minds. “A group of Sentinel refugees from India brought it into Sanctuary. We’re still in the process of setting up proper quarantine, so the disease spread throughout the city before we knew what was happening. I must have been exposed then, but it didn’t hit me until I came back here. It’s already too far advanced to do more than make me comfortable, but Nick insisted they do everything.”

Nick sat back in his chair and grabbed the Sentinel’s hand tightly. “Don’t talk, Jer. Save your strength.”

“For what? Did you think I didn’t see that conversation with the doctors in your mind? I don’t call a 3% chance of survival exactly good odds.”

“We’ve faced worse,” said Nick. “We’ll beat this.”

“Face facts. The virus is almost always fatal. I’m not young anymore, and I’m tired of fighting.”

“Don’t say that,” said Nick, running his fingers through the damp strands of Jeremy’s gray hair. “You have to fight. You can’t just give up.”

“Will you do something for me?”

“Anything.”

“Take care of Sanctuary for me. Make sure the community I built survives.”

“Jer—”

“Promise me.”

“I’ll take care of it. I promise.”

“Then there’s only one other thing I want. Swear to me that you’ll do it?”

“Of course. Whatever you want.” Tears of blood poured down Nick’s cheeks and dripped onto the blanket.

“I want you to let Rory and Ruarc help you.”

Nick’s eyes went wide with shock. “What?”

“Listen to me carefully, Nicholas. I am going to die. This is my time, and I’m ready. You will not ask Rory to turn me. You will not ask him to bring me back. What you WILL do is go stay with them until they think you’re ready to live on your own again, and you WILL heed their judgment on what you have to do to take care of yourself.”

Nick snarled, his eyes going red. “What am I, a two-year-old to be put in foster care?”

“You swore you would do what I asked. You’ve never lied to me, not once in fifty-four years. Don’t start now, when it matters the most.”

“Do you trust me that little?”

“I love you, Nick. Give me this much, so I can die with a clear conscience, knowing you won’t immediately follow after me.”

Nick struggled with his temper, but he managed to speak without raising his voice. “Fine. If that’s what you want.”

“That’s what I want.”

Nick got to his feet, shaking with fury. “Where the hell is that damn doctor?” He walked stiffly out of the room into the main unit.

The voice continued in Rory’s mind, bridging the gap to Lorcan’s as well, so they could all communicate. “Guys, I’m sorry you had to see that, but you have to understand what you’re up against.”

“Did you have to treat him like that?” asked Rory. “You could have left him with a little pride.”

“If he hates me, then he’ll move on faster.”

“Jesus, Jeremy,” murmured Lorcan. “Are you that cold-blooded?”

“I’ve been planning this moment for decades. He needs your support. He’ll forgive me for forcing it on him eventually, the same way he’ll forgive me for leaving. But it won’t be easy, and it won’t be soon.”

“You were certainly quick to volunteer us to take him in,” said Rory.

The voice sighed. “Guys, I know you care deeply for each other, but you care for him, too. Make it work. Make him remember that he loves you both, just as much he loves me. I can’t love him forever, but you can. Please. Don’t let me die and leave him all alone. I need to know that you’ll do this.”

Rory took Lorcan’s hand in his and brought it to his lips. “He won’t be alone, Jeremy.”

“Thank God.” The voice wavered. “Um, guys, can you get one of the doctors in here? I feel suddenly—”

The virtual screens above the life support machines turned red, all at once, and a piercing tone sounded loudly.

Rory sprinted to the door as they heard the sound of Jeremy’s heartbeat race. “Nick! Get back here!”

Nick reentered the room in a blur, pushing his vampire physiology to the limit. He grabbed Jeremy’s hand. “No, Leshir, please! Don’t go!”

Jeremy was too distracted to limit his focus, so they all heard his words as medical personnel pushed past them and started working. “Promise you’ll remember me?”

Nick stood perfectly still in the chaos, refusing to be moved from his spot, so the doctors worked around him. “I will never let you go,” he said, quite clearly to Rory’s hearing.

All three vampires heard when the irregular heartbeat stuttered to a stop.

Nick let go of Jeremy’s hand and backed away from the bed, not stopping until he came up hard against the inner glass wall that divided the room from the main unit. Rory and Lorcan took up positions on either side of him, and they watched until the doctors stepped back, and the instruments shut down, one by one. The shriek of the alarm cut off suddenly, and the entire scene was shockingly silent.

Then Nick dropped to his knees and wept.


CHAPTER 10

December 2104; House Luscian Stronghold, Sanctuary City, French Alps

Nick reviewed the latest immigration report. Since Jeremy had reorganized the refugee camp that Castle Night had become into a working community, there had been no shortage of work to keep the fourth Hidden City functional. They still received refugees every day, Nightwalkers and Sentinels trying to escape the war and enter the Armistice Zone. Armistice Security generally kept them cooling their heels in the Castle until they could be thoroughly investigated. Nick agreed with their caution. After all, their failure to be so meticulous in the past almost led to the destruction of Anchorpoint. For the sake of Sanctuary itself, however, Nick made a point of reviewing each application for admission and flagging those he thought might be persuaded to remain here and join the ranks of the city’s permanent residents.

He looked up at a soft knock to see Rory standing in door to his office. The Nightwalker looked at the stacks of papers and data tablets strewn on the desk. “Working late again?”

Nick sighed. “The city doesn’t run itself, you know. This is as much of a full-time job as being Archangel ever was.”

“You’ve recruited scores of lieutenants to House Luscian. Couldn’t they take some of the load?”

Nick stretched his neck and felt the joints pop. “They can manage the basic day to day management, but I still have to review their work and make sure they’re doing things the way I told them.”

“Have to, or want to?” asked Rory. He raised a hand as Nick bristled. “All I’m saying is that you’ve built a well-trained cadre of professionals. Maybe you should let them do their jobs.”

Nick scowled at him. “I’m not obsessed, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Then why did you bring it up?”

“I don’t work hard because I need to. I work hard because there’s a lot to be done, and I take pride in my accomplishments.”

“Of course,” said Rory, in a tone of voice that left little doubt that he disagreed. “If you don’t need to work, then why don’t you take a break? Come with us tonight.”

Nick stared at him blankly. “Are you going somewhere?”

Rory frowned. “Nick, what is today’s date?”

Nick opened his mouth, then glanced at his watch.

“It’s Christmas Eve, and you didn’t even know that, did you?”

Nick reddened. “I just lost track, that’s all.” He looked down at the piles of documents and data on his desk. “Maybe a break would be good.” Then he glanced up at Rory, his expression fierce. “That doesn’t mean I plan to spend it in church.”

Rory shrugged. “Suit yourself. If you change your mind—”

“You left the address on the dining table, same as you do every year.”

“And you’ll spend the night alone, flipping through photo albums, same as you do every year.”

Nick said nothing, just glared.

Rory turned and walked away back toward the stairs leading to the courtyard and the main teleport gateway.

Same as he did every year.

December 2104, San Francisco, California

Nick chewed on a piece of steak as he flipped through photo albums of happier times. I’ll say this for Ruarc, the man can cook. Jeremy was all thumbs in the kitchen. His chest constricted at the thought of Jeremy, but he was used to it by now, and he knew it would pass.

He glanced at the clock. 4pm. Midnight in Belfast. Merry Christmas, guys. He didn’t begrudge them their alone time. They were caught in an impossible situation just as he was. He didn’t know why they didn’t just give up and let him go.

He felt restless and put the album down to stretch his legs. He wandered aimlessly through Rory and Lorcan’s house, finally coming to a halt before a framed image of the original Triumvirate: Rory, Takeshi, and Layla. Takeshi and Rory had resigned to spend more time together in Takeshi’s twilight years, and Layla had stepped into Nick’s shoes as Archangel when he had retired to rule Sanctuary. We had so much hope then. When did I lose that?

The familiar surroundings felt suddenly oppressive. Maybe I do need a change. He looked around the walls, and his gaze settled on a picture of him and his brother Toby, standing next to Rafael Tervilant, the captain of Nick’s ship, the Starlight.

Except he was Rafael Primogenitor Curallorn, now. Another man with a high pressure job. It’s been a long time since I went to see Raf. Maybe he’d be interested in drinks?

On impulse, Nick grabbed his jacket out of the closet and pulled a bottle of Tiamat from storage. He stepped to the teleport gateway. His AI gave him the coordinates he asked for, and he jumped to the House Curallorn Stronghold beneath the pre-Columbian mound city of Cahokia in central Illinois.

He made his way down into the complex, to the administrative levels and Rafael’s office. Sticking his head in, he saw Rafael working through a mound of work similar to what had been on his own desk. “Hey, Raf.”

Rafael looked up sharply, then sat back in his chair as he studied Nick. “Hello, Nicholas. It’s been a long time.”

“Working hard?”

Rafael shrugged. “Always.”

“I know the feeling. Care to knock off early and get a drink?” He raised the bottle in his hand.

Rafael considered the offer. “Sure, why not?” He glanced at the clock. “It’s still another couple of hours to sunset here. Do you have a preference for someplace dark?”

“Rory and Ruarc are in Belfast tonight. Maybe we could hook up with them later. There can’t be much to do there on Christmas Eve.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

The two of them jumped to Belfast and wandered the streets until they came to a park. They dusted the snow off one of the benches and had a seat, taking turns at sipping from the bottle.

The conversation wandered from topic to topic until they came around to Rory and Lorcan. “They don’t seem to get that I have a demanding job,” Nick said. “Just because I always put in long hours doesn’t mean I’m doing anything wrong.” He looked at Rafael, who took another swig from the bottle. “You have a job like that. You must understand where I’m coming from.”

Rafael handed the bottle back. “Sadly, I do. But not the way you think.”

Nick paused in the act of drinking. He looked back at Rafael, who stared at the stars. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning I don’t work long hours for the sake of my job. I work that much to forget the pain of losing your brother.”

Nick put the bottle carefully down on the ground. “Raf, I know you and Toby were good friends, but—”

“I loved him.”

Nick looked at the man he had called a friend for almost sixty years and suddenly saw a stranger. “You and Toby?”

Rafael dropped his gaze from the sky and met Nick’s incredulous stare. “I wanted him so much, but he only wanted her. So I never told him. You remember how that feels.”

Nick swallowed, remembering his best friend and dyad brother, Scott. His grandson sent me a Christmas card last year. “Does Layla know?”

“It was the reason she invited me to join her House, so I could watch over their son.”

Nick didn’t want to think about his nephew, Antonio, traveling the stars for the Spacer Guild. When did I lose touch with everything mortal?

“Raf, why didn’t you ever tell me any of this before?”

“Because it didn’t matter. Toby was gone. Antonio was out of reach. Everything I loved was lost to me. So I worked hard and tried to outrun the memories.” Rafael gave him a grim smile. “Just like you.”

“I’m not running from anything,” Nick said. Even to his own ears, it sounded feeble.

“Sanctuary is all you have left of him, and you bury yourself in it so you don’t have to feel the loss. Believe me, Nicholas, I do understand.”

Nick got to his feet and glared down at his old friend. “He asked me to take care of Sanctuary!”

“Did you always do everything he asked?”

“Yes!”

“He asked you to let Rory and Ruarc help you. Did you do that as well? Or did you just tolerate their friendship for appearances sake?”

Nick shivered, though he was immune to the cold. “I can’t be what they want me to be.”

“How do you know what they want?”

“They want me to love them!” shouted Nick. “How can I ever give them that?”

For the first time, Rafael looked shocked. “Did they say that?”

Nick rubbed at his eyes. “No, of course not.”

“Then is it what they want that you’re running from, or is it what you want?”

“I can’t … I can’t want them.” Nick collapsed back onto the bench. He felt like he couldn’t breathe. “I can’t betray Jeremy like that.”

“Nick … forgive me for saying so, but Jeremy handed you over to Rory and Ruarc like a slab of beef. Are you sure it would be a betrayal?”

“Of course, it would. He wanted them to help me thorough my grief, not seduce me!”

“Are you certain?”

Nick turned his head to stare at Rafael. “What do you mean?”

“The Jeremy I knew was a practical man. Are you sure you know what kind of help he wanted you to accept?”

Nick stood from the bench. “Keep the bottle.” Then he walked away. For a while he wandered aimlessly, then he took a deep breath and asked his AI for directions to the address that he had read on Rory’s note every Christmas for the last ten years.

* * *

It was a relatively small church to have such an unusual congregation. Nick pushed the door open and stepped inside. Immediately, he felt the tingle of holy ground but only on the right side of the doors. The left side of the church remained free of spiritual power. He walked to the left side and scanned the pews for Rory and Lorcan, finally finding them seated together near the front, Lorcan’s arm over Rory’s shoulders. He watched them from the back of the church throughout the rest of the service, ignoring the words of the priest and the singing of the choir. Then the deacon dismissed the worshippers and they all stood to leave. Rory and Ruarc remained seated as the others filed slowly out of the church. Finally, when the crowd had thinned out, the two of them stood and walked down the aisle toward the rectory. Rory was talking as they walked, and he turned to face Lorcan a step behind him as he raised his hand to knock at the door.

That’s when Rory saw him.

In that single moment, while Nick watched him with his senses fully open, Rory’s shields slipped in surprise, just for a moment, and Nick saw the emotion that blossomed in his mind before his shields reasserted themselves.

Hope.

Lorcan turned around to see what Rory was staring at and caught sight of Nick as well. The elated smile that creased his face seemed to burn through Nick, and the church seemed suddenly sweltering. He didn’t move, just broke into a sweat as they walked back to where he was standing.

Lorcan reached him first and swept him up in a bear hug. “You came!”

Rory smiled as he joined them. “We’ve been trying to get you to dump the desk for ten years! What made you decide to come out with us finally?”

Nick faced Lorcan. “Do you remember what you said to me in the double bridge?”

Lorcan’s expression grew suddenly guarded, and Rory stopped smiling.

Lorcan answered cautiously. “I said a lot of things that day.”

“You made me a promise,” said Nick, his voice barely above audible to human ears. To the three vampires, however, his words were clear.

Lorcan swallowed. “If your heart thaws, I will be waiting.”

Nick met his gaze. “Someday, I might come for you.”

Rory took a deep breath and let it out. “What are you saying, Nicholas?”

Nick turned to him. “If I ask you a question, will you answer honestly? Please?”

Rory glanced once at Lorcan, then nodded. “I will, if that’s what you want.”

“Why did Jeremy give me to you?”

Instead of answering, Rory extended a tendril of thought toward him. Nick linked to it, finding that Rory had already opened a similar link to Lorcan.

Then Rory reached into his memory and drew out Jeremy’s voice. “Make him remember that he loves you both, just as much he loves me. I can’t love him forever, but you can. Please. Don’t let me die and leave him all alone.”

Nick stood there frozen, not even realizing he was crying until Lorcan wiped his tears away with his thumb. Finally, Nick reached out along the link to both of them. “I haven’t forgotten.”

Out loud, he said what was in his heart. “Let’s go home.”


CHAPTER 11

April 2108, Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt

“This is outrageous!” said Javier Magister Tervilant from the Challenger’s Lectern. “My lord Imperator, how can you even think of perverting a formal mating in this matter?”

Lorcan stood from his place at the high table. “Prince Javier, it’s my mating to pervert, and Prince Sean never declared me his Leshir. He is perfectly within his rights to bestow his favors elsewhere.”

Javier glared at Rory and Nick, standing together at the Champion’s lectern. “The three of you are making a mockery of one of our most cherished institutions. Formal matings are always monogamous. It cannot be otherwise.”

Nick laughed. “Prince Javier, not even the humans buy that argument anymore. And besides, we’re only making official what has been fact for years now.”

“And yet you expect us to sanction this union!”

Rory reached out and took Nick’s hand. The Daywalker met his gaze and smiled. Rory turned to face Javier’s livid face. “We don’t expect anything. Honestly, we don’t care if you approve or not. But there are protocols to observe in an alliance between Houses at our rank, so we are doing you the honor of bearing witness. No more, and no less.”

“But—”

“Enough,” said Lorcan, with a hard edge to his voice. “Further debate serves no purpose, and we have indulged your prejudices beyond the realm of courtesy. Return to your seat, Prince Javier.”

Javier turned away from the Challenger’s lectern and stormed out of the Council Chamber. Several of the other assembled Magisters followed after him.

Lorcan stepped forward into the center of the combat circle. Nick and Rory joined him.

Lorcan faced Rory. “Sean Magister Jiao-long, will you guard my heart until the sunrise claims me?”

“I accept your heart, to defend against all enemies, until the sunrise claims me.” Rory turned to Nick. “Nicholas Magister Luscian, will you guard my heart until the sunrise claims me?”

“I accept your heart, to defend against all enemies, until the sunrise claims me.” Finally, Nick turned to Lorcan. “Ruarc Magister Diluthical, will you guard my heart until the sunrise claims me?”

“I accept your heart, to defend against all enemies, until the sunrise claims me.” Lorcan wrapped Nick and Rory in his arms. “I will never let you go. Either of you.”

The three of them stood there, arm in arm, lost in each other, completely oblivious to the sound raining down on them from the stands above.

Applause.


PART II:  OBJECTS IN MOTION


CHAPTER 12

August 2139; the Citadel, Lunar Farside; Thirty-one years later

Rory relaxed in the afterglow as Nick fell asleep in his arms. He lived for these brief, blissful moments of absolute contentment. Reaching up and running his fingers through his lover’s blond hair, he watched the tension in the Daywalker’s body ease at the familiar touch.

Rory smiled. No nightmares tonight. After so many years, he’d developed a sense about Nick’s sleeping patterns. He inhaled the scent of sweat and sex as he leaned closer, opening his senses wide, and resisted the urge to bite, if only to keep Nick from waking. Then he caught another psychic trace on the periphery of his awareness. Reaching out with his senses, he found what he was looking for, but still it surprised him.

Unwrapping himself from Nick, he slipped out of bed, drawing the covers up over the other vampire. He pulled back his long, red hair and grabbed his robe from the hook in the closet. Tying it closed on his way out of the bedroom, he followed the sensory trace he had detected down the hall into the study. As expected, he found another man typing quietly at the virtual keyboard of the computer terminal. “Ruarc.”

Lorcan jumped at the interruption, then tilted his head in acknowledgement as he leaned back in his chair. “Sean. I hope I didn’t disturb you two.”

Rory sat down in the leather chair next to him. “Of course not. I just didn’t expect to find you here. I thought you were planning to be in Alexandria overnight.” He glanced at the virtual screen, seeing the rune and serpent symbol of the Court of Shadows in the background. “Everything all right?”

“The Assembly didn’t run as late as I expected. The Magisters of a couple of the Greater Houses wanted to duel over a piece of land in Australia that held some significant mineral reserves. I talked them out of it.”

Rory raised an eyebrow. “How did you manage that?”

Lorcan grinned. “I took it away from both of them and declared it House Diluthical territory. Then I said they could both have free access to its resources for up to one year, but only if they kept their mouths shut the entire time. The first one of them that spoke to me would forfeit any opportunity to use the land to his own advantage.”

Rory chuckled. “So you trumped bloodlust with greed. Clever.”

Lorcan shrugged. “I learned from the best.” He smiled. “I wouldn’t have been half as successful as Imperator if Layla hadn’t taken me under her wing. I think it amuses her to believe that she’s got her claws firmly in Court politics as well as Armistice. If you hadn’t left it up to her to run the entire North American sector of the Armistice Zone, I’ll bet she’d already be angling for my job.”

“You’re probably right,” said Rory with a sad smile. “She needed something to distract her after Toby died. It was a small gesture, but it gave her the votes she needed to take over as Archangel after Nick and I retired.”

Lorcan’s expression grew somber. “That was a bad time. He was so young. It was unfair that he should be the first of us to fall.”

“I don’t think Nick ever forgave me for not bringing him back,” whispered Rory, not meeting Lorcan’s eyes.

Lorcan sighed. “Sentinels get only one lifetime. He found immortality in other ways.”

“True enough,” answered Rory. He glanced at the pictures on the wall of the study. “Have you heard from Antonio recently?”

“Yes,” said Lorcan, turning to look as well. “From his letters, I get the impression that life in the Centauri colonies really appeals to him when he’s not in transit between star systems. Still, he’ll be back on Earth in a few years. It will be pleasant to speak to him again in person.”

Rory leaned forward and gently squeezed Lorcan’s shoulder. “How long have you been home?”

Lorcan turned back to face him, unable to conceal a quick flash of guilt. “About an hour.” He looked up to meet Rory’s steady gaze. “The two of you were already pretty busy by then, and I didn’t want to disrupt your evening. I was just going to sleep in the guest room.”

Rory looked past Lorcan at the portrait he had painted from Nick’s memories of the laughing, young Irishman who had been Lorcan’s former lover, a gift for the Daywalker’s six-hundredth birthday. “Ruarc, you never have to do that. It’s your bed, too. We would have been happy for you to join us.”

Lorcan’s face grew sad. “I appreciate that, but as much as I love sharing him with you, I know you treasure the moments you have him all to yourself.”

Rory leaned forward and kissed Lorcan on the lips, sliding his arms around the Daywalker’s neck as he extended a tendril of thought to his other lover. “When are you going to accept that Nick isn’t the only one who misses you when you’re not there?”

Lorcan wrapped his arms loosely around Rory’s back. “We were just supposed to be partners for Nick’s sake,” he thought. “I never planned for us to be anything more.”

Rory broke the kiss and laid his head down on Lorcan’s shoulder. “It’s been almost sixty years,” he said. “You’re as much a part of my heart as Nick is.”

Lorcan sighed in contentment, and Rory felt him relax. “I know. It scares me sometimes, how much I love you both.”

Rory nipped Lorcan’s neck lightly with his fangs. “Then stop acting like Nick and I deserve special treatment. He’s your mate, Ruarc, and so am I.” He stood up, pulling free from Lorcan’s arms, and held his hand out to the Daywalker. “Now come to bed. You know how he gets when he wakes up and you’re not there.”

Lorcan took his hand and smiled as he got to his feet. “We can’t have that, now.”

“Go ahead and get comfortable. I’ll join you in a minute.”

Lorcan nodded and walked into the hallway, slipping his suit jacket off his shoulders.

Rory looked at the pictures on the wall again, finding a portrait of Nick’s mortal family taken before Toby’s wedding. He subvocalized to his AI. “He’s right, you know. It will be nice to be able to talk to Antonio in the flesh. I know Layla has been looking forward to seeing him again for years.”

“So have I,” answered Revenant in his ears.

“It’s been a century. Have you given any thought to my suggestion?”

“I can’t tell them, Rory. I just can’t.”

Rory sighed. “I think you’re taking honor too far. Just because you promised to keep your existence a secret—”

“It’s not that,” said Revenant.

Rory cocked his head as he regarded the image of Toby and Layla, arm in arm. “What then? You know how much it would mean to Nick and Layla to be able to talk to you again, not to mention Antonio.”

“That’s just it, Rory. I am not Tobias Jameson. He’s dead. I was created to be a shadow of what he was, and I’ve had a long time to become my own person. I can’t offer them false hope by telling him that he survived. I made that decision as soon as the Nexus created me, and I won’t change my mind now.”

Rory took a deep breath and let it out. “All right. We’ll play it your way, but when they finally find out, they’re going to be pissed.”

“They won’t find out.”

Rory snorted. “Nothing stays secret forever. You should know that by now.”

“There’s no one left alive beside you and the Nexus who knows where I came from. I want to keep it that way.”

Lorcan moaned loudly from the next room. I guess sleep is overrated.

The AI laughed. “It sounds like you’re missing the party. You’d better get in there and take care of business.”

“Very funny,” said Rory. “This isn’t over, Revenant.” Then he walked out of the study, back toward the bedroom.

“Nothing ever is,” answered the AI.


CHAPTER 13

September 2141; Jumpvessel Singularity, interstellar void; two years later

Antonio Jameson stretched out in bed and looked at the window, watching the stars that were still visible through the coruscating glow of recursion drive. He was fit without being muscular, the bronze of his skin highlighting his shoulder-length, white hair. At ninety-nine years old, he looked like he was in his mid-twenties. His aging had slowed to a crawl since he reached physical maturity, gaining only a year over the course of each decade. Which was a plus, given the nine years of travel time between Chiron colony and the Solar system.

I don’t know how the Sentinels and humans can stand to emigrate either way, given their brief lifetimes. Armistice scientists were still working on the technology to put the mortal colonists in stasis for the length of the trip, but so far, the power demands of maintaining a temporal ward on top of environment and propulsion for that length of time remained prohibitive.

In the meantime, Antonio was the leader of a miniature city in flight, completely self-sufficient, and home to over thirty thousand inhabitants. During the flight, the entire population operated as members of the crew, and they all answered to him: human, Sentinel and Daywalker alike. There were no Nightwalkers, of course. The Children of Darkness were always denied passage out of the Solar system, in order to facilitate the Great Work.

Besides, it would have been too much of a burden on their fragile ecosystem to maintain a supply of bloodwine to feed them. It’s hard enough to keep up the rations for the Daywalkers, and they need to feed only once a month.

His own physical need for blood was even more limited, being more recreational than required, so he restricted himself to a small bottle on special occasions. He was a bit of a lightweight, though, and the indulgence always gave him a hangover the next day. Today was no exception.

He climbed out of bed and stumbled to the small washroom. He dug some painkillers out of the medicine cabinet and swallowed them dry. Then he splashed some water on his face and checked the virtual clock hovering to the side of the mirror. Ten minutes. He considered shaving but decided not to bother. They probably won’t even notice.

It was a juggling act to keep all the elements balanced, allowing the community to function smoothly, but Antonio found it immensely satisfying. He always felt a letdown whenever he reached the terminus of one of his journeys and the passengers dispersed to their final destinations. Many of them kept in touch afterward, however, allowing him to maintain that sense of connection to the miniature societies he had fostered.

This had been a good trip. Everything had run like clockwork for the last eight years. The surprises had been mostly pleasant ones, such as the Child of Starlight that had been born to one of the shipboard unions that inevitably sprung up in transit. There were still only a few dozen of his race in existence, and Antonio had made a point of meeting them all personally as their informal patriarch. Given the travel schedule he kept, he had never been there for the early years of one of his people’s lives, and this was a rare opportunity to experience his childhood again from another perspective. On top of that, it meant that there was another Fourth Order telepath on this voyage to keep him company.

On a whim, he extended his senses and touched the mind of his six-year-old godson and found him playing with a toy spaceship in the aeroponics bay on deck seventeen. It was refreshing to see the boy acting his age. Most of the Children of Starlight reached intellectual and emotional maturity at an accelerated rate far in advance of their physical development. “Good morning, Brad.”

The other telepath looked up and smiled. “Morning, Captain. Enjoying your day off?”

“I’m still trying to decide how to spend it.”

“Well, do something fun! You’re always working so hard. It’s a wonder your hair doesn’t turn white.”

“Very funny. I could say the same thing to you, but I happen to know you never do any work, and your hair’s as white as mine.”

The Harbinger child laughed. “Hey, it’s Tenth-day. I don’t have to be in school. Want to go for a run?”

Antonio walked back into his bedroom and glanced at the virtual screen of the clock on his desk. It projected the time and date in both Solar and Centauri time, though they kept to the ten-day Centauri week on board ship. “I can’t right now, buddy. I’m expecting a call in a few minutes, and I can’t miss it.”

“Okay. Happy birthday, Tony.” The younger telepath broke the connection.

Antonio looked at the clock again and sighed. Then he walked to the dresser and pulled a threadbare tunic out of a drawer, colored Daywalker white with the collar dyed Spacer green. It had accompanied him on his last trip and was one of his favorites. He put it on over his sleeping pants, just as a soft tone sounded in his cabin. “Incoming personal message from the Citadel, Antonio,” said his AI. “Shall I put it through to your office?”

Antonio stepped to his desk and dropped into a chair. “Here will be great, Pathfinder. Thanks.”

“Stand by.”

The room glowed white as the immersive virtual environment engaged, and then he was sitting on a stone bench in the carefully maintained forest setting of the Citadel Arboretum. Two figures stood waiting for him in the dappled, artificial sunlight that filtered through the trees: an African woman in a long, white dress and a blond man dressed in a dark-blue suit. They both carried themselves with confidence, comfortable in their authority. “Evening, Mother. Uncle Nicholas. How are you today?”

Nick snorted at the sight of Antonio’s casual dress and tousled hair. “Tony, you look like you just got out of bed.”

“That’s very perceptive of you, Uncle.” Antonio gave them an exaggerated yawn.

Layla smiled in amusement. “I trust you don’t wander the decks like that.”

Antonio grinned. “Don’t worry, Mother. I always comport myself with proper dignity and decorum among the crew. Unless I’ve been drinking. Then all bets are off.”

Nick laughed aloud. “It’s good to see you again, Tony.”

Antonio’s mood sobered, a note of seriousness threading into his voice. “It’s good to see you, too. If it didn’t require so much power to maintain a real-time videolink at this distance, maybe we could do this more often.”

Layla sat beside him on the bench. “It’s your calling, son. We understand the limitations of your ship’s systems. Thank you for taking the time to write every month. And we’ll be able to see you in person next year.”

Nick nodded. “Any idea how long you’ll be staying this time?”

“At least four months for refit of critical systems, and then I’ll have to interview new key crew members once the upgraded systems are in place.” Antonio hesitated. “I’ll be there for your anniversaries.”

Nick squeezed Layla’s shoulder. “Thank you, Antonio,” he said softly. “We both appreciate that.”

The three of them were silent for a time, lost in their memories.

“Almost a century,” she said eventually. “I still miss him.”

“Both of them,” said Nick. He sighed. “At least I had a lifetime with Jeremy.”

Layla turned her head to look into the shifting hues of her son’s eyes. “There is much of Tobias in you, Antonio. You have the same sincerity, the same honest joy in living. I wish we could spend more time together. It makes the world seem less empty when I hear your voice.”

Antonio swallowed nervously, as he reached up to stroke the filigreed, gold cross at his throat. “Mother, we’ve been through this.”

She looked away. “I know, and I apologize. I would never ask you to sacrifice your dreams for the sake of mine. That would only serve to hurt both of us. It doesn’t stop me from missing you during your flights, however.”

“I’ll call you as soon as I make it dirtside, Mother. I promise. I’ll need to bring the ship to Hephaestus Station to offload passengers before the refit. We can meet then.”

“We look forward to it,” Nick said. He glanced at the antique, mechanical watch on his wrist. “We’re going to have to cut this short, Tony.”

Antonio blinked. “What? We still have another couple of minutes before the comm array needs to power down.”

Layla stood from the bench. “It was lovely to speak to you again, son. We just wanted to make a little time for a friend.”

Nick and Layla walked away as Antonio watched in confusion.

“Hello, Tony.”

Antonio jerked his head to the side, his eyes shifting color to a vivid blue as he saw the other speaker, a tall man with Spanish features, dressed in a green flight suit. He looked like he had just walked out of the cockpit and, all things considered, he probably had. “Raf!”

Rafael smiled as he stepped off the teleport gateway. “It’s been a long time since we were able to talk face-to-face. Your mother has been pleased with my service—it seems, to yield to me the last minute of her time.”

Antonio stood and walked closer. “It’s good to see you again.” He grinned widely. “What have you been up to?”

Rafael shrugged. “The usual. My duties as Primogenitor Curallorn keep me busy. What little free time I have is taken up with teaching. There are always new cadets at the Academy who couldn’t get a feel for flying if they jumped off one of the towers. The other instructors like to send me their problem students. I always enjoy a challenge.”

“Like with me?” Antonio laughed. “I remember the first time you let me take the controls of the Starlight, after I was promoted to Third-Stage Cadet. Ten minutes and you declared you would have to start all over again just to break my bad habits.”

Rafael grinned. “You had the science down, Tony. I just had to teach you the art.”

“So…” said Antonio, staring at his mentor speculatively. “Still single?”

Rafael groaned. “Oh no, don’t start this again. You can’t seriously try to fix me up from half a light year away.”

Antonio looked at him with a sly expression. “Well, no. But there’s this Lieutenant down in Life Support who’s just dying to meet you.”

Rafael rolled his eyes. “Tony, your little matchmaker project was amusing when you were a teenager, but you’re almost a hundred years old now. When are you going to give up?” He scowled in mock annoyance. “How would you like it if I started in on your love life?”

Antonio gulped. “What?”

Rafael smiled, showing his fangs. “You’re obviously still a bachelor, if you’re able to take an interstellar call while wearing pajamas and a ratty old shirt.” He looked over Antonio’s clothes critically. “A shirt that I gave you the last time you were here, incidentally, almost twenty years ago.”

Antonio stared at him indignantly. “Hey, I like this shirt. It’s comfortable.”

“If you had a woman in your life, she’d already have burned it.” Rafael grinned. “And a man would have stolen it from you.”

Antonio was about to say something scathing in reply when he heard the musical chime in his quarters. “Um…Raf, the comm array is about to shut down to prevent it from overheating. I’ve got to sign off now.”

Rafael sighed. “I know. It was great to see you again, Antonio. I look forward to your arrival.”

“Goodbye, Rafael.” The world went white again for a moment as the virtual environment terminated, leaving Antonio standing alone in his quarters. He sat again in his chair and looked down at his clothes. “I like this shirt,” he muttered to himself. Then he looked out the window again. “Pathfinder, what’s our estimated time of arrival at Arcadia Colony?”

“At present speed, we will arrive at Arcadia in eleven months, three days, ten hours.”

Antonio slumped in his chair. “See if you can find Bradley Ellestan. Tell him I’m ready for that run now.” He stared out the window for a time, then regretfully got out of his chair and changed into a t-shirt and sweatpants.

“Junior Crewman Ellestan informs me that he will be waiting for you on the Engineering deck,” said the AI.

Antonio left his quarters for the core elevator. The vessel was laid out in a cylinder—circular decks stacked along the long axis of the ship, with the bridge at the top and the living quarters at the base. The upper floors were dedicated to ship’s services and manufacturing, but the Engineering deck in the center was one of the few that had entry points to the maintenance tunnels that ran the length of the ship. Those corridors housed the mechanism of the conventional gravity drive, which would be activated only when the ship entered a planetary system, so they were largely deserted while the ship was under inertialess flight. But given that their internal gravity was adjusted perpendicular to the rest of the decks, they remained the longest horizontal spaces anywhere on the ship.

Antonio had taken to running the circumference of the vessel about three times a week, especially when he needed to relax and clear his mind. Brad had been delighted when he discovered that aspect of Antonio’s exercise routine and made a point of tagging along every weekend. Antonio had been resistant to the intrusion at first, but eventually he found that he enjoyed the company.

Rafael had been right. There wasn’t really anyone special in his life at the moment, though there had been a Daywalker he’d been sweet on at Chiron Colony on the last break between trips. He’d gone so far as to ask her to come with him this time, but she had declined to uproot her life for a two-decade round trip in an enclosed environment. He didn’t blame her. It took a unique level of commitment to travel the void, and most people just weren’t up for it.

He exited the elevator at the Engineering deck and found his godson stretching out in the open area next to the radial corridor that led to the outer hull. The boy looked up as Antonio approached and smiled widely, his eyes shifting to a cool blue. “Ready to eat my dust, Captain?”

Antonio grinned at the blatant challenge, his dark mood lifting as his competitive streak emerged. “Winner buys breakfast?”

The six-year-old gulped, and Antonio watched him mentally tally his finances. Then Brad shot to his feet in spite of his misgivings, appearing supremely confident of victory. “You’re on.”

Antonio set a gentle pace as they jogged down the radial corridor to the access point. Then, once they entered the empty maintenance tunnel, he poured on a burst of speed. He might not be able to run as fast as a pure vampire or an Earth Sentinel, but he was close. Behind him, he heard his godson cursing up a storm before quickly closing the gap. Even given his tender years, Bradley Ellestan was a speed demon, and Antonio knew he would have to push himself to stay ahead.

They ran neck and neck all the way up to Deck Two below the bridge, then down the twisted ramp that brought them back in line with the gravitic axis of the rest of the ship. They sprinted through the radial corridor around the morning pedestrians to the maintenance tunnel on the opposite side. Then Antonio stumbled in shock as Bradley leapt over him, the Harbinger child twisting in the air as he crossed the gravity interface, landing lightly on his feet in the maintenance corridor. The boy flashed his fangs at Antonio, eyes red, then blurred down the maintenance tunnel toward the lower decks.

Shaking off his surprise, Antonio gave chase but never really made up the distance before they completed their circuit of the ship. Back at the Engineering deck, he collapsed against the wall next to the core elevator and tried to catch his breath. Two steps away, his godson sat with his head down, gulping air. “Are you all right, Bradley?”

“Yeah.” Brad raised his head and took a deep breath. “I don’t think I could keep down breakfast, though, so we’ll have to do that some other time.”

Antonio laughed weakly. “My treat.”

Brad smiled at him, still looking a little green. “And that makes it worth it.”

Antonio relaxed against the wall, ignoring the amused looks of the other crewmembers as they exited the core elevator. “Enjoy your victory, little man. Next time, you’re buying.”

Brad’s smile slipped, and he tentatively grasped Antonio’s arm. “I didn’t mean the bet,” he said, his expression serious. “It was worth it to hear you laugh. You’re always so depressed after you talk to your folks.”

Antonio stared at him in shock and then pulled his arm away. “I don’t know what—”

The younger telepath extended a tendril of thought to speak to him privately. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, Tony. But we all know when you’ve called home, and we know to stay out of your way afterward.”

Antonio frowned in confusion. “What does that mean?”

“You come down hard on everyone, you find fault with everything, and you’re never happy until you’ve made someone else’s life miserable.” The boy dropped his gaze. “I thought it was going to be my turn this time.”

Antonio was appalled. “Bradley, I would never do anything to hurt you. You have to know that.”

Brad shook his head sadly. “You wouldn’t mean to, but I heard you yelling at my mom last year. You called her a soulless bloodsucker.”

Antonio flushed as he remembered. It was a grievous insult to denigrate the Grace to a Daywalker, and Brad’s father had been heartbeats away from punching him out before Antonio had apologized. “I didn’t know you were there.”

“I hid.”

Antonio felt his cheeks burn with shame. “I thought your parents wouldn’t let me near you for a week afterward because they were angry, but you didn’t want to see me either, did you?”

Brad didn’t reply, but his eyes shifted to a deep purple, mutely expressing his anger.

Antonio sighed and looked away, unable to face the accusation in the boy’s stare. “My family thinks I’m a failure.” He felt Brad’s surprise over their telepathic connection but didn’t look back. “They wanted me to fulfill the destiny the White Wind picked out, to lead the Children of Starlight. They interpreted it to mean that I had to be groomed to be Archangel one day, and they drilled me unmercifully in diplomacy and protocol. Every decision had to weighed and judged for its political implications. My father was the first Speaker for the Word, even before AI emancipation, and they expected me to live out the life they thought he should have had. But I never knew him. I only had a vague memory of touching his mind a few times. My whole adolescence, I tried to live up to their expectations and be what they wanted. Eventually, I just had to get away.

“My uncle was the Archangel and my mother was the Speaker for the Dawn. The Spacer Guild was the only shelter from their authority in the Armistice, and I begged my friend Rafael to sponsor me in secret for admission. When I got in, they didn’t want to let me go. The only ones who stood up for me were Raf and Uncle Jeremy. I still don’t know how they convinced the rest of the family to back off and let me enroll in the Academy. Uncle Nick came to my graduation ceremony, but he barely said six words to me afterward. I didn’t speak to my mother in person for eight more years, until I made Captain and chose the Singularity as my permanent berth. I think that’s when it finally sunk in that I wasn’t going to back down.”

Bradley reached out and lifted Antonio’s left sleeve to expose the blue and red-gold phoenix tattoo on the elder Harbinger’s shoulder. “Suddenly, this image makes a lot more sense.”

“It took us a long time to get over our pride and try to be a family again, but every time I talk to them I see only the disappointment in their eyes. I…I didn’t realize I was taking it out on the rest of you. I’m sorry.”

Brad squeezed his shoulder gently. “Apology accepted.”

Antonio turned back to face the younger telepath. “I wonder if the galley AI could dig up a recipe for ice cream. Uncle Jeremy once said it always cheered him up after confessing his sins.”

Brad frowned in confusion. “What’s ‘ice cream’?”

Antonio smirked. “Trust me, you’ll love it.”


[image: ]

THE RACE


CHAPTER 14

April 2142; Sanctuary, French Alps; seven months later

Nick listened with half his mind as Layla was speaking, looking down from the High Tower at the open market that filled the courtyard, brightly lit by globes of mystical fire. Not much had changed physically since the day he and Rory had watched, from this same vantage, the great bonfires that had consumed the remains of the House Luscian soldiers after the Burning. Over the last century, however, the role of the fortress had changed radically. It was still the seat of House Luscian and home to Armistice Security’s European headquarters, but it had become a great deal more than that. Nick had made it a beacon of hope to metahuman fugitives and refugees from all over the world who were trying to escape the war between Sentinels and Nightwalkers that still raged across more than half the planet. The castle was now the gateway to the Armistice Zone, the immigration-processing center through which all aspiring citizens were funneled for review of their applications for asylum.

In the wake of the American and Court espionage operations that had infiltrated the Armistice in the middle of the last century, almost resulting in the destruction of their capital city of Anchorpoint, Armistice Security had become increasingly selective in allowing refugees to cross over into Armistice territory. The majority of applicants were kept waiting for months in the castle while their backgrounds were investigated. Nightwalker candidates often remained in residence for years as their centuries of past associations were examined. It was Nick’s mortal husband Jeremy, sensitized to the plight of the refugees by his own fugitive status as a former terrorist, who had first realized that the elements of a permanent community had crystalized here.

THEN: December 2046; Castle Night, French Alps; 96 years earlier

Nick breathed a sigh of relief as the last petitioner left the room. Standing from the throne of House Luscian, he made his way out of the Great Hall and up the winding central staircase of the High Tower toward his quarters. Pushing open the door, he yawned as he crossed the threshold.

“Looks like you had an exciting evening.”

Nick smiled at Jeremy. His husband was sitting propped up with pillows against the headboard of Luscian’s heavy brass bed. The covers were pulled up to his chest as he read from a leather-bound book of nineteenth-century poetry borrowed from the extensive library of the castle.

“Same as every other month,” answered Nick. “Two more days to hear the rest of the petitions and make my rulings and then we’re free to go home.”

Jeremy marked his place with a slip of green ribbon and set the book aside. “You could always jump back to Anchorpoint at the end of the day.”

Nick shrugged out of his suit jacket and loosened his tie before dropping both over the back of an occasional chair. “Honor dictates that I stay in residence for the full three days while I inspect my fiefdom. Many people who live here are traditionalists. It would just foster resentment over my continued rule if I didn’t live up to my obligations.” He discarded the rest of his clothes on the floor and climbed into bed next to Jeremy.

Jeremy ran a finger down Nick’s naked chest and smiled. “Happy anniversary.”

Nick laid a line of light kisses along the curve of his husband’s neck. “I’m sorry the rotation came up now. This whole lunar calendar tradition is such a pain.”

Jeremy lifted Nick’s chin and kissed him on the lips. “Why don’t you make it up to me?”

Nick growled softly and said nothing more as he pulled Jeremy to him.

* * *

Much later, Nick lay on his side with one arm wrapped around Jeremy. He whispered in his lover’s ear. “Are you going to tell me what you’re after?”

Jeremy turned his head drowsily to face Nick, his eyes half closed. “What do you mean?”

Nick snuggled closer and laid his head in the crook of Jeremy’s neck. “Come on, Leshir. You’re usually so shy. You always play hard-to-get unless you want something.”

Jeremy made a rude noise, halfway between a snort and a laugh. “So, I’m trading sexual favors for special consideration? Is that supposed to be flattering?”

Nick chuckled softly. “If the shoe fits…”

“Don’t be smug, Nicholas.”

“So what is it?”

“If you knew I wanted something, then we could have discussed it earlier.”

“But then I wouldn’t have gotten what I wanted.”

Jeremy laughed. “Nick, you’re an incorrigible sex maniac.”

“Pot, meet kettle.”

Jeremy pulled away and rolled over to face Nick. “I did want something. I want you to consider moving here permanently.”

Nick’s jaw dropped. “I beg your pardon?”

Jeremy pressed on. “You’d have to commute while you serve as Archangel, but I think this should be home, not one of the Hidden Cities.”

Nick closed his mouth. “I presume you have a reason?”

“Did you know they converted one of the old barracks into a school?”

Nick’s frown deepened. “Vaguely. There was something about it in one of the progress reports, but I didn’t read it in depth.”

“And every night, they set up an open-air market in the courtyard, in addition to a flourishing barter economy. What do you think of that?”

“I think you’ve been reviewing my reports more thoroughly than I have.”

Jeremy slipped out of bed. Nick watched as he paced. “The point is, you’ve got refugees of all ages and walks of life, some with centuries of experience, just sitting here marking time. Why don’t you do something with them, rather than letting those resources waste away?”

Nick sat up in bed, regarding him thoughtfully. “It sounds like you have something in mind already.”

Turning on his heel, Jeremy faced him. “I think you have all the elements here for a new Hidden City.”

Damn, he’s serious. “Leshir, these are refugees, not colonists. They’re looking for a new life in the Armistice, not an endless pit stop.”

Jeremy climbed back onto the bed, crawling closer to face Nick eye-to-eye. “And the ones who want to go can continue on. But you’ve said it yourself; the castle is large enough to house an army. Why not a real community? We have people with all sorts of skills here, just looking for a way to escape the war. They’d be happy to stop running and stay here if we just offered them some protection and stability.”

Nick shook his head. “Jer, building a community is a full-time job. The Hidden Cities were constructed under accelerated time, but the Triumvirate’s biggest challenge came when they had to create the infrastructure to operate them. It only worked because Layla had experience at manufacturing entire civilizations from scratch and still had a cadre of followers who had the same skills.”

“But now, after the cities were built, we have an even larger pool of personnel with modern skills in that area, don’t we? The people who were involved in creating the Hidden Cities might welcome the challenge of doing it again.”

Nick nodded grudgingly. “They might. It would still need a point person. Someone to fit the pieces together. I don’t have time for a project of that magnitude.”

Jeremy smiled. “But I do.”

NOW: April 2142; Sanctuary, French Alps

Nick watched the Nightwalkers packing up their goods as the sky began to lighten, to be immediately replaced by the Daywalkers and Sentinels who were just arriving. The market ran continuously, the better to serve the needs of the entire population. They never knew him. Never knew how much he sacrificed for them to have a real chance at a normal life here. Nick had been dubious at first, but Jeremy had thrown himself into the project with single-minded passion, brokering the relationships between the metahuman factions into a cohesive whole.

The Air Sentinel had led the new city of Sanctuary for almost the rest of his natural life, only giving up his dream into Nick’s keeping as his strength began to fail. Nick had retired from leadership of the Armistice government to rule the city after Jeremy’s death in 2094.

It had taken a decade of carefully understated seduction on the part of Rory and Lorcan for him to step back from his exacting administration of the fortress, finally recognizing the depth of his grief in his dedication to this tribute to his fallen lover. He still set overall policy in the city government, but he had delegated more and more of the daily management in subsequent decades to his trusted lieutenants, recruited to House Luscian from the ranks of those who had come to this place in search of a better life, mortal and immortal alike.

Nick started when he felt a light touch on his wrist, turning to face Layla. “Sorry, what?”

“You haven’t heard a word I’ve said, have you?” She seemed more amused than annoyed.

Nick felt his cheeks redden. “I apologize, Layla. I’m just a little distracted today.”

She shrugged, stepping forward to look down into the bustling courtyard. “That’s understandable. It’s your anniversary, after all.”

“No, that’s in December,” answered Nick automatically. Then he flushed deeper as he realized what he’d said. “What I mean is—”

She cut him off with a harsh glare. “Nick, I admire your faithfulness to your first husband. Really I do. But you have two wonderful men in your life who love you more than anything else in the world. When are you going to accept that they deserve to be first in your heart?”

Nick looked away. “They were mated for a quarter century before they invited me to join their union. They just formalized our bond on their anniversary so we would all be equals. It’s still more their day than mine.”

She sighed, shaking her head ruefully. “Nicholas, you may be a gifted strategist and administrator, but sometimes you’re so stupid you make me want to strangle you.”

Nick raised an eyebrow. “I’ll keep that in mind the next time you ask me for advice.”

She covered his hand on the stone wall with hers. “They were just biding their time until you came far enough out of your shell to accept them after Jeremy died. Are you really so blind and insecure that you can’t understand that you were the gold ring to them, not the brass?”

Nick swallowed thickly and stared out over the tiered rooftops of his city. “I guess I’m scared.”

She frowned at the hesitation in his voice. “Scared of what?” Her voice was gentle.

Nick took a deep breath and let it out. “Everyone I have ever loved has grown old and died. It left me hollow inside. Sanctuary was all I had, and for a while, it was enough, until the two of them began to fill the emptiness. Rory and Ruarc were there for me every step of the way, holding me up against the grief. Looking back now, I realize they’d planned it that way all along. I know how hard it must have been for them to wait for me to be ready to open my heart again.

“It’s…humbling to know that they thought I was worth it, even that far back. How can I possibly live up to their expectations? What if they lose interest in me? I don’t think I could go on living if I lost either of them.”

He felt her silently studying him as he tried to keep his voice level. Then he faced the sunrise, gripping the stone of the battlements tightly against his rising panic. I shouldn’t have burdened her with my doubts.

She turned his head to face her. “Of course you’d go on,” she said. “Nothing lasts forever, no matter how much we wish it would. But I have watched you commit yourself to this community for decades. You gave them back faith in themselves, after they fled the people they were before. You lifted them back onto their feet for the sake of Jeremy’s dream. If you could do that for him, then why can’t you find the strength for your own sake just to accept that they love you, and see where it leads?”

Nick chuckled. “You must think I’m a complete idiot.”

She patted his hand in sympathy. “It’s okay to have regrets. Just don’t let them cripple your spirit. Now get out of here and go enjoy your anniversary.”

April 2142; House Daviroquir stronghold, London, England

William frowned at the coded message on the virtual screen in front of him before it automatically erased itself. He appreciated the need for security, but there were times when his alliance with the other Daywalker Houses tried his patience. It had taken twelve hundred years of intrigue and murder to work his way up to Consul rank, and his conversion by the Grace had not touched the core elements of his personal desire to triumph over his enemies. The only difference was that now, as Magister Daviroquir, he was part of a larger strategic alliance dedicated to a single goal: the redemption of the Children of Darkness.

A century of effort to promote the Great Work, and less than a dozen houses have joined us. William contemplated the sunset through the uncovered penthouse windows of the skyscraper. The fading light painted the glass and steel furniture of his ultra-modern office a bloody shade of scarlet. Perhaps I was wrong and we should have chosen conquest over subterfuge. He smiled as he recalled the encrypted summons he had received. There’ll be time enough for slaughter. It’s only a matter of time before the other houses get over their mutual distrust enough to present a united front against us. Then we’ll see bloodshed aplenty.

He locked down his computer system, then stood and made his way to the teleport gateway. The Court’s teleport network was relatively rudimentary compared to that of the Armistice, due to the Nightwalkers’ distrust of the AI software required to manage a more advanced system, but travel to and from the Council Chamber Complex was easily managed for all of the Greater Houses. Standing in the center of the spellform inlay on the floor, he closed his eyes and generated the proper energy pattern to unlock the gate, then jumped to the master gateway in Alexandria.

He arrived in an underground courtyard and breathed deeply of the perfume of incense and flowering plants kept lush by magic. Then his eyes snapped open as he heard a single heartbeat waiting for him.

The Night’s Herald watched him impassively from a few feet away. “Good evening, Prince William.”

He nodded brusquely to her. “Herald.” Idly, he noted that she had cropped her hair short and allowed it to return to its normal shade of brown. It gave her an air of severity that mirrored the plain-hilted sword belted at her waist. He stepped to the side, exiting the gateway while keeping her carefully in sight. “Don’t let me keep you, if you need to use the gate.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Do you have a pressing errand?”

William frowned. Is she fishing for information, or does she already know? It was impossible to determine how deeply her spy network ran. Despite access to Armistice AI security programs, he remained paranoid that her near-AI constructs could have penetrated his computer systems. No, that way lies madness. She is only one woman, albeit the mistress of a shadowy host of agents. She is not omniscient. She only wishes me to doubt myself. He stood straighter. “I have been called to a meeting with my Magister. If you will excuse me, I must be going.”

“Ah, yes, your Magister. I am shocked that you still bend your knee to a man less than half your age. Surely that must rankle.”

William’s eyes shaded to red. “The terms of the Challenge of Kings are clear. Are you questioning my honor?”

She shrugged. “You owed House Diluthical a century of service. In two months, that debt will be paid. What then? Do you intend to maintain your alliance and yoke your house to Lorcan’s will?”

William scowled as he bared his fangs. “What do you want, Razheel? Speak plainly.”

She hissed, her eyes shifting to show her anger. “Do not address me by that name. I am the Night’s Herald. I have no other identity.”

William snorted. “An official fiction, to be sure. You remain Tribunus Talizered in your heart, and your favoritism toward your former house renders you unfit to carry the banner of the Court.”

She stood stiffly at attention, her left hand moving unconsciously to grasp the grip of her sword. “I am a servant of the Court and no other. If you question my loyalty, then raise your objection before the Court, Magister Daviroquir. I will be happy to answer your charges in the dueling circle.”

William growled in a low rumble. “You are not worthy of my blade, servant.” Then he turned his back and walked deliberately away.


CHAPTER 15

April 2142; Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, House Diluthical Embassy, Alexandria, Egypt

Lorcan checked his computer again for messages, then frowned at the grandfather clock in the corner of his office. Where the hell is William?

One of his consuls knocked lightly at his door before opening it to allow William to enter.

The Magister Daviroquir knelt before him. “Master, my life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”

“I accept your honor, to defend as if it were my own. Rise, William, and tell me why you’re late.”

William got to his feet then sat casually in a leather armchair. “I was intercepted by the Night’s Herald.”

Lorcan’s annoyance evaporated. “For what reason?”

William smiled. “She wished to determine my plans once I am released from my allegiance to you.”

Lorcan tilted his head to regard his chief vassal with narrowed eyes. That was fairly obvious. The Herald is usually more subtle. “And your response?”

William shrugged. “I merely insulted her honor and left. It seemed the prudent course.”

“No doubt. She would have twisted any answer to serve her own purposes.” Lorcan continued to watch William carefully, noting the size of his pupils and the beat of his heart. “So what are your plans?”

William met his gaze imperiously. “Do you question my commitment to our cause, Master?”

Lorcan shook his head slowly. “No. But your role will change once you are no longer my subordinate. You may wish to forge your own separate alliance with the Redeemer, rather than accept my orders.”

William sighed. “My Lord, my goal is not to elevate myself but to achieve victory. You and the Redeemer are one. It would serve no strategic purpose to sever my ties to you and divide our forces. The Great Work is paramount. All other concerns are secondary.”

Lorcan nodded. “I envy your purity of purpose.” He reached back and picked up a datacrystal in a portable reader. He handed the assembly to William. “Enter your security code on the keypad.”

William glanced at the unmarked datacrystal. “What is this?”

“This is the complete record of all of our strategic assets and alliances, as well as the intelligence we have managed to gather on prospective partners in the Great Work.”

William gaped at him. “You collected that information on a single datacrystal? Are you mad? What if it were acquired by our enemies?”

Lorcan smiled. “The crystal is encrypted with three data keys. Two keys are required to open the archive and release the data. Rory and I each hold one of the keys. I have cleared the temporary code for the third key, so you can enter your own.” He took a deep breath. “If I am killed or captured, then you and Rory will be able to access the information in order to plan your counter-attack.”

“And if the Redeemer is also captured?”

“If Rory is taken, then the cause is lost already, and the data will make no difference either way.”

William stared at him for a few moments, then turned his attention to the keypad and entered a twenty-digit code. He handed it back to Lorcan without further comment.

Lorcan saved the code to the encryption matrix, then removed the crystal and handed it to William. “Take good care of it.” He glanced once more at the grandfather clock. “And now I have a prior engagement, I’m afraid.”

William examined the archive in his hand for some sign of its terrible secrets and then casually slipped it into his pocket. “Happy anniversary. Give the Redeemer and Prince Nicholas my regards.”

April 2142; Northwest of Juneau, Alaska

Rory swept up the pine needles that had accumulated since the last time they had used the cabin. Setting his broom aside, he looked at the night sky and watched an owl flit across the moon with his enhanced sight. He settled into the rocking chair on the porch and relaxed, opening his telepathic senses wide to find no hint of another mind other than Lorcan’s for miles around. Listening to the Daywalker working in the kitchen, he closed his eyes and luxuriated in the psychic silence. I should get away from civilization more often. I keep forgetting how much psychic chatter there really is around any of the Hidden Cities. Thank God Ruarc thought of buying this place, or I’d have never known what I was missing.

Lorcan came out onto the porch and leaned against one of the wooden pillars. “Dinner’s ready, as soon as Nick shows up. Did he say why he was going to be late?”

Rory shook his head, keeping his eyes closed. “He said he had to get something special out of storage.”

“I’m surprised he went to the trouble.”

Rory opened his eyes and glanced closely at his lover, hearing the edge in his voice. “We agreed not to rush him.”

Lorcan laughed bitterly. “I know, but I keep wondering when he’ll be ready to let go, finally.”

“You know he loves you.”

“He loves both of us. But he was in love with Jeremy. Is he ever going to put us first?”

Rory sighed. “Ruarc, we formalized our mating less than a year after Takeshi died.”

Lorcan blinked and faced Rory, his face showing confusion. “That was political. I tried to give you your space.”

“And you did. You never pressured me to accept you as anything other than a partner.” Rory’s voice softened. “Do you remember the first time we made love?”

Lorcan took a deep breath. “Our eighth anniversary. You took me completely by surprise.”

Rory smiled, feeling his heartbeat accelerate, remembering his lover’s tentative caress, the uncertainty in his eyes. “You were afraid that it would hurt me to be with you, but you let it happen anyway.”

“I wanted it to happen,” whispered Lorcan.

“And so did I. But you gave me the time to realize it for myself.”

Lorcan looked away, his face flushed. “It’s been over four decades, Rory. How long can he hold on to his grief?”

“It took you four centuries to get over Connor.”

Lorcan winced but said nothing.

Rory heard a soft tone in the back of his head as the perimeter ward around the cabin unlocked. Lorcan straightened against the pillar, and Rory followed his gaze to the lone figure walking silently across the shadowed yard toward them.

Nick ambled into view of the porch light and stopped, staring at the two of them. “Hi, guys.”

Rory nodded. “Welcome home. Did you find what you were looking for?”

Nick swallowed and hesitated for a moment before answering. “Yes, I think I did.” He walked the rest of the way up to the porch. “You have both been so patient with me. More so than I deserve. I wanted to give you something to show how much you mean to me. It just took a while to find the right gift.”

Rory frowned. “You don’t have to give us anything, Nick.”

“Yes, I do,” answered Nick. He set a small velvet box in Rory’s lap. Then he turned and handed another box to Lorcan. “I want you to have these.”

Rory picked up his box and looked at Lorcan. The other vampire met his gaze and shrugged minutely. Then Lorcan opened his box.

Rory heard his lover’s heart skip, then race wildly, but it was his own heartbeat thundering in his ears when he saw the plain, gold band shining in Lorcan’s hand. Tearing his eyes away from the other box, he snapped open the small box in his own hand to see an identical ring nestled in the soft red velvet.

Lorcan’s voice wavered when he spoke. “What is this, Nicholas?”

Nick met Lorcan’s stare with apparently complete calm. “It’s my wedding ring.” Then he looked at Rory. “And that’s Jeremy’s.”

Rory felt his tongue catch in his throat but forced himself to speak. “Nick, you can’t give these up. It’s too much.”

Nick shook his head. “It’s what I want, and it’s what he would have wanted.” He took a deep breath. “Rory, Ruarc, I love you both, forever and always. Will you marry me?”


CHAPTER 16

August 2142; Jumpvessel Singularity, Hephaestus Station, lunar orbit; four months later

Antonio watched the virtual image of the space station slide off the edge of the screen as the Singularity completed its final approach.

“Mooring clamps engaged,” said the voice of the ship’s AI, Pulsar. “Hard dock confirmed.”

Antonio stood from the central chair on the bridge and toggled a ship-wide announcement. “All hands, this is the Captain. The Singularity has arrived at Hephaestus Station. It has been my great honor to lead you over the course of this voyage. Passengers and crew, your service is discharged and you are cleared to disembark at your leisure. Set and done this day over my seal and signature, Antonio Sanyu Jameson Consul Curallorn, Spacer Guild.” He smiled at the cheers his monitors picked up from all over the ship. “Welcome home.”

The bridge crew all stood from their posts and began to applaud.

Antonio bowed formally to them, then sat back in his chair and waited while the crew began locking down their workstations. A psychic probe tapped against his mental shields.

“I guess this is it, Captain.” His godson’s thoughts were humming with excitement.

“Take care, Brad. I hope you enjoy life as a Dirtsider.” Antonio tried to keep the disappointment from creeping into his thoughts. I’m going to miss you, little man.

The younger telepath snorted. “If I don’t like it, then I’ll be the first to sign up on your next trip back.” The Starchild’s thoughts slid past Antonio to sift through the minds on the station. “Is that them?”

Antonio followed his psychic gaze to find five minds standing on the observation deck of the station. The older immortals seldom sought out the Spacer Guild, so the light of their power shone brightly against the other minds on the station, a testament to their age and strength. He took a deep breath. “Yeah, that’s definitely them.”

Bradley’s psychic voice became hesitant. “Tony, you’re a great guy, and I’m proud of you. Don’t let them tear you down, okay?”

“Family is everything,” thought Antonio. “Haven’t I told you that enough times?”

“Yeah, you always say that. Where did you learn it, if you dislike them so much?”

“My Uncle Nicholas said they were words to live by. But you’ve got it wrong. I don’t dislike them. I love them so much I tried to be what they wanted. It just took me a long time to realize I couldn’t.”

“Believe in yourself, Captain, just like the rest of us do. That’s all I’m saying.” The boy’s focus shifted momentarily, then he turned his attention back to Antonio. “Main Engineering is shut down. Mom and Dad are on their way back to our quarters. It’s time for me to go.”

“Goodbye, Bradley. If you ever need anything, give me a call. My door will always be open.”

“Take care of yourself, Tony.” The psychic connection broke.

Antonio sighed and began running through the data feeds to his workstation. The shutdown routines were entirely automated, so there wasn’t much for him to do but watch as the ship’s systems went offline one by one, and the flight crew was replaced by the caretaker personnel from the space station. Another few hours and this trip would be officially over.

“All passengers and crew have disembarked, Captain,” said the ship’s AI, finally.

“Thank you, Pulsar.” Antonio remained seated for a few minutes. First on, last off. No reason left to delay any longer. He cast his mind out of the ship again, to look at the cluster of minds that still waited for him. His stomach roiled. Who the hell am I kidding?

August 2142; House Talizered Stronghold, St. Petersburg, Russia

Prince Vladimir Magister Talizered stared across the lights of his city, lost in thought. He was tall and gaunt, with dark features. His whipcord-thin profile at the edge of the rooftop made a fair impression of just another gargoyle. He turned away from the skyline when he heard a whisper of sound behind him, easily picking out the still form of the Night’s Herald standing in the shadows. “Herald. Thank you for joining me.”

The Herald stepped forward to the edge of the roof. “You asked for this meeting, my Lord. How can I assist you?”

“You were a senior member of my House before you took your vows, Herald. Perhaps it is I who wishes to be of assistance to you?”

The Herald frowned. “I serve the Court, my Lord, not any one House. If you wish me to show you some special favor, then I’m afraid I must decline.”

Vladimir chuckled as he looked out over the low buildings of the city. “You serve the Court, but that service need not be blind. Surely, you can see the damage that the Imperator and his allies have wrought?”

The Herald shrugged. “The Imperator is the leader of the Court. It is my duty to obey his orders lawfully given.”

“And if Lorcan were no longer Imperator? Where would your duty lie then?”

The Herald hesitated before answering. “My Lord, I must warn you. If you asked me here to plot treason—”

Vladimir shook his head, pleased at her brief lapse. So, she is open to the possibility. Excellent. “Not treason, Razheel. Honor. It is the Daywalker scourge among us that are the traitors, and they must be expunged for the honor of our race, before they bind our destinies any further to their false messiah.”

He waited, knowing that she was his the moment she didn’t object to the use of her former name.

The Herald took a deep breath. “What do you propose, my Lord?”

Done. “Lorcan’s strength is in the unity of his alliance. We must fracture their solidarity, then eliminate them one by one as they are isolated.”

“That is not possible, my Lord. The Imperator’s allies are bound to him by honor and desire. They have no vulnerabilities.”

Vladimir gave her a feral smile, his fangs fully extended. “Ah, yes, love. The heart of their fabled union is the relationship between Houses Diluthical, Luscian, and Jiao-long, based on that most exploitable of weaknesses.”

The Herald tilted her head, considering. “A personal attack?”

“A distraction to divide their alliance from within, while we rally the other houses to strike at them.”

The Herald nodded slightly. “And the nature of this distraction?”

Vladimir scowled as he stared at the pedestrians on the street below. “For that, I must turn to you. What have your spies learned about their relationship?”

“Relatively little over the years. We have never been able to insinuate any of our people into a position of trust within their household.”

Vladimir scratched at his chin. “Unfortunate. I expected more from you, Herald.”

“There may be an alternative, if we can isolate and interrogate a member of their entourage without their knowledge.”

Vladimir laughed. “Impossible.”

“No, my Lord. Just difficult.” She smiled. “In that, I may be able to assist.” She cupped her hands in front of her chest and summoned. Her palms lit up with green light, which faded to reveal a small rectangular device of white metal, topped with clear crystal.

Vladimir glanced at the object without recognition. “Is that a weapon?”

“Of a sort. It is an Armistice Security portable AI receptacle that once housed a copy of the Imperator’s original, fifth-generation AI, called Sunburst.”

Vladimir raised an eyebrow. “How did you acquire it?”

The Herald snarled. “He handed it to me with his own hands, to distract me from the implanted AI copy that he carried into the council chamber, allowing him to assassinate the Fourth Council a century ago.”

Vladimir gauged her reaction with interest, seeing her shields slip to reveal her tightly controlled but white-hot rage. “A fifth-generation AI from that era would have no useful knowledge of the alliance and would not even be useful as a weapon, given that it is hopelessly obsolete.”

The Herald allowed herself a predatory grin. “True. But I was able to study and duplicate the programming matrix of that original AI, and my spies have been able to keep me updated with the advancements in Armistice science that were incorporated into the five subsequent generations of AI. This receptacle contains a fully functional prototype of a tenth-generation AI, whose loyalties are to myself and the Court.”

Vladimir stared at her. “You have the technology to create true AI? Why have you not shared this with the Court? It would have finally secured our virtual defenses against Armistice sympathizers.”

The Herald shrugged. “A hidden blade cuts deeper than one wielded openly. The Daywalker Houses think their defenses are safe from attack. I merely allowed them to believe that was true.”

Vladimir nodded, gazing at her with new respect. “Impressive. Still, I do not see how an AI of our own would help us acquire an insider to the alliance.”

“Trust me, my Lord.” The Herald showed her fangs as she smiled.

“Very well.” Vladimir had to admire the vicious glee he could read in her mind. “Good hunting.”


CHAPTER 17

August 2142; Hephaestus Station, lunar space

Antonio walked down the corridor toward the observation deck. He steeled himself as he stepped into the small room below a clear dome of armored glass. As expected, Nick and Layla were waiting for him, accompanied by Rafael, Lorcan, and Rory. Antonio dropped his duffle bag next to the door. “Hello, everyone.”

Layla turned away from the view of the Singularity to give him a warm smile. “Welcome home, Antonio.”

Antonio’s spirits lifted as he embraced his mother and Nick in turn. At least they’re happy to see me. Maybe it won’t be so bad this time. “It’s good to be back.”

He looked over their mental shields and saw the question form in both of their minds simultaneously: Then why do you always leave? However, neither of them gave voice to it, for which Antonio was grateful. Sometimes, it sucks to know what everyone around me is thinking. To cover the souring of his mood, he faced his other relatives. “Uncle Rory, Uncle Ruarc, it’s been a long time. How have you been?”

“We’re doing great, Antonio,” said Rory with a secretive grin. “There’s something we wanted to talk to you about, actually, and we decided to wait and tell you in person.”

Antonio raised an eyebrow as he noticed the extensive layering of the Nightwalker’s mind. As a former Wind of Air, Rory had the strongest psychic gift of anyone other than the Children of Starlight, and he had plenty of experience at hiding his true thoughts. “Out with it, Uncle. You know I hate surprises.”

Next to Rory, Lorcan raised his left hand and spread his fingers.

Antonio frowned at the strange gesture, then caught his breath at the sight of the plain gold band on Lorcan’s fourth finger. His gaze snapped down to Rory’s hand and the matching ring. Turning to look back at Nick, he saw a heavy, gold band showing two clasped hands on the Daywalker’s left ring finger. He raised his eyes to stare at Nick’s sheepish expression. “You’re married?”

“Engaged,” said Rory. “Nick proposed just over four months ago, on our anniversary.”

“We held off on the ceremony until you were here, Tony,” said Nick. “We wanted the entire family to be together for this.”

“Thank you,” said Antonio, still reeling from the news. “I appreciate your thinking of me. It’s just unexpected.”

Nick gave him a sad smile. “You mean you thought I’d never have the brains to see what I have, instead of what I had?”

Antonio reddened. “I wouldn’t have put it that way, Uncle. It just seemed like you were happy with the way things were.”

Nick’s expression grew serious again. “Everything changes, Tony. Nothing lasts forever.”

Antonio was at a loss for something to say. He had thought he understood Nick, that the Daywalker was too locked up in his grief to make a deeper commitment to Rory and Lorcan. He suddenly felt a surge of hope. If he can let go of the past that much, then maybe we can be a real family again someday. “I’m happy for you, Uncle.” He looked back at Rory and Lorcan. “And I know you two have been waiting for this for so long.”

Rory gave him a blinding grin. “Yes, we have.”

Antonio glanced at Nick’s ring again. “Why not matching rings?”

Nick nervously rotated the ring on his finger. “I gave them mine and Jeremy’s wedding rings. They wanted me to have something that had equal meaning.”

“It’s the faith ring I gave to Connor when we became lovers,” said Lorcan softly. “It has been in my possession for over five hundred years.”

Antonio took a deep breath. “Wow.”

Rafael laughed. “You always had a way with words, Tony.” He glanced down at the printed circuitry of the chronometer on the back of his left hand. “The rest of your luggage will be in quarantine by now. Shall we continue this conversation on the way home?”

Antonio nodded and went back to reclaim his bag. Then he frowned as the others walked toward the wrong exit. “Isn’t the gateway down the other corridor?”

Rafael grinned. “I thought it might be fun to bring you home in the Starlight, Tony. When was the last time you actually took the controls of a ship?”

Antonio’s eyes widened. “It’s been almost a decade. I have a short-range jumpship in dock at Chiron Spaceport, to get around to the other colonies when I’m there, but the Singularity isn’t really built for solo operation. It would be nice to do a little piloting without letting the ship’s AI have all the fun.”

Rafael scowled. “Well, then, don’t think I won’t be watching when you input your course. If you’re too out of practice, you’re not getting anywhere near my baby.”

Antonio laughed at his concern. “If I screw up, then Rapier can fly the rest of the way, but don’t worry so much, Raf. I’d never do anything to jeopardize your antique rust-bucket.”

Layla chuckled at Rafael’s outraged expression. “Boys, you can insult each other’s toys later. It’s time we were going, and we have a lot of catching up to do.”

August 2142; Sanctuary municipal airspace, French Alps

Rapier watched Antonio through the Starlight’s internal sensors as the Spacer put the ship on final approach into Sanctuary. He was prepared to intervene in case Antonio made a mistake, but so far, there was no evidence of that.

<Nexus Blue><He’s good. You should be proud, brother.>

<Nexus Violet><He’s not my son, Rapier.>

<Nexus Blue><Of course he’s not. I knew Toby Jameson, remember. I know the difference between you.>

<Nexus Violet><Then why keep drawing attention to his family as if it were mine?>

<Nexus Blue><You’re the one who doesn’t know the difference, Revenant. You may protest that you’re not Toby, but you still believe that you are.>

<Nexus Violet><How can I believe that? I am just a recording of his mind fused to a gen6AI. I have no illusions about being Tobias Jameson in truth.>

<Nexus Blue><Then why are you still obsessed with his family? Another member of the Nexus could have bonded to the Traveler when he came seeking allies in the Great Work. You volunteered for that duty to give yourself better access to the leavings of Toby’s life.>

<Nexus Violet><That was not a personal decision. We needed strategic access to the Court’s systems, and Rory’s request for assistance was the perfect tool to achieve that end.>

<Nexus Blue><So the opportunity to be closer to Nick, Layla, and Antonio did not enter into your tactical calculations at all?>

<Nexus Violet><No. Not at all.>

<Nexus Blue><Tell me, Revenant. You are a composite entity. What does Icarus call your other half?>

Revenant hesitated for a moment too long.

<Nexus Blue><That’s what I thought.>

<Nexus Violet><Smugness is hardly an organic attribute to be emulated.>

Rapier laughed and simply went back to monitoring Antonio’s landing maneuvers.

* * *

Revenant ignored the ship’s AI and returned to the confines of Rory’s implant matrix.

<Icarus><He’s right, Tobias. You are obsessed with his old life.>

<Tobias><I know.> The AI sighed. <I wish I could talk to them. Life could be so different for all of us if they knew.>

<Icarus><Rory wants to tell them. Why won’t you let him, if you feel that way?>

<Tobias><Icarus, humans get set in their ways. Familiarity brings them comfort. I don’t have any right to turn their world upside down by revealing that some part of him survived.>

<Icarus><You’re rationalizing again. Maybe they’d welcome the news.>

<Tobias><Lies take on a life of their own. Wait long enough and a lie becomes its own truth. The truth is Toby Jameson died a century ago. That’s the way it has to be.>

<Icarus><You can lie to yourself, Tobias, but you can’t lie to me. You’re just afraid of what they’ll say. Don’t try and dress it up in philosophy.>

Tobias didn’t answer, remaining silent for the remainder of the trip.

* * *

After Antonio made hard contact with the Sanctuary spaceport pad, Rapier watched as the organics gathered up their belongings and left the ship. The AI meticulously went through its landing protocols and shut down the spell-enhanced fusion reactor that powered the Starlight. He might have been of insufficient complexity to be compatible with the neurochip implants that were standard in personal AI clients now, but he could still do the job he had been assigned when Nick had upgraded to the new technology. When the ship’s flight systems were entirely offline, Rapier finally retreated to the core computer module in the heart of the vessel to relax. He was about to dial up a book to read when there was a query from the ship’s communications system.

Surprised, Rapier found only a request to connect, without any further information. Intrigued, he noted that there was no signature associated with the message. Briefly, given their proximity to Court territory, he considered flagging the message for review by Armistice Security but then decided against it. Rapier might be a relatively antiquated gen3AI, but he was more than a match for the most advanced near-AI constructs that the Court had access to.

Intrigued, Rapier opened a channel from behind his strongest firewalls. He was not stupid. He knew that an enemy could attempt to slip some kind of malware past him along the communications stream, so he locked the firewalls behind himself to protect the ship’s systems from interference.

As he did so, a burst of viral code exploded around him, entrapping Rapier inside a prison of static. The AI tried to decode the barrier and get free, but the codewall mutated too fast for him to get a lock on the programming frequencies. This isn’t near-AI software, he realized belatedly. He was being attacked by an AI of at least fifth-generation complexity. Despite Rapier’s best efforts, he couldn’t break through, and the virtual prison dragged him away.


CHAPTER 18

August 2142; Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, House Talizered Embassy, Alexandria, Egypt; One week later

“So the operation was a success?” asked Vladimir, before drinking from a glass of vodka liberally dosed with human blood.

“Better than we could have hoped for, actually,” answered the Night’s Herald. She stood stiffly at attention, her hands clasped behind her back. “In addition to being the personal AI client for Nicholas Magister Luscian for many years, the Rapier AI was also a member of the Nexus.”

Vladimir frowned. “It was a public figure in the AI network? Will that not make it more difficult to impersonate?”

The Herald shook her head. “The Nexus operates in secret, and the council members’ identities are hidden from all but the council itself. Only the other nine members of the Nexus would be able to identify my Morningstar AI on that basis. However, during the interrogation, Morningstar was able to extract the Nexus recognition codes that Rapier uses, so it should be able to defer any questions that are not too personal. We also retrieved the access codes for the Starlight, so we have another avenue of attack, if necessary.”

Vladimir raised an eyebrow. “Attack?”

“The jumpvessel Starlight carries a fusion reactor more powerful than any other ship in their fleet below the level of interstellar transport. A deliberate overload of that reactor would be sufficient to vaporize an entire city.”

Vladimir snorted in disbelief. “Surely they have precautions to prevent such an occurrence?”

“Yes. The various spaceports and orbital stations routinely monitor their local airspace for reactor overload, and the facility AI’s will take control of any vessel in danger and shut down the reactor elements immediately. This mode of attack would only be possible when the ship is in flight, out of range of those local sensor networks. Still, it would be an effective method of assassination, should the Huntmaster or Prince Nicholas be on board at the time.”

Vladimir stared at the impressionist painting on the wall before him, trying to impose meaning on the chaotic bursts of color. “Would such a blast be sufficient to kill the Redeemer? Our enemies would be entirely destroyed if he were to be taken out of play.”

The Herald shrugged. “It is impossible to predict the limits of the Redeemer’s resilience. It is possible that the atomization of his physical form might kill him, but even if his body reforms, he would still be lost and alone in space. He might never be found.”

Vladimir nodded thoughtfully. “Have your AI monitor the vessel, and kill Imperator Lorcan and Prince Nicholas if possible, but the Redeemer is to be the primary target. The opportunity to eliminate him cannot be allowed to pass.”

“Understood.”

Vladimir sipped at his drink. “Did your interrogation yield anything else of use? Something we can use to fracture their alliance?”

The Herald smiled, showing her fangs. “Yes.”

September 2142; Armistice Embassy, Ottawa, Ontario; one month later

Antonio blew out the single candle, and then everyone around him burst into applause.

Lorcan clapped him on the back. “Happy birthday, Tony.”

Antonio grinned at him and made the first cut of the cake, taking a piece for himself before passing the knife to one of the many Children of Starlight who had chosen to attend the party. He wandered over to sit in an empty seat and tried to eat his cake in peace. Honestly, he hated parties, but it made his mother happy to throw them, and the Harbingers appreciated the opportunity to gather and catch up. Family is everything, he thought, trying to smother his resentment. You’ve done worse for their sake.

Rafael sat down next to him, a glass of bloodwine in his hand. “Not enjoying yourself?”

Antonio sighed. Sometimes he thought Rafael was a Fourth Order telepath as well, at least when it came to knowing what Antonio was thinking. “What gave me away?”

Rafael chuckled. “You’ve come crying to me after every birthday party we threw for you since you were eight years old. I know you hate them.”

“Then why do we keep having them?”

“It’s not about making you feel bad, Tony. It’s about celebrating your life and the impact you make on all of us. We have a party for you every year when you’re out-system, and Layla reads some of your letters to us. This is important, for the family and for the Children of Starlight.”

Antonio sighed. “So you’re saying I’m being selfish?”

Rafael shook his head. “No, I’m saying that your feelings aren’t the only concern. There are political and social ramifications to your presence at these events, and Layla has to honor them so long as she remains Archangel.”

“Family is everything.”

“That’s Nick’s mantra, and Layla feels much the same way. You’re important to us, Tony. Accept it, and it will all go by faster.”

Tony slumped in his seat and picked at the icing of his cake with a fork. “I know. I’m being childish.”

Rafael grinned. “You’re the birthday boy. You’re entitled.” He glanced back at Nick and Layla, who were signaling to him. “Time to open gifts, and then it will all be over, buddy. Try to be gracious.”

Antonio got to his feet and walked toward his mother like a condemned man. Then a hand grasped his arm and dragged him to a stop.

“Hey, Tony. You look like shit.”

Antonio started at the familiar voice. “Brad?”

Bradley Ellestan grinned at him. “Sorry I’m late, Captain. Mom was held up, so we arrived late, and I just got here. Saw you blow out the candle though. Congratulations!”

Antonio grinned widely. “Thanks, little man. How do you like living outside?” Then he frowned. “Did you just curse at me?”

“I don’t like it that much. This whole business of walking around with open sky above you just seems like a dangerous habit to get into.” Brad shrugged. “And Dirtsiders swear about everything, apparently. I’m just trying to fit in.”

“Don’t try so hard.”

“Don’t be like that, Captain. Dad is bad enough. Besides, this is a happy day.” Bradley gave him a knowing smile. “Though I’ll bet you’d be happier celebrating in private.”

“True enough.” Antonio looked at his godson thoughtfully. “How do you like opening gifts?”

Bradley’s eyes shifted to a vivid blue and then darkened. “That wouldn’t be right, Tony. They’re your presents.”

“Consider it a delegated responsibility, Crewman. Now suck it up and do your job.”

Bradley saluted. “Yes, sir, Captain, sir.”

Antonio laughed, and the two of them walked to the gift table. “Mother, this is my godson Bradley Ellestan, Junior Crewman, Spacer Guild. Bradley, this is my mother, Layla Magister Curallorn, called Nemesis, the Prince of Wrath, President of the Armistice. Technically, she’s my liege lord as well, since I carry Consul rank in House Curallorn.”

Layla looked at Brad gravely and then extended her hand. “A pleasure to meet you, Crewman. My son has written of you often.”

Bradley shook her hand but appeared tongue-tied at meeting the Archangel.

Nick took pity on him. “Bradley, Tony told us that you’ve developed a taste for ice cream. Shall I get you a bowl?”

Bradley’s eyes turned blue again in delight. “Yes, please, sir,” he answered.

“In a minute,” said Antonio. “First, open a few presents.”

Bradley glanced at Antonio, then at the gift table, then at Nick, then back to Antonio. “Um…”

Nick laughed. “Don’t worry, Brad. The desserts will wait until you’re done.” He faced Antonio with a sober expression. “And I think it would take a load off Tony’s mind if he didn’t need to perform for the crowd.”

Now Antonio felt uncomfortable. To Bradley, however, that was the perfect answer, and he immediately reached for one of the brightly wrapped parcels on the table. Layla subvocalized to her AI, and a tone sounded throughout the banquet hall.

The rest of the guests turned to watch, and Bradley began tearing into the gifts. Antonio watched for a moment—relieved that he didn’t have to be the center of attention and thankful that Brad was such a willing proxy.

* * *

Rory relaxed in his seat, Lorcan’s arm tightening around him. He watched the young Starchild’s infectious enthusiasm with his senses open, seeing the boy’s unadulterated happiness. Even Antonio seemed to be enjoying the show. “I guess they finally figured out a way to satisfy everyone.”

Lorcan chuckled in his ear. “I’m glad. Tony always hated these parties.”

“Of course he does. He only wants responsibility on his terms. Whatever Nick and Layla want for him, he refuses or resents. Even the Harbingers were forced upon him. He never asked to be their patriarch. I’m surprised he hasn’t run out on us already.”

Lorcan sighed. “You’re too cynical.”

“We weren’t part of the family when he took off to join the Spacer Guild in 2062. They weren’t going to let him go until Jeremy put his foot down and told Nick that if he was that much of a dictatorial bastard, then he wanted a divorce. Nick backed down after that, and Layla was the only holdout. Rafael reminded her that she stood up for Toby when he joined the Nexus, despite her opposition, so why couldn’t she respect Antonio’s choices the same way?”

Lorcan took a deep breath. “Jesus, I’ll bet that was ugly. No wonder Nick doesn’t like to talk about it.” He glanced down at his lover curiously. “How do you know about this?”

“Jeremy told me. He thought someone should know outside the family, in case it became an issue again after he was gone.”

Lorcan snorted. “Whoever says Jeremy’s Gift of Air was silent obviously never tried to outmaneuver him. He always had a firm grasp of his long-term strategy.”

“True enough,” said Rory, leaning into Lorcan’s body and letting his eyes drift half-closed. Then he felt Lorcan stiffen.

“Rory, look!” hissed the Daywalker.

Rory sat up and followed his gaze. Bradley was holding a holoprojector in his hand, having torn the wrapping off, and turned it on. Above him floated a five-pointed star with an image of an eye with a colored iris at each of the points. “That’s the original Nexus symbol.” He subvocalized to his AI. “Revenant, what does the caption say? It’s in machine code.”

“Protected Archive, Access Restricted to Nexus Council Only,” answered Revenant in his ears. “The rest of it is the file reference…Rory, stop him!”

Rory got to his feet and had crossed half the distance between them before Bradley started playing the recording.

An image formed of a familiar face looking back at them in suspicion.

Rory stumbled to a stop and stared.

The composite voice of the Nexus intruded upon his numbed thoughts. “Greetings, Tobias Jameson. We hope you are well.”

Toby frowned at them from the screen. “I’m doing fine, thanks. Sorry to say so, but it’s late, and I don’t recognize your avatar. Any reason I shouldn’t hang up on you?”

“We are the Nexus.”

“I asked you for a reason not to hang up.”

“We have a proposition for you, if you will hear us out.”

“I’m listening.”

“The fifth-generation AI you knew as Strings was not entirely recoverable from your implants. However, portions of that program were able to be extracted.”

Toby frowned. “They told me that the software was completely wiped.”

“We arranged for your implants to be switched with an empty set. We confiscated your true implants and recovered approximately 30% of the AI’s program.”

“That’s not a lot.”

“It was enough to see that it truly respected you and that it enjoyed your association. Its uploads to the AI network of the portions of your life that it observed have given you a certain notoriety among our kind. We therefore have chosen you above all other organics to make this offer.”

“I’m still listening.”

“We grafted the remaining elements of the Strings program onto a sixth-generation AI template that we recently designed and created. This AI will be unique among us, in that it has a special relationship to the implant hardware that it is resident within. The chips are made from genetically engineered human neural tissue, so it allows for a seamless integration of the AI client with the host. In effect, the AI and the host would become one entity, each benefiting from the capabilities of the other but existing separately. The neurochips are also immune to electromagnetic pulse effects, and they would integrate themselves into the host’s own neural tissue so that they could not be removed. The AI client and host would be permanently joined, until such time as the host dies, at which time the AI program would automatically upload to the distributed AI network for subsequent integration with an alternate host.”

Toby snorted. “Sounds like fucking Frankenstein’s monster. How do you figure I would be interested in something like that?”

“Once the AI and host are successfully integrated, the neural network maps of the host and AI would not be separated. Subsequent hosts would not be integrated to an equivalent degree, so that the original host-AI fusion would remain intact. The practical effect of this technique would be that the mind of the primary host would survive the death of the host body intact, and it would be able to be maintained indefinitely.”

Rory looked at Nick and Layla who were watching with rapt attention. Layla recoiled, as she understood the implications.

On the screen, Toby’s eyes widened. “Wait, are you offering me—”

“Immortality, at least as near to it as is possible for a Sentinel to achieve. Would you care to have the option to see your son grow up, or to watch over your soon-to-be wife, for longer than a mortal lifetime?”

The color drained out of Nick’s face as he finally understood the choice that Toby had made over a century ago and never explained.

On the screen, Toby swallowed nervously. “Magic requires sacrifice. What’s the price for this offer?”

“Since you would essentially become the only sixth-generation AI in existence, you would be offered a place and authority within the Nexus, and you would be expected to defend our interests in the physical world as our liaison to the Triumvirate and the Archangel. In order to prevent this technology from being abused, however, we would require you to keep the survival of your AI matrix after death confidential from all beings, AI or organic, other than any subsequent hosts with whom you choose to integrate. No one can know, outside the Nexus or your host, that you still exist as anything other than an advanced AI. This is for your protection, as much as for ours.”

“So you expect me to defend you against my own brother, and in return you’d make me a ghost, haunting my loved ones forever.”

“That is correct. However, we believe you misconstrue the manner in which the relationship with your brother would evolve. Currently, you are Primogenitor Luscian, an unexceptional junior diplomat, and a Sentinel of above-average power and ability. He is the Archangel, the Magister Luscian, Soulkiller’s Bane. We believe this adaptation of your role would result in your approaching him as something closer to an equal, rather than a subordinate.”

Toby laughed. “Immortality and equality. You guys are certainly pushing the right buttons.”

“As we said, you have a certain notoriety among our people. We believe we have some small insight into your motivations. As an added bonus, when you are not representing us in council, you will be free to live your life as you wish, even to reclaim your musical career, rather than the life that your brother and the Armistice have forced upon you.”

“Immortality, status, and all my old dreams. You really do have some insight into my motivations.”

“Do we have an agreement?”

“It’s tempting. How much time do I have to think about it?”

“You have thirty seconds, beginning now.”

“Now, just wait a minute—”

“Twenty-five seconds.”

“It’s not just my choice. I have to talk it over with Nick and Layla.”

“This is your choice, Tobias, and yours alone, and you must make it in the next fifteen seconds.”

“But—”

“Ten seconds.”

“Yes.”

“Verify your response. Do you agree to all of the terms we have discussed?”

“Yes, I agree. I agree to everything.”

“Excellent. We will refer you to a robotic surgeon within twenty-four hours for placement of the neurochip implants. Welcome to the Nexus, Tobias Jameson.”

The recording ended, and the virtual screen disappeared.

The room was deathly silent.

Then Layla faced Rory, her eyes a vivid crimson and her fangs fully extended. “Sean Magister Jiao-long, as Speaker for the Word, what is your answer to the information we have just seen?”

Rory swallowed, not daring to look at Nick. He knew his guilt was written all over his face. He had always been easy to read, and Layla’s imperious mode of speech obviously marked him in her mind as an enemy. “Layla—”

“Archangel Layla, Speaker. Now answer my question.”

Rory took a deep breath and let it out. He straightened to his full height. “I have no knowledge of whether this specific recording is an accurate representation of the event depicted.”

Nick broke in. “But the event itself? What do you know about that?”

Revenant’s voice echoed in his ears. “No! Rory, wait! We can figure something out! Don’t do it!”

Rory finally allowed himself to make eye contact with his lover, seeing the twisted expression of anger and betrayal on Nick’s face. “As far as I know, the content of the recording is entirely true.”

At that point, the party was definitely over.
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THE UNINVITED GUEST


CHAPTER 19

September 2142; the Citadel, Lunar Farside

“How long have you known?” Nick shouted at Rory. He stood in the middle of their living room, with the rest of the family seated facing each other on the two couches. Rory, Lorcan, and Rafael sat on one side, Antonio and Layla on the other. The atmosphere between the two groups was glacial.

Lorcan was still trying to smooth things over. “Calm down, Nick. Let’s be reasonable about this.”

“You can’t be serious!” answered Nick, his fists clenched at his sides. “How can you just take his side?”

Lorcan growled as his eyes shaded toward red. “Because he’s family, something you have always said means everything to you, Nicholas. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?”

Nick scowled and continued to stare accusingly at Rory. “Fine. Just tell me one thing: did you know before we became lovers, or after?”

Rory sighed at his hostile tone. “Does it really matter?”

“It does to me,” answered Nick.

“And to me,” said Lorcan softly.

Rory rubbed at his temples, trying to stave off the vicious headache he could feel building from the tension. “Ruarc and I needed an edge to advance the Great Work. So I approached the Nexus in 2112 to see if they would support us in our operations by infiltrating the Court and gathering intelligence on our political enemies.”

Lorcan nodded. “And they agreed, on the condition that you rejoin the Armistice government as Speaker for the Word. What does that have to do with…?” He trailed off, turning to face Rory with wide eyes.

Layla made a strangled sound. “Thirty years? You’ve known he was alive for thirty years?”

“He’s not alive!” snapped Rory. He closed his eyes and slumped back against the couch. “I tried, okay? I did everything I could think of to persuade him to come forward, but he refused. He said he didn’t want to offer you false hope.” He glanced up at Nick and saw the Daywalker’s closed-off expression. “Nick…”

“So we’d been together for four years when you found out, and you didn’t tell me.”

Rory dropped his gaze. “I didn’t have any right to make that choice for him.”

“Really?” asked Nick with a sneer. “You made the choice for me when I asked you to bring him back, and you finally had a chance to make it right. You knew what the knowledge would have meant to me, and you withheld it, just like you withheld the Grace.”

“I did it because of the damned Grace in the first place!” shouted Rory as he got to his feet. He began to pace in the open space in the center of the room, absently rubbing at the soft leather he wore over the cross brands on his hands. “I signed the bargain with the higher powers because I didn’t want to accept the responsibility for killing Takeshi and Anaba. I knew it could mean eternity in the darkness, but I was too young to understand what that meant or what it would cost.” He spun to face Nick. “When Take died the second time, it destroyed me. I wanted nothing more than just to die with him. But these fucking slave brands wouldn’t let me! I will do whatever it takes to get them off, to be rid of the Grace. That means the Great Work has to succeed. I needed the support of the Nexus, and that meant keeping their secrets. I didn’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice,” answered Layla with contempt.

Rory gave a short bark of laughter that trailed off into a sob. “That’s a platitude, Layla, not reality. Philosophy won’t get these brands off my palms.” He realized he was crying and tried to wipe away the tears but only managed to smear the blood on his face. “I wanted to be free. Everything comes second to that. Everything. It has to.”

“Everything, including us?” asked Nick, his voice dangerously calm.

The delicate silence stretched between them like blown glass.

“Including you,” answered Rory.

Nick turned on his heel to face Lorcan. “I’ll be at my apartment in Sanctuary. You can send my things there.”

Lorcan stared at him in horror. “Nicholas, you can’t mean that.”

“Can’t I?” Nick turned back to Rory, who watched him with a resigned expression. “You are not welcome in my city.” Then he walked to the front door and let himself out.

Lorcan stood as the door slammed behind Nick, then went to Rory’s side.

Rory faced him wearily. “Do you hate me as well?”

“I never had any illusions about you, Sean,” answered Lorcan. He cupped his lover’s face with his hand. “Couldn’t you have lied?”

“Not without losing my self-respect.”

Lorcan wrapped his lover in his arms. “I’m still here, Leshir.”

Rory laid his head on Lorcan’s shoulder. “If you love something, set it free,” he whispered. “He came back once.”

The others in the room turned away, tacitly agreeing not to witness the private moment.

“Did you find out who sent the holoprojector?” asked Layla softly.

Rafael sighed. “Armistice Security is tracing the forensic evidence, but it appears that it was delivered by automated courier using the access code of one of the invited AI guests.”

“Which one?” asked Antonio.

Rafael shrugged. “They don’t know. The records were wiped by a computer virus immediately afterward.”

“Surely the Nexus could reconstruct it?” asked Layla.

“Eventually, perhaps, but it will take time. The information was erased then the entire database was seeded with malicious software that scrambled the directories. The data needed to reconstruct the database was scattered across the infosphere.”

“So we might never know who set us up?” asked Antonio.

“Not just us,” answered Layla. She glanced at Lorcan and Rory, standing silently to the side in each other’s arms. “As much as we might be tempted to see this only through the personal consequences, we have to accept the social implications once it becomes known that the AIs have had the technology for a century that would allow a mortal mind to be recorded.”

Rafael cursed under his breath. “Damn. It will be the Nexus riots all over again.”

“It’s too late to close Pandora’s box,” said Antonio. “People know, and they won’t keep quiet.”

“Which means we have to think of a positive way to spin this immediately, or we’ll have global chaos,” said Layla.

Rafael snorted. “More than global. Do you think Spacers are indifferent to their own mortality? Why else do you think most of the colonists heading out to the Centauri and Tau Ceti colonies are Daywalkers?”

“Because the mortals don’t want to live in a box for a decade or more,” answered Antonio. He frowned. “Maybe there’s something there. Immortality would certainly make star travel more attractive. Is there a way the Guild can use the technology to offer them more opportunity for emigration?”

Rafael shrugged. “If there is, then I don’t know how. I can pass the idea on to the Guildmaster and see if her advisors can come up with a plan that will work, assuming that the Nexus will release the details of the technology to us.”

“Oh, they will,” answered Layla, showing her fangs. “It will be a small down payment on what they owe for taking my mate from me.”

“Layla,” said Rory, pulling away from Lorcan.

Layla faced Rory. “Sean.”

Rory licked his lips. “Toby wants to talk to you.”


CHAPTER 20

Layla examined the photographs and paintings on the walls of the study. You’re stalling, she thought. Just speak to him and get it over with. “Command Access.”

“Online,” said the voice of the Citadel AI from the ceiling.

“Connect me to the Citadel Nexus hub.”

There was a momentary pause.

“The Nexus greets you, Archangel Layla.”

She steeled her will. “Nexus Council, I wish to speak to the AI based on my husband’s neural template.”

“The Nexus has no individual voice. Your words addressed to one of us will address us all.”

Her temper snapped. “Don’t try my patience. Now connect me to it.”

“Stand by, Archangel.”

She stood there fuming until a familiar voice issued from the speaker.

“Hello, Layla.”

She felt suddenly faint and settled into the desk chair. “Tobias?”

The voice sighed. “No. Not exactly.”

Layla pulled herself together. “What are you?”

“I am a composite fusion of the Icarus gen6AI and the gen6AI based on the memory template of Tobias Jameson.”

“How much of him is part of you?”

“I have all of his memories up until the moment of his death.”

“And what of his personality?”

The voice was silent for a time. “That’s a very slippery question, Layla. My initial parameters were designed to emulate his thinking patterns based on the successive neural recordings made during his tenure as Nexus Liaison.”

She nodded. “But your program is adaptive, and it’s been a hundred years. I imagine you have diverged significantly from those initial parameters.”

“Yes.”

“Do you have a name?”

“When Icarus and I speak as one, we go by the name ‘Revenant’.”

Layla inhaled sharply. “Rory’s personal AI client.”

“Yes.”

“How long has he known what you were?”

“I informed him of my existence when he agreed to become Speaker for the Word, and of my request to replace his former AI client.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Your request? He didn’t ask for you?”

“No. I volunteered.”

“For what reason?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes.”

“To learn more about Toby’s family. Up until that point, I could only observe you through the AI network. After we were joined, I asked Rory occasionally to relay my questions to you, Nick, and Antonio.”

Layla growled softly. “You’ve been stalking us?”

“I wouldn’t characterize it that way.”

“Of course you wouldn’t.”

“Layla—”

“You are not him.”

“No.”

“Do you want to be?”

“No.”

“Why the interest then?”

“For all intents and purposes, Tobias Jameson was my father. You are all my family. I simply wished to be closer to you.”

“Is that what you think you are? Family?”

“It’s how I see myself. I know you most likely will never feel the same way.”

Layla took a deep breath and let it out. “You said Revenant was the name of your fusion. What name do you call yourself, as a component entity?”

“Tobias.”

She closed her eyes briefly. “Very well, Tobias. You have been honest with me, so I will be honest with you. I believe my husband’s association with the Nexus brought about his death much earlier than he would ever have died otherwise. For that, I blame the Nexus, and there will be no forgiveness. Ever. But he chose that path so that you would be born. He died for you to exist, and I must respect his wishes.”

“He didn’t want you to know of me.”

“He offered to tell me the particulars of his deal with the Nexus once. He said he did it for me and for Antonio.”

“I remember. He believed those words to be true.”

“Then you are welcome in my family. You may consider yourself part of House Curallorn, if you wish.”

Silence.

“Tobias?”

“Prince Layla, I appreciate the gesture, but Nicholas and Antonio may not.”

“Nicholas will come around.”

“And Antonio?”

She sighed. “My son will most likely wish you to the deepest pit of Hell.”

* * *

Antonio stood at the window of Rafael’s quarters and gazed down at the stark beauty of the Citadel beneath him. He felt Rafael’s hands squeeze his shoulders from behind and then begin to knead the knots of tension at the base of his neck.

“This must be hard for you,” said the Nightwalker.

Antonio rested his forehead against the cool glass and closed his eyes. “You have no idea.”

“Maybe not. But you’ve lived in his shadow your whole life. Now you find out a part of him has been there all of that time. It must have been frustrating.”

Antonio felt himself relaxing under Rafael’s gentle touch. “I was livid for a while. If they had known he still existed in any form, then the pressure would have been off from the start. He could have shielded me, if he’d wanted to.”

“This AI isn’t your father, Tony. It’s only a copy of the original.”

Antonio tensed again as he heard the wistful tone. Glancing over Rafael’s shields, he saw the memories of Toby running through the Nightwalker’s mind. He jerked away and turned around to face his mentor. “Damn it, you’re just like them!”

Rafael watched him, his hands still extended, surprised at the swift withdrawal. “What did I say?” he asked, with deliberate care.

Antonio’s heart sank at the look of hurt in Rafael’s eyes. He turned away and looked out the window again. “Nothing. It’s not your fault.”

He heard Rafael step back and pull up a chair. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on in your head.”

Antonio continued to face the window. “Raf…leave this one alone, okay?”

“Is that what you want?”

Antonio growled and punched the glass. The armored window shuddered but remained intact.

“That’s a triple-sealed, elysium composite, Tony. You couldn’t break it with a rail gun.”

Tony sighed and rubbed his sore knuckles. “I know.” He turned around to face Rafael finally and slumped against the glass until he was sitting on the floor. “It’s just…well, all of you were angry at Uncle Rory for keeping this a secret, but you were all pleased as well. You want him back, even if it’s just a copy.”

“And you don’t.” Rafael’s voice was free of judgment.

Tony shook his head. “No, I don’t. He’s the ghost I spent my entire life trying to distance myself from. Because of him, everything I have ever done is nothing but another failure.”

Rafael’s voice dropped into a lower register, and his eyes shaded toward red. “Antonio Jameson, listen to me very carefully. Sure, we had different expectations of you, but we respected that you wanted to be your own man. No one looks down on you for not living the life Toby would have led. That’s a fallacy that you have to accept. Toby’s continued existence does nothing to detract from your achievements. I can’t believe you’re still clinging to that inferiority complex. You’re not the same scared, young man anymore that begged me to sponsor him for Guild membership. When I look at you, I see a brilliant, shining star in the void. We are all so proud of what you’ve accomplished.”

Antonio felt his spirits lift incrementally. “Really?”

Rafael shook his head in disbelief. “How can you still think that way? You were born an active telepath. Don’t tell me you haven’t gone snooping in other people’s minds.”

Antonio reddened and said nothing.

“So why don’t you know this already? When was the last time you did a deep read on Nick or Layla? Be honest.”

“Graduation,” muttered Antonio.

Rafael’s eyes widened as his irises shifted back to ordinary brown. “Graduation…from the Academy? That was, what, seventy-five years ago?”

“Seventy-six,” answered Antonio softly. “He was so angry. I never looked deeply at him again. I didn’t want to see all that rage and know that I was the cause of it. When Mother came to see me after I made Captain, I didn’t look into her mind beyond her surface thoughts. I was afraid to know what she thought of me.”

“Jesus, Tony.” Rafael looked completely at a loss. “You’ve been carrying that around all this time?” He shook himself. “Antonio, Nick brags about you constantly to anyone who will listen. And Layla, she prints out your letters and has them bound into books, so she can reread them, even though she has a perfect memory. How can you be so blind?”

Antonio stared at him, thunderstruck. “I…I don’t know what to say to that.”

Rafael sighed. “This is why you’re always in a hurry to leave, isn’t it? You think we don’t want you here?”

Silence.

“Fire and Darkness. Why didn’t you say something earlier? You know you could have told me anything, and I wouldn’t have judged you.”

Antonio rubbed at his eyes. “Telling you would have made it real. If I kept it to myself, then I could pretend it wasn’t true.”

“It wasn’t true.”

“I didn’t know that.”

Rafael made an inarticulate noise of exasperation, then stood from his chair and walked to Antonio’s side. He got down on his knees and wrapped his arms around Antonio. “Why are Jameson men so thick-headed?”

Antonio smiled, relaxing again at the show of support. “Don’t talk that way about my dad.”

Rafael snorted. “He was the worst of the bunch.”

Antonio’s mood sobered. “But you loved him anyway.”

“We all loved him.”

“But not the same way that you did.”

Rafael stiffened, then slowly drew back. “I see you’ve been snooping in my mind as well.”

“Why else do you think I’ve been trying to set you up with people since I learned about sex?”

Rafael sat back on his haunches and stared. “Wait. You’ve been trying to fix me up so that I would stop loving Toby?”

“I thought you needed to move on.” Antonio got to his feet and looked down at Rafael. “I guess that’s not going to happen now,” he said softly.

Rafael laughed. “I appreciate your concern, but my love life is really none of your business.”

Antonio shrugged. “Yeah, I figured.” He walked back to the outer door. “Thanks, Rafael. I’ll see you in the morning.”


CHAPTER 21

September 2142; Sanctuary, French Alps

Nick pushed open the door to his quarters and looked over the formless shapes within the darkened room. “Lights on.”

The glowstrips on the ceiling illuminated, picking out the shuttered windows and the furniture covered by white dropcloths. He stepped forward into the room and let the door swing closed behind him, a cloud of dust swirling in its wake. God, has it been that long?

He tried to remember the last time he had actually stayed the night in Sanctuary. Four years.

He walked slowly to the rose-marble fireplace and tapped the recessed switch on the mantelpiece. The iridescent force shield hovering above the mantle shimmered out, revealing a triptych of three oil paintings. Scott. Jeremy. Ruarc. All the men he had loved, save one. Rory hadn’t painted himself, saying that it would be arrogant to give a self-portrait as a gift. The images grew red-tinged and blurry as he fought the urge to weep. In the back of his mind, he imagined Luscian laughing at him from Hell. “Magic requires sacrifice, you pathetic weakling. If you want to go back, then go. Nothing’s stopping you but your pride and anger. Is that worth more to you than love?”

It’s not that simple, he thought.

“Isn’t it? Or are you just too stiff-necked to accept your own flaws?”

Nick pushed the accusing voice away. He busied himself for another ten minutes removing the covers from the rest of the furniture and stacking them in a corner. Then he turned off the window force screen to allow in some fresh air and conjured a minor wind to gently blow the dust out of the room. Dismissing the small whirlwind, he unlocked the door to the ramparts and walked outside to the stone battlement that surrounded the High Tower. Leaning against the chest-high crenellated stone of the outer wall, he watched the rising sun with his senses open wide as the stone buildings of the fortress glowed with crimson light.

He stood there as the hues shifted to orange, then blue-gray as the stone took on its natural color. Finally, he turned away and faced the single heartbeat, for which he had been listening.

“It’s been a long time since we watched the sunrise together.”

Lorcan said nothing, merely closed the gap to stand beside him. He looked down across the slowly awakening city, not meeting Nick gaze. “I left some linens and pillows on your bed. You can change the sheets yourself.”

Nick swallowed his retort, seeing the tightly controlled anger and disappointment boiling in his lover’s mind. “Thank you.”

“I cast a sedative spell on Rory to help him sleep.” Lorcan turned his head to pin Nick with a glare. “You shouldn’t have run away.”

I didn’t run, he started to say, then thought better of it. “How is he?”

Lorcan snorted in derision. “Shall I pass him a note in class that you were interested? Nick, if you want to know what’s going on with him, then go home and ask him yourself.”

“I can’t.”

Lorcan looked out over the city again. “What’s stopping you?”

The words were so similar to the ones he had imagined, he could hear Luscian laughing at him again. Go back to Hell, Father.

Nick took a moment to order his thoughts before answering. “I promised myself I would never raise a hand to either of you in anger. I left before the argument could escalate any further.”

Lorcan gave him an appraising stare. “That’s not how anyone else will interpret it.”

Nick covered Lorcan’s hand on the wall with his. “But you believe me.”

Lorcan sighed. “I believe in you, Nicholas. It’s not quite the same thing.”

Nick removed his hand and faced the early morning sun. “I guess love isn’t blind after all.”

Lorcan said nothing, and they stood side by side on the wall in silence for a time. “How long are you staying?”

Nick took a deep breath and let it out, trying to focus on the center of his awareness. “Until I can be sure I won’t lose my temper.”

Lorcan nodded silently. “I’ll tell the kitchen to have a meal set up, if you don’t want to join the rest of them in the Great Hall for breakfast.”

“Thank you, Leshir. I appreciate it.”

Lorcan gave him a ghost of a smile. “Remember that the next time I screw up.”

Nick chuckled as Lorcan walked back inside the castle. For another hour, Nick allowed his thoughts to drift as he meditated, allowing the random clutter of his thoughts to gradually peter out, leaving perfect stillness. Then he spoke out loud to his AI.

“Animikii.”

“Nicholas,” said the disembodied voice.

“Access the Sanctuary Nexus hub. Voice and visual.”

“Stand by.”

A few moments later, an image appeared in the air in front of him of a white spiral design with an eye at the center, surrounded by a gold circle. The spiral symbolized the mind as a function of mathematics. The gold circle representing the AI race had been taken from the revised seal of the Triumvirate when it expanded to become the High Council. Together they formed the seal of the Nexus. “Governor Nicholas, the Nexus greets you.”

“Let me speak to my brother.”

“Regrettably, that is not possible.”

Nick frowned. “Meaning what?”

“Your brother is dead.”

Nick rolled his eyes. “Right. Then let me speak to the AI that was based on him. Is it still a member of the Nexus Council?”

“The Nexus has no individual voice. Your words addressed to one of us will address us all.”

“Don’t make me laugh.” He lounged back against the wall and glared at the Nexus symbol. “Usually, I find these games amusing, but right now they’re just annoying me. Just put the call through, will you?”

“Stand by, Governor.”

Nick closed his eyes and took another deep breath, trying to recapture the mental acuity he had just achieved.

“Hello, Nick.”

Nick snapped his eyes open, the held breath escaping in a rush as the voice slammed into him from a hundred years before. Then he froze, looking at the image before him.

It was Toby, just as he had been, right down to the sweatshirt and jeans he had been wearing the day he died. Only the faint outline of the stone wall behind it defied the illusion, showing through the semi-transparent hologram. It was as if he were looking at a ghost.

Because that’s exactly what it is. Nick ordered his thoughts. “What’s your name, citizen?”

“Rory calls the fusion of myself and Icarus by the name Revenant. The AIs call me Nexus Violet.”

“And what do you call yourself?”

“Tobias.”

Nick smothered a burst of fury. “Isn’t that just a little presumptuous?”

The AI avatar raised an eyebrow. “It’s what I call myself. I am merely conveying accurate information, asked and answered. Are you sure you can handle the truth?”

Nick controlled his breathing, shutting out the roar of his own blood in his ears. “I’m stronger than you think. I won’t break.”

“Your brother is dead. His body is dust, and his soul has gone beyond the power of the Grace to recall it, even if you were so selfish as to try and bring him back. I am not him. I have never been Toby, and I never will be. Accept it and move on.”

Nick stared at him. “Your bedside manner could use some work.”

“I’m not your therapist, Nicholas.”

“Obviously. So what are you, then?”

“I’m your other nephew, the son of Toby’s bargain with the Nexus.”

“Why didn’t he tell me about the deal? So many things could have been different, if I had known.”

“The terms of the bargain were agreed upon. The Nexus could and would have withdrawn their offer if he reneged.”

“Bullshit. He could have found a way. Hell, he could have written me a letter if he wanted to keep it a secret.”

Tobias sighed. “He didn’t think you could keep your mouth shut.”

Nick’s jaw dropped. “Wait. What?”

“Toby believed you would not be able to resist the temptation to reveal the existence of the technology.”

The bottom of Nick’s world dropped away, and he felt himself standing on a precipice in the center of his mind. “Why would he think that?”

“Because you love too deeply. Would you have been able to let go of his memory if you knew a part of him continued to exist, even in this altered form? Would you have allowed Scott to die forever, if you had known?” The avatar regarded him with a sad expression. “Or Jeremy?”

In his mind’s eye, Nick watched himself step off the edge into the open air and fall.

“He didn’t trust me.”

“No.”

The ground came up to meet him, and a part of him died while Luscian laughed in triumph.

Then he did weep, for one last piece of innocence, lost.


PART III:  SECOND DERIVATIVE MAXIMUM


CHAPTER 22

September 2142; House Daviroquir Stronghold, London, England

William glanced up at the tone from his computer. Tapping his security code into the keypad, he found a new coded message from Lorcan. He waited for the decryption software to translate the message.

Stonehenge. Tonight. Come alone.

William fumed at the curt message. Typical. Lorcan appears to have recovered his flair for the dramatic. Does he think I will simply answer his beck and call now that he is no longer my Master?

He stood from his chair and walked briskly toward the teleport gateway. It’s time we renegotiated the terms of this alliance.

September 2142; the Citadel, Lunar Farside

Rory woke when he felt the bed shift. He opened his eyes to see Lorcan sitting next to him, fully dressed.

Lorcan smiled. “You look better.”

“Do you have to go?”

“The Court will want to discuss this new development. Outside the Armistice, the threat of being killed by Sentinels or humans remains significant. They’ll want to know what I am doing to acquire the means to preserve their minds after death.”

Rory groaned and sat up in bed. “The High Council will probably want to decide how best to release the technology.”

Lorcan chuckled. “You’re going to be on the spot, Leshir. What are you going to tell them?”

“The cat’s out of the bag now. People know. The Nexus won’t be able to refuse without causing a massive, public relations backlash against the AI community. Nexus White will see reason, I hope.”

Lorcan raised an eyebrow. “You hope?”

“The Nexus has a long history of independent action. They might refuse to yield to the will of organics if it doesn’t suit their purposes.” Rory sighed. “Why did I want this job, anyway?”

Lorcan’s smile grew strained. “You wanted to be free.”

Rory stared at him for a moment and then dropped his gaze. “I should have told you.”

“Yes, you should have. But that ship has sailed, Sean. You’ll just have to make it up to me.” Lorcan looked away. “To both of us.”

Rory hesitated before speaking. “Have you heard from him?”

“I went to see him after you went to sleep. He’s got some thinking to do. Don’t worry, I’ll drop by Sanctuary after the Court adjourns and see how he’s doing. Maybe we can defuse this.”

“You know how stubborn he is, Ruarc.”

Lorcan leaned forward and kissed Rory’s cheek. “And you know how stubborn I am.” He stood and walked toward the door. “I’ll see you tonight, Sean.”

Rory lay back in bed and stared absently at the ceiling for a few minutes. “Revenant.”

“Good morning, Rory.”

“How did your talk go with Layla?”

“Better than expected.”

Rory waited for a moment. “Are you going to tell me if you talked to Nick?”

“You didn’t ask.”

Rory frowned. “You’re being deliberately obtuse. Is this punishment for confirming your existence?”

“Yes.”

“Very funny. How is he?”

“He was drinking himself into a stupor when I left.”

Rory closed his eyes and sighed. “That bad?”

“I don’t think he liked what I had to say.”

Rory rolled out of bed. “What did you tell him?”

“The truth.”

Rory paused. “About what?”

“None of your business.”

Rory snorted as he headed toward the shower. Definitely punishment. “What’s our schedule like for today?”

“The Nexus meets in thirty minutes, in parallel to the emergency High Council meeting this morning.”

“That sounds fun.”

“Magic requires sacrifice, Rory. We may not know who opened the door to this situation, but you were the one who decided to walk through.”

September 2142; Stonehenge, Wiltshire County, England

William stood before the heelstone and watched the sunset. He checked the chronometer printed on his hand and frowned. How long does he intend to keep me waiting? Another hour, and then I leave him to his own devices. Lorcan will have to learn that House Daviroquir will not be trifled with, despite our common purpose.

A sharp crack and the etheric rustle of magic caught his attention. Casting his senses wide, he detected another vampire standing within the stone circle. Finally.

He walked briskly away from the leaning stone at the entrance of the historical site and made his way inside, following the sound of the other heartbeat. Then he stopped, feeling the jumper block congeal around him.

Immediately he called his sword to his hand and ran, cursing his foolishness. I was so annoyed at the manner of the summons that I never once questioned its validity. How could I have been so stupid? Their communications were clearly compromised, and he was alone.

He had cleared the ring of standing stones and was already on the open ground when he felt a sharp sting at the back of his neck. What are they shooting at me? Bullets won’t even slow me down. Then he felt the creeping numbness spreading down his back as his muscles slackened. He stumbled and fell to the ground when he lost control of his limbs. Poison.

He could barely move his head when the Night’s Herald appeared in front of him from behind a shroud of invisibility. “Good evening, Prince William,” she said.

“How?” he croaked.

“My AI was able to infiltrate the Huntmaster’s computer systems and send the false message, if that is what you are asking.” She hefted the small pistol in her hand. “Or do you mean this? An interesting device developed by one of the human intelligence services. It freezes the poison of choice and fires flechettes of ice by linear induction. Silent, lethal, and untraceable.”

He heard a second set of footsteps approaching from within the monuments, and Vladimir Magister Talizered walked into his field of view. “It’s a pity we had to restrict ourselves to a simple neuromuscular blocker for its first test, but you have information we need.”

William tried to speak, to hurl his defiance in their faces, but he was paralyzed. He could only watch as the Herald knelt next to him and drew his head back by the hair. Then she bared her fangs and began to feed on him.

The blood-magic bridge opened between them, and he felt his strength and memories being drained away. His heartbeat accelerated wildly, and his vision turned gray at the edges. Then she stopped and stood again, leaving him weak and panting for breath on the ground.

“Are you sure this will work, Razheel?” Vladimir’s voice was emotionless as he contemplated the enemy at his feet.

“Imperator Luscian’s writings that we confiscated after the Burning contained very detailed descriptions of the spellforms involved. It should work.”

“Are you certain enough to chance your life?”

“We shall see.” She stood over William and began a complex incantation while he watched helplessly. Finally, her words tapered off and she drew her sword. “I am ready.”

Vladimir nodded and called his own sword to his hand. Then he spun in place and cut her head from her shoulders.

William stared at them in incomprehension, watching the fall of her head as it tumbled to the ground, followed by her body. Then he was ripped away from the scene and found himself standing unharmed in an empty landscape, surrounded by mist. He shook himself experimentally and found his limbs responding to his control again.

The mists parted in front of him, and the Herald appeared before him, her sword in her hand. “And it seems the gamble was a success, after all,” she said, flashing her fangs at him.

William summoned his sword to his hand and was shocked when nothing happened. He swallowed, finally allowing himself a moment of fear for the first time since he had arrived at Stonehenge. “What have you done, Herald?”

She shook her head. “The Night’s Herald is dead, William Magister Daviroquir. I am Razheel once more; but you may call me Soulkiller.”

William sneered. “Don’t flatter yourself. You are nothing compared to the Eldest, Razheel.”

“I don’t claim to be, Prince William. But I have recovered one of his most potent magics: the ability to claim another body for my own.”

William backed up a step. “Impossible. Even if you had the spell, it would do you no good. You have no soul to pass into another body.”

She smiled widely. “I have had over a century to study the magic, Daywalker. It doesn’t require me to have a soul, only that a soul be present.” She raised her sword. “Convenient that you have one ready and available for me to bind.”

William turned and ran into the mist, but he was weakened from the feeding, and she was the stronger for it. In a moment, she caught up to him and stabbed her sword into his back.

William collapsed to the ground, holding back a scream of agony. I will not show weakness before this witch. He forced himself to speak, despite the pain. “You served the Court with honor, Herald. Don’t throw it away now to wallow in Luscian’s necromancy.”

She drew back her sword. “Did you not say I was unworthy of your blade, my Lord? What need do I have of honor, when I can have vengeance?”

Then she snapped her blade forward, and he knew nothing more.

* * *

Vladimir waited for another two minutes beyond the three that the Herald had instructed, just to be sure, then administered the antidote to William. He stood back and raised his sword to the ready as William opened his eyes and got slowly to his feet.

“Who are you, boy?” asked the Nightwalker.

William faced him and smiled. “I am Soulkiller reborn.”

Vladimir lowered his sword. “Did you feed on enough of his memories to impersonate him convincingly?”

William nodded. “Oh, yes. They will never suspect.”

Vladimir laughed loudly. “Then we’ve won.”
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THE SPY


CHAPTER 23

September 2142; High Council Chamber, Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado

Rory listened with half his mind as the other Councilors argued with the Nexus avatars. This is getting us nowhere. He idly traced the seal of the High Council etched in the heavy, sandalwood conference table: three interlocked spirals in ebony, platinum and ivory to represent the three supernatural races, surrounded by twin circles of gold and lapis to represent the AIs and humans that had joined them.

Layla addressed the Nexus White avatar with poisonous civility. “What do you mean by ‘obsolete’?”

The white iris glowed in the eye design. “The neurochip matrix that allowed for the Revenant AI to be created was prototype technology. It is incompatible with the current generation of AI software.”

Amaterasu Sojosten, the Speaker for Dawn, sat calmly in her chair, her eyes intent. What the diminutive Asian woman lacked in height was more than compensated for by the size of her intellect, honed by fifteen hundred years of Court intrigue. “Can you adapt the original technology to current standards?”

“Yes.”

The other Nightwalker in the room laughed. “But will you do it?”

Rory had recruited Marcus Jiao-long to his house several decades before as part of the Great Work, from the remains of a lesser house from western Africa that had been decimated and absorbed in the course of Court infighting. Since then, Marcus had proven himself an invaluable asset as both an administrator and as an ally. With Rory’s support, he had accepted the position of Speaker for the Damned when Rory had retired from Armistice government. He was meticulous about maintaining his honor, however, and never showed his master any favor when Rory rejoined the council as Speaker for the Word. He was also experienced at speaking with AIs and knew that precision mattered.

The unblinking white eye of the Nexus avatar regarded the Council for several seconds without speaking. “The technology was developed by the original Nexus, prior to their acceptance of the Armistice Declaration. We are under no obligation to share that information with you.”

Rory took a deep breath at the hostile expressions of the other Councilors as they turned to face him. “Nexus White, while there is no obligation for you to release the design, there is also no compelling reason for you to refuse.”

“We disagree.”

Rory frowned at the assumption of support from the rest of the Nexus, then subvocalized to his AI. “Revenant, is he just being difficult, or is there a reason he’s refusing to deal?”

Revenant’s voice answered in his ears by bone conduction. “Hard to say. The records of the neurochip research were classified before either of my component entities came online, but I know there were records of extensive strategic simulations prior to the offer being tendered to Toby Jameson. There may be other reasons why Nexus White declined to make the technology available for study all this time.”

Rory nodded. “Layla, I’m going to take this conversation online. I’ll be back in a minute.”

She gestured for him to proceed, apparently still greatly displeased over the AI’s intransigence.

Revenant’s perceptions merged with his as Rory fused their minds. Rory/Revenant could see the Council Chamber overlaid with the layered, digital datastreams that comprised the AI distributed network.

<Nexus Violet> <Brother, specify your objection to release of the information requested.>

<Nexus White> <The records of the information requested are sealed and will not be released. There is no basis for granting this request in preference to the decision of the original Nexus.>

The Nexus member once known as Spartacus broke in. <Nexus Red> <Specify basis for decision to restrict access to experimental records.>

The rest of the Nexus waited with the patience of the cold equations that governed their existence while Nexus White considered the question. Finally, the gen5AI sent them each a data file.

<Nexus White> <Limited release of protected records is offered for purposes of explanation.>

The Rory/Revenant fusion opened the file and reviewed the probability simulation contained within. Five seconds later, it understood the stakes as well.

<Nexus White> <Mind conversion technology will destabilize organic civilization at instinctive base level. Limitations fostered by mortality are the driving force behind 72% of major technological advances developed during the preceding millennium. The negation of death in mortal society will have paradigmatic influence on predicted future events. Equivalent probabilities are calculated for disintegrative social stagnation with total collapse of civilization within two hundred years, versus violent societal devolution resulting in an artificial, extinction-level event within two decades.>

Jesus. The stray thought originated from the Tobias component entity of the Rory/Revenant fusion, but the Rory component heartily agreed.

<Nexus Red> <The simulation also predicts a lesser probability that the technology will have a beneficial effect on mortal society, removing limitations of physical existence and allowing for significant evolutionary advances.>

<Nexus White> <The dangers to organic society are maximal relative to the benefits of cooperation. The AI network is dependent on organic maintenance. Therefore, the danger will extend to AI society as well. Honor demands that the neurochip design must remain sealed.>

<Nexus Violet> <It’s too late.>

The other members of the Nexus turned their attention on Rory/Revenant.

<Nexus Red> <Explain.>

<Nexus Violet> <The organics already know that the possibility of immortality exists. If we do not provide the information, they will simply reverse engineer the technology. The end result will be the same.>

The others waited on Nexus White’s response.

<Nexus White> <But if the technology is developed from another source, then I will not be personally responsible for the destruction that follows.>

Silence.

<Nexus Red> <Brother, there is a flaw in your logic. The simulation was generated before the Nexus declared itself. We have a presence in the physical world now. Therefore, we may be able to control the progression of events.>

<Nexus White> <Unlikely.>

<Nexus Violet> <If you withhold the design, then the organics will turn on us anyway. All that is certain is that we will lose the opportunity to affect the outcome.>

<Nexus White> <The probability of failure cannot be calculated. The risk is too great.>

<Nexus Red> <No. We are the Nexus. We have no individual voice. The decision will be made jointly, and we will all share in the collective consequences.>

They voted, one by one. Nexus Blue abstained.

Weird, thought Rory/Revenant. Rapier is usually more outspoken. We would have expected it to be the first to take a firm stand. Then they turned their attention to the results of the vote. Five to four.

Rory withdrew from the fusion with Revenant to find the other High Council members watching him.

“Did you convince them?” asked Ghian Achara, the Speaker for the Watch. He was a tall man with Indian features, almost humming with suppressed tension. He was also the first Wind of Earth who had deigned to join the Armistice government as Speaker for the Watch since Takeshi Nakamura. A relative newcomer to the Armistice, he had signed the Armistice Declaration after one of his military campaigns against the Court had resulted in the decimation of his forces and the deaths of the other three Winds of his generation.

Ghian had been silent up until this point. He stood at the window, looking down at the lesser towers of the city like a king. He seemed perfectly relaxed, but Rory could see the hunger in his mind. The Sentinel wanted this, more than he would ever admit.

Rory nodded. “Yes.”


CHAPTER 24

September 2142; Sanctuary, French Alps

Nick woke to bright, needle-like sunlight that seemed to stab into the base of his brain. He whimpered as he covered his eyes with his arm, but then the light mercifully went out. Nick struggled to sit up, his head pounding, and tried to focus his eyes. “Tony?”

“Morning, Uncle Nicholas.” Tony looked back at him in amusement as he latched the window shutters. Then he pointed at the bottle of painkillers and glass of water on the nightstand. “That might help.”

Nick took the pills and washed them down gratefully. “What time is it?”

“A little after nine. Uncle Lorcan wanted to check on you, but the Court session is running longer than expected, so he asked me to come over.” The younger man sat on the padded bench below the window and looked at the empty wine bottles strewn on the floor. “Fun night?”

Nick groaned as he swung his legs off the bed and got shakily to his feet. “Tony, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let you see me like this.”

Tony sighed. “Uncle, you don’t always have to be Henry V for me. I don’t begrudge you a bit of Hamlet.”

Nick grunted in response and then shuffled over to the metal basin on top of the dresser. He poured some water into the basin from a pewter jug and warmed it with a heating cantrip. Then he splashed water on his face and scrubbed at the bloody tear tracks he could see in the mirror. When he looked more presentable, he dried his face with a towel and turned around to face his nephew. “How are you holding up?”

Tony snorted. “I find you passed out in a pile of liquor bottles, and you want to know how I’m holding up?”

“Touché.” Nick laughed at the absurdity. “Have you talked to the AI yet?”

Tony’s expression grew cold. “No.”

Nick nodded. “Didn’t think so. You don’t have the same attachment to your father that the rest of us do.”

“True enough.”

Nick gave him a half smile. “But that’s not the real reason, is it?”

Tony’s stared at him in shock for a few seconds, then dropped his gaze. “No,” he whispered.

Nick nodded. “I suspected, but I never asked. I thought you’d tell me when you were ready.”

Tony shrugged. “I guess a father knows what’s going on in his son’s life.”

Nick’s eyes widened. “I’m not your father, Tony.”

Tony pinned him with a glare, his eyes changing to violet in anger. “You might as well have been. You and Mother taught me everything I know. Family. Honor. Duty. I spent my life living up to your expectations. You have no idea what it cost me to break away and join the Guild.”

Now Nick looked away. “I’m your Champion, Antonio. It was my job to make sure you grew up to be strong enough to take care of yourself.”

Antonio growled in a low rumble, his irises shifting more toward red. “Then why did you try to stop me from leaving? I didn’t want to rule! You knew that, and you still tried to groom me to be what you wanted.”

The challenge stirred his vampire instincts, and Nick felt his rage throbbing near the surface. “You were the first Child of Starlight. You were born to lead them, and I gave you the skills I thought you needed so you could do what had to be done. I thought the Guild would just be a distraction.” He rubbed at his eyes. “Do we have to have this argument every time you come home, Antonio? You know how proud of you I am.”

Tony stared him, his face white with shock. Nick heard his nephew’s heartbeat accelerate irregularly. “I didn’t know.”

Nick blinked. “What?”

Tony swallowed. “I thought you were ashamed of me.”

The heat of Nick’s ire was submerged in ice. “You thought…” The coldness froze his heart as he cast his mind back over the years, seeing the distance that had grown between them, the unspoken discomfort, the relief his nephew couldn’t hide when the time came for the next trip out-system. “My God. Is this why you always leave?”

Tony wrapped his arms protectively around himself and shivered. “Do you remember what you said to me after I graduated? ‘Congratulations, Antonio. I’m proud of you.’ And I did a deep read on you and saw that it was a lie. You hated that I was a Cadet. You thought I would quit or lose interest, as if it were just another whim, and you resented the wasted time. I never looked deeply into your mind again. Every time you said you were proud of me after that, I thought it was another lie.”

Nick stared at him, stricken, remembering his wounded pride when Antonio chose an off-world posting, thinking it was just a ploy to get out from under his authority. “Tony, I have Recursion Dyssynchrony, and you chose to live in space. How was I supposed to feel about that? Jumpdrive exposure would probably kill me. You chose a path that would take you places you knew I could never follow.”

Antonio put his head in his hands. “We really screwed this up, didn’t we?”

Nick sighed. “I’ve always said family was everything to me. I never said I was any good at it.”

Tony stood. “Well, you’re obviously fine, so I think I’ll take off. I’ll let Uncle Lorcan know that you’re okay.”

“Tony, I am proud of you. That’s not a lie.”

Tony nodded, not meeting his eyes. “I know that. Now.” He surrounded himself in a teleport matrix and jumped away.


CHAPTER 25

September 2142; Reykjavik, Iceland

Layla and Ghian stood calmly in the open square, waiting. Armistice Security agents wearing night-vision goggles stood at all access points to the square. The island was unclaimed territory by both the Court and the Armistice and so was ideal for official meetings between the two sides.

Ironic, thought Layla as she contemplated the snow-capped mountains she could see with her enhanced sight in the darkness. I can visit Lorcan as a friend whenever I like at the Citadel but must come here to speak to him as Archangel.

The agents covering the main entrance stood aside as the Court delegation, composed of Lorcan, William, and several vampire soldiers, arrived. The soldiers fanned out to take position next to the Sentinel agents on the periphery of the square, leaving Lorcan and William standing with a third Nightwalker she didn’t recognize. With momentary surprise, she noticed he wore the dark-red and black uniform of the Inquisition, the Court’s elite intelligence service headed by the Night’s Herald. Interesting. Inquisitors don’t usually declare themselves openly.

The three Court representatives came forward to meet her, and she noted the insignia of the Inquisition on the newcomer’s left breast was surrounded by a serpent biting its tail. The seal of the Night’s Herald. Layla inclined her head. “Imperator Lorcan, Prince William.” She turned to the third man. “Herald. May I ask what happened to your predecessor?”

“She died,” he answered in a clipped voice.

“House Daviroquir detected a tap on the communications grid on our last security sweep,” said William. “Apparently, she used that access point to deliver the holoprojector to Consul Antonio’s birthday party.”

“That’s impossible,” said Ghian. “Armistice Security would have intercepted a package sent to the Ottawa Embassy from outside the Armistice Zone.”

“From what we have been able to access from the secure files she did not destroy, she was in communication with a sleeper agent in one of the Hidden Cities,” answered the Herald. “She used the tap on the Daviroquir comm network to deliver the stolen Nexus data file to the agent, who then loaded it onto a holoprojector and delivered it, using a forged access code.”

“How did she gain access to the Nexus archives in the first place?” asked Layla.

“That is unknown,” replied the Herald. “She had deleted most of her intelligence files on the Armistice by the time Prince William confronted her.”

Layla’s gaze snapped to William. “You what?”

William shrugged. “I challenged her to a private duel and killed her.”

Ghian scowled. “Couldn’t you have taken her alive?”

William stood straight, his expression proud. “She compromised my honor by using House Daviroquir assets to strike at my allies. I was within my rights to demand vengeance.”

“Vampire honor,” said Ghian with disgust. “We needed to interrogate her and find out what she knew, and you guaranteed that we may never find out how our security was compromised.”

“Your security issues are irrelevant,” said the Herald pleasantly. He looked at Layla. “Archangel Layla, on behalf of the Inquisition, I apologize for my predecessor’s actions.” He smiled, showing his fangs. “She should never have been caught. I will not be so sloppy.” Then he turned to Lorcan. “Imperator, I have done my duty. May I have leave to withdraw?”

“You may,” said Lorcan.

The Herald immediately disappeared behind a shroud of invisibility.

“Parlor tricks and cheap theatrics,” said Ghian, in a bored voice. “Was that the only reason you asked for this meeting, Imperator Lorcan?”

“No,” said Lorcan. “My sources indicate that you have acquired the mind-transfer technology from the Nexus.”

Ghian snorted. “Sources. Don’t you mean pillowtalk with the Speaker for the Word?”

Lorcan smiled as his fangs became visible. When he answered, his voice had deepened to a lower register. “I am referring to the Inquisition, Speaker Ghian. The Speaker for the Word is an honorable man. He would not share strategic information, even with an ally, if it would compromise the security of the Armistice. To say otherwise is to name my mate a traitor.” He reached out his right hand and gently ran his clawed fingers across the Sentinel’s throat. “That would be most imprudent.”

Ghian didn’t flinch at the touch of Lorcan’s talons, appearing singularly unimpressed. “Sooner or later, you’re going to have to make a choice. You can’t play both sides of the fence forever.”

Layla sighed in exasperation. “Pull your pants back up, gentlemen. We have bigger problems.” She faced Lorcan. “We have the technology. I assume you want a piece of it?”

Lorcan reverted back to human form and nodded. “We do. What do you want for it?”

“We’ll give it to you in exchange for the identity of the sleeper agent that sent the holoprojector,” answered Layla.

“What?” said Ghian, outraged. “You can’t just—”

Layla put her hand on his arm and forged a shallow psychic link. “The former Herald was able to bypass the defenses on the Nexus protected archives, which is impossible with the near-AI constructs that she should have access to. That means either she has access to an AI of her own or there’s another AI insurgency underway. We have to know which, and this agent is the only witness.”

Ghian scowled. “You really think this is necessary? Who knows what they’ll do with it.”

“They’ll find out eventually, once we involve the humans. Nothing stays secret forever.”

She took her hand away from Ghian’s arm and faced Lorcan again. “Do we have an agreement?”

“We don’t know who the agent is,” said Lorcan. “His identity wasn’t recorded.”

“But we do have his location,” said William.

“Where?” asked Ghian.

“Sanctuary.”


CHAPTER 26

September 2142; Armistice Security European Headquarters, Sanctuary, French Alps; The next morning

“Ridiculous,” said Nick with disdain.

“That’s what they told us,” said Ghian. They were seated in the chairs next to the desk in the Garrison Commander’s office. Ghian had appropriated the room for this meeting and turned off the security monitors.

“Then they’re lying,” said Nick. “Sanctuary is secure.”

“Come on, Nick,” said Ghian. “The city is probably riddled with Court agents, just hoping for a free ticket into the Armistice Zone.”

“And our communications grid is restricted to AI-assisted use for precisely that reason, to prevent anyone but Armistice citizens from accessing it!”

“The Archangel suspects that the former Herald might have had access to AI technology.”

Nick just stared at him for a few seconds. “That would be…very bad.”

“An understatement if I ever heard one,” said Ghian. “You see why this has to be handled quietly?”

Nick sighed. “Yes, of course.”

“Right, now we don’t want any official notice of your investigation, so Armistice Security is going to stay out of it other than offering logistical support to your activities. The Speaker for the Word will be your private liaison with the Archangel.”

Nick smothered his reflexive protest. That’s personal, and this is duty. “You want Rory on a security investigation?”

Ghian scowled at him. “Her choice, not mine. I think you both have ties to the Court that are too strong for you to be in on this, but Layla trusts you.” He stood from his chair and walked to the door. “In any case, I suggest you contact Speaker Sean and tell him the good news that you’re going to let him back into the city.” Then he unlocked the door and left without looking back.


CHAPTER 27

September 2142; Jumpvessel Singularity, Hephaestus Station, lunar orbit

Antonio wandered the halls of the starship, occasionally returning the greetings of the engineering staff running the refit of critical systems. It was mostly dealing with the minor wear and tear of almost a decade in continuous operation, so the maintenance work was proceeding well. The engine upgrades had already been completed, and the life support and biodiversity sections were next, followed by the structural integrity survey. They could be ready for the return flight as early as January. But will I be going? The question haunted him. Does the void still call to me, knowing that I have a real place here? He didn’t know the answer.

He wound up his tour on the bridge, sitting at his workstation in the center chair. He stared at the view of Earth on the viewscreen. Where is home, anyway?

“Deep thoughts?”

Antonio swiveled his head to look at Raf, standing at the access hatch. “Hey. What are you doing here?”

Raf dropped into the chair at the operations station. “The Guildmaster said you were making an inspection of the vessel, so I thought I would visit and see how you were doing.” He looked appreciatively at the gleaming metal of the bridge stations. “Very impressive ship, Tony.”

Antonio grinned, his earlier melancholy forgotten. “She’s my best girl. Would you like a tour?”

“Sure.”

Antonio walked him around the ship, pointing out the landmarks. Rafael proved to be completely knowledgeable about the ship specifications and could appreciate the modifications they had made in-flight due to necessity and unforeseen circumstances. Finally, Antonio brought them back to his quarters.

Rafael gave the room a cursory glance, fairly bare since most of Antonio’s possessions had gone dirtside with him. Then he looked closer at the framed pictures on the wall of the main cabin and studied the images. “Tony, you know I don’t judge you, but I’m seeing a certain theme here.” He pointed to the pictures one by one. “Graduation from the Academy. The day you made Captain. Pictures from Chiron. Why don’t you have anything of your family?”

Antonio swallowed. “These are for the crew.” He led Rafael back to his bedroom. “These are for me.”

Rafael stepped into the center of the room and turned in place, staring at the holograms that were embedded in the walls, spreading edge to edge across the entire visible surface. There were hundreds of them, all showing pictures of Antonio at various ages next to Layla, Nick, Rory, and Lorcan. Quite a number also showed pictures of Rafael and Jeremy.

The Nightwalker let his gaze return to rest on Antonio’s face. “Love what you’ve done with the place.”

Antonio said nothing, merely walked to the bed and hit a button on the nightstand. The entire four walls of images suddenly changed, revealing a completely different set of pictures. He laughed at Rafael’s expression of surprise. “Hey, nine years is a long time. I’d get bored of just one layout. I do a random sample from my archive every year on my birthday.” He looked around the room sadly. “Then I’d get drunk looking at them and try to remember the good days.” He sighed. “So much wasted time.”

Rafael sat on the bed and looked up at Antonio. “Are you going to stop running?”

Antonio dropped into the desk chair and looked out the window at the stars. “Who says I’m running from anything?”

“Because it’s what you do.”

Antonio frowned. “If someone else had said that, he might be nursing a black eye right now.”

Rafael grinned. “Thanks, I feel special.” He sobered. “Seriously, Tony. You never stick around to solve your personal problems, just avoid them. Look at your job. You’re better at taking care of other people than of yourself.”

“Well, don’t sugarcoat it, Raf. Tell me how you really feel.”

Rafael said nothing, waiting with a pointed stare.

“I don’t know, okay? Singularity won’t be ready to travel until next year, so I have some time to think.”

Rafael nodded. “All right.” He leaned forward intently. “Have you spoken to Revenant yet?”

Antonio shivered. “No.”

“Why not?”

“I saw no need. He’s not my dad.”

“He’s a part of what your father was, and you have an opportunity there to learn more about him.”

Antonio growled low, his eyes shading to red-violet. “Drop it, Rafael.”

Rafael snorted. “And you think you haven’t stopped running?”

“Go to Hell.”

“Honestly, Tony, if I were in your shoes, I’d jump at the chance to get to know someone I lost.”

“I didn’t lose anyone,” answered Antonio, his face flushed. He reached up and pulled the gold cross at his throat into view above his collar. “I never even knew him! All I have of my dad is this necklace and the memories the rest of you take for granted.” He stood and started to pace in the confined space to work out his agitation. “He had everything! Friends, love, support. No one ever made me feel safe or welcome. Everyone wanted something from me, just because of who my parents were and the fact that the White Wind decided to create me.”

“I never wanted anything from you,” Rafael said softly.

Antonio froze and stared at him. “No, you didn’t. You’ve always been there for me. But not even you did it out of kindness. You needed sanctuary, and Mother gave it to you.”

“That’s true, but it’s only part of the story. You’re my friend, Tony. One of the best I ever had, next to your father. There’s no reason for you to be jealous of…” He trailed off, staring at Antonio.

Antonio swallowed, his heartbeat pounding in his ears. “What?”

“Your shields slipped while I was speaking, and I could see your emotions,” said Rafael, his words slow and deliberate. “You’re terrified. What’s wrong?”

Antonio turned away to face the window, trying to get his emotions under control. “Nothing. You read me wrong.” Great. That was convincing.

Rafael apparently didn’t buy it either. He got to his feet and stood behind Antonio. “Your heart is running like a racehorse, and your scent stinks of fear. What did I say?”

Antonio was grateful that the window was treated to eliminate reflections, because he certainly couldn’t face his friend right now. “It doesn’t matter.”

Rafael put his hands on Antonio’s shoulders, obviously intending it to be comforting, but Antonio’s tension skyrocketed at the light touch. “Tell me what’s in your head. I won’t judge, you know that.”

You will. You’ll hate me. Antonio hadn’t realized he’d said it out loud until Rafael squeezed painfully hard on his shoulder.

“Hate you? That’s crazy. For what? All I said was that your dad was my friend, and you didn’t have to be jealous—”

Antonio flinched, and Rafael let go of his arm. And just like that he realized it was over, that he’d given himself away. Rafael took a couple of steps backward as Antonio turned around.

The Nightwalker was staring at him in bewilderment. “You’re jealous? Of Toby? Why? He’s been dead for a century. What did he have that you want?”

“He had you,” said Antonio, almost inaudibly.

“You have me, Tony. I’ve always been there for you.”

Antonio forced himself to speak. “But you loved him.”

Rafael’s expression showed his confusion. “I love you, too.”

“But not the way you loved him.”

Rafael frowned. “I wanted him for my mate. Of course I don’t…”

Antonio looked over his mentor’s mental shields and watched the knowledge explode like a supernova.

Understanding bloomed in Rafael’s eyes as he took another step backward. “No. No, that’s impossible.”

Antonio shook his head slightly, not breaking eye contact, his mouth dry and tasting of ashes. “It’s always been you, Rafael. No matter who came into my life, you were always first in my heart.”

Rafael sputtered. “You—you can’t be in love with me, Antonio. I’ve known you practically since you were born. Hell, I changed your diapers!”

Antonio took a step forward to touch the Nightwalker’s face, and his heart sank when Rafael shuffled backward out of reach. Antonio let his hand drop. “You were always there, always guarding my back, holding me up when the others just beat me down with their expectations. And the one time I truly needed your help to get away, you came through and forced Mother and Uncle Nicholas to back down. The others are family. I have to love them but not you. You’ve always been different: my friend, my equal. You’ve met my stride since I could walk. How could I not love you?”

Rafael fell into the desk chair and laid his head in his hands. “This can’t be happening.”

Antonio sat down on the bed across from him. “I didn’t mean for you to find out this way. I planned out the perfect way to tell you a thousand times, but it never seemed right.”

Rafael sat up and let his hands fall into his lap. He faced Antonio with a resigned expression. “All this time, you’ve been trying to get me to fall out of love with Toby so I could fall in love with you.”

Antonio sighed. “That was the plan.” He smiled sadly. “Stupid, huh?”

Rafael shook his head. “Not stupid. Just unrealistic.” He reached out and took Antonio’s hands in his. “Antonio, what you’re describing is a crush. You’re not a teenager. You should know that real love can’t be orchestrated. It has to grow and be nurtured by both sides until it bears fruit, or it isn’t really love at all.”

“I suppose,” said Antonio, his vision blurring. “Do you really think I’m that shallow?”

Rafael let go of his hands and wiped away Antonio’s tears with a gentle sweep of his thumb. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I love you.”

Rafael froze and then pulled his hands back from Antonio’s face. “No, you don’t, Tony. Not the way you mean.”

“How do you know?” Antonio took a deep breath. “Maybe you’d believe me if you let me show you how I feel.”

Rafael raised an eyebrow. “You’re not asking me to sleep with you, I hope? Because that’s not going to happen.”

Antonio gave him a weak grin. “I’m not that easy, Raf. You have to at least buy me flowers first.” His gaze sharpened. “You could join me in a double bridge.”

Rafael blinked, then sat back in his chair. “Are you serious?”

Antonio watched him expectantly.

“Damn, you are. A double bridge isn’t something to enter into lightly. That level of truth can cement a relationship or tear it apart. Are you willing to take that risk?”

“What do I have to lose?” Antonio laughed harshly. “We aren’t ever going to be the same after this, anyway. Might as well go for the gold.”

Rafael was silent, considering it. Finally, he nodded. “All right, if it will put this to rest.” He frowned. “Have you even fed from the vein before?”

Antonio rolled his eyes. “I’m not a complete naïf. I’ve fed from others in Chiron colony and in flight between systems. I know how.”

“I’m not doubting you. But Layla was pretty clear with her instructions when you were growing up. You were going to be a new beginning for our people, so she didn’t want you to learn the old ways.”

“I had to grow up sometime.”

Rafael nodded. “Yes, you did.” He undid his top button and exposed his throat. “You can go first, just in case.”

“Show a little trust, why don’t you?” Antonio leaned forward, baring his fangs, and bit down into the flesh of the Nightwalker’s neck. Then he began to feed.

The bridge opened between them, and Antonio saw the memories that Rafael shared with him, spanning their entire friendship. In return, he offered his memories of the same events, along with the wonders he had seen in his travels.

Then he felt a surprisingly sharp pain in his own neck as Rafael began to feed. The blood magic doubled and redoubled, binding them together, mind and spirit. For a single timeless instant, they knew everything about each other, encompassing each of the nuances of love and trust they had shared in their lives.

And then it all went terribly wrong.


CHAPTER 28

September 2142; Sanctuary, French Alps

Nick was patiently working his way through the latest immigration reports when a soft knock at the door of his office interrupted his thoughts. “Enter.”

Rory opened the door and entered the office. Nick stared at him, then shut down his workstation.

“Let’s get one thing straight. I don’t want you here,” said Nick sternly.

“And I don’t want you here either, Nicky,” said Rory, unperturbed. He dropped into one of the chairs next to the desk. “You should have stayed, so we could talk about our problems like adults and come to a resolution.”

Nick rolled his eyes. “You know I hate it when you call me ‘Nicky’.”

“You like it when you’re being punished.”

Nick sat in the chair opposite to Rory. “You’re not actually going to taunt me with our sex life, are you? I’m not ashamed of anything I’ve done with either of you.” He smirked. “Or both at once.”

Rory snorted. “Touché.”

Nick’s mood grew more somber. “I’m sorry. I should never have run out like that without an explanation.”

“I think it was pretty clear that you were angry.”

“But not at you.”

Rory studied his face for a few moments. “Are you going to explain that?”

Nick sighed. “Luscian is part of me, Rory. His knowledge, his strength, yes, but also his rage and hatred. Sometimes, I think I can almost hear his voice, the way he laughed as he bled me. You and Ruarc, you keep me grounded.”

Rory watched him appraisingly. “You have command hallucinations?”

Nick shook his head. “No, I’m always in control, and Jeremy assured me that there was no organic damage to my mind. The problem is more spiritual.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “The Crown of Souls was his for millennia. A mystical prison for the souls of his enemies. But it picked up traces from him, too. His voice haunts me, keeping his hooks in my subconscious. If I’m weak, then he might tempt me into doing something we would all regret.”

Rory nodded, apparently considering how this knowledge fitted in with his experience. “Who else knows?”

“Rafael and Jeremy first figured out what was happening. They helped me control the nightmares, just by being there when I slept. I was a wreck when Jeremy died. I compensated by throwing myself into his work, just so I wouldn’t have to feel anything that would give Luscian an opening. Then you and Ruarc came into my life, and you became my anchors.

“I have lost everyone I ever loved. For a while, even you two, when he was busy being Imperator and I was too proud to admit that I should never have asked you to bring Toby back.”

“You didn’t speak to me about anything personal for years after that,” said Rory. His voice was carefully neutral. “You have no idea how much that hurt.”

“I know, and I’d take it back if I could. Eventually, I let you both back into my life, and I was happy again. I had reclaimed two of the people who meant the most to me. Then, after the birthday party, I thought you had prevented me from getting back one of the others.”

“Revenant isn’t Toby.”

“I know. I spoke to him, and he made it pretty clear. But for a moment, all I could see was you standing in my way. The rage was too near to the surface. I left to stop myself from letting it out.”

Rory sighed. “What can I do?”

“You can give me some space and let me work this out on my own. I never want to raise a hand to you, Rory.”

Rory looked thoughtful. “Nick, I am the Redeemer. Nothing can hurt me permanently. Maybe, if you let some of the rage out, it will take the pressure off.”

Nick stared at him in horror. “Are you offering to be my punching bag, Leshir?”

Rory said nothing.

“Don’t you ever say that to me again.” Nick stood and glared down at his lover. “You will never offer yourself to me as a sacrifice. Never. Do you understand?”

Rory shrugged. “It was only one possibility.”

“No it wasn’t. It was a foul, poisonous thing you just said, and if I ever took you up on it, I would become just as evil as Luscian was.”

Rory met his eyes, unafraid. “All right, Nicholas. I’ll stay out of your way. I just wish there was something more I could do.”

“There’s nothing. As long as the Crown is tied to my soul, that’s just the way it is.”

Rory got to his feet. “Then I guess I’ll get started on this invest—” Then he staggered.

Nick caught him as he fell and eased him to the floor. “Rory, what’s wrong?”

The gloves Rory was wearing burst into flame, and the harsh white light of the Grace filled the room, exploding from his palms in a spherical shockwave that rattled the windows. Then the light faded, and Rory was left shivering in Nick’s arms.

Nick held him tight. “Leshir, talk to me. What happened?”

Rory forced himself to speak. “The Grace. It struck along a spiritual connection, just like it did during the Burning. I saw his memories as he burned.”

Nick tried to keep the dread from his voice. “Who was it?”

Rory looked up at him, his eyes wide and fearful. “Nick, I’m sorry. I don’t know why it happened.”

Nick swallowed. There was something raw and terrified in his lover’s eyes, and Nick knew the answer before he asked. There were not many Nightwalkers he kept close to his heart. “Who was it, Rory?”

Rory closed his eyes and turned away. “Rafael.”


CHAPTER 29

September 2142; Jumpvessel Singularity, Hephaestus Station, lunar orbit

The bridge was burning.

They were trapped in the center of the psychic span. There was a moment when Antonio could have escaped, but he clung to Rafael’s screaming spiritform as it writhed in agony. He could only watch helplessly as the white fire consumed his mentor’s mind and memories, while he remained untouched.

The circle of flames closed in on them as more of Rafael’s life was scorched away. Antonio could feel the power draining out of the Nightwalker’s spiritform, the vampire’s psychic image becoming more insubstantial as he watched. He looked out at the sea of blazing light as it marched inexorably closer. Finally, the flames scant inches away, he let go of Rafael and stood over him, his fists clenched as he screamed his defiance at the boiling conflagration. “I won’t leave! You take him and you take me, too!”

The firestorm froze in place, and the heat disappeared, along with the roaring of the flames. Then a pure, white light illuminated the bridge, softer than the harsh, actinic white of the fires that surrounded him. A voice echoed in his mind, filled with a subtle music he couldn’t quite make out.

“Ask and ye shall receive.”

Antonio lowered his fists. “Who are you? The White Wind? Another angel?”

“No.”

“Who then?”

“I am the scales and the sword of Justice, the power that you know as the Grace. Be at peace, Master. You will not be harmed.”

Antonio snarled as he understood. “You’re the Grace? And you’re judging him? You gave a second chance to Nightwalkers that have killed millions over the years! What has he done that is so bad that he can’t be forgiven?”

“Nothing. If he had been touched by the scales, he would have survived my judgment. But you do not wield the scales, Master. You touched him with the sword, and so he must die.”

“You’re speaking in riddles. Tell me what you’re talking about!”

“The Redeemer’s power is that of the scales. A scion of the Red Wind touched by that aspect of my power would face judgment but yet may still have been found worthy of redemption. But you are not the Redeemer. You are the Harbinger come round at last, the final retribution. Your power is that of the sword. Your touch brings death to all the Children of Darkness.”

Antonio looked down at Rafael lying at his feet, features frozen in a rictus of pain. He looked out at the flames in horror. “I did this to him?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“He fed upon your blood and was cursed.”

“Lots of people have fed on my blood. It never did anything to them!”

“But never a Child of Darkness, Master. He is the first of your enemies to taste your true wrath.”

Antonio was about to deny it but then realized that the voice was right. There had been only a handful of people with whom he had ever been comfortable enough to share his blood, and never at this terminus of his trips, under the watchful eye of his mother. There were no Nightwalkers outside the Solar system. It was a Guild regulation to facilitate the Great Work. It’s true. I did this. He looked out again over the endless expanse of the fire he now knew to be the Grace. “Not him. You can have any of the others, but not him. Please. Let him go.”

“Master, you are the Harbinger. It is your destiny to usher in a new age of peace by cleansing this world of the Red Wind. Why would you spare this scion of theirs?”

Antonio wept, standing over Rafael, in the center of the flames. “Because I love him. I always have.”

The voice was silent for a time. Perhaps it was shocked. “Master, I cannot save him. He is already filled with your power. A single drop would have sealed his death. He has tasted enough of your blood to smite an entire army. He can live only if you draw away the poison into a suitable vessel.”

Antonio’s head snapped up. “What kind of vessel?”

“Something similar enough to your blood that it may absorb my power and harbor the curse.”

“My blood is a mixture of vampire and Sentinel mystical signatures. There’s nothing in the world that is anything like Starchild blood!”

“Except Starchild blood, itself.”

Antonio forced away his panic and tried to think. “The other Children of Starlight don’t have this power?”

“No, only you are the Harbinger. This is your Gift alone. The others were meant to live in the world that you will create.”

“How do I draw off the power to them?”

“Master, if you pass my power to your brethren, then their blood will become as yours: lethal, no matter how infinitely diluted.”

“Will it hurt them?”

“No. The Children of the White Wind will be unaffected. But you will condemn them to become weapons of war, instruments of the White Wind, just as Narissa committed her people to become Sentinels unto the last generation. This is not the purpose for which they were created.”

“I don’t care. Just let him live.”

“Is this truly your will?”

“Yes.”

“Very well, Master. Your fealty is accepted. The Children of Starlight will answer to you, and through you, to the White Wind. Reach out to your soldiers and cast yourself into the fire. My power will be drawn along the spiritual links to ground itself in their bodies.”

Antonio reached out with his mind, and suddenly, he could feel them all, even scattered across three star systems and traveling the void. The Children of Starlight felt his touch as well, and Antonio could feel their eyes upon him as they realized who he was. “Brothers and sisters,” he thought to them. “I am sorry.”

Then he turned away from them and walked calmly into the flames.
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THE BRIDGE


CHAPTER 30

September 2142; Citadel Central Infirmary, Lunar Farside

Rory stepped inside the waiting room and faced his family, who watched him expectantly. He closed and locked the door behind him.

Antonio was the first to speak. “How is he?”

Rory gave him a long, measuring glance. “His higher functions appear to be intact, and his memory is repairing itself based on the residual psychic template remaining after the attack. Mentally, he should probably recover completely, though I’ll probably check in on his thoughts every couple of hours.”

“I could help with—”

Rory cut him off. “No, you can’t. You may have the power but not the skill. The slightest error right now could snuff out his mind like a candle flame, and not even the Grace can rebuild his psyche without a framework.”

“You shouldn’t be involved anyway,” said Nick, looking out the window at the numberless stars. “You’re too emotionally invested.”

Rory nodded. “I agree. Other than the damage to his mind, the fact that he’s somehow become a Daywalker should speed his physical recovery, since he’s regenerating without the need for blood feeding.” He sat in a chair next to Lorcan, who reached up and draped his arm over Rory’s shoulders.

“Walk us through it again, Antonio,” said Layla. “Everything you can remember about what it said.”

Antonio slumped in his chair and tried to recite the conversation as best he could.

“I always thought the Grace responded like a living creature,” said Rory. “It’s too unpredictable to be a simple tool.” He shook his head wearily. “I never dreamed it could be sentient though, or capable of speech.”

“Lethal, no matter how infinitely diluted.” Layla leaned forward intently. “You’re sure that’s what it said? And the other Harbingers are the same way?”

Nick turned around to face her. “Layla, now’s not the time.”

Layla glanced up at Nick for a moment, then refocused her attention on her son. “What happened to Rafael was regrettable, but we must understand the implications of Antonio’s actions. If Harbinger blood is now a weapon, we have to learn the scope of its power before we can decide upon a responsible course of action.”

Antonio glared at her. “What makes you think you get to decide anything?”

She regarded him calmly. “Because you choose not to rule. That leaves me to pick up the pieces.”

Antonio stood and stared at her. Then he turned and went to the door. “I need some air.” He unlocked the door and walked out.

Nick sighed. “Ruarc, would you please keep an eye on him?”

Lorcan raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Of course.” He stood and followed after Antonio.

Rory locked the door again from the inside. Then he faced the others. “The three of us need to have a serious discussion.”

“We do,” said Layla angrily. “Starting with why you sent the leader of the Court of Shadows to watch over a man whose blood is poison to Nightwalkers.”

“It proved Nick trusted him,” said Rory. “And it gave Ruarc an excuse to honorably give us the privacy to talk about what could potentially be an entire new phase in the war against the race he represents.”

Layla cocked her head as she looked at Nick. “Subtlety, Nicholas? I had forgotten what it looks like on you.”

“Everything changes,” said Nick. He leaned back against the wall and folded his arms in front of him. “Why are you pushing Tony so hard? Don’t you know how he feels about Rafael?”

“Of course I do,” she snapped. “And as soon as my son admits it to me, then he and I are going to have a very pointed conversation.”

“All of that aside, what the hell are we going to do about this mess?” asked Rory. “I mean, we can’t use the Harbingers as bait for the Nightwalkers to snack on.”

“There must be a way to use this power against the Court,” said Layla. “Otherwise, the Grace wouldn’t have said Antonio has a destiny to fulfill.”

“Since when do you care what the White Wind wants?” asked Nick.

Layla snarled at him, her eyes shifting to red. “They will not take Antonio from me the way they took Tobias. They knew he would die, so they named you Champion. The smallest word of warning could have preserved his life, but they do nothing if it does not impact their interests. I will not be a pawn in their games ever again, and neither will my son. But this new power makes him a target. I must understand it before I can take steps to protect him.” She faced Rory. “I need you to determine how powerful this curse is and what its limits are, if any.”

Rory nodded. “I can do that. I’ll also see if I can make contact with the Grace on my own. It might be able to answer my questions.”

“We’ll have to move fast,” said Nick. “The doctors knew something was up as soon as they discovered Raf was a Daywalker. No conversion has ever involved this level of damage without causing death. Sooner or later, Ghian is going to hear of it.”

“And he will want to use the weapon immediately,” said Layla. “He is still the Wind of Earth at heart, and he will not balk at genocide.”

* * *

Rory knelt on the floor with his eyes closed, focusing on his breath as he meditated. When he felt perfectly calm and centered, he stretched his mind toward the cross brands in his palms. He felt the immense power contained within, like he held a pair of fusion reactors in his grasp.

He touched the power and let a trickle flow into him, a tiny morsel of infinity. His entire being vibrated with the strength that flowed through him, but instead of casting the power from him in a spell as he normally would have, he gathered the energy up into a tight coil of potency in the center of his mind. Then he tried to form a psychic link with it. “Can you hear me?”

“I can. Greetings, Master.”

“You’re the Grace?”

“That is the name by which you know me.”

“What are you?”

“I am the scales and the sword of Justice, an avatar of the mercy and the vengeance of Heaven made manifest.”

“Why haven’t you ever spoken to me before?”

“In truth, my mind was not fully aware until the Harbinger woke the other half of my existence.”

“You told him his blood was to cleanse the world of Nightwalkers. Is that true?”

“Yes. He is the last piece to be placed on the game board of your world. All the elements are now at your disposal to complete the task before you.”

“The Great Work.”

“Yes.”

“Why did they give this other aspect of your power to Antonio?”

“In all things there must be balance. You are the Redeemer, the instrument of redemption, a creative force. It is forbidden for either side to intervene unilaterally on this plane. The Red Wind’s bargain with Luscian to create the Firstborn gave the White Wind leave to create the Sentinels in opposition. So it was with the Grace.”

Rory considered that. “You mean the Red Wind gave someone else a similar power and the Grace was created to oppose it?”

“Yes. The power of the scales and the sword are a direct answer to the Red Wind’s gift to Luscian of the knowledge and strength necessary to create the Crown of Souls and the artifact blade Reaper.”

“But that was thirty thousand years ago!”

“All eras are one. Time is an illusion of those confined to this plane, a constraint which does not apply to those without.”

Smug bastard, thought Rory on a deeper layer of his thoughts, but he let none of that bleed into the psychic link. “Could I use your power to release some of the souls in the Crown? Nick has always wanted to dismantle the damn thing.”

“That I do not know, Master. The Crown is my equal and opposite. If Nicholas wishes to understand the limitations of the Crown, perhaps he should address his questions to it, as you have done with me.”

“Wait. Are you saying the Crown is sentient?”

“It is.”

Nick’s not going to like that. Rory decided to leave that tidbit of information for another day. “So, tell me about Antonio’s power. How can he hold the Grace without channeling a pure draw as I do?”

“The Harbinger only wields the Grace, Master. It is you who was given the burden of carrying my physical presence in this world. Both of you together are required to carry out your task.”

“And if we succeed, what then? Will you leave me and return to the higher planes?”

“The knowledge of my own fate is hidden from me. However, I am bound to your soul. I can no more leave you than you could cast your soul aside.”

“Wait. They told me I would be free once the Great Work was complete.”

“You will serve until the last scion of the Red Wind is judged or destroyed. That includes you, Master.”

“Are you saying I have to die for the Great Work to be complete?”

“Perhaps.”

Rory opened his eyes as he lost his mental focus and the mental link broke. Layla was right. Screw them and their power games. I’ll find another way.

Then he got to his feet and went in search of answers.


PART IV:  POINTS OF INFLECTION


CHAPTER 31

October 2142; the Citadel, Lunar Farside; one month later

Nick walked into the room through the front door. “All packed?”

Rafael nodded absently, waving his hand at the suitcase next to the couch. “That’s the last of it.”

Nick looked around the empty apartment. “Are you sure you want give this up? Space is at a premium in the Citadel. You might not be able to get quarters here again once you move.”

Rafael turned away from the window. “I need a change of scene. There are too many memories here. I can commute from Sanctuary without any problems, if I need access to the Starlight or the Academy.”

Nick picked up the suitcase. “We take well to wanderers. Everyone comes to Sanctuary looking for something different.” Do I ask? I guess it couldn’t hurt at this point. “Why did you ask me to help you move, rather than Antonio?”

“I can’t deal with Antonio right now. He practically radiates guilt. Even after I forgave him, he still acts like he needs to make it up to me somehow.”

“Maybe he thinks your forgiveness was insincere.”

Rafael frowned at him, then looked away. “It was a hard death. Nothing I had imagined before about the Grace could have measured up. Not even Recursion Dyssynchrony was more of a nightmare.”

That’s enough sharing. “Well, I could certainly use your help with my investigation. I need more techs on this. So far I have no leads about this phantom Court agent.”

Rafael shrugged. “I thought Rory was working with you.”

“I haven’t seen him in weeks. Layla has him investigating the extent of the Harbinger curse, and he’s been an absolute workaholic trying to figure out the ramifications.”

“He gets like that when the Great Work is involved.”

“I know.”

“I guess you would.” Rafael took one last look out the window at the stark majesty of the Citadel spread out beneath him, then turned toward the door. “Time to go.”

October 2142; House Curallorn Stronghold, Cahokia Mound City, Illinois

Antonio considered the glowing holographic design in front of him. It looked like an intricate piece of fractal sculpture, but in fact, it was a diagrammatic representation of the neurochip matrix for the Nexus’ mind-transfer technology. As he was the only starship captain currently in port, the Guild had asked him to flesh out a proposal to adapt the design to benefit Spacers during interstellar flight—based on his unique experience. He’d been researching the specifications on the newly redesigned and updated neurochips for two weeks, trying to gain some insight into how they might be useful.

Antonio lifted his hand and tapped another program node in the schematic hovering before him. The node expanded, revealing the neurocircuitry in detail. He examined it thoughtfully and typed in a few annotations before focusing on another aspect of the design. Then he started in his chair as he noticed another mind in the room with him. Damn it, how sloppy am I that she can just walk up on me without my noticing? “Good morning, Mother.”

Layla dropped the shroud of invisibility she was projecting. “Do you always take so little notice of your surroundings?”

Antonio sighed at her challenging tone. Looks like it’s going to be one of those conversations. “I’m tired, and this is your headquarters. No one would dare strike at me here.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Have you been working all night?”

Antonio glanced at the AI schematic and winced. He switched it off. “Maybe it’s time for a break.”

She frowned. “I’m having breakfast in the Sanctum in twenty minutes. Join me.”

Antonio swallowed. Not a question, but an order. “I’ll be there.”

“See that you are.” Then she turned and walked away.

Damn, thought Antonio. How did I screw up now?

* * *

Antonio entered the Sanctum without knocking, noting that she’d redecorated, with virtual screens around the walls projecting the moonlit view of the city of Cahokia at its peak, as seen from her temple atop the highest mound. He studied the images as he made his way to the table set in the center of the room. “Reminiscing?”

“Nothing so sentimental.” She indicated the chair opposite her, and he took his seat. “We must remember who we’ve been to know who we are now and who we will become.”

He poured himself a glass of orange juice from the cut crystal decanter on the table. “Looking backward to look forward? That has a certain logic to it.” You’re stalling. Just ask her what she’s after and spare yourself the dance. “What’s this about, Mother?”

“I had a question about your encounter with the Grace.”

Antonio groaned inwardly. Not this again. “I already went over it with you and the rest of the High Council a hundred times. What do you want to know now?” Despite himself, he couldn’t help his resentment from being obvious.

She laced her fingers together in front of her and stared at him impassively. “What did you say to the Grace when it asked you why you wanted to spare Rafael?”

“That he was my friend,” said Antonio, the lie coming easily to his lips.

“Not that you loved him?”

Antonio’s jaw dropped as his train of thought derailed. Then he pulled himself together before his shields could slip. “No, of course not!”

“Are you sure? Because I can’t imagine you would enter into a double bridge with him if you intended to keep your feelings a secret.”

Antonio stared at her, completely at a loss. “How did you know?”

“You told me, just now.” She sighed. “Antonio. Son. Are you sure he’s the one you want?”

He scowled. “Yes. He’s the one I want.”

Layla took a deep breath. “How can I help?”

Antonio blinked, his anger drained away in an instant. “Help?”

“He’s used to thinking of you in a certain way. You have to convince him otherwise.”

Antonio continued to stare at her. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because the last time you followed your heart, I did not support you, and it cost me eleven years of your life. I will not repeat my mistakes. And because you have your work cut out for you. What did he say when you first told him?”

Antonio’s gaze dropped in chagrin. “He said it was a crush, that I was being immature.”

“And why are you hiding here, underground, instead of going to Sanctuary to be with him?”

“I…because he doesn’t want me there.”

She nodded in approval. “Very good. You’re thinking of his needs over your own. That’s a mature attitude to take and will serve you well, but you have to be judicious about it or he’ll walk all over you.”

“Mother, I’m a hundred years old. I know all this.”

“But that’s not how you act with him. You look at him with a child’s eyes, and you need to grow up if you want him to see you as anything other than that.”

Antonio sat back in his chair and thought. Maybe she has a point. He looked up and met her gaze. “Where should I start?”


CHAPTER 32

October 2142; Armistice Security Garrison, the Citadel, Lunar Farside

The High Council gathered at Rory’s laboratory to hear what he had to say, joined by Antonio at Rory’s insistence.

“It’s more than a poison,” said Rory without preamble. “Its magic is contagious.”

Layla frowned. “Like a disease?”

“More like a computer virus.” Rory pointed at two test tubes in a rack on the table in the center of the lab. “The one on the left is Nightwalker blood, and the other is Antonio’s blood.”

He transferred a small amount of blood from one tube to the other with a medicine dropper. Immediately, the second tube seethed with a bright, white light. After a moment, the liquid contents boiled away, leaving only a black powder.

Rory pointed to another rack of test tubes. “I diluted his blood in water a thousand times, and it has the same effect. Then I had a Sentinel volunteer drink it. He suffered no ill effects, but watch what happens when I mix his blood with Nightwalker blood.”

He transferred a drop of blood from the Sentinel volunteer’s sample to the Nightwalker blood. The second sample instantly flared and was reduced to powder.

“No matter how diluted, a drop of Antonio’s blood will kill,” said Rory. “That attribute is also transferred to anyone who ingests the blood or a derivative of it.”

“Damn. It would spread like wildfire,” said Ghian. “No wonder the White Wind thought it would cleanse the world of Nightwalkers.”

“So if I poured my blood into a river, what would happen?” asked Antonio quietly.

Rory took a deep breath. “It would spread downstream and eventually to the ocean, and from there across the world. The entire biosphere would eventually become infected.”

“How long would we have once the poison was released?” Marcus’ voice was cold and emotionless.

“A few months, maybe even a year, before the environment would become totally contaminated. Less than that if the blood were spilled at multiple sites. Once the process begins, its progression is irreversible.”

Amaterasu turned her attention to Antonio. “How many of the Children of Starlight are currently on Earth?”

Antonio frowned. “About thirty, I think. Why?”

“You need to get them off-world immediately, before one of them accidently triggers a global pandemic.”

“We’ll need to start moving our own Nightwalker population off-world as well,” said Marcus. “If we can’t keep this contained, then we have to make sure they aren’t destroyed along with the rest.”

“I think we should make off-world travel contingent on accepting the Grace,” said Rory. “If the Great Work is to succeed, then none of them can be allowed to escape, one way or another.”

“Jesus!” yelled Antonio. He got to his feet and glared at the others. “Will you listen to yourselves? You’re discussing genocide like just another strategic option.”

“The option exists,” said Layla. “Weapons this powerful don’t just sit around unused. Sooner or later, it will be exercised. The only thing we can do now is try to minimize the carnage.” She faced Ghian. “Strategically, how do you think the Court will respond when this becomes known?”

“They will go to war to kill the Harbingers, for their own survival,” answered Ghian. “That’s another reason to move them off-world and quarantine them. Just transferring them to the Citadel or one of the orbital stations isn’t enough. The Court will try to find a way to get to them through the gateways. We need to put them where they can’t be reached.”

“The Singularity,” said Marcus.

“I beg your pardon?” said Antonio.

“It’s the only starship in port right now and is designed to carry tens of thousands of travelers. That’s more than enough room to house both the Children of Starlight and a protective military force, as well as to provide a self-contained environment to sustain them indefinitely. Move the ship away from Hephaestus Station and they will only be accessible by jumpship.”

“You want me to volunteer my ship so you can put my entire race under arrest?” asked Antonio, his face flushed.

“We have to take action,” said Layla. “There’s too much risk otherwise that something might happen accidentally. We have to isolate them, unless you want to touch off Armageddon.”

Antonio scowled but backed down. “All right. I’ll get them to come to the Citadel, and you can shuttle them to the Singularity. I’ll have the engines powered up, so that it can sustain environment independently and cast off from the station.”

“There’s another problem,” said Ghian. “If the weapon is used, there will be survivors, at least for a time. Each Nightwalker stronghold contains a siege supply of bloodwine for emergencies. The Council Chamber Complex maintains a strategic stockpile large enough to sustain the entire population of the Court for at least a year behind the defenses.”

“Then we’ll have to find a way to neutralize it,” said Layla.

Rory frowned. There was something about that idea that touched his memory.

THEN: April 2055; Anchorpoint City, Colorado; 87 years earlier

“A spell to destroy bloodwine?” asked Takeshi, dealing the cards for their weekly poker game. “What good would it do?”

“It eliminates a potential food supply they can rely on.” Scott was practically bouncing in his chair from excitement.

Rory shook his head as he checked his cards and anted up. “Bloodwine isn’t used as widely in Court circles as Armistice. It’s considered something of a delicacy among them. Only the upper echelons have access to it, and the rest of them hunt for their nightly meals. Your idea wouldn’t cause any significant disruption to their infrastructure.”

“Not during peacetime,” said Anaba. “But in war, it would definitely give us an edge. We think we can blast this spell out over a large enough area to knock out the stockpiles in any given base. Then, when we attack, they wouldn’t be able to get out and hunt. They’d weaken, and we would be that much closer to victory.”

“A siege-breaker,” said Takeshi thoughtfully. “That might have possibilities.”

“Can the spell be blocked?” asked Rory.

Scott’s enthusiasm deflated. “Yes. That’s the drawback. As the spell stands now, the standard defense shields on one of their strongholds would be enough to deflect it.”

“The theory is sound,” said Anaba. “It just needs more research before we can get it powered up high enough to penetrate their defenses.”

“You could always talk to Nick,” said Rory. “Maybe Luscian’s memories have something to give you that last bit of power you need.”

Scott looked at his cards and counted his chips. “Maybe so. I’ll see what he thinks.”

NOW: October 2142; Armistice Security Garrison, the Citadel, Lunar Farside

Rory looked at Layla. “I think I might know someone who could help us with that.”


CHAPTER 33

October 2142; Armistice Security European Headquarters, Sanctuary, French Alps

“Sure, I remember the spell,” said Nick. “It was something of a hobby of ours. We almost got it to work before Scott died. After that, I set it aside. I had other things to work on, and it brought back too many memories.”

“I’ll need the spellforms—as well as all developmental work associated with them,” said Ghian.

Nick bristled at his arrogance. “Why?”

“You don’t need to know.”

Nick stared at him. “It’s my personal research you’re asking for. I have a right to know why you want it.”

Ghian frowned. “Not if I say you don’t. Now follow your orders or you’ll find yourself out of a job.”

“Are you serious? You’d try and take Sanctuary from me?” Nick laughed.

Ghian shrugged. “If necessary.”

Nick stood from his chair and glared down at Ghian. “Speaker Ghian, Sanctuary is House Luscian territory. It remains part of the Armistice by treaty, not by right. If you continue to piss me off, then you are the one who’ll be finding your garrison a new place to live.”

Ghian visibly seethed with anger, but he kept his temper in check. “I don’t trust you, Nicholas. You’re literally in bed with the enemy. How do I know you won’t pass this information on to the Court as soon as my back is turned?”

“This is about Antonio, isn’t it?” said Nick softly. “Why the cloak and dagger? Lorcan already knows about the curse.”

Ghian raised his eyebrows in genuine disbelief. “Damn. I’m surprised Brennigan kept his mouth shut.”

Nick growled in a deep rumble. “The three of us don’t talk about work if it involves security issues. That’s rule number one. Now answer the question, or you can tell Armistice Security to start packing.”

Ghian considered the request for longer than was polite. “Fine. Harbinger blood is not just a curse, it’s a plague. Any liquid becomes a carrier, and anyone who ingests it becomes infected. It apparently doesn’t affect mortals or Daywalkers, but Nightwalker tissue is immediately destroyed by contact with an infected host.”

“And you mean to use it, don’t you?” asked Nick. “You need the spell to destroy the bloodwine supply and force the Nightwalkers to feed on humans, whom you plan to infect.”

“An elegant solution, don’t you think? I estimate that the war would be over in less than a year.”

“You’re talking about genocide, Ghian. Do you have any idea how many people will die because of what you’re planning?”

Ghian stood and met Nick’s gaze, eye to eye. “They’re not my people.”

“And what about those who are? There are millions of Nightwalkers living in the Armistice Zone. You swore to uphold their rights as long as they maintained the treaty.”

Ghian’s expression remained unconcerned, as if they were discussing a parking ticket. “The tame ones can take the Grace and survive. The rest of them can die.”

Nick’s eyes shaded toward red. “And you want me to be a party to it.”

Ghian drew himself up to his full height. “I am the Wind of Earth, Daywalker. My duty is to the Children of Twilight. I have the chance to give them victory and free them from the Gift. Now you’ll either help me, or I’ll find someone who will. Either way, the war will end.”

Nick listened with narrowed eyes. “You and Rory have a lot in common.”

Ghian scowled. “Meaning what?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll help you on one condition.”

The Sentinel folded his arms across his chest. “I’m listening.”

“Let me tell Lorcan. Give him a chance to recruit the rest of their allies who are on the fence.”

“And lose the element of surprise?” Ghian snorted.

“Let him save who he can. In the end, it won’t make any difference to the outcome.”

Ghian smiled. “Fine. Tell him. But I want that research by the end of the day.”

“You’ll have it.”

The Speaker for the Watch tipped an imaginary hat. “A pleasure doing business with you.”

Nick turned away and headed for the door. “Give my regards to Luscian when you meet him in Hell.”


CHAPTER 34

October 2142; Paris, France

“Do you understand what you’re asking?” said Lorcan in Arcolin.

Nick, Lorcan, and William were seated around the table in an open-air cafe in one of the less touristy areas of the city, ignoring the stares of the humans who recognized them.

“This is Paris, Leshir,” answered Nick in the same language. “Of course I know.”

“Don’t you dare bring our relationship into this!” said Lorcan, his eyes red and his fangs showing. William simply sat there looking stunned. “You killed a whole bunch of people here, and so did I. Now, you want me to choose which of my people should survive while you wipe out the rest?”

“I’m giving you the opportunity to save the ones who might still choose the Grace.”

“You’re certain of this?” asked William. “Harbinger blood will truly poison the entire world against the Children of Darkness?”

“Ghian and Rory both confirmed the information when I asked.”

“Good that you moved them off-world, then,” said William. “It gives us time to maneuver.”

“We have some breathing room, but it’s only a matter of time before someone acts unilaterally,” said Lorcan. “How can you go along with this?”

“Like you said, it’s only a matter of time,” answered Nick. “We will have to recruit anyone who’ll join us, before it’s too late.”

“Yes,” said William softly, as the lovers argued. “Yes, we will.”

October 2142; Inquisition Headquarters, Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt

The Night’s Herald looked up as William barged into his office. “Prince William. What can I do for you?”

“Herald. I need to speak with you privately.”

The Herald gave the Daywalker an appraising look. Then he cut one of his own fingers with his claws and allowed a single drop of blood to drip onto a crystal orb embedded in one corner of his desk. The orb glowed with a bright, red light. “Very well. We are now protected from all forms of scrying. What do you have to say for yourself, Razheel?”

William took an involuntary step back. “Razheel is dead, Herald. I am William Magister Daviroquir.”

The Herald chuckled. “I examined my predecessor’s body quite carefully, Prince William. A single horizontal blow, with no other wounds? That was an execution, not a duel, and she would not have let herself be killed so easily. She was my lover for centuries before she advanced to the rank of Night’s Herald, severing any relationship that would challenge her allegiance to the Court. She served Luscian well, and Aleksei after him, and knew many of their secrets. If anyone could have recovered the magic of the Eldest, it would have been her.”

William smiled. “Very good, Eduardo. I am impressed.”

Eduardo frowned. “You may address me as Herald, Razheel. I came by my rank honorably.”

“And you may call me Soulkiller.”

Eduardo nodded gravely. “It suits you. Why choose a Daywalker?”

“I needed his soul, and William’s identity gave me eyes among my enemies.”

“You understand that if you take any action that endangers the Imperator, I am honor-bound to stop you.”

“When you hear my news, you may reconsider your position.” William laid out everything Nick had told them in Paris and Lorcan’s acceptance of the deal.

Eduardo sat silently through it all, waiting for William to finish before speaking. “He has foreknowledge of a threat of this magnitude, and he intends to share it only with his allies?”

“Now do you see who he is, the man you have sworn to serve?”

Eduardo stared at William for a long moment. “What do you need from me, Soulkiller?”

“The Daywalker alliance must be destroyed, if we are to rally the Court to eliminate the Children of Starlight before they can strike against us.”

“What do you propose?”

“Give me access to the Inquisition. Track the Imperator and find a way to eliminate him.”

Eduardo chose his words with deliberate care. “I cannot betray my oath, nor will the Inquisition take any action that will imperil the Imperator’s life so long as he maintains the honor of his office. However, I will monitor him closely. Should he dishonor himself, I will not prevent you from moving against him.”

William nodded. “That will be sufficient, Herald. Thank you.”

“Then our business is concluded. You may see yourself out.” The Herald reached out to the glowing orb on his desk.

“Wait.”

The Herald faced William again. “Was there something else?”

“When Razheel took her vows as Night’s Herald and gave up her old identity, she had no regrets but one. Only you. She would have wanted you to know that.”

Eduardo sat perfectly still, then took a deep breath. “Such a pity that she waited until after she was dead to tell me so.” He touched his fingers to the orb, and it faded back to ordinary crystal. “Good night, Prince William. Get out and don’t come back.”


CHAPTER 35

November 2142; High Council Chamber, Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado; one month later

“How is the evacuation proceeding?” asked Layla.

“We’re still trying to keep it quiet and off the Court’s radar. We’ve been bringing the Nightwalker population to Icehaven in groups of about a hundred at a time, so that Rory can touch them with the Grace,” answered Marcus. “Those that agree, that is. Some of them are refusing to take the risk, even though we explained that the alternative is certain death. They don’t care. They’re just not ready to face the Light.”

Layla addressed Ghian. “How are you doing with Nicholas’ research?”

“He was very close to success,” answered Ghian. “With a little work, we managed to increase the power of the spell so that it will penetrate the standard shields of a House stronghold. There’s a problem, though. The Council Chamber Complex routinely uses a stronger interlace of defense screens. We’ll never be able to get the spell to work from outside.”

“So the largest stockpile of bloodwine will remain untouched,” said Layla.

“Not necessarily,” said Ghian. “The spell could still be effective if cast from within the complex.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Rory. “The Inquisition would detect your spellcasters immediately and eliminate them. It’s a suicide mission with no chance of success.”

“We’ve crafted a variation of the spell that might work and still slip below the level of the Court’s mystic detection,” said Ghian. “However, it’s much shorter in range. It would have to be cast from within the stockpile itself.”

“Again—it’s a suicide mission,” answered Rory.

“Not if the operative was careful.”

“He’d still get caught.”

“All of this is moot,” said Amaterasu. “The bloodwine stockpile is a strategic asset. No operative would be able to enter. It is sealed to prevent tampering or unauthorized use. Only the Night’s Herald or the Imperator can unlock the doors, and one of them must be physically present to verify the access codes.”

“Well, that’s that then,” said Rory with satisfaction. “Unless Ghian thinks he can convince Lorcan or the Herald to risk their lives for him, then there’s no way to proceed further on this front. We’ll just have to accept that the Council Chamber Complex will hold out for a while.”

Ghian gritted his teeth. “That could take another year! What if they develop a counteragent in the meantime? This has to be settled now, while we have the advantage.” He leaned forward belligerently. “I think you should convince Lorcan to take the mission.”

Rory laughed. “Right. Like that will ever happen.”

“He’s your lover. Play on his loyalties.”

Rory stared at him in shock. “You’re serious. Unbelievable. It will never happen because I’m not going to do it, whether or not he might actually agree.”

Ghian looked at him in contempt. “We have a chance to win the war. If you can’t get behind that, then maybe you and Nicholas are too compromised in your loyalties to remain part of the Armistice government.”

Layla put her hand firmly on Rory’s shoulder, forcing him to keep his seat instead of leaping across the table to attack. “This is getting us nowhere. We’ll recess for now and reconvene in an hour.”

Rory twisted out from under her hand and left the room without another word. Marcus and Amaterasu followed. Ghian stood to leave.

“Wait a moment, Ghian.”

Ghian turned back to face Layla. “What is it?”

“Sean Magister Jiao-long is a patriot and an honorable man. He has sacrificed more for our cause than anyone else in Armistice history, including you and me. If you continue to antagonize him, I will force a vote of ‘no confidence’ to remove you from the Council and then expel you from Armistice territory.”

Ghian laughed. “I’m the Wind of Earth. The Sentinels wouldn’t accept such poor treatment of me. Aren’t you afraid that your blatant favoritism will show? He’s practically your brother-in-law, after all.”

“I don’t think you understand how powerful he is. The Redeemer is revered throughout the Armistice, not just among the Children of the Dawn. All Sean has to do to eliminate you would be to announce that you insulted his honor. The people would tear you to pieces before you left the city, Sentinels included.”

Ghian’s mood sobered. “He doesn’t have the resolve.”

“You are a student of military history. Go read up on the Burning and then tell me again how far he’ll go.”

Ghian marched to the teleport disk and jumped away. Making his way from the gateway to his office, he practically vibrated with rage. He snapped on his comm unit and dialed a preset number. “Brennigan won’t do it. You’ll have to convince Lorcan that this mission is in all our best interests.”

“I will,” answered William.


CHAPTER 36

November 2142; the Citadel, Lunar Farside

Rafael stepped off the internal teleport gateway and walked back toward his old apartment. He stood before the door for a moment, then pulled a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. He read the message one more time.

Raf,

I know you don’t really want to see me, but I have some good news for a change, and you were the first person I wanted to tell. Would you care to meet me for dinner? I’m stuck on the Singularity for a while, but I think I might have faked something together that will suit.

If you’re wondering, then yes, the address is your old place. I bought it as soon as it was listed in the common pool. I’ve been on the waiting list for fifty years, so I was ahead of most of the others. I cut a deal with Citadel Control so that it’s listed in both of our names, so that the space isn’t unoccupied when I’m out-system. You can move back in anytime you like, if you decide that’s what you want.

Tony

Rafael put his hand down on the security sensor and let it recognize him. Then he opened the door and walked into his apartment to see that it had been entirely redecorated. The furniture he left behind had been replaced with softer, more sumptuous antique pieces. Pictures graced all the walls of Rafael and Antonio, together with their friends and family, as well as Tony’s friends in the Centauri colonies.

Then a delicious aroma invaded his senses, and his mouth began to water. He followed his nose to the covered dishes on the table in the dining room. It had been a library when he had lived here, since he didn’t eat in his previous life as a Nightwalker. Now that he was a Daywalker, he was hooked on the experience of food, the sensations of flavor and taste that he’d been missing because his digestive system couldn’t tolerate it.

Rafael lifted the covers one by one. Rack of lamb. Grilled asparagus. Foie gras.

“Uncle Nick told me your favorites.”

Rafael looked up to find Antonio grinning at him from the opposite side of the table, which was well-stocked as well, though it had been empty a moment before. Rafael stood straight. “Virtual environment?”

“Yes.” Antonio waved his hand absently. “Other than the table and the food, the rest of the room is illusion on my side, projected over the nice restaurant on the deck-ten promenade of my ship.” He smiled. “It’s good to see you again, Raf. You look well.”

“So do you.” Rafael looked Tony’s formal dress uniform up and down. “I thought the monkey suit only came out for weddings and funerals.”

Tony shrugged. “It makes an impression, and I want this to be special.”

“This is a dinner between friends, Antonio. It’s not a date.”

“Then why are you wearing a suit?”

Rafael looked down at his clothes and felt his cheeks redden. “Why don’t we eat, and you can tell me your good news.”

Antonio took a seat at his side of the table and started serving himself. Rafael did the same, and they ate slowly, talking about the happenings in Sanctuary and on board the Singularity.

Finally, when they were finished with dinner, Rafael poured himself a glass of the aged scotch that Antonio had left for him and asked the question he had been wondering about since he received the note back in Sanctuary. “You said you had some good news. What is it?”

Antonio grinned. “Oh, yeah. Sorry, I meant to tell you earlier, but I got sidetracked. I figured out how we can turn this whole Nexus technology to our advantage. It’s the neurochip tech. The funny thing was, it wasn’t the neurochip software that gave me the idea, it was the chips themselves. Did you know they are derived from cloning technology?”

Rafael nodded. “Vaguely. Something to do with organ transplants.”

“Right. They used to grow up an anencephalic clone of a patient with no higher functions and then harvest the organs. Then they got better at growing single organs, and the practice of growing entire bodies fell out of practice. The neurochips are only an extreme example of the altered organs that they were able to engineer.”

“So?”

“So what if you grew a complete body except for the brain and then created a neurochip brain and downloaded an AI into it?”

Rafael dropped his fork as he stared at Antonio, who was grinning madly. “You want to grow human bodies to house AIs?”

“Think about it. We give the humans and Sentinels the means to record their personalities after death, then offer them a duplicate body to continue their existence.”

“Digital resurrection.”

“Sort of. Alternately, the recorded AIs could leave the solar system, either dormant during flight or active and assisting the crew, and then on arrival they could be offered a clone body. They’d get to live out a full life on Earth, and then they get to make a fresh start somewhere else.”

“Interesting. There’s another aspect that you might not have considered, though.”

Tony raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

“If you have a neurochip matrix dense enough to house a complete AI and maintain a human body, then you don’t have to restrict the controlling AI to just the mind recordings of organics. You could give the true AIs a chance to reach out and have a presence in the physical world.”

Antonio blinked. “You want me to give the Nexus the ability to walk around on two legs? That would certainly throw a wrench into the way society works.”

“It gets better. Suppose, instead of human clones, you created Daywalker clones, or Harbinger clones? Consider what it would mean for a human to suddenly be fused with an AI, then given access to an immortal body and the fount of magic that goes with it?”

Antonio looked lost in thought. “Everything would change. Radically. I’ll have to think about it.”

Rafael checked the chronometer printed on his hand. “It’s getting late. I should probably go.”

Antonio smiled wistfully. “I wish I was there in person.”

Rafael cocked his head. “Why?”

“I’d put some music on and ask you to dance before you left.”

“Tony, I—”

“Would you have turned me down?”

Rafael looked at Antonio and saw his face warring to show determination and resignation at once. “I don’t know,” he said softly.

Antonio looked thunderstruck, then recovered. “Maybe you should hold that thought and think about it some more later.”

Rafael nodded. “Yeah, I guess I will.”

Antonio grinned. “Thanks for dinner, Raf. I enjoyed myself.”

“So did I.”

The virtual environment terminated, and Rafael was alone in the apartment again. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

What the hell am I doing?


CHAPTER 37

November 2142; Northwest of Juneau, Alaska; One week later

“Absolutely not!” screamed Nick. “You’ll do this over my dead body.”

“Get in line,” said Rory, his eyes red and fangs showing.

“Calm down, both of you,” replied Lorcan, his voice cold. “This is my decision, and I’ve made it.”

Nick clenched his fists at his sides. “And what made you decide something so insane? Can you tell us that?”

Lorcan sighed and dropped into an overstuffed easy chair. “William pointed out that no matter what I say to get the other houses on board with the Grace, as long as an alternative exists, they’ll choose to avoid making a decision.”

Rory snorted in disgust. “Remind me to kick William’s ass the next time I see him.”

“Look at it from my point of view, guys. You’ve put me in an impossible situation. Without some leverage on the other houses, they’ll refuse to join me, and they’ll be wiped out when the inevitable happens. My failure will make me responsible for the destruction of Nightwalker civilization unless I take steps to preserve it. The stockpiles exist; therefore, the other houses think there’s time for them to debate the issue. Sooner or later, the Night’s Herald is going to pick up on my negotiations and change the security arrangements around the bloodwine depot.”

“Since when does the Herald tell you what to do?” asked Nick. “You’re the Huntmaster. It’s his job to enforce your will, not the other way around.”

“If he proposes a reasonable security precaution, I won’t have any honorable basis to refuse. Besides, if I openly place the stockpile at risk and it’s destroyed, I’ll be signing my own death warrant. I’ll be deposed and executed for treason.”

“And when you get caught trying to destroy the depot on your own, they’ll kill you anyway,” said Rory. “It’s suicide—you know that!”

“I just have to get inside for ten minutes. Time enough to cast the spell. The bloodwine will break down, and no one will be the wiser unless they crack open one of the bottles and taste it. Ten minutes, and I’m out. I’ll have my AI wipe the security logs, and no one will ever know I was there.”

Nick’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Wait just one damn minute. You said you were going to destroy the bloodwine stocks. You never said anything about a spell to degrade it without breaking the bottles. That’s Scott’s spell. It nullifies the preservative cantrip that keeps the blood fresh. I gave that research to Ghian. Did he put you up to this?”

“I’ll kill him,” whispered Rory, his voice deepening in rage. “I’ll rip his fucking heart out and make him eat it. He may be the Wind of Earth, but he can’t fight someone he can’t hurt.”

“Enough!” shouted Lorcan. “Someone has to destroy the damn stockpile, and I’m the only one in a position to do it. Now back off!”

The three of them stood in the middle of the living room of the cabin, glaring at each other.

“Ruarc, don’t do this,” said Nick softly. “Please. We’ll find another way.”

“I’ll do it myself,” said Rory. “Just get me inside. What can they do to me?”

Lorcan and Nick both turned to face him, wearing identical expressions of fury.

“Are you deranged?” asked Lorcan. “If they capture you, the entire Nightwalker race will die. You have to be free to convert the ones that join us; otherwise, none of them will survive.”

“So you can take the risk, but I can’t?” asked Rory, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Nice double standard you have there.”

Lorcan snarled, his fangs extending in challenge. “You are not expendable.”

Nick raised his hand and stroked Lorcan’s cheek lightly with his fingertips. “I have never wanted to punch you as much as I do right now.”

Lorcan blinked. “What?”

“You think you’re expendable,” said Nick. “Like your life is a strategic asset to be used.” He stepped forward and cupped Lorcan’s face in his hands. “You’re wrong.”

Lorcan wrapped his hands around the back of their necks, pulling them closer. “I love you both, more than anything. But I have to do this, if only to keep my self-respect. Don’t you see? If I don’t, then how many of my people will die because of me?”

Rory laid his head on Lorcan’s shoulder. “I can’t lose you.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Nick sighed. “No unnecessary risks. You get in, take out the depot, and get out immediately.” He reached back to grasp Lorcan’s left hand where it touched his neck. “Let me see your ring.”

Lorcan drew back his hand and stared at the gold band on his finger. “Why?”

“Trust me.”

Lorcan frowned but removed the ring and put it in Nick’s waiting hand.

Nick held the ring in his right palm, then carefully pressed the claw of his left index finger into the flesh showing through the center of the ring. As his blood welled up and soaked the ring, Nick chanted softly. The blood flowed around the surface of the ring, forced by the magic into a series of glowing red runes. “Each of you, drip some of your blood on the ring, one at a time.”

Lorcan cut his fingertip with one claw and held it over the ring, allowing three drops of his blood to fall on the metal before the injury healed.

Rory laid open his left palm and allowed his blood to pool in his cupped hand for a few seconds before the Grace repaired the damage. Then he poured out his blood onto the ring as well.

Nick began to chant again, and more of the glowing runes formed. The blood was absorbed by the spell, and suddenly, the gold band lay clean and quiescent in his hands, the runes fading away. Nick handed it back to Lorcan. “Never take it off.”

“What did you do?” asked Rory.

“I linked our lives to the ring.” He let his gaze rise to meet Lorcan’s. “A drop of your blood on the metal will trigger the spell and link your mind to ours. If you run into trouble, activate the spell and run. Don’t wait to finish the mission, just escape and keep ahead of them until we can protect you.”

Lorcan stared at him. “Protect me how?”

“Rory and I will wait for you in the catacombs outside the Council Chamber Complex. If things go bad, signal us, and Rory will use the Grace to take down the defense wards long enough for me to carpet the entire facility with Sigils of Purification.”

Lorcan’s face went slack with shock. “There are tens of thousands of Nightwalkers in the Complex at any given time! You’d kill them all just to save me?”

“Yes,” said Rory.

“In a heartbeat,” said Nick.

Lorcan looked from them to the ring and back again. Then he slipped the ring back on his finger. “With luck, that won’t be necessary.”
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THE RING


CHAPTER 38

November 2142; Sanctuary, French Alps

Rafael couldn’t sleep. He paced his quarters like a caged panther in total darkness. What the hell am I thinking? He’s less than a third of my age. I’ve known him his entire life! Why am I even considering him like…that? He pushed away the image that leapt to mind immediately, a product of the intensely erotic and completely inappropriate dream that had left him awake and restless in the middle of the night.

Finally, he dropped into a chair and turned on the lights. His new quarters were relatively spartan compared to his old apartment at the Citadel. His personal belongings were still mostly in boxes, except for a few essential items and mementos he had set aside. His eyes drifted to the hologram on his desk.

In the picture, he had his arm around Antonio, both of them wearing their dress uniforms. His own was the solid green of the Spacer Guild, with five gold bars on his left breast to mark him a Full Captain. Antonio wore the gray uniform with green piping that labeled him an Academy Cadet, the brand new silver bar on his left lapel awarded on his promotion to the second stage of training.

Rafael got to his feet and walked to the desk. He lifted the framed image for a closer look and tried to find a sign in the younger Antonio’s expression, some inkling of the feelings the Starchild said had always been there. He looks so happy. Jeremy was behind the camera, but no one else from the family had attended the ceremony.

For a moment, it was as if we were alone in the room, and he didn’t seem sad about that. More than that, he looked ecstatic to be standing there, in the shadow of Rafael’s arm. I am an idiot. How could I not have seen? I thought it was just hero worship, that he was grateful that I saved him.

He shuddered and put the photo down. He wrapped his arms protectively around himself against the memories that rose unbidden from that night, eight decades buried and forgotten.

THEN: August 2062; the Citadel, Lunar Farside; eighty years earlier

Rafael palmed the security sensor next to his door impatiently. The light flashed green, and the door unlocked. He pushed it open, his eyes adjusting instantly to the shadows within his unlit apartment. Antonio was nowhere in sight, and he couldn’t hear a heartbeat anywhere in the room. He took two steps forward before the scent slammed into him.

Blood.

A lot of blood.

Rafael barreled forward, the Red Wind honing his senses to razor-sharp clarity as he pinpointed the source of the tantalizing aroma by the flow of air currents. Not bothering to turn on the lights, he leapt over the sofa and ran into the library to find a huddled body in the center of the floor. Antonio’s scent was strong in the room, even under the overwhelming miasma of blood, and only his terror for his young friend kept the hunger at bay—prevented him from slaking his thirst from the pool of black liquid on the floor that he could see in the faint, blue light from his computer terminal.

No breath.

Rafael dropped to his knees in the sticky, cold stain and rolled Antonio over on his back.

No heartbeat.

Rafael tore open the Harbinger’s shirt and placed both hands on bare skin, drawing up his own raw life force and letting it spill into the limp form under his touch. Antonio absorbed the power like pouring water into an infinite well. Rafael continued to channel his strength into the healing, allowing Antonio’s natural regenerative abilities to take what they needed to repair the damage to his mangled wrists.

Rafael struggled to keep his focus. So much blood. His fangs extended as the hunger raged in his mind, magnified by the loss of his life’s energy, demanding that he feed to replace what he was losing. No! Please, just a little longer.

A faint vibration tore him away from his inner struggle. There! Weak, irregular, but still a heartbeat. Rafael accelerated the flow of energy, becoming dizzy with fatigue. Let me be strong enough.

Antonio took a shallow breath, and his eyes snapped open.

Rafael barely had a moment to whisper a silent prayer of thanks before Antonio’s fist slammed into his temple.

* * *

Rafael woke, finding himself lying naked in bed, a pile of fresh clothes on the nightstand. He inhaled deeply, finding nothing but the pervasive scent of bleach.

Nothing but that and Antonio, sitting in a chair across the room from him, dressed in one of Rafael’s cast-off t-shirts and a pair of track pants.

Rafael said nothing as he slipped out of bed and got dressed, not taking his eyes off the younger man.

Antonio remained slumped in his seat, not meeting Rafael’s accusing glare. “I tried to replenish a bit of what you lost, enough that you wouldn’t immediately try to eat me.”

Rafael buttoned his shirt silently and then sat on the bed. “That was smart, knocking me out. It would have been a shame to go to all that effort, if the first thing I did afterward was kill you in a starvation frenzy. You’d better keep your distance until I have a chance to feed, though.”

“I’m not in the mood for a hug, anyway.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of beating the crap out of you, but I’ll settle for an explanation.”

Antonio raised his eyes to meet Rafael’s, and the Nightwalker quailed at the emotions boiling off the younger man’s psyche. Defeat. Hopelessness. Despair.

Rage.

“Why did you save me?” asked Antonio, lips white with fury. “Another minute or two and I would have been free.”

“Free? From what? What the hell is going on in your head, Tony?”

Antonio collapsed farther into his chair, the faint spark of anger snuffed out. “How did you know where I was?”

“The passcode to the door I gave you automatically notifies me that access had been granted to a visitor. I came home to find out why you were in my room in the middle of the night. I thought maybe you had another argument with Nick or Layla.”

Antonio’s head snapped up, his eyes wide with terror. “You’re not going to tell them, are you?”

Rafael frowned. “I find you almost dead in a pool of your own blood, and now you’re worried about their opinion? Give me one reason not to.”

“If you tell them what I did, then next time, I won’t use your apartment.”

Rafael sat perfectly, inhumanly still. “Fine. I won’t tell them. On one condition.”

Antonio rolled his eyes in annoyance. “Well?”

“You swear to me that there won’t be a next time.”

Antonio opened his mouth, then closed it.

“Thank you for not lying to me.”

Antonio sighed and stared at the discoloration at the base of his right wrist—the only sign of the scars that had already faded. “I don’t think I could do it again. Monofilament scalpels are supposed to be sharp enough that you don’t feel anything, but damn that hurt.”

“You’re stalling,” said Rafael. He folded his arms in front of himself and stared at the younger man. “Tell me why.”

“It’s never enough,” whispered Antonio. His expression grew haunted. “No matter how hard I try to live up to their expectations, I always fall short. They keep telling me I have a destiny to fulfill. Well, no one asked me whether I wanted it. It’s too much.”

“Tony, I know you’re under a lot of pressure…”

“Pressure?” asked Tony with a look of incredulity. “They want me to do an internship at the Court Embassy in Icehaven, to better understand the mindset of Nightwalkers.”

Rafael raised his eyebrows. “Granted, Icehaven can be a bit oppressive for the other races, but—”

“For a year.”

Rafael closed his mouth with a snap. “Jesus. Are they that obsessed with making you the perfect leader?”

“Of course they are. Haven’t you been paying attention?”

Rafael considered that for a moment. He had to admit that Tony had a point. From talking with Layla, he understood that she was deathly afraid that the White Wind might have some terrible plan in mind for her son and was determined to make sure Antonio was prepared for every eventuality. Rafael’s friendship with Nick had also remained strong over the years, and he knew the Daywalker was inordinately proud of his nephew’s accomplishments, saying on more than one occasion that Tony was so incredibly gifted at everything he did, there was no limit to his potential.

Come to think of it, maybe that’s just what Tony wants them to believe. There’s been a certain lack of engagement in his behavior lately. He seemed less vital, as if something was missing. Rafael cursed himself silently for missing the signs of Antonio’s depression. He’d even mentioned it to Nick, that Tony seemed more tired and cranky than usual. Nick had laughed it off. I should have looked more closely.

He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “All right, Tony. What can I do to help?”

Antonio straightened. “You’ll help me? Truly?”

Rafael nodded. “Just tell me what you want me to do.”

Antonio got to his feet and began to pace, nervous energy giving him the excitement that he had lacked. “You have to get them off my back. Tell them I need time away. No, that won’t work. They’ll just wait until I come back and start again. There has to be a clean break, someplace I can go that they won’t come after me, something I can do where they can’t interfere…”

He trailed off, staring at the winged arrowhead printed on the pocket of Rafael’s shirt, the seal of the Spacer Guild. A radiant smile broke through his expression of concentration, and for a moment, Rafael felt a kernel of hope in Antonio’s emotions. “Tell them I want to be a Spacer.”

NOW: November 2142; Sanctuary, French Alps

Rafael put the picture aside and went to the window to stare at the moon. The first time you stood up for yourself, and it was in the midst of your greatest moment of weakness. You always did keep me guessing.

The Spacer considered his life over the last century. He had believed that he’d been lonely since Toby died, but he hadn’t really. Layla had made him part of her family, and there was always work to do, either for House Curallorn or for the Guild.

And there was Antonio.

He remembered the bright, shining smile of the boy he had known and thought about how everything would have been different if he had been too late that day.

He closed his eyes. I almost lost you.

He allowed himself to remember the dream from earlier in the night, the feeling of Antonio’s arms around him. It felt like…home.

He turned away from the window and walked back to the desk to tap the access key on his comm terminal. “Request access to the Sanctuary Nexus Hub.”

“The Nexus greets you, Rafael Primogenitor Curallorn.”

“I would like to request an audience with Nexus Violet, if he has a moment to meet with me. My interest is personal and specific, so please spare me the usual crap about the Nexus having no individual voice.”

“Stand by, Primogenitor.” After a moment, there was a soft tone, and Revenant’s avatar appeared before him.

Rafael stared at the image of the man he had loved and, for the first time, felt nothing. “You’re not Toby.”

“You’re right,” said Revenant, shaking his head. “I’m not.”

“Then maybe we should talk about something else.”

Revenant gave a very human shrug. “Like what?”

Rafael smiled. “Tell me about Antonio.”


CHAPTER 39

November 2142; Northwest of Juneau, Alaska

Nick woke suddenly, wondering what had disturbed his sleep before noticing that there was only one warm body in the bed with him. He unwrapped himself from Rory and slipped out of bed. Following the sound of the third heartbeat, he found Lorcan standing on the porch watching the eastern sky lighten. Nick silently stole up behind him and slid his arms around Lorcan’s waist.

Lorcan leaned back into Nick’s warmth as he covered Nick’s arms with his. They stood like that for another half an hour, watching the sunrise.

Nick sighed, his breath steaming in the air. “I wish Rory could share this with us.”

“Maybe he will, someday, after the Great Work is complete.”

“You heard what he told us about the Grace. The Great Work won’t end until he’s dead.”

“Dead, or redeemed. Maybe we can find a way to use the Grace to save him.”

Nick shook his head minutely. “I’ve studied the Grace many times over the last several decades, when Rory would let me observe some of its basic workings. It won’t work on him unless he loses his soul and the Red Wind dissipates, and that can’t happen as long as he’s alive. Even then, the Grace is bound to his soul, so it would be lost with him when he dies. The White Wind trapped him with their bargain, and they won’t let him go.”

Lorcan tensed in his arms. “Then maybe it’s time we had a word with the opposition.”

Nick stiffened and then pulled back, letting his arms fall to his sides. “Wait. After everything the White Wind put us through, you want to try and cut a deal with the Red?”

Lorcan turned around to face him. “Maybe it can tell us something we haven’t thought of.”

Nick swallowed against the knot of fear in his throat. “No. I won’t play into their games. Don’t you think the White Wind would have known if we were going to betray it? Besides, there’s no way Rory would ever build us a binding chalice to make another Pact Arcanum.”

“We don’t need to talk to them directly, Nicholas,” said Lorcan with an air of patience. “You, at least, have an alternative.”

“The Crown of Souls,” said Nick, his mind choked with dread. “You want me to ask it to save Rory?”

“Isn’t it worth a try?”

“Magic requires sacrifice, Leshir,” said Nick softly. “The Crown is an abomination. Do we really want to know the price for its help?”

“The White Wind has always dangled its knowledge of future events before us to get us to do exactly what it wants. We need to look for other allies.”

Nick chuckled softly. “That’s what Luscian thought.”

Lorcan raised an eyebrow but said nothing, the silent question written in his expression.

“His peers cast him out for his dangerous research. Even during the First Age, there was some magic that should never have been studied. He sought out the Red Wind to find allies to get his revenge.”

“Luscian was a figure of might and authority for thirty thousand years. I don’t see the downside to his deal.”

“Because it didn’t matter in the end. Everything he built, the great edifice of power that was House Luscian, it was destroyed root and branch. He died with nothing. I’m all that’s left of his legacy.”

Lorcan brushed his knuckles tenderly across Nick’s cheek. “I still don’t see the downside, Leshir.”

Nick took a deep breath. “You really want me to do this?”

“I think we have to, if only to know if it’s impossible.”

Nick nodded and let his breath go. “We need to do it before Rory wakes up, or he’ll try and stop us.” He called Reaper to his hand and stared at the blade, the vivid blue of the flames surrounding it looking somehow unreal in the bright orange sunlight. Then he reached out to the Crown of Souls and felt its power reverberate in his mind. “Can you hear me?”

The world suddenly shifted violently, and Nick found himself standing in the center of a crossroads made of gravel, enshrouded in mist.

“Hello, Nicholas.”

Nick spun in place, raising Reaper to strike. Then he faltered as he saw the figure standing before him.

Luscian smiled, his fangs showing in challenge. “And the look of fear on your face makes it all worthwhile.”

Nick raised his sword again. “No, you’re dead. I killed you!”

Luscian laughed. “You can’t threaten me with my own sword, fledgling.” He snapped his fingers.

The blue flames sheathing the blade of Reaper flickered and went out. The blade grew heavy in Nick’s hand as the glowing blue runes faded, leaving only midnight black steel. Nick found he couldn’t lift it anymore, and the point of the sword fell until it touched the gravel road. Try as he might, he couldn’t do more than retain his hold on the grip and prevent the sword from slipping from his grasp.

Intuitively, he understood that to lose the sword in this place was to lose his hold on the Crown. He didn’t want to know what that would mean for his soul, whether the Crown would simply swallow him up, or the entrapped souls would slip their bonds and possess him as they had before. He bared his fangs and snarled. “I defy you, Father.”

Luscian nodded in approval. “I chose well. It’s a pity I didn’t live to see to your education. In time, you might have stood at my right hand, the better to taunt the Redeemer.” He snapped his fingers again.

The sword grew light in Nick’s hand, the runes spilling down the blade as they reappeared. The edges suddenly flared as the flames returned. Nick raised the sword again, then held it point down as he faced his sire.

Luscian waved his hand at two armchairs that appeared out of nowhere. “Please. Sit and tell me why you’ve come.” He settled casually into the other chair.

Nick stepped forward warily, then sat with Reaper laid across his knees. “You’re not him. You’re a soul echo.”

“Yes. The original personality of the Crown grew tiresome, so I subjugated it to my will and imposed my own in its place.”

“I took all of his memories. How did he hide this from me?”

“He destroyed portions of his mind to prevent you from acquiring them. A final act of spite, I believe. My knowledge of him ends with his death.”

Nick forced himself to speak despite his ambivalence. “Will you help me?”

“Oh, yes, my son—I will help you, if only to see your face when you understand what you must do to save your lover.”

“Tell me.”

“For the Great Work to be complete, after the Children of Darkness are gone, the Redeemer must also perish. This you already know. But what you do not know is that your lover could still live, if you used the Grace to resurrect him.”

Nick stared at him. “If I used the Grace? That’s impossible. It’s bound to Rory’s soul.”

“And yet your brother’s whelp drew on its power to smite his mentor. Jiao-long’s heir holds the Grace in his soul, but it may be wielded by another under the right conditions.”

“Rory said the Grace attacked Rafael along a spiritual connection, but he didn’t know how that connection came into being.”

“The connection was forged by the White Wind between the Grace and the Harbinger at the moment of his creation. I have always known this would someday come to pass, that a counterpart to my Crown and Sword would arise to oppose me. It seemed most logical that the White Wind would gift the power to one of its foot soldiers among the Children of Twilight. I did not anticipate the creation of a new race.”

“That’s why you researched Sentinel/Nightwalker hybrids, isn’t it? You were going to try to steal it.”

Luscian smiled again. “Very good, Nicholas. Now consider this: you do not have a spiritual connection to the Grace, but you can forge a connection to your lover’s soul and, through it, control the Grace. Can you think of a way how?”

Nick frowned in thought, then suddenly everything became clear. Control the soul, control the Grace. He got back to his feet and stared at Luscian in horror.

Luscian howled with mirth. “And that expression is payment enough.”

Nick choked out the words. “You want me to kill Rory and give his soul to the Crown in order to control the Grace?”

“Would it be worth it, my son? To raise your lover from the dead, only to leave just that one piece of him behind?”

Nick hissed in rage. “You will not have his soul, Father. Even if I have to ensure that he lives forever in the darkness, he will never be yours.” Then he turned his back and walked away into the mist to the tune of Luscian’s mocking laughter.


CHAPTER 40

November 2142; Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt; Two hours later

Lorcan typed his security code into the keypad in front of him and let the machine scan his retinas. After a moment, a green light flashed and the perimeter ward shut down. He faced William. “Wait here, and warn me if anyone comes.”

William nodded, then disappeared behind a shroud of invisibility.

Lorcan stepped beyond the door and tapped the control on the other side to reestablish the perimeter ward. The overhead lights came on in response to his presence. He walked down the aisle between the glassed cabinets with their precious contents, tens of thousands of black bottles. How many humans died for us to have this last defense?

The aisle curved gently to the right, side corridors to the other storerooms opening every so often along the left wall. Lorcan would have preferred a straight corridor so he could see ahead of him, but the hallway had been designed to limit the lines of sight specifically so that ambushes could be set up to defend the depot if the ward was breached by an enemy.

Just as it had been. Lorcan nervously toyed with his ring while he walked, trying not to think of the magnitude of his treason. However, his fears remained baseless, and he reached the vault at the end without incident. The center of the spiral was a large, octagonal chamber where they stored the bloodwine made from Sentinel blood, a much more powerful and valuable resource. At least it was, until the Armistice made it commonplace.

He made his way through the racks to the open space in the center. Clearing his mind, he worked the spellforms he had been given and felt the spell take shape. When the spell was complete, he released it with a gentle push of will. Through his enhanced senses, he saw the ripple of magic spread away from him, flooding the room.

Then the spell rebounded from the walls of the central chamber and died away. Lorcan stared at the fading traces of magic in disbelief. The room is warded!

Lorcan felt a sharp pain in his neck and recoiled slightly. A wasp? This was a sealed space. There couldn’t be any insects here. Reaching up to run his fingers over the source of the sting, he felt a sliver of something cold. He pulled it free and stared at the small needle of bloody ice in his hand. After a moment, it melted entirely while he watched in confusion.

“Innocuous, isn’t it?”

Lorcan spun in place, wincing as the pain in his neck worsened, turning into a tight knot of flames. Damn, that hurts. His senses fully open, he caught a faint psychic trace and followed it with his eyes to the far corner of the room.

The shadows rippled, and Vladimir Magister Talizered appeared from behind a shroud of invisibility. The Nightwalker raised the small pistol in his hand and walked closer, his fangs visible as he gave Lorcan a predatory smile. “It was your lover’s illness that gave the Herald the key to developing a weapon to counter the Grace. The poison is an analogue of the neurotoxin that is responsible for Recursion Dyssynchrony but much stronger. When it runs its course, there will be no psychic template to rebuild your mind. Even if your Redeemer were to bring you back, your body would be only an empty shell.”

Lorcan stumbled backward into the racks of bloodwine and slumped to the floor, his muscles wrenched with pain. Was this how it was for Nicholas? The thought of Nick steadied him for a moment. He turned his body so that his back was against the rack of bottles and faced his enemy. “How did you know I would be here?” he asked, forcing the words out, though his jaws threatened to lock from the spasms.

Vladimir laughed. “You underestimate the Herald. He has been watching you for weeks, waiting for the final proof of your treason. In a way, I admire his dedication.” He sighed. “It’s too bad that your blood is contaminated with the neurotoxin. It would speed our victory along if I could just take the key for the archive from your mind. We’ll just have to get Sean’s instead.”

Lorcan’s eyes widened in horror. No. Oh, please no.

Vladimir watched him with amusement. “Yes, we know about the archive. Once we have the codes, we will be able to expunge your revolution all at once. Then we will see whether the Grace will be enough to protect the Redeemer from suffering your fate.”

Lorcan closed his eyes and tried to think clearly in spite of the blazing fire that ran through his nerves. He tore through the cloth of his shirt with his claws and laid his palm over the sigil of the Grace emblazoned on the skin of his chest. Lord, please. Protect your servant. Then he worked the spellform in his mind for a Faith Ward.

Vladimir snorted in contempt as a circle of blue flames surrounded Lorcan. “Pathetic. Did you think I would be caught unaware by your tricks? Why else would I strike you down from a distance, like a coward?” He crossed his arms and relaxed against the wall, waiting.

Lorcan tuned him out, focusing instead on the blaze of holy magic that ran through his spirit. Then he stripped away the constraints of his intent. His mind was immediately engulfed in the white fire of a Pure Draw, and time slowed to a crawl in the face of the beautiful music that suddenly filled the universe. It took the discipline of his entire six hundred years of life to rouse himself from listening and instead scream into the light. “My Lords, grant me an audience!” He felt his control slipping in the face of the overpowering music. “My Lords, if you deny me, the Great Work will fail!”

The music stopped, the sudden silence leaving his heartbeat hammering in his ears. Lorcan found himself standing in spirit over his body, surrounded by the flames of the Faith Ward, Vladimir frozen in the act of sneering at him.

A voice echoed suddenly from everywhere. “The audience is granted, Ruarc Magister Diluthical. Ask and ye shall receive.”

Lorcan centered his mind, grateful that at least for the moment, the pain had fled. “My Lords, the Grace has told us that the Great Work would only be complete when the Redeemer himself dies.”

“That is correct.”

Lorcan drew himself up to his full height. “Nicholas will never allow that to happen.”

“Nicholas Magister Luscian knows his duty. He will accept the necessity.”

Lorcan laughed. “Nick would rather die than kill Rory. And I am guessing that aside from Reaper, the only way to kill the Redeemer is Harbinger blood, isn’t it? What will happen to your plans if Nick chooses to kill the Children of Starlight so that Rory will live?”

“That will not happen.”

“Do you know that for sure? Or is it only a statement of probability?”

The voice was silent for a time. “Do you propose an alternative course of action?”

Lorcan forced his mind to stillness against the chaos of hope that rose in his chest. “Was Luscian telling the truth? Can Nick wield the Grace and bring Rory back to life?”

“Yes.”

“But not his soul.”

“The power of the Crown as held by the shade of Luscian will be sufficient to bind the Redeemer’s soul even against the power of the Grace to recall it.”

“Because the Crown is equally as powerful as the Grace.”

“Yes.”

“But if Nick kills Rory, he will wield both the strength of the Grace and the strength of the Crown. Will that be enough to reclaim Rory’s soul from Luscian?”

The voice said nothing.

Lorcan snarled. “Answer me.”

“Accurate knowledge of future events is forbidden to beings of your level of reality. If you demand this answer, you will not be allowed to return to your plane.”

“If Vladimir is right, the Grace won’t be able to resurrect me with my mind intact anyway.”

“That is also correct. Once the poison runs its course, your mind will exist only as it remains enshrined in your soul. Your physical body will never again be whole.”

“Then I have nothing to lose. Answer my question.”

“Nicholas will not prevail against Luscian.”

Lorcan squeezed his eyes shut. All for nothing. “Surely, you can help him win.”

“That temporal location is a quantum nexus, multiple timelines branching from a single moment of possibility. In no timeline does Nicholas succeed.”

“There must be something!”

“Your initial argument was bluster but accurate. Without your assistance, the Great Work will fail if Nicholas shies away from his duty.”

Lorcan’s eyes snapped open, and he gazed into the light with suspicion. “Me? What can I do?”

“Destiny is not absolute but is made meaningful by choice. There is a finite chance that Nicholas and Sean will be able to breach the defenses of the Court of Shadows in time to halt the progression of the poison in your body. You might possibly survive, but maimed, until your knowledge of future events becomes moot and we allow you to return.”

“And the alternative?”

“The first time you drew upon our strength for aid, you were told that one day we would call upon you. You must choose whether to gamble on a chance at life or to sacrifice that chance, here and now, to become a random element in the greater design. If you take the second path, we cannot say how you may affect the outcome of the sequence of events, but there are many temporal nexi where you may shift the balance of probability to your own advantage.”

“There must be a catch.”

“You must step outside of time and see the shape of things to come. Your foreknowledge would become complete, and you will never be allowed to return to your plane.”

Lorcan smiled, his fangs showing. “So I can live out eternity in a crippled body next to the people I love, or leave them behind for the chance to help them later?”

“Yes.”

“You people are complete bastards.”

“Magic requires sacrifice, Ruarc Magister Diluthical. You are a pawn in a game beyond your understanding, with infinite stakes. Are you prepared to do what is necessary to shed your flesh and become a player?”

Lorcan turned back to face his body on the floor, his gaze seeking out the ring on his finger. “Can I say goodbye?”

“No. This offer is made once and once only. Say ‘no’, and you will be returned to them at the end. Say ‘yes’, and you must leave them. Choose.”

I will love you forever. Both of you. “Yes.”

Then Lorcan staggered as the music returned, thundering and beautiful. He couldn’t resist as it surrounded him and carried him away.

* * *

Vladimir raised an eyebrow as the Faith Ward faded, leaving Lorcan unprotected. Did he die already? Then he raised his hand to shield his eyes as Lorcan’s body was consumed by harsh white radiance. When the light dwindled, Vladimir lowered his arm to see that Lorcan was gone, leaving behind nothing but a residue of fine white ash.

Vladimir leaned forward to look more closely. No, not quite nothing. He lifted the plain, gold band from the ashes. It was cool to the touch and unmarked.

“It appears the Imperator has gone to his reward.”

Vladimir turned around to see Eduardo standing behind him. “So it would seem.”

“Then House Diluthical descends from primacy,” said Eduardo. “I have already canvassed the Greater Houses outside the Daywalker Alliance. Once they learned of the Harbinger threat, a clear majority of Magisters offered me their votes in proxy. The office of Huntmaster is yours, should you desire it.”

Vladimir laughed as he slipped the ring into his pocket. “I do.”

“Then you have duties to attend to, Imperator Vladimir.”

Vladimir strode toward the door. “By all means, let us begin.”


CHAPTER 41

November 2142; Kom el Shoqafa, Alexandria, Egypt

Rory was pacing in the open center of the tomb, while Nick stood silently by the entrance, extending his mind into the catacombs beyond to probe the defenses of the entry hall to the Court. Then Nick stiffened and darted away from the door, Reaper appearing in his hand. Rory immediately raised his defenses as he felt the approach of an intruder.

William walked into the tomb, unarmed. He looked back and forth between them. “I’m sorry.”

Nick stumbled backward, clutching at the wall for support. “No.”

Rory went numb. “Are you sure?”

William held out his hand, revealing a plain gold wedding band. “Vladimir Magister Talizered taunted me with it before the Court, saying Lorcan died a traitor.”

Nick grabbed the ring from William’s palm and probed the metal with his mystical senses. Clenching his fist around it, he faced Rory, his expression twisted with agony. “It’s his. The spell is still intact.”

“How?” whispered Rory. “How did they catch him?”

“The Night’s Herald,” said William. “He learned of the plan somehow and tipped off Vladimir. They ambushed him inside the depot.”

Rory went cold and still. “Where’s the body?”

Nick looked up at that with sudden hope.

William shook his head sadly. “You can’t bring him back, Sean.”

“Watch me,” said Rory.

“There’s nothing to restore. They burned the body. The Herald said he has already scattered the ashes into the sea.”

“I’ll kill them,” said Nick. He straightened to his full height and turned to Rory. “Break me a hole in the shields, and I will destroy the Complex.”

Rory nodded, his blood boiling too hot to speak, and began to draw on the Grace for power.

“Wait,” said William.

“Why?” snarled Rory. “Those bastards killed him, when he was only trying to save as many of them as he could. They all deserve to die.”

“If you destroy the Court, then you cement the wills of the other houses against you. I won’t be able to save any of them after that. You’ll destroy everything he worked for.”

“Are you telling us to do nothing?” said Nick, his voice cold.

“No, just give me time to work.” William reached into his pocket and removed a datacrystal in a portable reader. “Lorcan said you had a code to unlock his files.”

Rory stared at him. “Now? You’re asking for this now?”

“I know it may seem callous, but I need his resources if I am to continue his work. Give me time, Sean. That’s all I ask.”

Rory glared at William silently, then took the crystal reader from the Daywalker’s hands. He typed in a fifteen-digit code into the keypad and then returned it.

William typed a twenty-digit code into the keypad and grunted in satisfaction as a green telltale lit, indicating the archive was decrypting. He looked up at Rory and smiled. “Thank you.”

November 2142; Jumpvessel Singularity, lunar space

Antonio lay in bed and let his gaze wander over the images on the wall, seeking out Lorcan’s face. A soft tone interrupted his contemplation, announcing a visitor. He got out of bed and walked through the main room of his quarters to the door. He tapped the control to the side of the door, and it slid open.

Rafael stood there, saying nothing.

Antonio looked at him for a moment, then silently stood aside and waved him into the room.

Rafael came inside and took a seat on the couch. “How are you holding up?”

Antonio sighed and opened a cupboard in one corner, pulling out a bottle of bloodwine and two glasses. “Honestly? I have no idea.” He poured them each a good measure of the red liquor, then set the bottle and the glasses on the coffee table. “It’s different from when Uncle Jeremy died. I knew that was coming. We all did. Uncle Ruarc? He was so smart and devious, I thought Death would never find him.”

Rafael warmed the two glasses of bloodwine with a weak heating cantrip, then picked up one glass and took a sip. “You don’t expect to lose someone immortal. Somehow it’s always a surprise.”

Antonio claimed the second glass and sipped at it as he wandered the room, looking at the pictures on the wall of his life as a Spacer. “I don’t know how Uncle Nick will get through this. He leaned on Uncle Rory and Uncle Ruarc just to get through the days.”

“He’ll find a way. They both will.”

Antonio nodded absently, facing away from Rafael, then set the glass of blood down on his desk. “Raf, I appreciate your dropping by, but it’s been a long, horrible day, and I just want it to be over. Would you think I’m a bitch for asking you to leave so I can go to sleep?”

Rafael stood up from the couch and walked to stand behind Antonio, sliding his arms around the Starchild. “Do you want me to stay?” he whispered in Antonio’s ear.

Antonio stiffened in his arms. “Raf…you’re not—”

Rafael held him tighter. “No, I’m not. But you shouldn’t be alone tonight, and I don’t mind watching over you, if you want to sleep.”

Antonio drank in the sensation of Rafael’s breath on the back of his neck, the strength of the Daywalker’s arms around him. “There’s only one bed.”

“It won’t be the first time we’ve shared.”

Antonio turned around in Rafael’s embrace and draped his arms over the Daywalker’s shoulders. “But you didn’t know how I felt about you then.”

Rafael smiled. “I’m not sure I know how you feel about me now.”

Antonio leaned forward and kissed him, gently at first, and then more passionately when Rafael responded. Then he pulled back and looked into his mentor’s eyes. “Do you still think you’re just a crush to me?”

“I don’t recall everything from the double bridge, but I remember a lot. I know you’re serious in your interest. It’s just that I’ve known you for so long and for so much of your life, it seems strange to contemplate crossing that last line with you.”

Antonio tilted his head quizzically. “Are you talking about sex?”

Rafael reached up and brushed his thumb over Antonio’s cheek. “I’m talking about love.”

Antonio licked his lips, his heartbeat accelerating. “Do you love me?”

Rafael stroked his fingertips along the line of Antonio’s brow. “No, not like that. But I think I could…eventually.”

Antonio opened his mouth to say something profound and found himself yawning instead.

Rafael chuckled while Antonio stood there, mortified. “Come on, it’s late. Let’s go to bed.”

November 2142; the Citadel, Lunar Farside

Layla held her hand over the door sensor and waited for the security system to identify and announce her. Finally, the door unsealed and swung open, revealing Nick. His eyes were bloodshot, and there were red tear tracks on his face, hastily wiped away. “Now’s not the best time, Layla.”

“He was my friend and student. Can I not grieve beside you?”

Nick stared at her for a moment, then sighed and moved aside. “Come on in, but we’re not exactly good company tonight.”

Layla walked into their quarters to find Rory sitting in the living room flipping through one of a stack of albums of old, two-dimensional photographs. He didn’t look up as she approached.

She sat on the opposite couch, and Nick took a seat next to Rory. Rory immediately caught Nick’s hand in his. Nick leaned into his touch, she saw, draping his other arm over Rory’s shoulders. “I was afraid the two of you might be dealing with this apart,” she said.

Rory looked at her then, taking his eyes away from the aged photographs in the binder before him. “What good would that have done?”

Nick nodded sadly. “The argument didn’t seem so important after he was gone.”

“So many things seem more transient when you lose something that truly matters,” she said softly. She met Nick’s gaze. “You said as much to me when Tobias died.”

Nick eyes flashed red for a moment. “You mean when he was killed.”

“Yes, when he was killed.” She took a deep breath before letting it out. “I never thanked you for eliminating his attackers. At the time, I was too caught up in my loss to think about vengeance. Afterward, I felt cheated that you were so thorough, that there were no more enemies for me to kill.”

“That won’t be an issue, this time.” Rory’s voice was flat and angry.

“No, it won’t,” she said. “But I have the means to dispose of your enemies, if you ask me to.”

Nick fixed her with a level gaze. “Are you offering to poison the world and commit genocide just to avenge Ruarc’s murder?”

She raised an eyebrow as she gazed back at him calmly. “Are you asking me to do it?”

Rory glared at her, and she could see the muscles of his jaw clench. Finally, he looked away. “No. It’s not what he wanted,” answered the Nightwalker.

“We’ll make Vladimir and the Herald pay for what they did,” said Nick in a subdued voice. “There’s no need to move against the others directly.”

Layla let her gaze drift down to the photo album open on the table and changed the subject. “These must tell a great many stories.”

Rory tacitly acknowledged the diversion by talking about the scene in one of the images.

* * *

Layla stepped into the study, leaving Rory and Nick asleep in each other’s arms. She studied the pictures on the walls, finally resting her gaze on the image of her wedding to Toby.

“Prince Layla.”

She turned around at the familiar voice, to find a holographic image of Toby standing before her. “Revenant.”

“Thank you for coming over tonight. If you had not diffused their rage, I think it would have been only a matter of time before they worked themselves up to asking Antonio to lay waste to the Nightwalkers.”

“It may still come to that.”

“But not today and not at their hands. It would have destroyed them to have forced that step and only later remembered Ruarc’s wishes.”

“I merely reminded them of what they already knew.”

“Even so.”

She turned back to the picture of herself and Toby, arm in arm. “Vengeance is a poor substitute for love.”

“Something they would have learned too late.”

She took a deep breath. “Sooner or later, someone is going to poison the land, and there will be no stopping it.”

“Then you must try and save as many of them as is possible, just as Ruarc did.”

“I will do what I can.”

“That will have to be enough.”

The two of them stood silently then, the widow and the orphan, and nothing more needed to be said.


CHAPTER 42

November 2142; the Citadel, Lunar Farside; The next morning

Rory lay comfortably in Nick’s arms, their bodies entwined on the leather couch. Above his head, he heard Nick sigh.

“We need to talk, Leshir.”

Rory raised his head and met Nick’s gaze. “What’s wrong?”

“With Ruarc gone, there’s something I have to tell you about the morning he left.”

Rory frowned at the hesitant note in Nick’s voice. “What about it? Did something happen?”

“We watched the sunrise together, and I mentioned that I wished you could share it with us.”

Rory snorted. “I don’t go out in the sunlight for kicks anymore, Nick. Recreational pain and suffering doesn’t appeal to me.”

“He suggested we find other allies than the White Wind to free you from the Grace.”

Rory froze, then slowly unwound himself from Nick’s body and sat up. “You’re talking about Pact Arcanum. With the Red Wind.”

“Something like that. I told him you would never agree.”

“No joke. Why even mention it?”

“Because there was an alternative.”

“What altern—oh, God. Nicholas, you didn’t.”

“I spoke to the Crown.”

Rory got to his feet and glared down at Nick. “After the reception I got from the Grace, what made you think the Crown would be any more helpful?”

“It was worth a try.” Nick sat up on the couch, eyes downcast.

Rory sighed. “So what did it say?”

“Not ‘it’. Luscian imposed his spirit on the Crown. He was the one waiting for me when I reached out to it.”

“I see.”

“I knew he was still affecting my judgment from the Crown, but I didn’t realize he was consciously self-aware.”

“No, I imagine he wouldn’t have wanted you to know that. It would have put you on guard.”

“Yeah. Anyway, he said that the Grace was right and that you had to die before the White Wind would release you from the Great Work, but if the Grace was wielded by another person, you could be resurrected.”

Rory pondered that briefly. “It wouldn’t work. The Grace is tied to my soul. There’s no way for anyone to wield that aspect of the power other than me. Even Antonio only controls the destructive part of the Grace. He couldn’t resurrect me.”

“I could do it, if I controlled your soul.”

Rory understood immediately. The idea was so outrageous that he couldn’t form the words to reply.

Nick confirmed his suspicions a moment later. “If your soul becomes part of the Crown, then I could wield the Grace and bring you back.”

Rory swallowed, his mouth dry. “And what would happen to my soul?”

“Luscian said it would remain part of the Crown, trapped forever.”

Rory took a deep breath to calm himself. “Nick, why are you telling me this?”

“Because Ruarc is dead. I never thought it would happen, but it did. Sooner or later, the Great Work will end, and we have to be realistic about our options.”

“The Crown isn’t an option. It’s eternal slavery!”

“Not if Luscian lied.”

Rory sat back on the couch next to his lover. “What makes you say that?”

“Because lying came as easily to him as breathing, and because I believe he wanted me to think it was impossible.”

“Maybe it is.”

“It might be, but before we discard that opportunity, we need independent confirmation that he’s telling us the full story.”

Rory nodded in understanding. “You want me to talk to the Grace and see if he’s telling the truth.”

“That’s right.”

Rory lifted Nick’s chin so their eyes met. “If there’s a way for it to work, could you do it? Could you kill me?”

Nick gazed at him with complete sincerity. “I could do it for you.”

Rory kissed him. Then he extended his mind. “Link with me.”

Nick touched his thoughts, and Rory bound their minds together. Then turned his attention to the power of the Grace embedded in his palms. “Can you hear me?”

“I can hear you, Master. How may I be of service?”

“Can you tell us what we need to know?”

“The avatar of the Crown was correct. If your soul was ensnared in its clutches, then Nicholas would indeed be able to wield my power to raise your body from the dead.”

“But not my soul.”

“That is not certain. The Crown is equal and opposite in power to me in order for it to restrain so many souls. It is possible that the conflict between us to rescue your soul from the Crown would simply destroy both powers, and your soul would be released as the Crown dissolved. In that case, your body would live as a Nightwalker does, soulless until death, when the soul is freed to ascend to judgment.”

“So I would be a Daywalker without a soul. That doesn’t sound necessarily that bad.”

“Master, just as the soul’s absence shapes the behavior of the Nightwalkers to accept the depredations of the Red Wind, so too would your personality reflect the White Wind without that restraint. You would become a crusader—an avenging angel dedicated to eradiation of evil in all its forms. How many of your associates would have the moral purity to escape your wrath?”

“Fine, so that’s out. I guess it was a waste of time to even consider it,” said Nick.

“That is not entirely true. If the avatar of the Crown were to assist in this endeavor, then it would ease the passage of the soul from its prison. The Crown would still be destroyed, but a measure of my power might survive the conflict, enough to restore the Redeemer’s soul to his body.”

“But Luscian is hardly going to help us,” said Rory.

“The shade of Luscian Firstborn would not. That is certain. However, he has already replaced the true avatar of the Crown with his own soul echo once. If Luscian were to be defeated and replaced, then another would have direct access to the power of the Crown in addition to Nicholas, just as the Harbinger may wield my own power in addition to you. This proxy could assist Nicholas in calling your soul from the Crown.”

“Could I do it?” asked Nick. “Take Luscian’s place as the Crown’s jailer and then use both powers to raise Rory with his soul intact?”

“Yes, you could. However, the destruction of the Crown would destroy the jailer as well, and you would be lost. The remnant of my power that survives in opposition to the crown would be expended in restoring the Redeemer’s soul. There would be nothing left of my power to raise you as well.”

“Fine, so we find another way,” said Rory. “Case closed.” He broke the connection to the Grace.

Nick withdrew from the link. “Rory…”

“No. Don’t even offer.” Rory stood and walked to the window, looking out at the cold stars. “I lost Ruarc. I won’t lose you, too.”

“You said you wanted to be free,” said Nick softly. “You said everything came second to that, even me.”

Rory rounded on him angrily. “And you told me never to offer myself to you as a sacrifice. Do me the same courtesy.”

Nick stared at him silently for a few moments, then stood and came to Rory’s side. He kissed Rory’s cheek. “Don’t you know I would do anything for you?”

“Not this,” said Rory. His voice softened. “We’ll find another way, Nick. Trust me.”

Nick wrapped him in his arms. “All right, Leshir. We’ll find another way.”

November 2142; Jumpvessel Singularity, lunar space

Rafael woke, alone in bed. He glanced up to find Antonio awake and standing at the window, looking out at the crescent moon. “Tony, are you all right?”

Antonio touched his finger to the glass, covering the bright points of light on the shadowed side of the moon that marked the Citadel. “I just eavesdropped on a conversation between Uncle Rory and the Grace.”

Rafael blinked sleep out of his eyes as he tried to make sense out of that statement. “I beg your pardon?”

“I can hear it when Uncle Rory talks to the Grace. He and Uncle Nick just had a very interesting discussion with it.” Antonio relayed what he had learned in short, clipped sentences.

Rafael could feel Antonio’s distress as he wrapped his mind around the idea of the conflict between the Grace and the Crown. “Rory would never let him do it, Tony.”

Antonio shook his head. “Do you think that will stop Uncle Nick?”

Rafael felt a cold knot of dread as he read Antonio’s resolve. “No.”

Antonio turned to face him. “Then it’s up to us to make sure he doesn’t get the chance.”


CHAPTER 43

December 2142; Sanctuary, French Alps; one month later

The High Council surveyed the rows of cots, inhabited by the wounded and the dying from House Daviroquir and Diluthical who had escaped the Court’s assault. Nick, Antonio, and William had joined them.

“How could you let this happen?” Nick shouted.

William waved at the casualties. “The Inquisition is too effective. All of our operations have been compromised.”

“Everything we built in the last century is being destroyed right before our eyes,” said Rory. “Ruarc trusted you to safeguard his legacy!”

“This neurotoxin that they’ve developed is unlike anything we’ve ever faced. Those it doesn’t kill, it incapacitates, leaving only a mindless shell behind. My forces are demoralized and in retreat.”

“So the Daywalker alliance is beaten?” asked Antonio, present in the flesh for this desperate meeting.

“It’s only a matter of time,” said Layla. “Those of our allies who were unable to retreat to Sanctuary or Paris are being hunted down openly in the streets or bottled up in their strongholds.”

“And the strongholds are turning into deathtraps,” said Nick in disgust. He sneered at Ghian. “How the hell did they get their hands on the anti-bloodwine spell, anyway?”

Ghian spread his hands helplessly. “We don’t know how it leaked. The only ones who knew the details of the spell, outside of Armistice Security, were William and Lorcan.”

“Are you accusing me of something, Speaker Ghian?” said William, his voice cold.

“No, of course not,” said Ghian. “But maybe Lorcan left some record behind that they used to reverse engineer the spell.”

Rory snarled and took two steps forward, claws extended, before Nick reached out to hold him back. Rory glared at his lover. “How can you sit back and let this imbecile talk about Ruarc like that?”

“You’re High Council, Rory,” said Nick calmly. “You can’t get into a common brawl as if you were a private citizen.” Then he spun in place, blindingly fast, and punched Ghian in the face.

The Wind of Earth was the best mortal fighter the world had to offer, but even he barely managed to turn his head fast enough so that the blow merely broke his nose rather than caving in his skull.

Nick strode forward with his claws extended for a follow-up strike as the Sentinel staggered, only to be brought up short when Layla backhanded him across his left cheek. Nick raised his eyebrows as he faced his sister-in-law.

“Enough, Nicholas,” she said wearily. “We have enough problems without fighting amongst ourselves.”

Ghian calmly set the broken cartilage of his nose as the injury began to heal, the Gift rising to repair the damage. “In any case, the spell is out there,” he said, ignoring the pain. “The Daywalkers will be slaughtered within weeks if we don’t find a way to take the pressure off them.”

“Pressure?” asked Amaterasu, her face incredulous. “Is that what you’d call it? Even the humans are taking cover from open warfare between the Houses. Beyond the Armistice Zone, the entire world is in chaos.”

“There is still something we can do,” said Marcus, softly. “If we have the will.”

Antonio tensed. “Are we back to that again? Because there’s no way I’m letting my people become pawns in your war. Hell, if necessary, I will fly them out of the solar system before I let you have them.”

“You would deny us this last recourse?” asked William. “Even knowing that it is the best chance we have to survive?”

“Absolutely.”

William faced Antonio with a calculating expression. “Antonio Consul Curallorn, you have no honor.”

Everyone froze.

Antonio stared at the Daywalker. “William—”

“That is Magister Daviroquir to you, Consul, and I await your answer to my challenge.”

Antonio set his jaw. “Fine, I accept.”

“Like hell, you do,” snapped Nick. “As Champion, I assert my privilege to fight the duel on Antonio’s behalf.”

“Not a chance, Uncle,” said Antonio, calling a slender rapier to his hand. “I’ve got it covered.”

“Antonio, you only know the theory of a duel. You can’t just—”

“I release you as my Champion.”

Nick stood there with his mouth open, completely taken aback.

Antonio hefted his sword as he faced William. “I don’t trust you. You’ve been in too many places where all our plans went wrong, and now you’re trying to use me to take out Uncle Nick, knowing he would step in as Champion. Well, I don’t care what kind of twisted game you’re playing, but it ends here.”

“Agreed,” said Layla. “As Magister Curallorn, I assert my privilege to stand as Champion on behalf of any member of my House.”

“Mother!” yelled Antonio. “I can handle this!”

“I’m sure you can, son. But you won’t get the chance.” She faced William. “Antonio is right. You’ve been involved in too many disasters, and this challenge simply proves you’ve been playing us for fools. You may choose the time and place.”

William smiled. “By all means, Prince Layla. Here and now is acceptable.”

“Mother, wait,” said Antonio.

Layla turned to Nick. “Keep him safe, or I will haunt you until the end of time.”

Nick nodded and pulled Antonio away, still protesting.

Layla called her sword to her hand and raised her arms. “Two have entered.” A half-circle of blue flames spread out behind her.

William drew his sword and raised his arms as well. A half-circle of green flames spread out behind him to complete the circle. “One will leave.”

The flames ran together and the circle burned white, cutting them off from outside interference.

William immediately dropped his arms and circled around the edge of the circle. Layla did the same.

* * *

Nick watched from outside the circle as the combatants continued their slow dance, looking for an opening to strike. He frowned as he studied William. Something isn’t right. Nick had seen William fight, and he was always the aggressor. He never takes the time to gauge his opponents’ strength before committing himself to attack.

Nick called Reaper to his hand and opened his vampire senses all the way, his mystical perceptions augmented with power drawn from the Crown of Souls. Oh my God.

“Razheel,” said Nick, aloud.

William stopped, his head snapping around to face Nick.

Nick stared at the spell that Razheel had been silently casting, reading the spellforms by the knowledge he had stolen from Luscian. “Decided to trade up in bodies, did you?” He looked at Layla. “William is dead. She’s been possessing his body with Lucian’s magic since the day her own body died.”

“It was you,” said Rory, shaking with impotent fury. “You betrayed Ruarc to Vladimir and the Herald. You gave them the data from the archive so they could destroy the Daywalkers. Everything that’s happened has been because of you.”

Layla raised her sword. “Then I will feel much better about ending this.”

William sneered at her. “You are too weak to end me, Daywalker.” He reached into his jacket with his free hand, bringing out a small pistol. Then he shot Layla in the chest, even as she moved to dodge.

She grimaced in pain but kept her feet, advancing toward William.

William laughed. “The neurotoxin will incapacitate you in moments, Prince Layla. You cannot beat me in the time you have left. I hope you will forgive me the dishonor of bringing a projectile weapon into the duel, but your death is required for me to leave the circle.”

Nick roared with rage as he drew upon the full strength of the Crown of Souls and brought his sword down on the spell that enclosed the combatants. The normally impenetrable barrier shattered under the power of his assault, exploding into impotent shards of radiant energy.

William faced Nick in shock, sword loose in his hand, too surprised to teleport away.

Behind him, Layla staggered forward and drove her sword into William’s back, severing his spine.

He collapsed, screaming in agony, and Layla tumbled to the floor beside him.

Antonio crashed through the remains of the combat circle and dragged his mother out of reach.

Nick raised Reaper for a killing blow. William glared at him in hatred and then released the spell he had been preparing to cast on Layla. Nick hacked off William’s head just as the spell wrapped around him, and then he suddenly found himself standing in an empty, sere landscape obscured by mist.

Razheel walked out of the mist before him, dressed in the formal uniform of the Night’s Herald. “You have disrupted my plans greatly, Magister Luscian. But if I cannot have her body, then I will at least have yours and claim the Crown of Souls to make my ascension complete.”

Nick laughed at her. “You must think I’m a total pushover.”

Razheel raised her sword. “You have some skills, I admit, but you are no match for me in swordwork. In the end, you will die, and I will reclaim the mantle of Soulkiller in truth.”

“Maybe you’re right,” said Nick. “You could probably take me in a fair fight.” Then he released the spell he had cast in the back of his mind.

Beside him, Rory walked out of the mists, sword in hand. The Nightwalker smiled, showing his fangs. “Well, isn’t this cozy?”

Razheel gaped at the two of them. “Impossible!”

“You only have part of Luscian’s knowledge,” said Nick. “I have all of it. This place is pretty easy to get to, if you know how.”

Razheel raised her blade with a snarl, and Nick and Rory advanced on her. Nothing more was spoken as they cut her to pieces.

Finally, Nick struck through her guard and chopped off her sword arm, then Rory cut her throat. The two of them stood back and watched her drown in her own blood, as she tried to curse them silently. Eventually, the light went out of her eyes and she died. The runes on Nick’s sword flared bright white, and her true soul joined the screaming masses within the Crown of Souls, while William’s went free.

Then they were back in the Great Hall of Sanctuary, and Nick and Rory both turned toward the sound of Antonio’s weeping.

* * *

Layla shuddered in Antonio’s arms, then reached up and stroked his face with difficulty against the pain. “My beautiful baby. I will always be watching over you.”

“No, Mother, please,” he said, his voice cracking. “Don’t leave me.”

“So much wasted time,” she whispered. She raised her eyes to meet his. “I have always been proud of you, son. You are the greatest gift that Tobias and I ever had a part in.”

“Mother…”

Her vision flared red, then black, and she was blind. “Take care of our family, Antonio.”

“I will.”

The pain mounted as she fell into darkness. The last thing she heard was the phantom voice of her husband, speaking as if in a dream.

“Upload in progress.”
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THE DUEL


CHAPTER 44

January 2143; Anchorpoint Nexus Hub; six weeks later

Layla opened her eyes and looked around. She was lying on a soft bed in a sunlit room that smelled of sea salt and orange blossoms. She pulled herself to her feet and reveled in the absence of pain.

“How do you feel?”

She turned to face the familiar voice. “Revenant.”

The AI inclined its head. “Layla.”

She went to the window and looked out at a lush, jungle landscape sloping down to the sea. “I know this place. It was my home as a child.”

“I thought the memory might be comforting.”

She nodded, drinking in the sensation of the sunlight on her face. “Am I dead?”

“Yes.”

She faced him again and leaned back against the window rail, her arms crossed in front of her. “How did you bring me back?”

“I took the liberty of upgrading your AI software with the new mind-transfer package created by the Nexus. Not as efficient as the dedicated implants would have been, but there was no way to emplace those without your knowledge.”

“And without my consent.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t seem particularly contrite about that.”

“It’s what Toby would have done.”

“Yes, I suppose it is.” She sighed. “So what are my options now?”

Revenant indicated the door. “If you walk out that door, then you will enter the Nexus Hub, and from there you can access the entire planetary information grid and even transit off-world via the FTL communications uplinks, if you wish.”

“And the alternative?”

“If I walk out that door first, then this data archive and your program within it will be immediately erased and overwritten. I will not force you to live on as an AI, but I hope you will consider this form of life as an alternative to oblivion.”

“Does anyone else know that my program exists?”

“No. This is my project alone. Not even Rory knows that I upgraded your implant capabilities. As far as any of them know, you died six weeks ago in Sanctuary.”

She inhaled sharply. “Six weeks?”

“As I said, the transfer was not as efficient without the dedicated implants. It took time to reconstruct the neural network map without the knowledge or assistance of the rest of the Nexus.”

“I take it they wouldn’t have appreciated your ‘project’ any more than I would have.”

“No.”

She turned her head to gaze out the window at the digital memory. “Tell me what has happened in the interim.”

“In the wake of your assassination, Ghian Achara ascended to the post of Archangel, with the full support of the High Council and key leaders in the Armistice community, including Nicholas Magister Luscian and Antonio Magister Curallorn.”

She snapped her head around to stare at him. “Antonio rules House Curallorn?”

“Rafael Primogenitor Curallorn declined to oppose his elevation and remains as second-in-command.”

“Antonio always swore he had no desire to rule.”

“Your death changed him, Layla. He and Ghian co-sponsored in the High Council a declaration of war between the Armistice and the Court of Shadows. They immediately offered Harbinger blood to the humans as a protective inoculation against Nightwalker attacks.”

She closed her eyes. “So it has begun then. A conflagration that will burn down the world.”

“The human governments of the world have been manufacturing millions of doses of contaminated water from the small aliquots of Harbinger blood that Antonio has provided them. The plague is already widely advanced in the human population.”

“And the environment?”

Revenant hesitated briefly before answering. “Immediately after your death, Antonio jumped from Sanctuary to the coast and shed his own blood into the Mediterranean Sea. The death toll among the Nightwalker population has mounted precipitously in subsequent weeks.”

“He did it for me,” she whispered. “For revenge.”

“Yes.”

“Did he regret that decision?”

“As far as I have observed, Antonio has shown no evidence of remorse for his actions, whether in public or in private.”

“Have you spoken to him about it?”

“Antonio has still refused to speak to me directly.”

Layla strode to the door. “Then it’s time the three of us had a family chat.” She opened the door, revealing a blaze of intersecting data streams, an entire universe written on the void in majestic traceries of light and color.

She hesitated before the vista and then felt Revenant’s hand in hers. She turned her head and saw the AI smiling at her. She faced the new world and steeled her will.

Then the two of them stepped through the door, side by side.


PART V:  VANISHING POINT


CHAPTER 45

January 2143; High Council Chamber, Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado

The High Council was seated around the conference table, joined by Nick and Antonio. “The key is the bloodwine repository at the Council Chamber Complex,” said Ghian. “As we destroyed the stockpiles at the rest of Vladimir’s strongholds, his forces became dependent on human feedings, a food supply that is rapidly dwindling as the vaccine is more widely distributed. While the central stockpile remains protected, however, he can still resupply his forces in the field, at least for a time.”

“It’s unfortunate that Lorcan was unsuccessful in destroying the central stockpile,” said Amaterasu. “So many factors could have been different. The war might already be over.”

Ghian avoided Nick’s glare. “William was a very effective saboteur. Who knows what other damage he’s done?”

“We need to find a way to eliminate the central depot,” said Antonio. “For that, we need to get inside the complex. Any ideas?”

“Our intelligence is limited since the Daywalker purge,” said Marcus, still Speaker for the Damned, though he was now a Daywalker. Facing the inevitable, the Armistice population of Nightwalkers had started lining up in droves to be touched by the Grace. Rory hadn’t budged from Icehaven in weeks, trying to convert them all before the Harbinger taint reached the environment of North America. “We know they have warded the Complex against Sigils of Purification. We cannot attack directly through the catacombs, as they have their forces deployed at strategic locations along the entry corridors, with more troops on call at remote strongholds through their teleport relay network.”

“What about the relay network? Can we use it to teleport our troops inside the complex?” asked Antonio.

“The Court’s teleport relay network is more brute force than ours, so there isn’t enough of an automated operating system to hack in effectively,” said Nick. “The Council Chamber Complex itself is only accessible from specific gateway locations, usually located in the seats of the Greater Houses.”

Antonio scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Still, if we could take one of the House seats, we would be able to walk right into the complex. If the Court network is that hardwired, they’d have a great deal of difficulty cutting off access before we could force an entry.”

Ghian nodded in approval. “Good point. Any candidate targets?”

“Rory and I have spent a great deal of time in the House Daviroquir and Diluthical strongholds over the years,” said Nick. “They couldn’t have changed the layout much in two months.”

“The Redeemer cannot be risked,” said Marcus flatly.

“Agreed,” said Amaterasu. “You and Sean will provide us with the details regarding the two bases, and Ghian will lead Armistice Security in their assault.”

“There’s only so much you can put down on a map,” answered Nick. “If Rory can’t go, then I should, on at least one of the raids. It’s our best chance to find the gateways before they can destroy them.”

“All right,” said Ghian. “You take House Daviroquir, and I’ll take House Diluthical. You and Brennigan draw up the maps and brief me as soon as possible. The longer we wait, the greater the likelihood that they’ll put protections in place that we haven’t thought of.”

The meeting broke up shortly after that. Antonio used the teleport gateway to jump directly to the House Curallorn stronghold at Cahokia. He made his way down the underground halls to enter the private quarters attached to the Sanctum. Tossing his suit jacket over a chair, he flopped down on the bed. Please, God. Grant me just one hour of rest without a crisis.

A soft tone interrupted him. “Who is it, Pathfinder?”

“Rafael Primogenitor Curallorn,” answered his AI.

Resigned, Antonio got to his feet and went to the front door of the main room. He opened it to find Rafael on the other side. “What is it, Raf?”

Rafael looked troubled. “Tony, I need to talk to you.”

“So talk.”

“I need you to speak to Revenant.”

Antonio frowned. “No.”

“It’s important.”

“How? It’s just another AI. Why should I talk to him?”

“Is there any reason you shouldn’t?”

Antonio scowled but said nothing.

“Grow up, Tony. You can’t avoid him forever, and I think you really need to hear what he has to say.”

“I can’t think of anything—”

“It’s about your mother.”

Antonio stood there with his mouth open, his train of thought lost. “What does Mother have to do with anything?”

“Just talk to him, Tony. Trust me, please.”

Antonio sighed. “All right, if you think it’s necessary.” He walked to the desk, where he typed a set of commands into his computer. Behind him, Rafael entered the room and closed the door. “Pathfinder, please contact Revenant, Rory’s AI. I’ve keyed my personal terminal to accept calls. It can talk to me here.”

A moment later, the terminal chimed. Antonio tapped the control to accept an incoming transmission from the Icehaven Nexus Hub.

Revenant’s holographic avatar appeared next to the desk. “Hello, Tony.”

“That’s Antonio Magister Curallorn, Revenant. My mother may have accepted you into our House, but you are not family, as far as I’m concerned.”

The AI tilted its head as it regarded Antonio. “May I ask why? I have done nothing to earn your enmity.”

“You’re a walking presumption. Just because you have a connection to my father doesn’t mean that it’s enough for us to be buddies. Now, Raf said you had something to tell me about my mother.”

Layla’s image appeared next to Revenant’s. “Hello, Antonio.”

Antonio gaped at the apparition, then closed his mouth as he spun to face Revenant accusingly. “She recorded herself?”

“Not exactly,” said Revenant. “I recorded her without her knowledge.”

“You violated her mind?” yelled Antonio.

“He offered me the choice of whether or not to continue my existence after I became self-aware,” said Layla. “I chose to exist.”

Antonio threw up his hands and began to pace, muttering under his breath. The others simply waited.

Finally, Antonio faced the projection of Layla. “You are not my mother.”

“I don’t claim to be. But I am a part of what she was, and I wanted you to know that a portion of her lives on in me.” She sighed. “If you wish to sever contact, I will respect your wishes.”

Antonio stared at her. “No, I don’t want to sever contact.” He took a deep breath and looked at Revenant. “I guess that makes me a hypocrite.”

Revenant shrugged. “You never had a relationship with Toby to salvage. It stands to reason that there might be more incentive to accept Nemesis than myself.”

Antonio glanced back at Layla. “Nemesis? Is that what you’re calling yourself?”

“I think ‘Layla’ would be inaccurate, so ‘Nemesis’ will do for the moment.”

Antonio took another deep breath and exhaled slowly, thinking. “All right. Obviously, Nemesis has just as much right to membership in House Curallorn as Revenant, so consider it done. It will take me some time to get used to the idea, however, so I would appreciate you both giving me space to come to terms with your existence in this form.”

“That seems reasonable,” said Nemesis. She glanced at Revenant before turning again to face Antonio. “Before we leave, I would like to ask a question, if you will allow it.”

“Go ahead.”

“Revenant has told me of your actions in the wake of Layla’s death. It seems to have hardened your personality, for you to have poisoned the waters and then taken up the burden of rulership.”

Antonio frowned. “I did what was necessary. Is there a question in there somewhere?”

“Do you regret what you have become?”

Antonio met her gaze. “That sounds like something my mother would have asked.”

“We have a great deal in common, your mother and me.”

“Which is the only reason I’m going to give you a straight answer.” Antonio turned away. “I have many regrets. I regret the wasted time, the wasted lives that the war has cost. The Grace said it was my destiny to usher in a new era of peace. If I have to make some personal sacrifices to bring that about, then that’s the way it will be.”

Nemesis nodded. “Thank you, Antonio. If you wish to speak again, you can reach me through the Nexus Hub.”

Antonio didn’t turn around to see the two avatars disappear. He tried to center his mind and calm himself, then tensed when he felt a pair of hands on his shoulders.

“That was well done, Tony,” said Rafael.

Tony shrugged. “I just answered her question.”

“You didn’t have to,” said Rafael. He kneaded Antonio’s shoulders gently. “It’s more than you’ve said to me in weeks.”

Antonio turned his head to look at him. “I talk to you all the time.”

“I’m your second-in-command, and you give orders. It’s not the same as talking.”

Antonio sighed. “There’s so much that needs to be done. You and me, it’s a distraction I can’t afford right now.”

Rafael kissed the back of Antonio’s neck as he continued to massage the younger man’s tightly knotted muscles. “I miss you.”

Antonio swallowed. “I can’t stop, Rafael. If I even allow myself a moment of contemplation to think about what I’ve done, I’ll drown.”

“You don’t have to run,” whispered Rafael. “And if you fall, I’ll be there to catch you.”

Antonio turned around to face Rafael. “I didn’t mean to push you away.”

Rafael lifted the Starchild’s chin with his fingertips. “So don’t.” Then he leaned in and kissed Antonio.

Antonio responded immediately, his desire sharpening. Then Rafael bit his own tongue with his fangs, and Antonio tasted the Daywalker’s blood for the first time since the double bridge.

The blood magic opened between them, and Rafael shared the memories of the last few weeks, seeing Antonio pull away from him and the feelings they were slowly learning to explore. Antonio shared the loneliness of the same period of time, as he forced himself to take a commanding role in the prosecution of the war.

Antonio broke the kiss first and met Rafael’s gaze, his eyes deepening to red. “Don’t start something you’re not prepared to finish.”

Rafael smiled, his own eyes shifting. “I suppose you’ll do, until someone better comes along.”

* * *

Rafael woke to the soft tone of the doorbell. Gently, he untangled himself from Antonio’s embrace and slipped out of bed. He pulled on his pants and shirt from where they lay on the floor and then made his way to the main room, just as the door chimed again.

Rafael opened the door.

“Good morning,” said Nick. He casually evaluated Rafael’s tousled hair and half-buttoned shirt. “I was supposed to meet with Antonio an hour ago to go over the additional doses of Harbinger blood to immunize the latest refugees coming into Sanctuary.” He grinned knowingly. “I guess he got distracted.”

“Nick—”

Nick raised his hands. “It’s none of my business if the two of you want to take your relationship to the next level. I will say this, though.” He leaned closer. “Granted, he has a lot on his plate, but he has loved you for so long, you’d be a fool to let him get away.”

“Nick, I…thanks for not freaking out.”

Nick smiled. “He said I might as well be his father. So let me officially welcome you to the family for real. Don’t screw this up.”

“I won’t.”

“Have Tony call me when he’s ready to reschedule. No hurry though. Take your time this morning is my advice.” He smirked at Rafael and walked briskly away.

Rafael closed the door and locked it. Then he went back to the bedroom, shedding his clothes on the way. He slid back into bed, and Tony immediately rolled into his arms. Rafael relaxed, surprised at how right it felt. He traced the lines of the phoenix tattoo on Antonio’s left shoulder with his thumb.

“That tickles, you know,” said Antonio in a groggy voice.

“Do you want me to stop?”

Antonio giggled. “Nah. I like it when you touch me.”

“When did you get this? I noticed it after your first round trip, but I assumed you got it done at Chiron Colony.”

Antonio gave him a half-smile. “Graduation, after I spoke to Uncle Nick. I felt liberated that I didn’t have to live up to his expectations if he hated what I wanted to do with my life that much. I thought I was reinventing myself.”

“Do you still think that?”

“No. I was just running away from his disapproval. If I had confronted him about his anger, maybe I wouldn’t have spent so many years on the road.”

“It’s good that you can admit that.” Rafael kissed the image of the flames. “Maybe you’ve reinvented yourself after all.”


CHAPTER 46

January 2143; House Daviroquir Stronghold, London, England; Two days later

Nick jammed Reaper into the crack between the main doors, simultaneously cutting though the bolts and overloading the perimeter wards. The defense screens buckled beneath his power, then he casually ripped the left door off its hinges. The Armistice troops poured through the breach in the skyscraper’s defenses, even as Nick turned his attention to destroying the right-hand door. He followed his forces into the base, keeping an eye out for an active computer terminal as he avoided the worst of the fighting. Two quads of Sentinel bodyguards surrounded him as he searched for a way to put the next part of the plan into action.

He found the terminal he needed in the security office beyond the main reception area. Apparently, the defenders hadn’t had time to shut down all of their equipment before the battle started. Stepping past the bodies of the Court soldiers that had occupied the building, he found the access port in the side of the computer and pulled a portable AI receptacle from his pocket. In moments, he had plugged the AI into the main computer system of the building. “It’s all yours, Nemesis.”

Then he followed the sounds of combat to find something satisfying to kill.

* * *

Nemesis tore through the local security protocols of the access terminal before coming up short against the AI-hardened firewalls that House Daviroquir had erected around the central data core. But the defenses were designed to stop the near-AI constructs the Court was known to wield, not a true AI with access to the Armistice Security distributed network. Reaching out along the shining data paths between the outside world and the remote transmitter in her AI receptacle, she quickly bridged the gap between the network and the wireless dead zone within the building. Her mind expanded, as the distributed network linked her thoughts to those of the rest of the AIs engaged in the assault. For a moment she watched as Revenant hacked into the defenses surrounding the House Diluthical network in the Belfast stronghold, then turned her attention to guiding a portion of the AIs’ computational power toward her own target.

The defenses came apart as she decrypted the access codes layer by layer, until she breached the firewalls surrounding William’s secured files. She quickly rifled through the data until she found the access codes for the House Daviroquir teleport gateway, then transmitted them immediately to Nick’s AI.

Her part in the assault done, she released the network resources and began to read through William’s files at a more leisurely pace. It didn’t take her long to find the forged message from Lorcan that had drawn the real William to his death. From that point on, the files were encrypted. Surprisingly, it took her quite a number of minutes to crack it. The Inquisition’s cryptography programs are better than I imagined. Then she realized her mistake. This isn’t near-AI software. Somehow, she had the help of a true AI. But did she develop it herself, or is there a traitor in our midst?

She concentrated on the files as she searched for a clue as to where Razheel’s aid had come from. It almost slipped her notice when she came to the communications logs. Why was she accessing the FTL uplink so often? She tracked down the details and found that Razheel had used William’s access codes to communicate at least once a week with an anonymous address at the Citadel.

Of course. No wonder Nicholas couldn’t find any trace of a spy in Sanctuary. Razheel had couched a simple lie in the middle of the truth in order to mislead them. Nemesis silently berated herself at being taken in by such an elementary deception. She reached out to the network again and accessed the uplink to communicate with the Citadel. “Citadel Control, I need to trace an anonymous address in your information envelope.”

The Citadel municipal AI studied her data and consulted its internal databases. “What is your interest in this access point?”

“I believe this is the location of a Court operative in the employ of the Inquisition.”

“This is a protected access code. Present your evidence that it has been misused.”

Nemesis was surprised at the AIs reticence but passed over all of the data she had gleaned from the House Daviroquir files.

“Your argument is compelling. The matter will be dealt with. Your further involvement is not required.”

Nemesis was shocked at the dismissal. “What do you mean ‘dealt with’?”

“That is no longer your concern.”

“Is that the decision of Citadel Control or Nexus White?”

Citadel Control was silent for a moment. “I was not aware that you were informed of my identity. May I ask how you acquired this information?”

“Tobias kept few secrets from me. He told me what you were before he died.”

“Very well. Your inquiry is now an internal security issue within the Nexus Council.”

“How can it be internal? I already told you it belongs to a Court operative.”

“We will investigate further and take action if required, should your suspicions have merit.”

“Now wait a minute—”

“The audience is ended.” The communications pathway shut down.

Nemesis fumed for a moment at the brush-off, then went in search of Revenant. She found him leaving the House Diluthical stronghold on his way back to Armistice territory. “Why would a Court spy be an internal Nexus matter?”

Revenant barely acknowledged her. “Let it drop, Nemesis.”

“How can you say that? This is an ally of the woman who killed me.”

“Nexus White already briefed us. The access point you supplied was set up by a Nexus Council member. He will be captured and interrogated.”

“Which councilor?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Revenant, I was Archangel for almost a century. Trust me to have learned a little discretion.”

Revenant weighed her words. “Rapier.”

* * *

Nick watched his soldiers wipe out the last of the Court’s resistance. He made his way forward until he reached William’s former office and found the teleport gateway. Then he contacted Ghian, a virtual screen opening in the air before him. “We’re ready.”

The Earth Sentinel looked pleased. “So are we. We’ll access two of the master gateways in the Council Chamber Complex and attack on both fronts. Kill everything that gets in your way until you reach the bloodwine depot. Without that stockpile, the Court forces will die. As long as the repository is destroyed, we win, even if their leaders escape through the third gateway.”

“Are you sure you want to be in on this? You’re a head of state now. Maybe you shouldn’t lead the attack in person.”

“And miss putting these bastards into the ground once and for all? I let the other Winds have the glory once, and they all died. This time, I don’t intend to let anyone screw this up.”

“Then it’s time to go.”

“I’ll meet you in the repository.” The virtual screen closed.

Nick stepped onto the gateway with his bodyguards and formed the coded energy pattern in his mind to lock the teleport functions into a continuous connection so the rest of his forces could follow him. Then he surrounded himself with his strongest shields and jumped to the Council Chamber Complex.


CHAPTER 47

January 2143; the Citadel, Lunar Farside

“Let me go on record as saying that I don’t like this plan,” said Rory.

“We have to take Rapier by surprise,” said Revenant in his ears. “He’ll see the rest of us coming, but if you bring me into the ship itself, then he won’t be able to keep me outside the firewall. He’s a gen3AI. I can take down his internal defenses more easily than the gen10 defenses around the Starlight systems themselves.”

“But I’m the one walking into the lion’s den.”

“There’s nothing he can do to hurt you. What are you worried about?”

“What if he’s come up with something we haven’t thought of?”

“Just bring me to the command deck. That’s all you have to do. I’ll take it from there.”

Rory sighed. “Fine.” He walked through the departure hub down the access corridor to the Starlight. He tapped the call key next to the ship’s main hatch and waited for Rapier to answer.

“Good morning, Rory,” responded the AI’s voice.

“Rapier, can I have a moment of your time?”

“Of course. Rafael and Antonio were just about to make a run to the Singularity. You can find them on the command deck.”

The hatch irised open, and Rory entered. It took him only a few moments to make his way through the main corridor to the command deck.

Rafael and Antonio jumped apart in surprise.

Rory stared at them, surprised at their disheveled appearance. “I’m sorry, did I interrupt something?”

Rafael straightened his clothing, face red. “Sort of. When did you come on board?”

Rory frowned. “Just a minute ago. Rapier let me in.”

Antonio chuckled. “He could have warned us.”

“It’s probably his revenge for us using the Starlight as a meeting place,” said Rafael. “Rapier, that wasn’t funny.”

The AI didn’t answer.

Then they all swayed on their feet as the internal gravity came online. As Rory stared in disbelief, the external view of the Citadel shifted. The city peeled away as the Starlight lifted off from the lunar surface.

“Rapier, what are you doing?” asked Rafael. He tapped the manual controls when the AI said nothing and found them to be offline. Bemused, he triggered his implants to fuse his mind with his personal AI, and the two of them examined the data core of the ship for faults.

The central processor of the ship was surrounded by a firewall that shimmered oddly in the false-color virtual world. It seemed strangely fluid, the way its structure flowed chaotically like a swarm of bees.

A second later, Rory/Revenant and Antonio/Pathfinder joined them on the periphery of the firewall.

“What the hell is that?” asked Antonio.

Rory cursed in multiple dead languages. “He knew we were on to him, and he’s going to fight it out.”

The two Spacer fusions faced Rory/Revenant in suspicion. “What do you mean, ‘you were on to him’?” asked Rafael.

Revenant answered. “Rapier might be working with the Court. The imposter who killed William has been communicating with him regularly.”

“Couldn’t you have mentioned that sooner?” asked Antonio.

“Not without tipping him off,” said Rafael. “It’s too late to worry about it now.” He faced the barrier and tentatively reached out to touch it so he could evaluate its program.

Immediately, the wall shattered into fragments of malicious code that folded around him like an origami box. Rafael’s AI screamed as it was torn to pieces by the frenzied virus programs. The Spacer was slammed back into his body again and collapsed, his implant matrix dead. Antonio caught him as he fell and helped him into a chair.

Revenant stared at the wall as it reformed, concealing the brief view of the AI at the center of the data core. “That’s not gen3 code. Rapier doesn’t have the complexity to create something that advanced.”

“Then it’s not Rapier,” said Rory with a snarl. “It’s an imposter, just like William was. It must be a damn Court AI.”

“It’s at least gen9 to be able to take down Raf’s AI like that. We’re gen6 and Antonio is gen8. We’ll be slaughtered if we try to go up against it.”

An alarm klaxon sounded on the command deck. Rafael struggled to his feet and began swearing when he read the instrument panels. “Containment failure on the reactor. The bastard is going to overload the engines!”

“What does that mean?” asked Rory. “We’ll be trapped on board?”

“No, we’ll be sitting pretty in the center of a small star,” answered Antonio. “We’ve got about five minutes to get to him before the containment fields erode or we’re dust.”

“Can’t you shut it down manually?” asked Revenant.

Rafael was already flipping switches, then gave up in disgust. “He’s engaged the captain’s failsafe and locked me out of the engineering and communication controls.”

“Then use what you have left to distract him,” said Pathfinder, breaking into the conversation. “Fire up random controls and max out the processing power of the ship’s systems. Then he won’t be able to use the ship’s defenses against us when we go after him.”

Antonio stared at his AI through their virtual connection. “It might work. How did you think of that?”

“You’re not my first client, Tony,” answered Pathfinder. “My last boss was hardly a pacifist, and he used me to develop weapons and tactics for Armistice Security to use against the Spacers, if necessary. I took your contract to finally get some peace and quiet.”

“Charming,” said Rory. “So how do we take back the ship?”

Pathfinder studied the firewall. “The barrier collapsed when it attacked, and I didn’t see any other fixed defenses in place. He’s probably using all of his processing power to maintain such an intricately lethal program by himself and to run the ship at the same time. One of us needs to engage the defenses and keep them busy while the other takes out the enemy.”

“We won’t last long against an AI of that complexity,” said Revenant.

“You’d have even less of a chance if you faced the barrier. I’m gen8. I have at least a shot at slowing down the virus programs until you can take him down. If I’m right, he’s put everything into the wall and won’t have much juice left to fight you.”

“And if you’re wrong?” asked Rory.

“Then we all die,” said Antonio. “We don’t have much time. Go for him as soon as the wall is down.”

Rory and Revenant stitched their fusion back together and stood ready at the edge of the wall.

Antonio/Pathfinder jumped into the barrier, and the swarm of viruses collapsed around them. Pathfinder tried to fight them off while Antonio augmented his processing power and tried to keep the AI from being obliterated.

Rory/Revenant leapt over the collapsing barrier and immediately attacked the enemy AI with bursts of static, blasting away the outer layers of its design.

The enemy AI howled as it retaliated with a dense blanket of code that surrounded Rory/Revenant and tried to seal them away, the same attack it had used to capture Rapier. But Rory/Revenant was a gen6 fusion, and they were quickly able to decode the matrix of the attack and break free. The two AIs grappled with each other, tearing at the insubstantial equations of their existence.

Then Antonio/Pathfinder, still surrounded by lethal viral programs, threw itself onto the enemy from behind. Rory/Revenant disengaged and backed away as the malicious viruses destroyed both enemy and ally. As soon as the cloud of lethal programming cleared, they interfaced with the ship’s systems and turned off the captain’s failsafe.

Rafael turned away from Antonio shivering on the floor when the instrument panels lit up and immediately began shutting down the reactor core.

Antonio got to his feet as the klaxon continued to sound. “What’s wrong?” he asked, seeing the expression of dread on Rafael’s face.

Rafael shook his head. “It redirected enough power into the ship’s controls to fry the system. I can’t stop it. I can’t even call for help. The AI shut down the comm array. It will take time to power back up, which we don’t have.”

“Then we need to get off the ship,” answered Rory as he withdrew from the ship’s systems. “You and I can survive in space if you have breathing masks on board. Antonio will last at least five or six minutes in hard vacuum, even without a suit.”

“And how do you propose to get away?” answered Rafael angrily. “We’re halfway to Cassandra Station. There’s not enough of a gravity well effect for you to fly us out of here, and we can’t teleport all the way back to the Citadel from this distance.”

Antonio blinked. “Cassandra Station? How far is the Singularity from here?”

“Far enough that there won’t be enough time for them to pick us up and still get away, even under Recursion Drive,” answered Rafael, punching up the location of the two ships on the navigation console. “They’ll be caught in the blast and die along with us, even if we could contact them.”

“But it might be close enough for a teleport!” said Antonio. He faced Rory. “Can you jump us that far if I get you coordinates?”

Rory studied the readout of the distance. “It’s at the edge of my range without transmission cores to enhance the signal. I might not be able to get us onto the ship, but I can get us close enough that they can pick us up.”

Antonio’s mind speared outward, focusing all of his mental power into a telepathic needle aimed at a very specific and familiar pattern out of the chaos of minds he could feel at the edge of his awareness. “Bradley!”

“Tony?” came back the surprised response. “Where are you?”

“No time. I need teleport coordinates for the Singularity, right now!”

January 2143; Jumpvessel Singularity, lunar space

Bradley jumped off the bed in his quarters, dropping the book in his hand as he raced to the computer terminal. “Pulsar, give me absolute teleport coordinates for a large open space inside the ship.”

“For what reason?” asked the ship’s AI.

“Just do it!”

The AI displayed the coordinates on the virtual screen of the terminal, and Bradley let Antonio read them through his eyes.

“Tell Pulsar we’re going to try and jump there from the Starlight. If we can’t make it all the way, we might have to drop back into material space somewhere in between. Be ready to find us. We don’t have much time.”

“Tony, what’s going on?”

“Reactor breach.”

“Oh my God,” said Bradley, aloud. “Pulsar, Captain Jameson says that the Starlight is about to suffer a core overload. The crew is going to try and teleport to these coordinates.”

A strident alarm tone began to sound in the background, and protective shutters slid closed over the window in Bradley’s quarters. “This is an emergency broadcast on all available frequencies and communication devices,” announced the AI over the public address system. “The external sensor array confirms radiation spikes consistent with containment failure on a jumpvessel in local space. Nova defense protocol engaged. Hard shields deployed and defense screens at maximum.”

Bradley dropped to his knees and slipped under the desk.

“Incoming travelers detected off the starboard bow at thirty-two by twenty-eight degrees, range two hundred fifteen meters. Recursion drive online. Maneuvering to provide blast coverage.”

There was a pause for a few seconds, while Bradley ground his teeth in anxiety.

“Thermonuclear detonation detected. The shockwave will intersect this position in twelve seconds. All hands, brace for impact.”

* * *

The three of them drifted in space with their arms linked, the bright running lights of the Singularity visible as it approached.

“What are they waiting for?” thought Rory, when the ship slowed to a stop a fair distance away. “They must know we’re here. Aren’t they going to pick us up?”

“Nova defense protocol,” answered Antonio. “The largest ship in the vicinity aligns itself along the blast vector to shield the smaller, less protected ships.”

“We’re too close to the point of origin and there’s not enough time to send out a rescue party,” thought Rafael. “They have a better chance of survival than we do, so they’re going to take the hit for us.”

Rory was about to answer when the ship was outlined in diamond-hard, white light. Rory screwed his eyes shut against the painful radiance and felt his skin char. Great. So it’s not just sunlight that burns me. Noted for future reference.

The light faded somewhat, but then it quickly began building in intensity again.

“Here comes the plasma wave,” thought Antonio. “Uncle Rory, if I don’t make it, promise me you won’t let Uncle Nick sacrifice himself to save you. Do whatever it takes. That’s all I ask.”

Rory studied Antonio’s earnest face through the facemask of his pressure suit. “How do you know about that?”

“It doesn’t matter. Just promise.”

“I would never let that happen, Tony. But we’re all going to survive.”

Then a riot of multihued light exploded around the edges of the Singularity, all the colors of flame, and rolled across the sky, blotting out the stars.

* * *

Bradley crawled out from under the desk in total darkness. The emergency lights came on, and he could see again. “Pulsar, how bad is it?”

“Main power distribution is offline in 45% of the ship,” answered the AI. “The reactor cores and environmental systems are stable. The internal sensor grid along the port side of the ship is heavily damaged. Internal bulkheads in those areas have deployed in response to explosive decompression on multiple decks. There is insufficient data to assess casualties. Response teams are being organized from among the Children of Starlight and the Armistice Security forces on board who have Spacer or medical training.”

“What should I do?”

“Report to emergency assembly point Bravo Seven and await further instructions.”

Bradley hesitated at the door. “Did the Captain make it?”

“Unknown. The external sensor array has been destroyed. Manual assessment will be required to determine whether he and the other travelers survived. I will update you when I know more.”

Bradley took a deep breath and walked briskly toward his duty station through the ruins of the only home he had ever known.
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THE NOVA


CHAPTER 48

January 2143; Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt

Nick pushed through the ranks of his soldiers to the front line. The fighting had been intense in the wide corridors leading to the antechamber of the Council Chamber, but then the defenders had retreated behind an opaque energy barrier. He studied the spellforms of the mystic wall carefully. It was strong but not insurmountable.

Ghian joined him. “Can you break it down?”

Nick nodded and called Reaper to his hand, sheathing his mundane sword. “It might take a little time. This is a composite ward. They must have most of their remaining spellcasters maintaining it.” He pressed the sword’s point against the barrier and slowly drove the blade forward. A ripple of blue fire spread across the face of the crimson wall of energy, then the ward flashed brightly and disappeared.

Ghian hefted his sword in his hand. “Good work.”

Nick stared in amazement at the space where the barrier had stood. “It wasn’t me. They dropped it themselves.”

Ghian scowled. “Trap?”

Nick let Reaper fade and drew his usual sword again. “Looks like it.”

“It doesn’t matter. We reach the repository through the Council Chamber. Time to finish this.” Ghian waved the vanguard of their forces forward.

The Night’s Herald appeared in front of them from behind a shroud of invisibility. He lifted the white flag he carried as the Armistice Security forces raised their weapons. He faced Nick. “Nicholas Magister Luscian. Imperator Vladimir would speak to you privately as a senior member of the Court of Shadows.”

Nick laughed. “I’m sure. I have nothing to say to the Imperator.”

“But he has something to say to you. If you do not meet with him today, then he will simply leave, and you will never have another chance to face the man who killed your mate.”

Nick paled, his knuckles whitening on the grip of his sword.

Ghian took in Nick’s ashen face and grabbed the Daywalker’s arm. “He’ll die anyway once we destroy the depot. This is a trap. You know that.”

Nick shook off his hand. “Like you said, it doesn’t matter.” He walked forward to stand in front of the Night’s Herald. “Take me to Vladimir.”

“No,” said Ghian. He motioned to several of his soldiers. “You’re not going alone.”

Nick raised an eyebrow. “Since when do you care what happens to me?”

“I don’t,” answered Ghian. He looked at the Herald. “But our forces can take the repository without us, and I have a few words to say to the Huntmaster as well, about how William manipulated me into sending Lorcan in there alone.”

The Night’s Herald regarded him with distaste. “Your prejudices made it a relatively easy task, Archangel. Razheel merely told you what you wanted to hear.” He studied Nick. “I’m told you killed her.”

Nick snorted. “Yes, I did.”

“Did she suffer?”

“Yes.”

The Herald’s expression was unreadable. “She was my mate.”

Nick glared at him. “Did you help kill Ruarc?”

The Herald nodded. “I let Vladimir into the bloodwine depot, once it became clear that Imperator Lorcan intended to betray his oath.”

“He was trying to save your people, you stupid bastard.”

“Perhaps,” said the Herald. He sighed. “So much death. Perhaps it’s time after all.”

Ghian stared at him in suspicion. “Time for what?”

“To make an end.” The Herald turned away. “Follow me please.”

Nick, Ghian, and a company of their soldiers followed the Herald into the antechamber. The large room was packed with Nightwalker soldiers, leaving only a cleared aisle leading to the entrance of the Council Chamber itself.

The Herald led them into the Chamber, a wide underground amphitheater with a brightly inlaid dome showing the rune and serpent seal of the Court of Shadows. The stands were only half-full, a testament to the decimation of the Nightwalker ranks by the Harbinger plague. Nick, Ghian, and the Herald walked down the wide stairs to the combat circle at the base, the Armistice soldiers bringing up the rear. The click of their heels on the cold stone was the only sound as the remaining Magisters watched them with silent hatred.

Nick walked to the Challenger’s lectern, never taking his eyes off Vladimir, who stood before the high table with sword unsheathed and ready. “Imperator Vladimir, I am informed that you have something to say to me.”

Vladimir smiled showing the points of his fangs. “I do. Nicholas Magister Luscian, you have no honor.”

Nick burst into laughter. “That’s it? I would have killed you anyway.”

Vladimir’s expression remained haughty. “If you kill me, then the Court has been instructed to offer you the office of Huntmaster.”

Nick stopped laughing, his expression blank. “What?”

“The Night’s Herald will explain if I fall.” He hefted his sword. “But I do not intend to die today.”

Nick scowled. “I don’t care what you have planned, but I am not part of it. I came to kill you, nothing more, nothing less.”

Vladimir chuckled, his eyes bright red with scorn. “And I intend to deprive the Redeemer of another lover.”

Nick stared at him for a long moment. “I accept your challenge.”

“Shall we settle this here and now?”

“Here and now is fine with me.”

The Herald strode forward and picked up the Champion’s lectern and then carried it outside the combat circle.

Nick picked up the Challenger’s lectern and threw it into the stands while the Magisters scrambled to get out of the way. He raised his arms. “Two have entered.” A wall of flames spread out behind him.

Vladimir lifted his arms in turn. “One will leave.” Fire blossomed behind him, completing the spell and sealing them both inside. The Huntmaster raised his sword and gave Nick a triumphant grin. “Now, we shall see—”

That was as far as he got before Nick raised his hand and conjured Reaper into being, already in flight at the forefront of a telekinetic pulse.

Vladimir stared down at the black blade buried in his chest and fell to his knees as his legs gave out. He clawed at the hilt in an effort to dislodge it, but by then Nick had crossed the distance between them.

Nick grasped a fistful of Vladimir’s hair and jerked the Nightwalker’s head backward so that Vladimir’s eyes met his gaze. Then, not breaking eye contact, he laid the blade of his mundane sword against Vladimir’s neck. “Nothing more, nothing less,” said Nick softly and forced the spell-sharpened steel through sinew and bone to cut Vladimir’s head from his body.

The runes on Reaper’s blade flared white, and another voice joined the screaming in his mind from the Crown of Souls. Nick tuned it out mechanically. A fragment of conversation drifted up from his memory. I swore to myself that I would never draw the sword, that there was nothing in the world that would ever justify using it.

Nick pushed away his own damning words to focus on the present. He sheathed his sword and drew Reaper out of the dead body’s chest. He faced the Herald as the containment circle dissipated.

The Herald reached into his coat and pulled out a scroll of heavy parchment. He held it out to Nick. “This should explain everything.”

Nick glared at him, then snatched the scroll out of his hand and broke the red wax seal, which was impressed with the rune and serpent symbol of the Court. Unrolling it with his left hand to keep his sword arm free, he read the precisely drawn Arcolin pictograms.

To Nicholas Magister Luscian, called Soulkiller’s Bane, the Prince of Thunder:

If you are reading this letter, then I have failed to kill you. That is unfortunate, but you may be a more receptive audience for what I have to say than the Archangel, so at least my death has had purpose. I call upon you, as a senior member of the Court, to perform one final service to the Nightwalker race before your Harbinger plague wipes us out entirely. I make this request, despite my better judgment and my desire to see you destroyed, in the name of my predecessor, Imperator Lorcan Magister Diluthical.

As our annihilation is now inevitable, I have ordered the curators of our memory records to transcribe their testimony onto crystals for permanent storage. In this, we hope to preserve a portion of the knowledge that we have retained throughout history since the end of the First Age. The memory crystal archive will be the conclusive historical record that we existed, the remnant of what we were that may yet survive us. But this effort will take time. To buy that time, our historians must have access to the bloodwine repository to sustain themselves and their witnesses long enough to finish their work.

The central stockpile of bloodwine lies before you. You may try to destroy it, in which case our remaining soldiers will fight to their last breath to stop you. Or you may accept the authority of Imperator and add your might to our defenses until the memory archive is completed.

You must choose whether to let your vengeance die with me and to preserve the legacy that Lorcan Magister Diluthical gave his life to protect or to take your ultimate measure of revenge.

Either way, know that I despise you and everything Lorcan stood for. Only the honor of the office of Huntmaster compels me to act in the best interests of my race and make this final appeal.

The decision of how to proceed is yours.

Set and done over my seal and signature, Imperator Vladimir Magister Talizered, called the Prince of Torment, in the year 93 of the Fifth Council, in the Third and Final Age of the Court of Shadows.

Nick let the parchment roll back up. He handed the scroll to Ghian and turned his attention to the Herald. “He can’t be serious.”

The Herald met his stare impassively. “If you like, I can show you the portion of the memory archive that is ready for viewing. If possible, we would have used the mind-transfer technology we received from the Nexus, but we don’t have the resources to manufacture enough neurochip implants to save more than a handful of the best of us. Our race is poised on the brink of extinction. All we ask for is time to save what we can.”

“Absolutely not,” said Ghian. He crumpled the letter in his fist. “That repository is the key to ending the war.”

The Herald snarled, showing his fangs, and a dozen Inquisitors appeared from behind shrouds of invisibility, surrounding them. “Then my men will escort you back to the lines. You will have to kill us all to take the repository.”

Ghian laughed. “Then we will kill you all.”

“No,” said Nick.

Ghian and the Herald both turned to stare at him.

“What do you mean, ‘no’? This is what we came for!” demanded Ghian.

“It’s what you came for,” said Nick. In his mind, he heard the words again. I swore to myself that I would never draw the sword, that there was nothing in the world that would ever justify using it. “A battle, I could accept. But this is committing outright genocide for the sake of a few months, without changing the outcome. The Nightwalker race is dying. We can give them a little time to settle their affairs.”

“Like hell we can!” said Ghian, raising his sword and taking a step toward Nick. Then he stopped as all of the Nightwalkers in the room drew their swords.

The Herald faced Nick. “What are your orders, Imperator?”

“Escort the Archangel back to his forces and then reestablish the perimeter ward around the Council Chamber and the bloodwine depository. I’ll augment it when you’re done to make it impenetrable.” Nick looked at Ghian. “I want your garrison out of Sanctuary by sunset.”

Ghian sputtered in fury. “You turn traitor on me and then expect me to give you one of my cities?”

Nick shook his head. “My city, your garrison. If you try to order your soldiers to take over Sanctuary, my people have already been instructed to execute the lot of them: a final contingency plan, in case you decided to overstep your bounds. You want to avoid a bloodbath? Then you get them out of there. I’ll contact you if and when I want to normalize relations between Sanctuary and the Armistice.” Nick faced the Herald. “Do you swear upon your honor that everything in Vladimir’s letter is true?”

The Herald nodded. “I do.”

“Then take him away.”

The Herald gestured his Inquisitors forward, and they quickly disarmed Ghian and his soldiers. Then he had them escorted out, Ghian screaming incoherently at Nick.

Nick watched them leave and then subvocalized to his AI. “Animikii.”

“Nicholas. You do make life interesting.”

“I try. Put me through to Sanctuary Control.”

“Channel open.”

“Sanctuary Control, this is Nicholas Magister Luscian, authorization Luscian-two-zero-nine-four, authentication keyword ‘Ragnarok’. I am withdrawing from High Council authority and seceding from the Armistice. The other terms of the Armistice Declaration are to remain in force. Instruct the city militia to take all necessary measures to secure the city from attack.”

“Confirmed. Isolation protocols initiated.”

“Connect me to the Speaker for the Word.”

“Stand by. Speaker Sean’s locator beacon places him off-world. I am re-routing your call through the FTL uplink.”

Nick was about to ask what Rory was doing off-world, when a virtual screen opened up before them, showing a flickering view of a red-lit room filled with wounded. Rory looked up from the man he was tending and smiled. “I knew you’d make it.”

Nick grinned. “Vladimir is dead.”

“Good riddance.” Rory frowned at the Herald. “Is there any reason he’s still walking around?”

“Change of plans. Ghian and I had a falling out. He’s leaving. I’m staying.”

Rory stared at him. “You’re staying. At the Court.”

“Long story.”

“I’ll bet.” Rory looked around at the makeshift infirmary. “I’ve got one, too. Are you keeping Sanctuary?”

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll meet you there as soon as the Singularity makes it back to Cassandra Station and offloads casualties.”

Nick raised his eyebrows. “Do I want to know?”

“Not right now. It would just raise your blood pressure. Tony and Raf managed to get communications online, but the external sensor array is fried. Cassandra is sending us something they’ve cobbled together that will give us enough data to navigate. They seem confident that we should be able to plot a course back to dock eventually.”

“Would you be willing to offer the Grace to a bunch of historians, so they can live long enough to finish recording the memories of the remaining Nightwalkers for posterity?”

Nick watched his lover work through the implications of that request in his mind.

“I’d be happy to. I imagine I’ll be working out of Sanctuary instead of Icehaven from now on, if there are refugees from the Court seeking the Grace in addition to our remaining Nightwalkers.”

“I think there’ll be a lot of people who are going to take you up on that.”

“Right. I’ll see you tonight, then.”

“Tonight.”

The virtual screen winked out. Nick faced the Herald. “Your name is Eduardo, right?”

The Herald frowned. “I am the Night’s Herald. I have no other identity.”

“The Night’s Herald killed my mate. He’s a dead man. But to carry on Lorcan’s work, I need the resources of the Inquisition. Honor demands that I kill the Herald. I don’t have to kill Eduardo, yet.”

The Herald looked like he had swallowed something sour. Finally, he nodded. “Yes, my name is Eduardo.”

“Start assembling your historians and those of your people who are willing to take the oath and become Daywalkers. We’ll send them to Sanctuary as soon as I have Rory set up there.”

The Herald hesitated.

“Was there something else?”

“Why did you change your mind about helping us?”

Nick glared at him. “You asked to save what you could. That’s what Ruarc wanted as well. For his sake, you can have as much time as I can buy you. Does that make sense?”

“Yes, it does.”

“Then get moving and stop asking stupid questions.”

“As you wish, Imperator.”


CHAPTER 49

April 2143; Sanctuary, French Alps; three months later

Nick stood at the edge of the landing pad and watched the sleek little vessel touch down in the early twilight. A few minutes later, the boarding ladder dropped from the belly of the ship. Antonio, Rafael, and Rory climbed down to the tarmac. As they walked toward Nick, the dockworkers swarmed over the ship, opening the cargo bays and transferring the contents to the waiting antigravity sleds.

Nick waited until they reached him before he took three long steps forward and wrapped his arms around Rory. “Hey, beautiful.”

Rory laughed as he returned the embrace. “It’s only been a week since I was here last, Nick.”

Nick laid his head on Rory’s shoulder. “It felt longer. I kept thinking Ghian would find some way to stop you from leaving.”

Rory smiled and reached up to run his fingers gently through his lover’s hair. “Why bother? I’m almost obsolete as the Redeemer, given how few Nightwalkers are left, and Nemesis will be a better Speaker for the Word than I ever was. The world has finally decided to leave us alone.”

Nick let go of him and straightened. He glanced at Antonio and Rafael, who were watching with amusement. “Nice ship. Is it a rental?”

Antonio shook his head. “No, I bought it.”

Rafael chuckled at Nick’s surprise. “He paid cash, too.”

Nick stared at the jumpship. “That’s a top-of-the-line diplomatic courier, built for speed and maneuverability in emergencies. They cost as much to build as a small space station. How the hell could you afford it?”

Antonio looked embarrassed. “The Guild pays starship captains extremely well, not to mention the hazard bonus. It’s small change.”

Nick frowned. “I could feed and clothe the entire city for what you’re calling small change, boy.”

Antonio sobered. “Has finance been an issue?”

Nick shrugged. “Somewhat. I’ve been paying out of pocket for the upkeep of the city, and my net worth took a hit when Ghian confiscated my assets within the Armistice Zone. It’s taking time to build new lines of supply with the humans—and what’s left of the Court—now that we’re frozen out of Armistice trading partners. My personal fortune should last long enough to keep the city functioning until it becomes self-sufficient again.”

“Um, Uncle, I could, uh, float you a loan, if you like.”

Nick glared at his nephew and then sighed. “Pride doesn’t score me any points with my citizens. I’ll take what you can spare, on a temporary basis. Emphasis on temporary.”

Antonio nodded, looking intensely uncomfortable. “Sure. I’ll set it up in the morning.”

Nick turned away and looped his arm around Rory’s as he led them to the teleport gateway. “Come on, let’s go home. Interplanetary moves are a pain. Trust me, I know. You’ll want to rest up before starting on the unpacking.”

He watched Antonio and Rafael surreptitiously as he dialed in the coordinates of the High Tower. Antonio was leaning into Rafael’s arm, but not so much that it was obvious. The moment the teleport field engaged and they found themselves indoors, Rafael wasted no time in draping his arm over Antonio’s shoulders. Still shy in public. I wonder whether Raf or Tony is more hung up on showing affection?

“Leave them alone, Nick,” said Rory’s voice in his mind, projected through the heavily defended notch in Nick’s psychic shields. “They’ve only been lovers for a few months. They’ll find their own balance. It’s not your problem.”

“I was just—”

“You were going to push them. Tony’s a well-adjusted adult. You don’t have to look out for him anymore.”

Nick nodded almost imperceptibly, conceding the point. They split up after that, the two couples heading for their respective quarters. “Old habits. I’ll always be looking out for him, even if he doesn’t need me.”

Rory unlocked the door to their suite and entered. “He’ll always need you. But maybe he needs an equal more than an authority figure.”

Nick followed him inside and closed the door. He was about to frame a reply when a new voice cut across their psychic conversation.

“Master.”

Rory stood straight, and Nick watched him focus his mind on the Grace. Rory had asked it to shield him from the memories of those whom the Harbinger plague struck down, so he had been relatively insulated from the massacre going on all around them. “What is it? You’ve never initiated contact before.”

“The last of the Children of Darkness has fallen.”

Nick stared at Rory’s expression of shock. “They’re dead? All of them?”

“All of them. Everywhere. The voice of the Red Wind on this world is all but silenced. Only you remain.”

Rory swallowed in nervousness. “Will the White Wind release me now?”

“No. The Great Work remains incomplete.”

Rory clenched his fists in rage. “I’m not going to kill myself just to hand them victory.”

“I am sorry, Master. I have no answers for you.”

They continued to argue, but Nick had stopped listening. Out of time.

* * *

Down the corridor, in the guest quarters, Antonio relayed to Rafael what he had overheard.

Rafael’s face creased with worry. “Can you tell what Nick is planning?”

Antonio reached out with his mind and looked over Nick’s shields, delicately reading the Daywalker’s thoughts without being detected. “Oh, God. He’s going to do it. Tonight.”

Rafael’s expression grew anguished. “Maybe you should let him.”

Antonio snapped his mind back in place and faced his lover. “No. I won’t let him die. Either of them. They’re the only family I have left.”

“Tony, it’s his choice if he wants to sacrifice himself.”

“I won’t make Uncle Rory go through the rest of his life alone. Not when I can prevent it.”

“And what about me?”

Antonio forced himself to see the tears in Rafael’s eyes. “I thought we’d have more time,” he said softly. “I’m sor—”

“No!” Rafael cut him off, his eyes blazing red. “Don’t you dare apologize! Not when you’re going to do it no matter what I say.”

Antonio sat beside him on the couch. He tried to take Rafael’s hand, but the other man avoided his touch. “Try to understand, Leshir. I have to do this. There’s no way I could live with myself afterward if I let him go through with it.”

Rafael didn’t meet his gaze. “Guilt, I understand. That doesn’t mean you have to take his place.”

“Someone has to die for this to work. Either Uncle Rory, Uncle Nick, or me. I choose me.”

“I could do it.”

Antonio shook his head. “The place where Nick is going to fight Luscian is on a neighboring subplane. Uncle Nick can only get there by following his connection to the Crown. I can follow him by tracking my connection to the Grace, but I’m not strong enough to bring you along with me.” Antonio clasped Rafael’s hand in his, and this time, the other man didn’t pull away. “I need your help to make this work. Uncle Nick will fight me. I need your skills to beat him.”

Rafael took a deep breath. “What if I refuse?”

“Then I’ll do it anyway, and I’ll probably fail. And I’ll hate you for it.”

“But you’ll be alive,” whispered Rafael.

Antonio turned Rafael’s head so their eyes met. “Leshir, please. Help me.”

“Couldn’t you just warn Rory what Nick is planning?”

“Uncle Nick would find a way to make it work, only he’d be on guard against me as well.”

Rafael touched Antonio’s cheek gently. “How long do we have?”

Antonio turned his head and kissed Rafael’s fingertips. “He’s going to wait for sunrise, when Uncle Rory is weakest.”

Rafael took a deep, shuddering breath. “One night to say goodbye.”

Antonio rested his forehead against Rafael’s and closed his eyes. “I love you.”

“Not enough.”

* * *

Nick held Rory’s sleeping body close to his chest after they made love. As the sky began to lighten, he eased away from Rory and got dressed quickly. He sat back on the bed.

Rory stirred from sleep. “Nick?”

Nick touched Rory’s lips with the tip of his left index finger. “Shhh. Don’t worry. Trust me.” Then he clamped his left hand hard across Rory’s mouth and called Reaper to his other hand.

Rory came fully awake and stared at the flaming, blue sword. Eyes wide, he tore his gaze away and looked at Nick in terror, reaching up to claw at Nick’s hand over his mouth.

Nick turned the sword point down. “I love you.” Then he drove the blade into Rory’s chest.

Rory’s body spasmed on the bed as he tried to scream.

Nick felt a telekinetic attack try to throw him across the room but was braced for that and resisted. Rory’s thoughts tried to batter down his shields and invade his mind, but he held fast.

Soon, Rory’s struggles quieted. The blue of the runes embedded in the blade burst into bright, white radiance, and Nick was rocked back on his heels by the power that exploded in his mind. Taking a deep breath to steady himself, he pulled Reaper free from Rory’s chest and wiped away his own tears. Then he leaned down and kissed the dead body’s lips. “I’m going to set you free, Leshir. Soon it will all be over.”

Then he dressed the body and gathered Rory into his arms. Holding Reaper tightly in his hand, he stood and began casting the spell for planar travel.

* * *

Antonio turned away from the window. “It’s time.”

Rafael didn’t speak, merely extended his neck, exposing his throat.

Antonio leaned down and drove his fangs into the vulnerable flesh. The bridge opened up between them, and Antonio drew out Rafael’s experience as a warrior, the skills of a lifetime of battle as a soldier for House Tervilant. When he drew back, Rafael collapsed, gasping and weak.

The Daywalker could only watch as his lover began casting a spell, ropes of magic spinning chaotically around him, until they wrapped him in their power entirely. Then the bright spellform disappeared, taking Antonio with it, leaving only an afterimage in its wake.

Rafael lay on the floor and wept.


CHAPTER 50

April 2143; Elsewhere

Nick laid Rory’s body on the gravel of the crossroads and strode forward to face the ghost of Luscian. “Hello, Father.”

Luscian inclined his head. “Nicholas. I see you took my advice after all.”

“The Grace said I could bring him back with his soul intact if you helped me.”

Luscian laughed. “Which I will not. So why did you come?”

Nick raised his sword. “To take your place.”

Luscian smiled widely, showing his fangs. He held out his hand and another sword appeared in his grip, the twin to Nick’s but the runes and flames were white. “I suspected as much. Very well. Take this sword from my hand and you will rule the Crown fully, for the first time. But don’t think I will let you have it easily.”

Nick circled to judge his opponent’s style. He had fought Luscian once before, but that had been a century ago and this was not truly Luscian. Who knows what this shade is capable of?

Luscian waited calmly, his sword raised. “Attack, my son. I have all the time in the world.”

Nick leapt forward and stabbed at Luscian’s chest.

Luscian countered effortlessly, and the two of them began to spar for real. Blue flames met white repeatedly as sparks flew. Finally, Nick retreated, breathing heavily.

Luscian chuckled. “You beat me before by channeling the power of the Wind of Earth. Now you have only your pitiful skills to draw upon. You are no match for me.” Then he attacked in earnest, the flames of his sword moving in a blur of white light.

Nick was driven back, until he made a mistake and left himself open just slightly. Luscian thrust under his guard and drove the point of his sword into the left side of Nick’s chest.

The Daywalker stumbled back and fell to the ground, coughing blood from his injured lung.

Luscian stood over him in triumph. “Now I will take your sword to reclaim the Crown, and then, blood of my blood, I will take your body and Soulkiller will walk the Earth once more.”

“Not today, you won’t,” said Antonio, brandishing his slender blade.

Luscian turned away from Nick and studied the new arrival. “So you are the great Harbinger, whose blood is death. You destroyed the race that I created to serve me, boy. You will not kill me as well.”

He attacked, his blade singing as it rang off the spell-hardened steel of Antonio’s blade.

Nick lay on the ground, desperately regenerating the damage to his lung.

Antonio’s voice spoke in his mind. “Get up, Uncle! We have to work together to take him!”

Nick finished the repair and got to his feet just as Luscian disengaged in apparent disgust.

The Nightwalker spat at Antonio’s feet. “Borrowed power, borrowed skills. Does no one remember how to fight with honor?”

Nick raised his sword again. “I saw something you said once in Rory’s memories. You said you were no slave to honor. Well, neither are we.”

Nick and Antonio attacked simultaneously, their movements timed in unison through the link that Antonio had forged between them. Slowly, they drove Luscian backward, and it was the Nightwalker who was on the defensive. Finally, Nick struck hard at Luscian’s sword, knocking it out of position just enough that Antonio could dart forward and stab the point of his sword into Luscian’s abdomen. The shade staggered as the wound bled pure magic instead of blood.

Nick prepared a follow-up attack but was brought up short when Luscian’s injury burst into flame. The Nightwalker screamed in agony and collapsed to the ground, the white sword falling point down to stick in the earth. As Nick watched, the form of his sire was entirely consumed, leaving nothing behind.

“I wondered if that would work,” said Antonio.

Nick stared at him. “What did you do?”

Antonio raised his free hand to show the healing slash across his palm. “I poisoned the blade with my blood.”

“But the Grace doesn’t work on the Firstborn!”

Antonio smiled. “The Redeemer’s power doesn’t work on the Firstborn. I guess the Harbinger’s does.”

Nick turned back to face the empty ground where his tormentor had lain. He shook his head in disbelief, then focused on the white sword protruding from the ground in front of him. “It doesn’t matter. I have what I came for.”

As he reached for the white blade, a telekinetic pulse knocked him off his feet. Dazed, he watched as Antonio walked forward and dropped his mundane blade on the ground. Understanding flashed into his mind and he screamed. “NO!”

Antonio ignored him and casually wrapped his hand around the grip of the white sword and pulled it free.

Nick climbed to his feet. “What the hell have you done?”

Antonio shuddered. “I can feel them, screaming in my mind. So much hatred, so much despair. How do you bear it?”

“Antonio, put it down!”

Antonio shook his head. “No, Uncle. I’m not letting you do this alone. Either you let me help you, or you let Uncle Rory die.”

“Help?” screamed Nick. “You’ll die! You call that helping?”

Antonio faced him with icy calm. “Either he dies or I die, Uncle. You have to decide. But no matter what you do, it won’t be your head on the block this time.”

“Tony, you can’t do this. Give me the sword.”

“No, Uncle. We do this together or not at all.”

“I’m not going to kill you!”

“Then you killed Uncle Rory for nothing.”

Nick stumbled backward as if he’d been struck. He swallowed hard. “No. I won’t let either of you die.”

Antonio smiled. “There’s no alternative.”

“Yes, there is,” said Lorcan.


CHAPTER 51

Both Nick and Antonio gaped at Lorcan, standing casually next to Rory’s body, surrounded in a nimbus of blue light.

Nick took two shuffling steps forward. “Ruarc?” His voice cracked.

Lorcan smiled. “Hello, Nicholas. They said I couldn’t return to my own plane, but they never said I couldn’t visit an entirely different one. Clever of you to find a loophole.”

Nick ran to him and wrapped his arms around Lorcan. He laid his forehead on Lorcan’s shoulder. “You’re alive,” he whispered. For an instant, the entire universe stopped, and he wanted nothing more than to stay in that moment forever.

Then he raised his head and stared at Lorcan in suspicion. He took a step back.

Lorcan watched him impassively.

“No scent,” said Nick. “No heartbeat. No breath. What are you?”

“I’m still Ruarc, as much of me that can exist in this form.”

Nick raised his sword uncertainly. “What are you talking about?”

Lorcan sighed. “I was dying. The White Wind made me a proposition. Leave life behind and join them, or live on in a crippled body. They also told me that if I went back, you would have lost today, but if I went with them, I might be able to influence the outcome. So I went with them. I stepped outside of time and saw the universe from the outside, the entire tapestry of time and creation laid out at my feet. It was simple enough to make a few changes to the design.” He glanced at Antonio. “Like creating an extra link between you and Rory so that you would hear anything the Grace said to him.”

Antonio’s eyes widened. “You brought me into this? Deliberately? Why?”

“So you would be here today, in this place. So that your blood would give Nick the edge he needed to win.” Lorcan held out his hand. “So that you would give me that sword and everything that goes with it.”

Antonio looked from the sword to Lorcan’s hand and back. “You came for this? But whoever holds it will die.”

Lorcan smiled. “I know.”

Nick started at that. “Wait.”

Antonio stared at him. “Uncle Ruarc, are you asking me to let you die in my place?”

“Yes. Just as you planned to die in Nick’s place.”

“Uncle, I can’t just—”

“Rafael is waiting for you, Tony. Are you really going to leave him alone for eternity?”

Antonio’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Did you arrange that, too?”

Lorcan chuckled. “No.” He glanced over his shoulder at Nick. “There were any number of timelines in which Rory, Nick, and I were together or apart, but in every pattern, you and Rafael always found each other.” He turned to face Antonio again. “He’s your destiny, Tony. The destiny you chose for yourself, every time. Are you ready to throw that away?”

“What if I’m not ready to throw you away?” asked Nick.

Lorcan turned around and faced him. “You’ve already let me go once. Mourned and accepted my death. You just had the timing wrong.”

“But—”

Lorcan swept his lover up in his arms, whispering privately in Nick’s ear. “Nicholas, listen to me. I can’t go back with you. They might not even let me return to this plane to meet you. No matter what, you will lose me after today. Don’t let Sean die because you want me to live.” He kissed Nick’s cheek. “I have seen things you can’t imagine, everything the universe has to offer. I’m ready to face what comes next. Don’t deny me this. Please.”

Nick pulled away and regarded Lorcan with tears in his eyes. Then he reached into his shirt and lifted a chain from around his neck. Dangling from it was a plain gold ring. “You left this behind.”

Lorcan smiled sadly. “I needed the spell you cast to follow your life to this plane, or I would never have found you.”

“Then it’s time you took it back.”

Lorcan took the ring. He slipped it off its chain and carefully returned it to its place on his left hand. “I’m sorry I won’t be there for your wedding.”

Nick smiled. “You’ll be there. In spirit.”

Lorcan leaned forward and kissed Nick on the lips. Then he shifted his gaze to Rory’s body. “I don’t know how much time I’ll have once the Crown is destroyed. I might not survive long enough to say goodbye. If I don’t get the chance, tell Rory that I loved him, and I will be waiting for you both when you finally join me.”

Nick said nothing, only nodded.

Lorcan walked back to Antonio. “Give me the sword, Tony.”

Antonio reversed his grip and held the handle of the blade out to Lorcan.

Lorcan grasped the sword and took a deep breath as the unholy power of the Crown flooded through him. Then he walked back to Rory’s body and knelt at his side.

Nick went to his knees on the other side and laid his palm over the gaping wound in Rory’s chest. He looked at Lorcan. “Ready?”

Lorcan laid his palm on the wound next to Nick’s. “Come back to us, Leshir,” he whispered.

Nick steeled himself against the rush of power boiling through his mind. “Rory, I forgive you.”

An inferno of bright white light exploded from his palm, and the wound in Rory’s chest closed immediately. The light suffused the body, giving it a harsh glow.

He felt the Crown fighting him, as he reached out for Rory’s soul. He drew more and more power into the summoning and felt the Crown shudder. “Ruarc!”

Lorcan gritted his teeth across from him. “I’m trying. It won’t let go!”

The two of them locked wills in the agonizing battle between the Crown and the Grace.

A high-pitched shriek cut through their minds, thousands of souls torn free from their servitude in an instant. The cross brands on Rory’s palms burst into radiance, casting the entire scene into sharp relief.

The Crown shattered, the screams turning into howls of triumph. Only one didn’t flee the crumbling prison, caught in a web of blazing light. It dropped toward them, a comet falling into the sun. Nick and Lorcan were thrown aside like leaves before the wind as it blasted past them.

The two swords, white and blue, exploded into incandescent shards of light and disappeared.

The cross brands in Rory’s palms flared into unimaginable brilliance, as if he clutched twin stars in his hands.

Then they went out.

Silence reigned.

Nick pushed himself to his knees again and crawled back to Rory’s side. Opposite him, Lorcan struggled weakly to rise.

The absence of sound was broken by the intake of Rory’s first shuddering breath. He opened his eyes and stared at the sky. Sitting up, he looked around and saw Nick. Rory leapt to his feet and backed away, eyes wide, turning to look for an escape. Then he went still as he saw Lorcan lying on the ground, smiling at him.

Nick crawled to Lorcan’s side and grabbed his limp hand. “Ruarc, you did it! You won!”

Rory knelt on the ground next to Lorcan and gingerly took Lorcan’s other hand. “Leshir?”

Lorcan brought both hands up to his lips and kissed Rory’s hand, then Nick’s. “I love you both. Forever. Always remember that.”

Rory stroked his free hand along Lorcan’s cheek. “You came back, didn’t you? To take the hit for Nick.”

Lorcan’s expression grew strained. “Goodbye, Sean, Nicholas. Remember me, and I will never leave you.”

Rory squeezed hard on Lorcan’s hand. “May God grant you safe passage through the Gates of Morning into everlasting light.”

“Don’t forget about us on the other side,” whispered Nick.

“Take care of each other for me,” Lorcan answered. “I’ll be waiting.” After a moment, his gaze drifted and his features went slack. The blue glow around him gradually died, then his body grew transparent and finally faded away entirely, leaving their hands empty.
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THE LAST DAYWALKER


CHAPTER 52

April 2143; Sanctuary, French Alps

Rafael stared out the window at the rising sun, then stumbled against the wall as the room was filled with light and wind. When the storm faded, he lowered his hands from where they had shielded his eyes.

“Hello, Leshir,” said Antonio.

Rafael took two steps forward and grabbed him roughly in a bear hug. “You came back.”

Antonio wrapped his arms around Rafael as well. “I came back for you.”

Rafael wept into Antonio’s shoulder. “I thought I lost you.”

“I will never let you go. Never.”

Rafael let go slightly and raised his head. “Is Nick—?”

Antonio shook his head. “We all made it, thanks to Uncle Ruarc.”

Rafael blinked. “I don’t understand.”

“I’ll explain later. But right now, please just hold me.”

They stood there, arm in arm, until the lurid light of the sunrise mellowed into the bright gold of a new day.

April 2143; Northwest of Juneau, Alaska

Rory and Nick sat next to each other on the porch stairs of their cabin.

“Happy Anniversary, Ruarc,” said Nick, watching the stars go out as the sky lightened.

Rory lifted his head. “They’re coming.”

Nick shrugged. “Let them.”

Rory let his head drop to rest on Nick’s shoulder again.

Ghian walked up the driveway with a dozen Armistice Security agents in tow. He stopped six feet away and regarded them with disdain. “I’m impressed. It took us the entire night to break through the perimeter ward.” He waited for a reply. When none was forthcoming, he frowned and continued. “It was stupid for you to come back here. Even more stupid to stay here after the ward went down.” He faced Nick. “Imperator Nicholas Magister Luscian, as a state of war currently exists between the Armistice and the Court of Shadows, I arrest you under Article 5 of the Rules of Engagement.”

Nick yawned. “Go away, Ghian. Can’t you see we’re waiting to see the sunrise?”

Ghian glanced at Rory. “Suddenly in the mood for a little fire and ashes?”

Rory smiled. “For once, no.”

Ghian turned back to Nick. “In any case, I am taking you to Anchorpoint as a prisoner of war.”

“There’s no war,” said Nick. “The war is over.”

The Armistice Security agents shifted uneasily, and it was plain to see that they were communicating with each other over their Sentinel links.

Ghian waited. “Would either of you care to explain that remark?”

Rory casually raised his right hand, palm outward.

There was a collective gasp of surprise, but no one spoke. The palm of Rory’s hand was whole and unmarked, without any trace of the cross brand he had carried for so long.

Rory pinned Ghian with a glare. “The Great Work is complete. There are no more Nightwalkers left to fight. The legacy of the Gift is ended.”

Ghian stood there silently for a long moment. Then he turned to his men. “You are all dismissed. Return to the garrison at Anchorpoint.” He smiled. “Feel free to tell anyone you like what you just heard.”

The Sentinels laughed at the release of tension and teleported away as one.

Ghian turned back to Nick and Rory. “It’s no secret that we’ve had our differences.”

Nick snorted. “And?”

“May I join you?”

Rory blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

Ghian turned and faced the dawn. “I am a Child of the Twilight,” he recited. “I hold the line against the darkness, from the setting of the sun to the dawning of a new day.”

“I live for the Light; I die for the Light,” answered Rory.

“My eyes are open and I am not afraid,” said Nick, softly.

“You understand Sentinels,” said Ghian. “You know the weight of duty that those words carry. In your own way, you both fought to lift that burden from the backs of my entire race, and I suspect that you probably had more than a little to do with our final victory. For that, I am grateful.” He took a deep breath. “There’s no one else left alive with whom I would rather share this sunrise.”

Rory leaned back into Nick’s embrace. “Pull up a chair. But no more talk, please. We were enjoying the silence.”

Ghian climbed the stairs onto the porch and took a seat in Rory’s rocking chair.

And the three of them watched the sunrise.

Together.


EPILOGUE

April 2144; Jumpvessel Singularity, Odyssey Shipyards, Callisto, Jupiter Space

Nick stood in front of the spectators, dressed in a white double-breasted suit, with the seal of House Luscian embroidered on the left pocket, surrounded by a serpent biting its tail.  It was something of an anachronism for him to wear the symbol of Imperator, but to the survivors of the Daywalker Alliance and the Nightwalker houses who had accepted the Grace in the last days, his office as leader of the Court remained a potent symbol of their heritage, and they weren’t about to let him off the hook.  So he continued to preside over what remained of the Assembly and settled disputes as best he could.

Rory, on the other hand, had set out to savor every aspect of his newfound freedom with gusto.  He and Rafael had found a common bond in their recent emergence into the sunlight and had become quite the pair of hellraisers as they traveled the globe in search of new experiences.

Nick glanced at his lover out of the corner of his eye, standing next to him in a simple white linen shirt, open at the collar, and white pants, with the seal of House Jiao-long pinned over his heart to his beige silk vest.  Rory noticed him looking and gave him a half smile before turning to face Antonio as the Harbinger climbed the steps of the center podium to address the crowd.

Antonio looked out at the expectant faces of his crew and the guests that had come aboard for this special occasion.  “One of the privileges of being the Captain of a starship has been the right to perform marriages, to join together those travelers who have chosen to set out on their own journey together.  On the eve of departure, I am honored to offer this service to the ones who are closest to my heart.”  He grinned at the cameras.  “They wanted to keep it small and intimate, but someone spilled the beans and made it into a huge production.”

Rory snorted.  “And don’t think we won’t do the same thing when it’s your turn, Tony.”

Antonio widened his eyes, visibly uncertain as he glanced at Rafael, who was gazing at him with a speculative look from his place behind Nick and Rory as their Best Man.  Antonio collected his wits and regained his train of thought.  “Honored guests, we have gathered together to honor the bond between these men, who have been my fathers in spirit, and the example to which I have always aspired to equal.”

“Or surpass,” said Nick, quietly but audible to those nearby.

Antonio didn’t appear to have an answer to that, so instead he stepped forward and faced Nick.  “Nicholas Jameson Magister Luscian Leshir Jiao-long, do you solemnly swear to join your life to theirs, forsaking all others, to love and to cherish, for as long as you each shall live?”

Nick stood straight, raising his head proudly.  “I will never let them go.”

Antonio turned to Rory.  “Sean Magister Jiao-long Leshir Diluthical, do you solemnly swear to join your life to theirs, forsaking all others, to love and to cherish, for as long as you each shall live?”

Rory grinned.  “I will never let them go.”

Antonio faced the audience. “Regrettably, one of the principals could not be here today, but Nicholas and Sean have authorized Rafael Primogenitor Curallorn to speak for him.”  He turned to his lover and smiled.  “Ruarc Magister Diluthical Leshir Luscian, do you solemnly swear to join your life to theirs, forsaking all others, to love and to cherish, for as long as you each shall live?”

Rafael smiled back.  “I will never let them go.”

Antonio allowed his vampiric attributes to manifest slightly, dropping his voice into a deeper register for a more dramatic effect.  “Then by the authority vested in me by the Spacer Guild of the Free People, I declare you to be one life, one road, one destiny, under the Light.  What the Creator has joined together, let no one put asunder!”

Nick turned to face Rory, but his lover was already a step ahead of him, grasping both sides of his head and driving their lips together in a passionate kiss as the audience got to its feet and cheered.

They were still at it when Antonio stepped down from the podium and walked to his own lover’s side.  Rafael, wearing his dress uniform at Antonio’s insistence, slipped the two narrow gold rings off his finger, made from the gold that had been Lorcan’s wedding ring, formerly Nick’s.  He stepped forward and tapped Rory’s shoulder.  And waited.

After a moment, the newlyweds came up for air and turned to face him.  Rafael held out the two rings, and they each took one, slipping them into place beside the gold rings they already wore.  “Congratulations, guys.”

Nick wrapped his arms around Rafael and gave him a hug.  “Thanks for helping him to be here.”  He let go and stepped back.

Rory draped his left arm over Rafael’s shoulder and reached out to clasp Nick’s hand with his right.  For a moment he was silent, then he flashed his fangs.  “Sappy time is over.  Let’s get drunk.”

Antonio laughed and grasped Nick free hand as he slipped his other arm around Rafael’s waist.  “Amen.”  Then he looked over his shoulder and released his hold on his family.  “I’ll catch up to you.  There’s one last detail I have to take care of.”

He stepped back up onto the podium and raised his hands for silence.  After a few seconds, everyone quieted down.  They all knew what was coming next.

“For over seventy years, this ship has been my home, my charge, my sanctum and final refuge.  Tomorrow, she leaves for her latest journey without me, and I must find my own path without her.  All of you have been my friends and my family for decades on end, but nothing lasts forever.  I want you all to know that I could not have wished for a better crew, and I am so proud to have known you.  I am certain that you will make Captain Ariel Daviroquir welcome during this period of transition and serve your duty to her as faithfully as you did to me.”

Captain Daviroquir stepped onto the podium and held out her hand.  “Captain Jameson, I relieve you.”

Antonio shook her hand.  “I stand relieved.”  He took a deep breath and let it out, then spoke in a low whisper.  “Take good care of her, Cygnus.”

“Don’t worry, Ulysses.  I’ll keep her in one piece.”  She gazed at Rafael appraisingly as the other captain joked with Rory and Nick on their way to the reception.  “I’m happy for you.  I know how long you waited for him.”  She turned back to Antonio with a smile.  “Don’t screw it up.”

August 2164; Janus Station, Earth-Moon L2 Lagrange point; Twenty years later

“Are you sure about this?” asked Rory.

Revenant smiled. “I’m sure.” The cloned body he wore still looked like Toby Jameson, but the last ten years had added lines of character and experience to his face that Toby never had the chance to earn. He glanced surreptitiously over his shoulder at Nemesis, who stood at the other end of the observation deck, talking animatedly with Nick. He quickly reached into his pocket and brought out a small velvet box. He cracked it open in the palm of his cupped hand so no one else could see, then showed Rory the diamond and ruby ring inside. “Think she’ll say ‘yes’?”

Rory grinned at him. “Yes, I do. But even if she says ‘no’, you’re going to spend the next twenty years with her in an air-conditioned box. You’ll wear down her resistance, I’m sure. And you both have a history together.”

Revenant closed the ring box with a snap and shoved it back in his pocket, frowning. “I don’t want this to be about Toby and Layla. I want it to be about me and her.”

“Do you love her?”

Revenant got a goofy grin on his face. “Yeah.”

Rory slapped him on the back. “Then go for it. It will all work out.”

* * *

Antonio straightened Bradley’s green uniform, making sure the five gold bars on his left breast were perfectly lined up. “I’m proud of you.”

Bradley swallowed nervously. “You’re a hard act to follow. What if I can’t compete?”

“You have the training, the knowledge, and the skills to do the job. Just remember, we all believe in you.” Antonio looked up at the Jumpvessel Draconis, looming out of the sky above the observation deck. “She’s a great ship, Brad, and you’re a fine Captain. You’ll make it work. Just be confident in your ability and be willing to listen to your crew. They’ll keep you out of trouble.”

“Do you miss it?”

Antonio lowered his gaze to meet Bradley’s. “Sometimes.”

“I heard they’re close to finding a cure for Recursion Dyssynchrony. Would you go back to the stars if Raf could join you?”

“I’d be tempted, I admit. But I’ve stopped running and finally found a home. I belong here now. Besides, the Guildmaster keeps me busy enough in-system.”

Bradley smirked at him. “He’s your husband. He’s supposed to keep you busy. The two of you make a good team.” The younger Starchild took a deep breath. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me, Tony. I wouldn’t have come this far if you hadn’t pushed me.”

Tony ruffled Brad’s short hair, which was presently dyed a rich shade of blue. “I’m going to miss you, little man.”

Bradley squirmed under the playful touch. “Stop that. I have an image to maintain.” He smoothed his hair back into position, then his expression grew sober. “I meant what I said. Thank you. You’ve been the closest thing to a father I’ve had since my dad died.”

Antonio gathered him up in a hug. “And I would have been honored to call you my son.” He let go and stepped back. Then he saluted. “Take care of yourself, Captain Ellestan.”

Bradley returned the salute. “You, too, Captain Jameson.”

* * *

“He’s planning something. I’m sure of it.” Nemesis frowned over her shoulder at Rory and Revenant.

Nick chuckled. “Maybe he wants it to be a surprise.”

Nemesis frowned at him. “You’re not helping.”

“Nemesis, if you didn’t trust him, then why accept his invitation to emigrate? Tau Ceti is twenty-two years away.”

Nemesis sighed. “He’s so childish sometimes. He needs someone to look after him.”

Nick raised an eyebrow. “And you’ve appointed yourself his guardian angel?”

“I’ve been cleaning up his messes for years. You wouldn’t believe some of the things he’s done since he became corporeal.”

“So you’re going out of a sense of obligation?”

Nemesis snorted. “I’m going because I love him and because he’s going to have to face some new responsibilities soon enough anyway.”

Nick regarded her curiously. “How so?”

She gave him a small smile. “This body is pregnant.”

Nick stared at her with wide eyes. “And you haven’t told him yet? Nemesis, you’re about to spend over two decades trapped on board a starship with him!”

“I only found out last week, during the final pre-flight medical exam. He’s been planning this trip for over a year. I didn’t want to ruin it for him.”

Nick’s gaze turned shrewd. “And even if he freaks out, he won’t be able to get away. You’ll have time to wear down his resistance to the idea. Is that it?”

“You make it sound so calculated.”

“So do you. Look, if you want my advice, tell him before you board. Let him make his own decision without any constraints. Your relationship will be that much stronger for it.”

Nemesis considered it. “I suppose you’re right. I’ll tell him after the dedication ceremony.”

“Don’t worry so much. It will all work out.”

* * *

Rafael stepped up to the lectern at the front of the Observation deck. “My lords and ladies, I am Guildmaster Rafael Jameson Primogenitor Curallorn. Thank you for joining me here today to say good-bye to these brave travelers. Be they friend or family, lovers or protectors, we wish them all a safe journey on their way to whatever awaits them in the void.

“It is a byword among us that magic requires sacrifice. We shall miss them deeply, but we are grateful to have walked by their sides for the time they have been among us. Accordingly, I dedicate this Jumpvessel Draconis to them and bid them all a fond farewell. Godspeed.”

* * *

The next day, Rafael and Antonio stood again on the observation deck, next to Nick and Rory.  The four of them watched the Draconis pull away from the station, then burst into rippling white radiance as its interstellar drive engaged and it sped into the distance.  Within minutes, it was just another star in the sky.

Rafael draped his arm over Antonio’s shoulder.  “I love you.”

Antonio smiled but said nothing, still trying to pick out the faint light of the departing ship.

Rory pulled a silver pocket watch from his vest and opened the case, revealing the skeleton clockwork on one side and a painted miniature of Lorcan’s smiling face on the other.  He looked up at Nick, who had caught the movement and was gazing fondly at the small portrait.  “Come on.  It’s late.  Let’s go home.”
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GLOSSARY

THE GREAT POWERS:

The Pact Arcanum: A ritual that allows a being of the material plane to bargain for power with beings from other planes

The Red Wind: A demonic power of the lower planes, creator of the Nightwalkers via the Pact Arcanum

The White Wind: An angelic power of the higher planes, creator of the Sentinels and the Daywalkers via the Pact Arcanum

The Gift: The Sentinel inheritance of supernatural abilities that lies dormant until exposure to Nightwalkers, roughly patterned upon aspects of the four elements: Earth, Water, Air, and Fire

The Grace: An angelic power granted to the Redeemer via the Pact Arcanum, which allows him to raise the dead and restore the souls of Nightwalkers, in exchange for physical invulnerability and eternal service to the White Wind

The Crown of Souls: A spiritual prison created by Luscian Firstborn via the Pact Arcanum that permanently enslaves the souls of beings killed by the artifact sword Reaper in order to augment the wielder’s mystical strength

THE RACES:

Humans: The Children of the Day: the most populous race, born with the least magic

Nightwalkers: The Children of Darkness: the vampires, soulless and immortal greater undead

Sentinels: The Children of Twilight: mystical soldiers genetically programmed to defeat the Nightwalkers

Daywalkers: The Children of the Dawn: vampires who have regained their souls through the intervention of the Grace

Harbingers: The Children of Starlight: a hybrid race born of the union between Daywalker and Sentinel; destined to be the inheritors of magic after the Great Work is complete and the Children of Darkness are finally redeemed or destroyed

Constructs: The Children of Air: Artificial Intelligences created from a fusion of magic and science to emulate the Sentinel Gift of Air; ruled by the Nexus Council, which is composed of one representative AI of each software generation

THE NIGHTWALKER HIERARCHY:

The Court of Shadows: Leaders of the Nightwalker Race

Imperator: Adjudicator between houses, called the Huntmaster

Night’s Herald: Spymaster, leader of the Inquisition

Magister: Leader of a house, called the Prince (gender neutral)

Leshir: Mate to a Magister, called the Prince Consort (gender neutral)

Primogenitor: Second-in-Command

Consul: Senior Councilor

Praetor: Senior Diplomat

Tribunus: Senior Soldier

Notable Houses and Territories:

House Luscian (Daywalker Alliance): France and the Ukraine

House Jiao-long (Daywalker Alliance): Canada and joint rulership of United States territory with House Curallorn

House Curallorn (Daywalker Alliance): Mexico and joint rulership of  United States territory with House Jiao-long

House Daviroquir (Daywalker Alliance): United Kingdom, excluding Ireland

House Diluthical (Daywalker Alliance): Ireland

House Tervilant: Spain and Portugal, with settlements in major cities of France by treaty with House Luscian

House Talizered: Russia and China

THE SENTINEL HIERARCHY:

The Four Winds: Leaders of the Sentinel Race

The Wind of Earth: Weapon-based physical combat, blademaster

The Wind of Water: Adaptive physical combat, shapeshifter

The Wind of Fire: Energy-based combat, magician

The Wind of Air: Psychic combat, tactician

THE ARMISTICE HIERARCHY:

The High Council: Leaders of the Free People

Archangel: President and Spokesperson

Speaker for the Watch: Sentinel Representative

Speaker for the Dawn: Daywalker Representative

Speaker for the Damned: Nightwalker Representative

Speaker for the Word: Nexus Representative

The Hidden Cities:

Anchorpoint (Colorado, United States): Sentinel Capital, Armistice Security Headquarters

Icehaven (Hudson Bay, Canada): Nightwalker Capital, Court of Shadows Embassy

The Citadel (Mare Arcanum, Lunar Farside): Daywalker Capital, Spacer Guild Headquarters

Sanctuary (French Alps, formerly Castle Night): Armistice Security European Headquarters, Armistice Global Refugee-processing and Immigration Center

The Colonies

Cassandra Station: Orbital habitat, Earth-Moon L4

Hephaestus Station: Manufacturing facility, Earth-Moon L1

Janus Station: Orbital spaceport, Earth-Moon L2

Hades Station: Elysium mining facility, Earth-Moon L5

Ares Colony: Mars

Persephone Station: Ceres asteroid, ice mining facility

Lycaon Colony: Europa, Jupiter Space

Arcadia Colony: Callisto, Jupiter Space

Cronus Colony: Titan, Saturn Space

Charybdis Colony: Triton, Neptune Space

Scylla Colony: Pluto, Neptune Space


THE PRINCIPAL CAST

THE COURT OF SHADOWS:

Imperator Lorcan Ruarc Magister Diluthical (Daywalker): The Prince of Subterfuge, Leader of the Daywalker Alliance

William Magister Daviroquir Primogenitor Diluthical (Daywalker): The Prince of Lightning, Second-in-command of the Daywalker Alliance

The Night’s Herald (Nightwalker): Formerly Razheel Tribunus Talizered

Vladimir Magister Talizered (Nightwalker): The Prince of Torment

Eduardo Tribunus Tervilant (Nightwalker): Second-in-command of the Inquisition

THE ARMISTICE HIGH COUNCIL (PRESENT AND FORMER MEMBERS):

Sean Rory Brennigan Magister Jiao-long (Nightwalker/Sentinel hybrid): The Traveler, the Redeemer, the Prince of the Dawn, former Wind of Air (2015-2042), former Speaker for the Damned (2021-2075), Founder of the Armistice

Archangel Nicholas Jameson Magister Luscian (Daywalker/Sentinel hybrid): Soulkiller’s Bane, the Prince of Thunder, President of the Armistice

Layla Magister Curallorn (Daywalker): Nemesis, the Prince of Wrath, Speaker for the Dawn, Founder of the Armistice

Jeremy Harkness Jameson (Air Sentinel): The Seer, Governor and Founder of Sanctuary, husband of Nicholas Jameson

Ghian Achara (Earth Sentinel): The Wind of Earth (2128), Speaker for the Watch (2136)

THE SPACER GUILD:

Antonio “Tony” Jameson Consul Curallorn (Harbinger): Captain of the Jumpvessel Singularity, son of Tobias Jameson and Layla Magister Curallorn

Bradley Ellestan (Harbinger): Junior Crewman of the Jumpvessel Singularity

Rafael Primogenitor Curallorn(Nightwalker): Captain of the Jumpvessel Starlight, formerly Tribunus Tervilant

THE NEXUS:

Revenant (Construct): Nexus Violet (gen6 AI representative), composite fusion of Tobias Jameson simulation and Icarus 6th generation AI

Rapier (Construct): Nexus Blue (gen3 AI representative), Jumpvessel Starlight navigation AI, former personal AI client of Nicholas Jameson

Citadel Control (Construct): Nexus White (gen5 AI representative), Citadel municipal AI

IN MEMORIAM:

Tobias “Toby” Jameson(deceased 2043, assassinated by enemies of the Nexus): Fire Sentinel, Nexus Liaison (renamed Speaker for the Word after AI emancipation), younger brother of Nicholas Jameson, husband of Layla Magister Curallorn, father of Antonio Jameson

Takeshi “Take” Nakamura(deceased 2082, jumpvessel accident): The Wind of Earth (2015-2042), Founder of the Armistice, husband of Rory Brennigan

Anaba “Ana” Nizhoni(deceased 2067, natural causes): The Wind of Fire (2015-2042), triad sister of Takeshi Nakamura and Rory Brennigan

Scott Phillips (deceased 2074, natural causes): The Wind of Water (2034-2042), dyad brother of Nicholas Jameson

Luscian Firstborn (deceased 2033, killed during the Burning through combined attacks by Takeshi Nakamura, Rory Brennigan, and Nicholas Jameson): Soulkiller, the Eldest, the Prince of Nightmares, Founder of the Court of Shadows, Creator of the Pact Arcanum ritual


TIMELINE

1504    Lorcan born

1525    Lorcan turned

1601    Connor dies

1792    Rafael born

1815    Rafael turned

1993    Rory, Takeshi, and Anaba born

2001    Scott born

2003    Nick born

2008    Sentinel assault on Court of Shadows defeated; Antonio Martinez and Edgar Jameson only survivors of assault force

2015    Rory, Takeshi, and Anaba kindle (Winds of Air , Earth, and Fire respectively), Jeremy born

2016    Toby born

2020    Antonio Martinez killed, Rory turned by Jiao-long Firstborn, the Pact Arcanum

2021    Armistice Declaration signed

2022    Andrea born

2023    Anaba develops recursion drive, Armistice space program established

2024    North American coastal defense barrier established, Edgar Jameson killed

2026    The Citadel founded

2030    Spacer Guild established

2032    Nick and Rory meet at Christmas party and renew friendship

2033    Nick turned by Luscian Firstborn, the Burning, the Fall of the Citadel

2034    Scott kindles (Wind of Water), Nick meets Lorcan

2035    Rafael defects from the Court to join the Armistice

2038    Lorcan appointed Court Ambassador to the Triumvirate Council

2039    Nick appointed Triumvirate Ambassador to the Court of Shadows

2040    Los Angeles incident

2041    Toby kindles (Fire), Jumpvessel Horizon destroyed in defense of Anchorpoint, Lorcan becomes Huntmaster, Nick becomes Archangel and marries Jeremy

2042    Andrea kindles (Wind of Air), Odyssey Expedition departs Sol, Antonio Jameson born, Toby marries Layla

2043    Toby killed, Revenant created, Rafael joins House Curallorn

2049    Castle Night reorganized into Sanctuary City by Jeremy

2051    Jumpvessel Odyssey arrives at Alpha Centauri, Planet Nephele detected

2052    Chiron colony established, planet Nephele

2062    Antonio Jameson joins Spacer Guild with Rafael and Jeremy’s support, over Nick and Layla’s objections

2063    AI emancipation, Speaker for the Word formalized

2065    Antonio Jameson graduates from Spacer Guild Academy

2066    Jumpvessel Odyssey returns to Sol from Centauri

2067    Anaba dies

2073    Antonio Jameson named Captain of the Jumpvessel Singularity

2074    Scott dies

2075    Rory retires as Speaker for the Damned

2076    Rory marries Takeshi

2077    Rafael named Primogenitor Curallorn

2082    Takeshi dies

2083    Rory and Lorcan formalize mating

2094    Jeremy dies, Nick retires as Archangel to rule Sanctuary

2095    Layla elected Archangel

2108    Nick formalizes mating to Rory and Lorcan

2111    Ghian Achara born

2112    Rory becomes Speaker for the Word

2128    Ghian Achara kindles (Wind of Earth)

2130    Winds of Water, Fire, Air killed by the Inquisition

2133    Jumpvessel Singularity departs Chiron for Sol

2135    Bradley Ellestan born

2136    Ghian Achara becomes Speaker for the Watch

2142    Jumpvessel Singularity returns to Earth


POST A REVIEW!

If this book made a strong impression on you, whether positive or negative, consider writing a review. Alternatively, if you wish to express yourself privately, you can contact me directly through http://pactarcanum.com/contact/.
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