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Woman of the
Apocalypse

Two years. Seven hundred and
thirty days. Not even that, not exactly. Riley remained in the car
for a long moment, staring at the street outside the window as she
contemplated what Priest had told her. There was a version of this
morning that included Gillian's death. To ensure that didn't
happen, Riley made a deal to sacrifice her life for Gillian's. She
would do it again if she was given the chance.

"There's no way out of
it?"

Priest shook her head, hands
resting on the bottom of the steering wheel. "I know that we've
avoided the hangman so many times. Ridwan brought you back from the
dead, and I sacrificed my divinity to do the same. Marchosias
turned back the clock so you could make a different decision about
the end of the war. But this time there's no..."

"It's okay. I don't want to
change it."

"What? Riley, this is your
life--"

"No, it's Gillian's life."
Riley's voice was soft, sympathetic. "She's alive right now, and
according to Otheriley, she shouldn't be. I'll pay any price for
that. And so I'm going to die in two years. The only difference is
that now I know it. Before this happened, I could have been killed
today or tomorrow. This way I'm guaranteed to die saving Gillian's
life. Two years." She looked down at her hands. "It's a nice
number. A lot of time left to do what needs to be done, and to
appreciate what I have."

Priest shook her head. "It's
not enough time."

"How much time would be
enough? Five more years? Eighteen?" She smiled ruefully. "It
doesn't matter, Priest. Unless I live to be eighty or ninety, it'll
never be enough time. And a cop working in a town like this, who
moonlights as its champion... I was never going to make it to
eighty or ninety. I'll have two more years with Gillian, and then
she can be free. She won't be the champion's wife anymore, and the
demons will leave her alone. And she'll be alive, Caitlin. So yeah.
I'd say Otheriley got the better part of the deal."

"I'm still
sorry."

Riley nodded and furrowed
her brow. "I'm surprised I'm not angrier. There should be seven
stages of grief, right?"

Priest thought for a moment.
"No. You're relieved because you've been waiting for this moment
since you were fifteen. You could have died at every step. Now you
know it's two years away so you're able to relax."

Riley smiled. "Huh. You have
a point, I guess. No more looming doom to worry about. But do me a
favor... I don't want to tell Gillian."

Priest's eyes widened.
"Riley, that's--"

"If I have to die, I want
everything to be normal. That includes fights, her being angry at
me, butting heads... if she finds out I'm going to die she'll
change. She'll start mourning me immediately and that wouldn't be
fair to either of us. I'm sure it'll come out eventually, but I
don't want it to affect what little time we have left."

Priest pressed her lips
together and then nodded.

"What did you do with her?
Otheriley?"

"She died in the battle
against the demons sent to kill Gillian. I did as she instructed. I
used a pallet to create a pyre and placed her body upon
it."

Riley raised an eyebrow.
"That didn't cause any problems? A body being immolated on the
waterfront at dawn?"

Priest's smile was weak and
short-lived. "Oddly, it seems no one noticed."

"Odd." Riley smiled at the
mysterious ways of her partner, but then her eyes flashed with
anger. "Marchosias..."

"No."

"I don't care about rules
right now, Priest. He--"

"Helped you. The other you."
Riley frowned at her and Priest shrugged. "Otheriley swore to me it
was so. I'm inclined to believe her since she would have no reason
to lie about something like that. She named the demons and in doing
so gained a measure of power of them. It's what allowed her to
destroy them even as they were killing her. The names could only
have come from Marchosias or the person who sent them."

Riley shook her head. "Why
would he help?"

"I doubt we'll ever
know."

"I don't accept that. I'll
make it my job to find out." She got out of the car and Priest
joined her on the sidewalk. "I'm serious, Priest. Not a word about
this to Gillian."

Priest nodded reluctantly.
"It's your place to tell her, not mine. I'll keep your silence. But
Riley, she deserves to know. She has the right to say a proper
goodbye to you."

Riley sighed. "I know. I'll
give her that time, I promise. But for now--"

"Normalcy."

"Right. Come on up. Gillian
or I will make you breakfast."

They went back into the
building and Riley led the way upstairs. Gillian was once again
dressed for work in baby blue scrubs, her hair pulled back and held
with a clip. Riley paused in the doorway, the needle that had been
waiting to pierce her heart chose that moment to plunge, and she
choked down a cry. Gillian glanced up as they came in before she
went back to what she was preparing. The look was too quick for her
to notice the emotion raging on Riley's face.

"Hey, Caitlin. Are you
staying for breakfast?"

"If it isn't an
inconvenience."

"Never. Pull up a chair." She
looked at Riley again and smiled. "Are you planning to stay?"

Riley nodded, having taken
the brief interaction with Priest to compose herself. "Right. Yeah,
I'm..." She shut the door and followed Priest into the kitchen. She
put her hand in the small of Gillian's back and pressed against
her, bowing her head to kiss Gillian's neck.

Gillian chuckled. "Honey, we
have a chaperone."

"Let her watch." She kissed
Gillian's ear and slid her hands to rest on Gillian's hips. The
position was reminiscent of one they had frequently taken in bed
and she felt Gillian take a single heavy breath as she remembered
it. She turned her head to see Priest at the table studying the
folded newspaper.

"Do I have to spritz you
with the sink thingie?" She chuckled as she pushed Riley away with
her hips. "What's gotten into you this morning?"

"I just want to make sure
you know you're precious to me."

The smile faded from
Gillian's face as she turned to meet Riley's eye. "Of course I know
that. Is everything okay?" She cut her eyes toward Priest and then
back to Riley. "What happened? Was there a development in the case,
or--?"

"No. I just wanted to make
sure you knew." She kissed the corner of Gillian's mouth and
stroked her cheek before she stepped away. "I'll be good. No peep
show for the angel."

Gillian still looked wary,
but she went back to her cooking. Riley sat at the coffee table and
took the part of the paper Priest wasn't reading.

"So much for normal," Priest
muttered.

"Quiet." Riley unfolded the
paper. "Was there anything on the case?"

Priest shook her head. "I
haven't heard anything."

Riley grimaced. They were in
the midst of three major investigations, none of which looked to be
closed any time soon. An undercover detective named Wanda Kane had
been murdered in a nightclub and, when the SWAT team arrived to
arrest their suspect, they found that every single person in the
club had been killed. Meanwhile, at approximately the same time,
one of the Good Girls had been stabbed. A few hours later Gillian
identified a mutilated body as that of the city's disgraced former
mayor, a man Riley herself had arrested only a few days
earlier.

Riley was assigned to
Wanda's case and Priest was working with Aissa to find the Good
Girl's killer, but the commissioner had assigned the mayor's case
to a detective named Benjamin Harding. Riley was still trying to
figure out a way to get in on his investigation, but she had her
plate full just trying to figure out how to work her own job. She
was certain the new mayor, and Marchosias' new champion, Lark
Siskin was involved with Wanda's murder but she was going to have a
hell of a time proving it.

Gillian turned away from the
stove, eyes cast toward the window. "Is that thunder?"

Riley heard it a moment
later; a dull and hollow roar that was steadily growing louder.
Priest stood quickly. "That's not thunder."

Riley stood and crossed the
kitchen in a single step, grabbing Gillian and holding her tight as
the apartment began to shudder and shake around them. The pan
danced on the stove, clattering against the burner, and everything
around them seemed to have suddenly come to life. Everything that
had just a moment ago been solid was now moving and liquid. Riley's
hand on the back of her head kept Gillian's face against her
shoulder and she hunched her shoulders in an effort to further
protect her from any falling debris.

When the world settled
again, the silence was filled by shrieking security alarms and
blaring car horns. It was only a moment before wailing sirens
joined the cacophonous chorus. When Riley was sure the shaking was
done, she looked over her shoulder and saw Priest had vanished from
the kitchen. She focused her attention on Gillian.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah. I'm fine.
Go."

"I don't--"

"We're both probably going
to get calls any second now, so we're both going to have to go. You
seem very..." She searched Riley's face as if the answer was
written on it somewhere. "You seem odd this morning. I don't know
why. But I'm giving you permission to leave me and go where you're
needed."

Riley squeezed Gillian's
shoulders and kissed her. "I love you."

"I love you too. Go on.
You're needed."

"I'll take you in with me.
Odds are they'll need both of us."

Gillian nodded, but Riley
tightened her grip.

"Be careful today. Promise
me."

"Scout's honor."

Riley nodded and finally let
her go to get her badge, gun and wallet. Gillian dumped the
scrambled eggs she had been cooking into a coffee cup and handed it
to Riley as she hurried past. Gillian followed her out the door a
moment later. By the time they got downstairs to the car, Riley's
phone was ringing. She answered it, knowing who would be on the
other end without looking.

Lieutenant Briggs began
talking without preamble. "Where are you?"

"I'm at home, almost in my
car. Where do you need me?"

"Not you. Sorry, Riley. I
didn't hear you answer. Hold on." Her voice became more muffled.
"No, I need you on Truman. Yes. Thank you. Okay. Riley, you're at
home?"

"Yeah. Priest was here a
second ago. I'm sure wherever she is she's already
busy."

"Right. Okay, come down to
the station. We'll figure out where to send you from here. Oh, is
Dr. Hunt with you?"

"She's right next to
me."

"Can she explain what the
hell happened in the morgue this morning?"

Riley looked at Gillian, who
returned her stare with the blankness of someone who was only
hearing half a conversation. Riley instinctively knew that whatever
had happened between Otheriley and the demons had occurred in the
morgue. Odds were no one had taken the time to clean up the
mess.

"I don't think so. Why? How
bad is it?"

"It's pretty bad. We can
deal with that later. For now just get down here, both of you. We
need all the warm bodies we can get."

Riley hung up and pocketed
the phone as she started the car. She put the small red dome light
on the dashboard so they could get through any road
blocks.

Gillian waited until they
were underway before she spoke. "How bad is what?"

"The damage at the station.
Apparently they were closer to the epicenter than we
are."

"Riley. Why are you lying to
me?"

There wasn't any anger in
the question, but Riley almost wished there had been. She sounded
scared; more scared than she'd been before she fled the city and
went home to Georgia. Riley didn't know how to answer. Revealing
she was dying wouldn't exactly set her mind at ease. She sighed
heavily, driving slowly to avoid the people who were moving through
the streets to assess the damage.

"If I'm lying, you know
there's a good reason. Right? It's not because I don't trust you,
and it's not because I'm trying to deceive you."

Gillian nodded slowly.
"Whatever it is, I'm here when you're ready to tell me."

"I know. Thank you." She put
her hand on Gillian's knee and squeezed.

#

Priest stood in the morgue
and tried not to be ill. Blood pooled on the tile, following the
grout lines until they reached the charred remnants of bodies that
had once hosted demons. She stepped around one of the beds and saw
an organ, fat and sickening, lying on the floor like an alien
being. Some instinctual part of her, a part of Zerachiel rather
than Caitlin, knew that it belonged to Riley. When she looked back
she saw the sigils encircling the doorframe. Her mind did the
proper calculations and she realized what they were for.

Riley trembled despite the
warmth of the newly-risen sun. Blood soaked her clothing but she
didn't seem to notice. She sat with her knees drawn up, her arms
around them as if she was trying to hold herself
together.

"I went to a bad place,
Caitlin. You and I..." She looked at Priest, who winced at the
effort it seemed to take her to make such a simple gesture. "We
weren't friends at the end. It's nice to sit with you and see
compassion in your eyes." She held out her hand, and Priest took
it. Riley's blood smeared on her skin and she shuddered. "I'm
sorry."

"You didn't do anything to
me."

"Just take the apology. You
don't know how bad things got."

"I accept your apology,
Riley Parra. And I grant you absolution."

Riley faced the water again
and closed her eyes. A moment later she did something that stunned
Priest to her core.

She cried.

Now Priest knew exactly how
bad things had gotten. She could feel the gravity of spells which
had been spoken only a few hours ago and knew Riley's first gambit
had been to torture her enemies. She had trapped herself in a room
with two demons that had arrived with murderous intent, and once
they were locked in the room she had enraged them even
further.

She didn't have time to
marvel at the evidence surrounding her. There were people in need,
and soon the morgue would house more than its share of anguish. She
crouched in front of the main entrance, her back to the swinging
doors, and put her fingertips against the cold tile. She steepled
her fingers and closed her eyes.

The air around her crackled
with released energy, her ears filled with the sound of electricity
muffled by water. A quiet sound of constant tearing, an echo of
metal crumpling, and then silence.

When she opened her eyes
again, the room was pristine. She stood and walked to the far end
to make sure all of Otheriley's sigils had been erased. When she
was content that there was no evidence of what transpired
remaining, she slipped away as effortlessly as she had left Riley
and Gillian's kitchen earlier.

There was much more work to
be done before she could rest.

#

Muse Skaggs jogged to the
end of the street and paused to look both ways before opting to go
left. The houses in this neighborhood were always one good wind
gust from collapsing, and the earthquake had been more than enough
to send a half dozen crashing to the ground. Dust was still
swirling in the air as he approached one pile of debris by crossing
an overgrown lawn. The surrounding streets were still alive with
the sound of chirping and shouting car alarms as he reached the
former front stoop. He heard movement inside and braced one hand
against a strut that was still standing to peer inside past cracked
and crumbling drywall.

"Yo! Anyone alive in
there?"

A woman answered him. "We
could use a hand!"

Muse stepped back and eyed
the home like the world's most intense game of Jenga. If he pulled
the wrong thing, it might send the whole works crashing down on the
people he was trying to save. He looked toward the garage and
craned his neck, stepping off the porch. The garage was still
standing but the door was severely warped. He put one hand on the
building and the other on the door, gritting his teeth as he pushed
the gap wide enough to slip through. He slipped past two large
trucks to the interior door, opened it, and breathed a sigh of
relief when he saw a clear path into the kitchen.

"Comin' in! Where are
you?"

"Where
are you?"

"Garage. In the kitchen
now."

The resident coughed. "Go
straight through the door to the left and into the living room.
We're in here. By the far wall."

Muse followed the
directions. The back door was blocked by a collapsed section of
ceiling that had also destroyed a dinner table. When he reached the
living room he spotted the woman crouched against the back wall
tending to a man with drywall chalk all over his face. It made him
look deathly pale, an image helped by the sight of bright red blood
trickling down one side of his face.

"He's hurt," the woman
said.

"I can see that." Muse
picked his way across the devastation to kneel next to her. The
man's leg was pinned under a beam. "That's bad."

"Oh, good. I got a doctor. I
know it's bad, you son..." The woman sighed and pushed her hair
away from her face. "Sorry."

Muse waved off her apology.
"Day like this, you're entitled to be a little grouchy." The walls
groaned around them and Muse looked warily at the ceiling. He could
see patches of sky. "Look, I think we gotta choose between staying
here and possibly making things worse by movin' him out of
here."

The woman nodded. "Yeah. I
know... we have to get him out."

"Okay." Muse undid his belt
and slipped it off, looping it around the man's leg above the
wound. "My name's Marcus."

"Irene. This is
Roger."

Muse smiled at the man.
"Hey, Roger. I'd ask how it's goin', but that seems kind of stupid
right now. What we're about to do might hurt you, but it's better
than the alternative." At least he hoped it was.

He managed to lift the beam
while Irene pulled Roger free. He suddenly came to life, moaning
low in his throat and then clutching at Irene's arms.

"Hold on, buddy. We'll get
you out of here as soon as we can." To Irene he said, "Help me get
him up."

They moved slowly through
the destruction as the house continued to protest. He had just
helped Roger into the garage when someone knocked on the garage
door.

"Anyone in
there?"

"Yeah! Could you maybe get
the door open a little so we can get this dude out?"

A tall athletic girl dressed
in a ragtag assortment of secondhand clothes moved into the gap
between the door and the wall. She had blonde curly hair that was
pulled back so it would stay out of her face, and she her hoodie
was zipped up to her throat. When she gripped the door he saw that
she was also sporting a pair of thick work gloves. She used her
entire body as leverage and furthered the already warped door. Muse
helped Roger through and the girl took him, twisting to motion at
someone in the street to come join them.

Muse let Irene go out first,
then followed her. He saw the blonde handing Roger over to an EMT
who had apparently come from a white van that was idling at the end
of the block.

"You got an ambulance to
come down here?"

"Just a white van. Chuck's a
real EMT, though. He's close enough in a pinch." She took off her
gloves and held out her hand to him. "Aissa."

Muse smiled and shook her
hand. "Aissa Good. Yeah, I've heard about you. Been doing a lot
down here past few months."

Aissa shrugged. "I do what I
can. Is that everyone who was in the house?"

"This one, yeah. Whole bunch
of other ones out there. How much medicine and stuff you got in
that van?"

"Not enough. I have people
out looking for more."

Muse raised an eyebrow. "You
got people?"

Aissa shrugged humbly. "I
have a few people. Want to be one of them? Looks like you know what
you're doing."

"I'm my own man, Ms. Good."
He backed away toward the sidewalk, still smiling at her. "But I'll
keep my eye out for you. No reason we can't help each other out
from time to time. Name's Muse! Remember it."

When he passed the white
van, he waved to the driver and motioned for him to roll down his
window. The man did so warily, making sure that Muse could see the
stun gun resting on his lap. Muse kept his distance and held his
hands out to show he wasn't a threat.

"What are you low on?
Priorities."

"Gauze and aspirin. Any kind
of generic painkiller. We're just patching things up so people can
manage until the real doctors get a chance to look at
them."

Muse made a mental note and
tried to think of where he could go to get the supplies. He had a
few options that he doubted even someone with Aissa's connections
could reach.

"Okay. Where will you be in
about an hour?"

#

"Do you need
anything?"

"Will you stop asking me
that? I'm not an invalid."

Kenzie tightened her jaw.
"I'm just asking, sweetheart. Don't bite my head off."

Chelsea took a slow breath
and then reached for Kenzie's hand. "Hey. I'm sorry. I don't need
anything." She didn't want to admit how frightened she had been for
the first few minutes after the earthquake. Kenzie had been on a
stakeout and the phones were down, so she'd spent a harrowing ten
minutes unsure if her partner was hurt or not.

Chelsea could still see
vague shapes, could differentiate shadow and light, but her rising
panic caused her to rush when going down the stairs. She'd missed a
step and fallen, and now she was reclining against the wall next to
the stairwell as they waited for a doctor. Considering all the
calls to 911 and all the sirens filling the air, they both knew
Chelsea's ankle was a low priority. It could be hours before anyone
showed up. Kenzie was seated beside her, keeping her twisted ankle
elevated.

"How does it
look?"

"A little swollen. I don't
think it's too bad." She looked toward the door, glad that Chelsea
wasn't an emergency but still annoyed she was in pain and couldn't
get help. "We'll just keep the ice on it until someone shows
up."

Chelsea rested her head
against the wall. "You don't have to sit here with me. There's
nothing you can do, and there are a lot of other people out there
who could use your help."

"I don't care about the
other people. I only care about you. I'm staying until someone with
training shows up to take over for me."

Chelsea squeezed Kenzie's
hand. "I love you."

"I love you,
too."

The front door opened.
Before Kenzie could get her hopes up about the ambulance, she
recognized Priest's voice. "Kenzie? Chelsea?"

"Over here,
Caitlin."

Priest came into the office
and crossed to where they were sitting in a single step. She
dropped to one knee.

"What happened?"

"I slipped. Fell down the
stairs." Priest rested her hand on Chelsea's ankle. "Ah! Oh,
that's..." She slowly rotated her foot and smiled. "Oh, that's
better..."

Priest smiled. "Angry
muscles are easy." She squeezed Chelsea's foot and then stood to
help her and Kenzie onto their feet. Chelsea favored her injured
side for a moment before she finally put her weight on
it.

Kenzie said, "How is
everything outside? I saw some heavy damage when I was getting over
here."

"It's pretty bad. No Man's
Land was hit incredibly hard, as you can probably guess. I'm
running around trying to put out the small fires before I focus on
the big one."

Chelsea tilted her head to
one side. "Big one? Do you know what caused the
earthquake?"

"I might. There's a chance
it was caused by something Riley did."

"Inadvertently,
right?"

Priest hesitated. "No. She
just wasn't aware of the far-reaching consequences. She did the
right thing, but now there are some very heavy costs."

Kenzie said, "If either you
or Riley needs help, call. We're here for you both."

"I know. Thank you." She
kissed them both on the cheek. "I have to go. Are you sure you're
both all right?"

"Yes, now," Chelsea said.
"Thank you again. Come by when this is all settled down and we'll
thank you properly."

Priest blushed and averted
her gaze. "I would enjoy that. But for now, duty calls."

"See you later, Supergirl."
Kenzie nudged her. "Go save the day."

Priest narrowed her gaze.
"Shouldn't it be Superwoman?"

"Preaching to the choir,
angel."

"Okay. Stay safe." She waved
goodbye and left the room by more supernatural means than she'd
used to arrive.

#

A small vestibule separated
the mayor's loft from the private elevator. A man in a dark suit
occupied a small desk in front of the door and straightened his
posture when the bell chimed to announce a new visitor. The doors
parted and Marchosias moved forward with purpose. The attendant
stood to block his progress but was shoved aside without a glance.
He fell over his chair and only hit the ground after the demon was
well into the loft.

The spacious living room was
to his left, all the furniture situated around the floor-to-ceiling
windows. The immaculate kitchen to the right was softly lit and
seemed like a museum display rather than a place where meals were
actually prepared. Marchosias paused in between the two, listened
for a moment, and then continued forward to the bedroom at the back
of the space. The double doors were closed but provided no obstacle
to him. Both doors slammed against the walls to either side and he
stepped into the doorway.

"Lark Siskin."

Her armchair was pulled away
from the wall, turned so she could face the bed. She wore a dark
gray suit over a black blouse, one leg draped over the other, her
hands resting lightly on the arms of the chair. Her ash blonde hair
was pinned back and hung in a solid sheet over her shoulders. She
didn't turn her head when he spoke her name, but her lips curled
into a smile. Whether it was because of his arrival or timed to
something that had occurred on the bed, he couldn't
tell.

"When you are summoned, you
are expected to respond."

"Something came
up."

Marchosias looked at the bed
and sneered. Lark's twins, Abby and Emily, were currently engaged
in a position that seemed like something cut from the Kama Sutra.
Their identical faces were locked on Marchosias with a combination
of shame, guilt, and embarrassment.

"Oh, relax," Lark sighed.
"They're not actually related. They're only twins because I paid
for the similarities."

"I'm not here for that.
Gillian Hunt."

Lark glanced at him and
shrugged before returning her attention to the bed. She casually
snapped her fingers. "No one told you to stop." The women on the
bed went back to what they had been doing before the interruption.
"You told me Dr. Hunt was off-limits. As far as I know she's still
alive. Has that changed?"

Marchosias clenched and
relaxed his jaw. "I know what you tried to do. Through some miracle
you failed, but there must be consequences. You've disobeyed me,
and that makes me very unhappy."

Lark rolled her eyes. When she
spoke, her voice was carried on an indulgent sigh. "And what
exactly are you going to punish me with this time? I am your
champion. I have been branded with your sigil and to remove me now
would be to announce a forfeit. Do you really want Riley Parra to
defeat you twice?" She smiled and shrugged. "Do what you wish, and then leave
my home. You're interrupting our time together."

Marchosias held his hand out
toward the bed. He flicked two fingers and one twin was suddenly
tossed toward the headboard. She yelped in surprise as she was
dropped onto the pillows, while her partner was yanked from the
mattress by an invisible force. Lark rose to her feet, eyes
flashing with anger as her girl hit the floor.

"What are you
doing?"

The twin was naked and
sweaty, her skin flush and her head bowed as Marchosias grabbed a
handful of discarded clothes and hurled them at her.

"Punishment, Lark Siskin. I
cannot remove you as champion, but your twins are expendable. Since
you ensured Detective Parra saw the wound on Abigail's hand, she
will be our sacrificial lamb. She will bear the punishment for your
crimes." He looked at Emily, who was clutching a pillow to her
chest. "Next time I will not be so lenient. Disobey me again and I
swear you will know the true extent of my wrath."

Abby looked up at him and
then quickly turned her head when Marchosias fixed his gaze on her.
"Dress. Now."

Lark stood and glared at
him. "You--"

Marchosias stepped around
Abby and placed his hand on the side of Lark's head. Her lips
widened into a silent O, and her knees buckled.

"You will keep a civil
tongue when you speak to me. You are a mortal and I am a demon, and
I know ways to tear you apart and rebuild you in a more pleasant
image. If you disobey my orders again, I will do it slowly and I
will do it with pleasure. Do you understand me, Madam
Mayor?"

"Yes."

She collapsed when
Marchosias removed his hand. Abby now wore a blouse and her
underwear, but Marchosias was done waiting. He grabbed her arm and
led her out of the room, partially dragging her out of the loft.
The attendant was back on his feet and seemed torn between standing
back and trying to stop him. Marchosias made the decision for him;
he flicked two fingers and both of the attendant's legs snapped. He
fell, howling, as Marchosias shoved Abby into the
elevator.

She retreated to the far
corner as Marchosias shut the doors. He turned his back to her,
unconcerned as she finished dressing with trembling
hands.

"Wh-what happens
now?"

"Now you are going to tell a
little story and end your former employer's ridiculous plan once
and for all."

#

Riley learned a lot of news
without asking a single question, absorbing the facts from everyone
around her. The earthquake measured 6.7 on the Richter scale. Most
of the damage was in the outskirts of the city and, therefore,
inside No Man's Land. Half a dozen deaths were already confirmed,
while hospitals and free clinics were being overrun with people in
various states of distress. The last time she ventured downstairs
she saw first aid tents set up in the lobby and out on the sidewalk
but she hadn't seen Gillian anywhere.

Riley spent most of the
morning staying out of everyone's way and doing whatever was asked
of her. It was a strange day of temporary assignments and being
quickly trained to fill in for someone who was unavailable. Gillian
spent much of her time outside the morgue, doing triage with people
hurt in collapses or car accidents. Briggs asked where Priest was
soon after Riley's arrival, and Riley simply shrugged and gestured
vaguely. "Other business." Briggs nodded her understanding and let
the matter drop.

Kenzie and Chelsea arrived a
little after noon to offer their services. Briggs welcomed them
and, a testament to how bad things were, none of the other
detectives took issue with Chelsea temporarily rejoining their
ranks.

At a little past one Riley
took a five minute break to splash water on her face and get
something to eat, then decided to go down to the morgue to see if
they needed her for anything. She had just started downstairs when
Priest caught up with her.

"There you are. I'm on my
way to see if Gillian needs any help."

Priest put a hand on Riley's
arm. "Wait. There's something you need to know, and it involves the
incident you asked me not to reveal."

"Otheriley?"

"Yes." They moved to one
side of the stairwell. "I've determined that the epicenter of the
earthquake was in the exact center of the city. The shockwave grew
more powerful as it spread, which is why the majority of the
devastation is in No Man's Land."

Riley said, "The center of
the city. The Ladder?"

Priest nodded. "Otheriley
didn't give me much to go on when I asked how she came back, but it
makes sense. She used the Ladder to take her appeal to the highest
court. But accessing a power that large creates ripples. You...
she..." Priest grimaced, frustrated at trying to make sense of the
situation. "Otheriley couldn't have known what awaited her on the
other side."

"It didn't matter to her."
Riley shrugged. "Two years without Gillian. Either walking into the
Ladder would let her speak to someone with the power to change
things, or it would have instantly burnt her to a crisp. After two
years, I wouldn't care anymore which one it was."

"Right. How are you coping
with the knowledge? It can't be easy."

"That's just it. I feel
fine. I'm calm and relaxed, even today of all days. I know how it
ends. If anything I'm worried it will make me lazy. Knowing I'll
live for another two years might make me take crazy
risks."

Priest shook her head.
"Don't test the fates. If you get hit by a bus today, you could
just linger in a coma until the appointed time. Or you could lose a
limb, be rendered brain dead... there are many things worse than
death that leave you breathing."

"Point taken. So opening the
Ladder caused all of this devastation?"

"Yes... but you can't carry
the blame. If--"

"I don't. I'll do what I can
to help people, but that's my job. But I won't beat myself up over
something that's already happened."

Riley started to walk away
but Priest grabbed the lapel of her jacket. "You're concerning me.
I tell you that your days are numbered, and you shrug it off. I
tell you that the pain and suffering in No Man's Land is due to
your actions, and you're unmoved. And in another timeline, this is
the morning that you and I broke. She told me that we had become
enemies, Riley."

"In another timeline, this
is the morning my wife was raped and murdered. But instead she's
downstairs, healthy and intact and completely unaware of what we're
talking about. That's the only thing I'm thinking about, Caitlin.
Gillian is alive because of what I did. That outweighs everything.
When the adrenaline wears off, yes, I'll feel sad about the people
who are hurt or dying or lost everything. I'll sit in the dark and
shudder uncontrollably when I think about how little time is left
to do everything I want. But right now I'm going to go kiss my wife
and hold her. That's all that matters to me right now. Okay? Can I
just have a little time to enjoy the fact that for once, I got the
happy ending?"

Priest released Riley's
jacket, shame writ across her face. "I'm sorry, Riley."

Riley managed a smile. "It's
fine. The benefit of happy-go-lucky me is that I'm not holding a
grudge." She kissed Priest's cheek. "You're looking out for me. I
appreciate that."

"You're welcome."

"Come on." They started
downstairs. "So where have you been all morning?"

Priest sighed. "All over the
city. Checking on Kenzie, Chelsea, and Aissa..."

"Kenzie and Chelsea are
upstairs... how is Aissa?"

"Her day has been hectic,
but she's performing remarkably well. I planned to give her
assignments so she didn't feel helpless, but I had to track her
down. She commandeered a white van, found medical supplies, and
press-ganged a group of medical students to assist her in finding
people who needed aid. I've never doubted your choice of successor,
Riley, but today especially she has proven herself
worthy."

"I'll be sure to mention
that next time I see her." Riley's expression darkened slightly and
she paused on the last step. "I guess we got lucky that I've
already chosen someone to follow in my footsteps."

"We'll need to ensure she's
really ready."

Riley nodded. "In good
time." She paused outside the morgue doors. "This... Briggs said
something happened in here, but someone cleaned up the evidence.
You?"

"Yes."

"This is where Gillian
was..." She swallowed hard. "And it's where
Otheriley..."

A long pause, and then:
"Yes."

Riley took a deep breath and
exhaled slowly. "Okay." She opened the door and stepped inside.
Priest followed a moment later. Gillian was holding court like a
general, issuing orders to soldiers in baby blue scrubs. She
glanced up when Riley and Priest arrived, offering them a weak
smile as she adjusted her horn-rimmed glasses and motioned for them
to follow her to her office.

Riley held the door for
Priest and then closed it behind her. Gillian stood at the desk and
bent down to type something on the computer.

"What happened to your
contacts?"

"Hm?"

"You put in your contacts
this morning. Why are you wearing glasses?"

Gillian frowned at Riley,
then touched her face. "Oh. God. I don't know." She took them off
and hooked them on the collar of the gray T-shirt under her scrubs.
"I picked them up for something earlier and I never even thought
about it."

Riley stepped behind Gillian
and began rubbing her shoulders.

"Oh-ho." The tension
immediately released its hold on her neck and shoulders. "Please
hand in your resignation for the day so you can follow me around
all day doing that."

Riley smiled. "I'll give you
a quickie now and the real thing when we get home
tonight."

"It's a date."

Priest said, "How have
things been here?"

"I've been in and out, but
we're holding our own. People are understandably anxious about
coming to a morgue for medical care, so we've been seeing patients
in the garage and outside. And considering the fact I'm a medical
examiner, having even one patient get up off the table is a
wonderful day."

"But not unprecedented,"
Riley said.

Gillian smiled and touched
Riley's hand. "No, thankfully not unprecedented. It's just so
bizarre. I've been asking around and no one remembers an earthquake
ever hitting here before. Have you found anything about what caused
this?"

Priest said, "Marchosias'
new champion attempted to circumvent the rules of combat. Our side
retaliated, and it caused some unforeseen damage. The plan was
thwarted and the war will continue as before, but the earthquake
was simply..."

Riley offered, "The thunder
that happens when a cold front and a warm front slam into each
other."

"Ah." Gillian shook her
head. "Seems ridiculous that so many people have to suffer to make
things right."

"Well..." Riley glanced at
Priest and then kissed Gillian behind the ear. "At least you're
around to make things righter for whoever you can."

"Righter?"

"More rightly?"

Gillian chuckled and patted
Riley's hand. "Thank you."

Riley gave Gillian another
squeeze before she let go. "We'll let you get back to saving lives.
I'll see you at home."

"You'd better. Bye,
Caitlin."

Priest smiled and opened the
door so Riley could lead the way out. "Where do you have to go
next?"

"I've made the rounds, so
I'm free. I'll stay by your side."

"Thanks. Right now I'm just
an extra pair of hands wherever someone needs them. I offered to
get lunch for Briggs when I had a minute. Want to go with me, see
if we can find somewhere that's actually open?"

"Sure."

They arrived in the
shantytown of the lobby and started for the door, but they were
stopped by the desk sergeant. Riley almost didn't recognize him out
from behind his bulwark, and his normally pristine uniform gave
away how busy he'd been.

"Detective Parra. I have
someone here you need to speak with."

"Can it wait?"

He hesitated. "Maybe. But I
don't think you'll want it to."

She nodded and gestured for
him to lead the way. The bench where suspects usually sat
handcuffed to await processing was empty except for a single
person. Her clothes were wrinkled and wrongly-buttoned, her red
hair hanging limp and tangled to obscure her face. Her hands were
between her knees, shackled by shining handcuffs. The woman sensed
their approach and, when she looked up, Riley recognized her as one
of the new Mayor's twin aides. She tensed and looked at Priest, who
had confirmed the night before that Mayor Siskin was Marchosias'
new champion.

The woman's right hand was
bandaged, and Riley remembered the tell-tale wound. "Abby Shepherd.
Surprised to see you here."

She tightened her jaw and
straightened her shoulders. Riley braced herself for the
possibility the woman would try to run, but eventually Abby's
shoulders relaxed as if she was suddenly resigned to her
capture.

"I want to confess to the
murder of Annora Good."

Riley glanced at Priest.
"Okay. We'll--"

"And the murder of Wanda
Kane. As well as the murder of the previous mayor, Dominic Leary. I
killed all three of them."

The confessions stunned
Riley so much that she couldn't speak for a moment. "You were a
busy girl."

Abby met Riley's eyes. "I
killed them."

"Okay." She motioned for the
desk sergeant to move forward. "Take her upstairs and put her in an
interrogation room. Make sure she's guarded at all times." He made
a sound of disbelief but Riley cut him off. "Right. I know.
Priest--"

"I won't let her out of my
sight."

"Thank you." She leaned
forward so that she could look into the redhead's eyes. "Why are
you taking the fall? Yeah, I believe you killed Annora, and for
that you're going to jail for a very long time. But the mayor and
Wanda? What's your angle?"

Abby pressed her lips
tightly together like a petulant child refusing her vegetables, so
Riley straightened and motioned for Priest to take her away. She
took her wallet out and handed money to the sergeant. "Find
someplace that has lunch. Lieutenant Briggs hasn't eaten all day; a
hamburger, a fish sandwich, a damn hot dog, whatever you can
find."

He nodded and headed out on
his mission. Riley looked around the lobby to see if there was
anything she could do, and then she headed upstairs.

#

Twenty minutes later,
Lieutenant Briggs was already halfway through the chicken sandwich
the desk sergeant had delivered to her. She used the wrapper to
keep her fingers clean, holding the sandwich in one hand as she
rested the other on her hip. She was with Priest and Riley in the
observation room, where a bank of cameras showed Abigail Marlene
Shepherd from four different angles. Her cuffed hands were resting
on the table in front of her, her eyes locked on the wall directly
ahead. If not for the gentle rise and fall of her shoulders with
every breath it could have been mistaken for a
photograph.

Her fingerprints had
returned a criminal record, which provided them with her full name
and a photo of someone who bore very little resemblance to the
woman currently waiting in the small interrogation room. Riley
looked from the print-out to the screen like she was playing the
easiest game of "spot the differences." Dark brown hair, a wider
nose, brown eyes, rounder cheeks, plumper lips...

"I wonder if they made her
look like the other one," Briggs said, "or if they both just got
adjusted until they looked the same."

Riley said, "I'll add it to
the list of things I want to ask when I get in there."

Briggs looked at her. "Did
you speak with Harding? What are the odds she's telling the truth
about doing all three murders? I mean look at her. I'll buy that
she surprised a Good Girl and got the drop on Wanda. But the mayor
was a big guy."

Riley shrugged. "Big guys
have the same weakness as little guys. And she is attractive. All
she had to do was get him to drop his guard." She shook her head.
"But I don't see it. Wanda was killed right around the same time
Annora died. She would have had to fire the gun, slip out of the
club without being seen, race across No Man's Land and find a Good
Girl to attack."

"The last part wouldn't be
that difficult," Priest said. "Until Annora was killed, it was
impossible to go three blocks without seeing two of
them."

Briggs said, "What about the
slaughter at the club? Is she confessing to those, too?"

"She didn't mention it.
That'll be the first thing I ask." She stepped around Briggs and
motioned for Priest to stay behind. She picked up Shepherd's file
and carried it with her to the interrogation room.

Abby looked at her as she
entered but made no other indication of awareness. Riley dropped
the file on the table, turning it so Abby could look at the picture
as she sat down.

"How many surgeries did that
take? Ballpark. Had to be a really long recovery time." She
affected a casual pose. "I'm not saying it was a waste of time.
You're much prettier now than you were then. No offense." She
smiled. "But that's a lot of dedication. If you're willing to do
that to yourself for someone, I can't imagine what else you would
do. All they have to do is ask, and you'll jump. So, Abigail. Who
told you to take the fall for these murders?"

"No one. I killed those
people."

Riley raised an eyebrow.
"Really." She turned the file back around. "Aggravated assault,
drug charges, domestic violence, theft, grand theft, breaking and
entering... I admit you were a bad girl. But there's bad girls, and
then there's mass murderers." She looked at Abby's hands. "How's
the cut on your palm? Happened cutting a bagel, right?"

"No. That was a lie. I cut
it when I shoved the knife into the Good Girl's
stomach."

Riley's stoicism wavered.
"Her name was Annora."

Abby shrugged. "I don't
care. All that matters was the robe. I was told to kill a Good
Girl, so I did."

"Right. And who told you to
do that?"

Abby lifted her chin,
defiant. "Gail."

Riley's mind tossed up an
image of Gail Finney's face, throwing her. "Gail? Who is
Gail?"

Abby moved both her cuffed
hands and tapped a finger on the picture. "That's Gail. The girl I
destroyed. But she didn't stay gone. She's still in here. And she's
mad, Detective. She's mad that I buried her alive. So she makes me
do things. She makes me do bad things all the time. She made me
seduce the mayor and then do those awful things to his body. Then
she told me to kill that police woman. I tried to run away, but she
saw a Good Girl. And I killed her, too."

"You just happened to have a
gun and a knife on you at the same time?"

"I also had a garrote. Gail
regrets that I didn't have the occasion to use it. Once I stabbed
the Good Girl to death, she was appeased. I went home and went to
bed."

"What about the people in
the club? How did they all die?"

Abby shrugged. "Gail has
friends."

"What does that
mean?"

"Demons, Detective Parra.
Hellspawn. When Gail killed the police officer, they were unleashed
into the club. Why shouldn't they have their fun?"

Riley said, "Who helped you
transport the mayor's body?"

"No one."

"You're tougher than you
look."

Abby leaned forward,
smiling. "Want to see how tough I am?"

"No thanks. What about the
mayor's head and hands? Where did you put those?"

"Ashes. Have you ever
watched the face of someone you know burning? Have you ever seen a
person you knew very well turned into a thing, and then just
watched them melt? It awakens you. It shows you that we're all just
things, inanimate husks moving through this world. We were awoken
by some cruel joke and, eventually, we return to being
things."

She glanced toward the
camera and smiled before meeting Riley's eye again.

"How is your
wife?"

Riley returned the stare,
holding her best poker face. "She's well. A little tired. It's been
a busy day around here."

"Hm." Abby made it sound
like a quiet laugh and then looked down at her hands. "I would like
to go to my jail cell now. I had a very busy evening and I would
like to sleep. Do you have everything you need?"

There was a knock at the
door. "Sit tight." Riley ignored Abby's put-upon sigh as she left
the room.

Detective Benjamin Harding
was waiting outside for her. "Heard you got someone in my
case."

"We have someone who
confessed."

"About five-eight, redhead,
gorgeous?"

Riley frowned. "Yeah. How'd
you know that?"

"I found a witness. Claims
the late mayor was carrying on an affair with someone matching that
description. Driver said he dropped the mystery lady off at the
mayor's place night he went missing. He figured it was a little
pick-me-up after the house arrest. If she confessed, I'm inclined
to believe she did it."

"Anything to close the case,
huh?" She stepped to one side and pointed at the one-way glass in
the window. "Can you picture a woman that size cutting off Dominic
Leary's head and hands, then dragging his body to a vehicle to dump
it? Doing all of that without leaving a trace of
evidence?"

"You hear about women
lifting cars to save a baby. Maybe it goes the other way, too.
Women get really strong to pull off bad stuff."

Riley rolled her eyes. "Wow.
Of all the times for you to support the idea women can be as strong
as a man..."

"Equality, Detective Parra.
Gotta take the good with the bad, right? It ain't all equal pay and
voting rights." He pointed at the window. "We have a confession and
we have a witness that puts her in the right place at the right
time. Briggs told me she has a cut on her hand that corresponds to
the wounds on Annora Good. I get the feeling when you finally get
off your ass and do a little police work, you'll find security
cameras that put her at Speakeasy around the time Wanda got
killed."

"Why? Did you plant
them?"

Harding smirked and walked
past her. "Watch it, Detective Parra. You just closed three big
cases without doing any work. Play this right and you can keep on
coasting without ever straining yourself."

Riley resisted the urge to
tackle him, settling for an ugly look at the back of his head.
Briggs came out of the observation room, watched Harding disappear
around the corner, then approached Riley.

"What do you
think?"

Riley sighed. "I hate it. But I
think Marchosias is going to a lot of trouble to make sure this is
the only conclusion we can reach. If we keep investigating he's
just going to route us back to Abby. Harding found a witness in the
mayor's murder, and he's right... Abby did kill Annora. I'm sure of
that. So Gillian is going to match the wound on her hand to the
same knife that was used on the girl. The DA will be thrilled to
have such an open-and-shut case."

Briggs nodded. "And with the
earthquake, we're stretched thin as it is."

Priest was watching Riley.
"Are you okay?"

Riley looked back at the
glass, watching Abby as she calmly waited for the next visitor.
"We'll get justice for Annora Good now, and we'll have to settle
for getting Wanda justice later. As much as I hate it, and as bad a
taste as it leaves in my mouth, I think we have to take what we can
get."

"I concur," Briggs said.
"It's nowhere near ideal, but it's the best we can hope for. I'll
find someone to take her down to holding."

Priest joined Riley at the
door after Briggs was gone. "You're certain she killed
Annora?"

"That, I actually am certain
of."

"Then I'll find Aissa. I'll
let her give the news to Cerys."

Riley nodded. Priest started
to turn away, but Riley stopped her. "You did well today. Really
well. You made me proud, Cait."

"Thank you." She smiled
shyly, then followed Briggs down the hall.

When Riley looked back at
the glass, Abby had turned her head to look at her. The woman
smiled and Riley held eye contact even though she knew Abby
couldn't actually see her.

#

The apartment doors were
standing open, too damaged to fully close. The attendant escorted
Riley inside and then returned to his desk. The sun was setting,
casting golden light across the polished surfaces so that it looked
as if the room was glowing. Riley took a moment to examine the
furnishings before she focused on the woman standing a few feet
away.

Mayor Lark Siskin was
standing at the windows with her back to the room, dressed in silk
that looked like liquid onyx. Her hair was down, looking even
whiter than usual against the black of her clothes. She sipped her
drink before she spoke.

"This is not exactly the
view I expected to have. Such devastation. People are hurting so
badly right now." She turned to face Riley. "It's so refreshing to
know we have someone like you on the side of the angels, working to
make amends. Very heartening."

"Your aide is in jail. She
confessed to three murders, including the murder of your
predecessor."

Lark pursed her lips. "My,
my. You cut right to the marrow, don't you, Detective? May I offer
you a drink?"

"No. Did you put Abby up to
it?"

"To what? Murder or
confessing to it?" She waved her hand dismissively. "Never mind.
The answer to both is no. I first heard of her deeds when she
revealed she was going to confess. Terrible business. We'd been
concerned about her mental health for some time."

"We?"

"Me and her fellow aide,
Emily Simon."

Riley nodded. "Right. Well,
you give someone thousands of dollars' worth of plastic surgery so
she'll be identical to her coworker... it's bound to give anyone
problems."

Lark smiled. "I merely paid
for the operations. Abigail and Emily wanted the operations before
they met me. I simply provided the means, and they are working off
their debt to me. Abby seemed to underestimate the mental strain
that went along with losing the face she was born with. She
invented an entirely new personality for the woman she had once
been. Named her Gail... I thought it was merely a coping mechanism.
I wish I had seen the signs."

Riley stepped further into
the room. "Why are we doing this?"

"Doing what,
Detective?"

"Pretending like you're the
mayor and I'm just a cop. We both know what this is, so stop
playing games."

Lark put down her glass. "I
don't play games, Detective. I wage wars."

"Looks like you just lost
one of your soldiers. Abby is going to prison for the crime she did
commit. I have a feeling she really did play a part in the mayor's
murder. Wanda, though... I assume Emily was the trigger woman
there. I can't prove that, of course, and with everything that's
going on, no one is going to let me pursue an investigation to
prove the murder was actually committed by her identical
twin."

"You seem to think Abby's
confession was part of my plan. It wasn't." She faced Riley fully.
"Abby was coerced into confessing by Marchosias as punishment for
my true plan. I arranged for your wife to be murdered. I don't know
how or why it was thwarted, and I won't risk another punishment by
trying again. So you can rest assured she's safe for the time
being. But this was just the opening gambit, Detective Parra. I'm
making my presence known. You should be prepared to face a true
adversary."

"Oh, I'm ready. You went
after my wife, Lark. You intended for her to die in an agonizing
manner to send a message to me? Well, I got the message. I'm not
going to back down. I'm not going to cower in fear. No games. No
taunting. The gauntlet is down. Just remember that I already won
this war once."

"A war you've been waging
for four years now. You're the weary veteran and I'm a new
recruit."

"I'm not going easy just
because you're a rookie."

Lark smirked. "I will
remember that when you're pleading for mercy."

Riley turned and walked back
toward the door. "Make sure your next scheme gets approval before
you put it in action. I'd hate for your demon-daddy to be forced to
give you another spanking."

Lark laughed, but her smile
faded as soon as she heard the elevator doors close. Emily came out
of the bedroom where she had been listening. Her hair was wet from
the shower, her face devoid of makeup. She wore a black robe,
suitable for mourning her loss, and curled her bare toes in the
carpet.

"What are we going to do
now?"

Lark seemed to ignore the
question, staring at her wet bar before pouring herself a new
drink. She took it in a single draught, smacking her lips together
when it was gone. Still holding the empty snifter she turned and
stared out the window at the sun setting over the devastated
city.

"Now we move on to the next
engagement. Our war has been declared. The time has come to begin
claiming ground."

#

Riley was finally finished
with paperwork and processing at ten, having been called away to
other emergencies no fewer than five times in the course of her
work. The initial panic after the earthquake was fading. People
were still being rescued and dust was still settling, but the
infrastructure was intact. Like bees in a hive that had been
kicked, the initial burst of blind scrambling had been replaced by
an orderly response. Downstairs the injured that could be moved
were being transferred to hospitals that had found space for
them.

Riley went down to find
Gillian leaning against a wall, too exhausted to even search for
somewhere to sit. Without saying a word Riley slipped under
Gillian's arm and took her weight, walking her to the garage and
placing her in the passenger seat. Gillian melted into the seat,
already drifting off as Riley pulled out of the crowded
garage.

"Food?" Riley
asked.

"Later."

She had to agree with that.
She was hungry, but sleep was a more pressing concern.

By the time they arrived
home, Gillian had found enough energy reserves to get upstairs
under her own power. Riley climbed up behind her, one hand on
Gillian's hip to keep her steady. Gillian toed off her shoes in the
doorway of the apartment, sighing with relief as she wiggled her
toes in their socks. Riley nudged the shoes out of the way and
escorted Gillian down the hall to their bedroom.

They didn't turn on any
lights, giving up on undressing halfway through the process.
Gillian stretched out in her scrub top and panties, hands on her
stomach as Riley settled in next to her in jeans and an
undershirt.

"Busy day," Gillian
said.

"Tomorrow's probably going
to be bad, too."

"Not just tomorrow." She
sighed heavily. "We'll make it, though." She reached out and found
Riley's hand. She brought it to her lips and kissed the knuckles.
"You were different today."

"I'm not used to doing
damage control."

"No, I mean..." She smacked
her lips, eyes still shut. "You seemed calmer. More relaxed. You
were like one of those soldiers who kept their cool when everyone
around you was losing their heads. It kept me calm, knowing you
were there. Like an eye in the storm." She smiled sleepily. "You
keep me grounded, Riley. I don't know what I'd do without
you."

Riley's heart seized and she
forced herself not to clutch at it. "I'm not going anywhere,
sweetheart."

Not yet, anyway.

"I think..." Gillian's voice
was drifting, a mere echo of its former self. "I think I'm going to
try to get some sleep."

"Okay." Riley turned her
head and kissed Gillian's cheek. "You've earned a little rest. I'll
be right here when you wake up."

Gillian smiled.
"Good..."

Soon Gillian's breathing
became steady and even, and Riley watched her sleep. At some point,
when Riley's eyelids drifted down, they remained down and she
joined her wife in slumber.


Wrestling with
Angels

In the back of her mind, the
voice that was never quiet often chided her for what it called "bad
habits." She picked them up even before her brief sabbatical as a
mortal; the charade of sleeping every night, of eating and drinking
twice a day, bathing and laundering her clothing. None of it was
necessary once she was reunited with Zerachiel's divinity but
Caitlin Priest appreciated the routine. She even had a theory that
bathing was less about cleanliness and more about taking a respite
and clearing her mind at the end of a long day.

She stood under the spray,
letting it plaster her hair against her skull as she contemplated
her hands. Her fingers were long and slender, the nails pink with
just the right amount of distal edge extending from the cuticle.
She cupped her hands under the water and watched as it pooled,
crystal clear and cold as it traced the lines of her palms. She
splashed her face and then dragged her hands down to her breasts,
over her stomach, and between her legs.

Priest put off sexual
gratification - another affectation left over from her time as a
mortal - and finished bathing. She soaped her arms and hands once
more before she turned off the faucets and stepped out of the
stall. She toweled herself off and wrapped the towel around her
neck. She had cut her hair short a year earlier, a hack job with
her sword that had been smoothed out by Gillian Hunt's scissors,
and she had grown accustomed to it. She looked at her reflection in
the mirror, turning her head one way and then the other to admire
how it fell over her ears. She didn't need to maintain the
hairstyle, she just had to decide that it was the proper length and
it wouldn't grow any further.

She wanted to get a haircut.
She wanted to fumble with fingernail clippers to trim her nails to
the right length. She wanted hangnails. She leaned forward, her
pubic bone pressed against the edge of the sink as she examined her
reflection up close. She was human, down to the veins and
capillaries and the small cells making up the blood that ran
through them. But she was also more.

With a sigh she left the
bedroom. Her sleepwear was a simple pair of cotton trousers and a
white V-neck shirt. She walked barefoot to the window and rested
her palm against the glass. She closed her eyes and knew Riley's
exact location. It wasn't information she ever had to seek; she
always felt Riley's presence like a quiet and unobtrusive hum in
her consciousness. When it changed, even a fraction, she felt it
like a jolt.

Currently, Riley was asleep
but agitated. No... not agitated, but she was active. She felt the
world shift around her and opened her eyes to see Riley and
Gillian's bedroom. She was standing at the foot of their marriage
bed; Riley had migrated toward the other side of the bed and
Gillian had twisted to face her. Both were still fast asleep, but
they had reached out for one another in the night. Riley's legs
were wrapped around Gillian, gently thrusting against the curve of
Gillian's hip.

Priest departed before her
presence could disturb them, feeling like a voyeur as she moved to
another familiar site. In sleep, Kenzie Crowe's hair had fallen
away from the burns that she believed marred her features. She was
curled on her side, knees drawn to her chest, one hand under the
pillow. Beside her, Chelsea was sitting up and reading. Her right
hand skimmed the Braille on the pages as her left hand idly stroked
her partner's hair. She paused in both and lifted her gaze to where
Priest was standing.

"Caitlin..."

"Sh. I was just checking
in."

Chelsea smiled and spoke in
a low voice. "We're fine. You're welcome to stay the night if you
want."

"Thank you. But I think I
will let you both get your rest." She bent down and kissed
Chelsea's lips, then kissed the corner of Kenzie's mouth. "You have
both earned it. Pleasant dreams. I'm sorry for disturbing
you."

"You're always welcome in
this home, Caitlin."

Priest smiled and touched
Kenzie's cheek soft enough that she wouldn't be disturbed. She
wished Chelsea a pleasant evening and then returned to her own
home.

She went to the bed and drew
back the blankets. As much a ritual as bathing, Priest had come to
appreciate the joy of preparing for bed and resting her mind. She
smoothed the blankets over her legs and folded her hands on her
stomach. It was a form of meditation and drew the line firmly
between one day and the next. She remembered her first days as a
mortal and the utter exhaustion that had overtaken her when she
went a mere thirty hours without sleep. Now even when it wasn't
necessary, taking to her bed at least once a day made her mind
sharper and made her feel as energized as attending a prayer
meeting.

As she drifted off, she felt
Zerachiel's presence looming to fill the unconsciousness with her
own mind. Zerachiel always came to the forefront when Priest
slept.

The angel was never far
away.

#

Priest liked suits. She
understood the appeal of comfortable clothing, and she wore
loose-fitting cotton when she wanted to relax, but her preferred
work garments were three-piece suits. During her first year on the
mortal coil Zerachiel had simply manifested the suits, but Priest
eventually started to buy the real thing. She liked the feel of
them, savoring the smell that filled the closet when they hung
together as she ran her fingers along the sleeves.

Today she wore a light gray
suit over a robin's-egg blue Oxford shirt. Since Riley had
forbidden her from driving until she passed the test, Priest walked
to Riley's apartment and accepted Gillian's invitation for
breakfast. The earthquake still dominated the news; the situation
had progressed to rebuilding and recovery but there was still much
to be done. The Red Cross had set up safe places every few blocks,
taken the place of the ever-present Good Girls who seemed to have
vanished from the city overnight.

When she finished her
breakfast - which she only ate to be polite to the effort Gillian
put into cooking it - she stood and preceded Riley to the door so
the couple could have a private moment to say goodbye.

Priest waited until they
were in the car to speak again. "How was your evening?"

"Fine. Jill rented a
movie."

"Have you told
her...?"

"No." Riley cleared her
throat, uncomfortable with the topic. Priest watched her hand flex
on the steering wheel. "When is a good time to tell her? Right
before I head off to work? After we have sex? Should I just leave
her a memo on the fridge door?"

Priest pressed her lips
together. "Of course not. But she has to be told eventually,
Riley."

"I know. I'll tell her. I
just want--"

"Normal. Right."

Riley nodded.

They were still only a few
blocks from Riley's apartment when Riley's phone rang. She
transferred it from her pocket to a dashboard dock and turned it on
speaker.

"This is Parra."

A dispatcher responded, her
voice tinny and mechanical over the radio speakers. "Detective, we
have a report of shots fired near your home address." She gave an
address Priest recognized as an apartment building she had walked
past on her way to Riley's. "Any chance you could swing by and take
a look?"

"Yeah. Priest is with me and
we were about to head out anyway. We'll check it out." She
disconnected the call and shook her head. "The downside of being a
famous detective."

Priest smiled and braced
herself as Riley executed a quick turn and sped to the north
instead of east. They passed Gillian driving the opposite
direction, and Priest saw her twist to watch them before returning
her attention to the road. Priest pulled out her cell phone and
sent a text to explain to her what was happening so Riley could
focus on driving.

"Thanks," Riley
said.

"It's what I'm here for."
She reached into the backseat and retrieved their bulletproof
vests. She only wore hers for show, and because every time she put
it on made Riley pause long enough to put hers on as well. Riley
parked, the vest hanging unsecured off her shoulders as she rounded
the front of the car. She tilted her head back to look at the
building as she secured the Velcro straps and took her gun from the
holster.

"Be careful,
Riley."

"I'm always
careful."

"Yes. But this is the first
time we've encountered a dangerous situation since you acquired
your... deadline. I don't want you to feel you're invincible simply
because you know when you're supposed to die. You could still be
paralyzed by a bullet to the spine. Don't think you're
invincible."

Riley nodded. "Noted. Are
you ready?"

Priest gestured for her to
lead the way. The lobby had exterior doors at the front and back,
both currently standing open to create a cross-breeze. The call had
come from Apartment 2-B, so Riley moved to the left and looked up
the stairs. One of the ground floor apartments opened and a shaggy
young man stuck his head out. Priest motioned for him to go back
inside, and he retreated as he pointed toward the back
door.

"About two minutes
ago."

Priest looked at the door,
then nodded her thanks. Riley gestured for Priest to check it out
as she started up the stairs. Priest crossed the warped tile of the
lobby and stepped outside, looking first to the right and then over
her shoulder to the left. Both directions had narrow and dark
walkways that led back out to the parking lot. Straight ahead was
courtyard that contained a swimming pool that was gated shut until
summer.

She assumed that someone
fleeing would continue straight out of panic, even if that path
would take them into an enclosed area. She entered the courtyard
cautiously, sweeping her weapon one way and then the other to make
sure the shooter wasn't hiding in a corner.

"This is the police," she
said. "Show yourself."

She was near the swimming
pool when she heard sounds of movement coming from the other side
of the fence. An ancient patio chair had been pulled close, and she
saw a pristine shoe imprint in the grime that covered the plastic
seat. To preserve the evidence, Priest crouched and gently
propelled herself into the air, hovering just high enough to step
off the top of the fence. She landed on the other side, just ahead
of a pile of dead leaves.

Before she could even
examine the area, a man in low-riding jeans and a hoodie came out
from behind the small wooden lifeguard perch and raced toward the
opposite fence.

"Police!"

He twisted and swung his
right arm up across his body. Priest saw the gun and simply
reacted, raising her gun as well.

Priest pulled the
trigger.

The man's shoulder jerked
backward and his knees buckled, his aim wavering as he fell back
toward the fence.

She didn't know how much
time passed before she heard Riley calling her. She snapped out of
her fugue and stepped back, then ran around the empty
pool.

"I'm in here,
Riley!"

She knelt beside the man.
He'd dropped his gun, his hands resting palm-up on the dirty
pavement. He was trembling, his shirt soaking through with blood.
Priest heard Riley scrambling over the fence but couldn't take her
eyes off the suspect. His eyes were wide and frightened, his bottom
lip trembling as if he was trying to speak. She rested her hand on
the wound, applying pressure as she tried to undo what she had
done. Nothing happened, and she cried out in frustration as the
blood continued to pool around her fingers.

"I am sorry. I am so sorry."
She heard Riley landing on the concrete behind her. "We need an
ambulance."

Riley was a few feet away,
making the call, but Priest kept her gaze locked with the man she
had just shot.

She was still looking into
his eyes when he died, the ambulance sirens echoing off the brick
walls of the building.

#

The room was bland, gray,
cold. Priest sat on the wrong side of the table, the side normally
reserved for criminals, and tried to figure out what to do with her
hands. She finally pressed them together and bowed her head in
prayer for the soul of the man she had shot. The door opened and
she raised her head to see a man in a rumpled suit carrying two
cups with one hand, the other hand lugging a pitcher of
water.

"Hi. Sorry. Hope you haven't
been waiting long." He kicked the door closed and put his load down
on the table. "Would you like some water? Fresh and
ice-cold."

"No. Thank you."

"Well, it's there if you
want it." He sat down and pulled a small device from the inside
pocket of his coat. "I love these things. Used to be we had to haul
around big manila file folders and flip through the pages. Now I
just have to jab the screen and scroll around to find what I want.
It's amazing, don't you think?"

"I don't know."

He met her eye and took
sympathy. "Don't worry. This isn't a game of good cop, bad cop. I'm
not trying to be your friend just so you'll give yourself up. We're
not looking to get you on anything. We know what happened, and we
understand."

"I killed a man."

He nodded. "Yes. You did."
His chubby finger scrolled a bit on the screen. "You killed a man
named Jeremy Howard. He lived with his grandfather, who was
eighty-seven years old this morning when Jeremy decided he'd lived
long enough. So he tried to strangle the old man in his sleep.
Turns out, Grandpa was a veteran. You know what they say about
soldiers. They don't die, they just fade away. Well, Gramps wasn't
faded yet. He fought off the kid and tried to call 911. That's when
ol' Jeremy pulled out a gun and just shot the old man."

Priest remained frozen
during the story, staring at her hands.

"Jeremy had a criminal
record. He had a history of beating on his girlfriends and getting
them to recant when the cops showed up. He did drugs. He couldn't
hold down a job."

"So he deserved to die?"
Priest's voice was hoarse.

The man closed the file and
put his device down on the table. "No one deserves to die,
Zerachiel. They all die anyway, and nothing can be done about that.
Jeremy Howard was a bad young man. He should have died a long time
ago, but he's a rare case in which the person goes on living after
their soul withers. It was a diseased husk inside of him and it
made him a dangerous, angry person. No one deserves to die, but if
someone was due to die this morning then Jeremy Howard was the best
choice."

"I didn't have to pull the
trigger. If he had shot me, it would have hit the vest. Or even if
it didn't, I could still have survived. I didn't have to pull the
trigger..."

"No, you didn't. You could
have let him shoot you and then arrested him. When he was
eventually released back into the wild, he would have been a much
worse creature. You did the world a favor by removing him from it.
I know that you can't see it right now, Zerachiel, but you did not
commit a crime today."

"I must be held
responsible."

"Not by us." He slipped the
device back into his pocket as he stood. "Feel free to partake of
the water before you return. It really is quite good."

Priest waited for him to go
and then closed her eyes. The temperature dropped as the air in the
room changed. The dim glow of artificial light transformed into the
warmth of natural sun. She blinked her eyes back into focus and
found herself sitting in the backseat of a squad car, turned so her
feet could rest on the pavement. Riley was standing a few yards
away talking to an officer.

"Riley."

She turned and excused
herself from the conversation. "Cait. You okay? You looked like
you'd gone away for a while there."

"I did. They took my gun.
That's normal, right?"

"Yeah. There's going to be
an investigation, but it's not going to last very long. You'll get
your gun back once they verify the shooting was justified. And they
definitely will. We have the grandfather's testimony that the kid
tried to kill him."

Priest blinked. "The
grandfather is alive?"

"The bullet just grazed his
arm. I found him in the bathroom dressing it himself." She glanced
over her shoulder and then crouched. "Are you sure you're
okay?"

"I don't know. Zerachiel
spoke with someone and they agree that it was the proper course of
events. Every death is a tragedy, but Jeremy Howard's death was an
acceptable loss. I'm not sure I understand that. I don't understand
why my hand was the one that pulled the trigger. I killed him,
Riley. Ended his life. How can I live with that?"

Riley squeezed Priest's
hand. "You just... do." She winced and wet her lips. "Wow, sorry.
That sucked. I'm sorry, Caitlin, I'm not good at this sort of
thing. First time I shot at someone, I got lucky. He was charging
at me with a knife, completely insane on PCP, and I knew that short
of getting back in my car and running him down I was going to be
killed. So I pulled the trigger. In a situation like that, you
don't doubt whether or not it was the right thing. It was him or
me."

"But that's not what
happened to me, Riley. If he had shot me, I would have gotten right
back up. Actually, no. It might not even have phased me. I didn't
have to pull the trigger. I didn't have to kill him and he didn't
have to die."

Riley tried to think of the
right words, but they wouldn't come. So instead she put her hand on
Priest's shoulder, squeezed it, and crouched in front of her to
wait until someone came to tell them they could leave.

#

Briggs debriefed them both
in her office, getting Riley's report before listening to Priest's.
Once she was finished Briggs nodded. "Okay. We'll have to find a
way to fudge your aerial acrobatics a little, but it's not as bad
as I thought. You identified yourself, you gave him a chance to
surrender peacefully, and you only fired when he brought his weapon
up. Internal Affairs isn't going to find anything to make them
antsy."

"But I wasn't in fear for my
life. The self-defense claim is flawed."

Riley closed her eyes and
leaned forward. "You want to play what-if? What if you'd just let
him shoot you? I've seen you get shot before, Priest. It might not
kill you or cause permanent damage, but it knocks you down. Angel
or not, you would have been off your feet. Jeremy would have taken
that opportunity to get away from you. If he could have gotten to
the parking lot or the street, you think the guy who had just tried
to kill his grandfather and a cop would hesitate to shoot some
woman going out for groceries so he could use her car to get
away?"

"She's right," Briggs said.
"We're just providing the cleanest version of events to keep anyone
from looking too closely at this incident. If a different pair of
cops had responded to the call, the situation could only have ended
worse. It's due to your angelic nature that you got into the gated
area so quickly. Anyone else would have been forced to search for
an entrance. Jeremy could have taken that time to escape. Don't
spend too much time flagellating yourself for this, Caitlin. There
isn't a way this could have gone better, and that is on Jeremy
Howard's conscience. Not yours."

Priest nodded
hesitantly.

"Good. Now go home. You're
not suspended, but you won't do yourself any good sitting at your
desk doing paperwork. Relax."

"I'm not sure how I'm
supposed to relax."

Riley said, "You'll think of
a way. There has to be a church in session somewhere. Go top
yourself off with some prayer." She patted Priest's arm. "If it's
any consolation, I wish I'd let you go upstairs while I went after
the shooter."

 

Priest smiled. "Thank you,
Riley. I think I'll take the suggestion and take some
time."

"Leave your phone on. IA may
want to speak with you, but this should be cleared up very
quickly."

"Yes, ma'am."

Riley followed Priest out of
the office. "Want me to drive you home?"

"No. Thank you. I prefer
walking. Besides, there's a stop I have to make first. I apologize
for leaving you without a partner."

"It's fine. You just hold me
back." She winked and patted Priest's shoulder. "Go on. I'll call
you later on to see how you're doing."

Priest nodded her thanks and
went downstairs to the morgue. She paused at the door without
announcing herself, watching as Gillian performed an autopsy. Her
back was to the door and she was dressed in scrubs, her hair bound
underneath a loose cap. The overhead lights reflected off the
plastic visor she wore and obscured her features from view. Priest
was accustomed to seeing Gillian with Riley, rarely on her own, so
she savored the moment.

Gillian glanced over when
she finally approached, pausing in her examination. "Caitlin. I
heard about what happened. Are you all right?"

Priest opened her mouth to
respond and surprised herself by sobbing. Gillian quickly put aside
her instruments, called over another doctor to take over for her,
and quickly stripped off her gloves and apron. She put a hand on
Priest's arm to guide her into the office. She shut the door and
let her take the chair while she crouched in front of
it.

"I'm sorry." Priest wiped
her cheeks. "I seem to be feeling particularly mortal this morning.
Zerachiel doesn't know how to deal with what happened this morning
so she seems to have just retreated to hibernation."

"It was a traumatic
experience. I'd be worried if you didn't have some kind of
emotional breakdown. Is there anything I can do?"

Priest shook her head. "No.
I want help, but I don't know that anyone could do anything to make
this better." She swallowed hard and looked toward the window
between Gillian's office and the morgue. "Everyone keeps telling me
that Jeremy Howard deserved to die."

"That's not true. No one
deserves to die, and no one is beyond redemption." Priest was
startled at how closely Gillian echoed the angelic representative's
words. ÒBut from what I've heard, I think that Jeremy was in a
spiral this morning. He wouldn't have listened to reason and he
couldn't have been eased off the path he'd already started down. He
needed to be stopped before he caused damage that couldn't be
undone."

"But why did it have to be
me?" Tears rolled down Priest's cheeks again.

Gillian reached for a
Kleenex and dabbed the moisture away. "I don't know. But maybe..."
She thought for a moment. "Riley said that he tried to kill his
grandfather this morning. It seems to me that should be indicative
of his family situation. Maybe Jeremy Howard was destined to die
this morning, maybe some grand scheme said that this was the last
day he would be alive. And if he was estranged from his friends and
family, if he was all alone in the world, then maybe you were put
in that place so he would be treated with compassion in his final
moments and only an angel could have provided him with that solace.
Maybe involving you was a kindness."

Priest blinked rapidly. "Do
you think that's possible?"

Gillian smiled. "I know it
is. Jeremy Howard burned all of his bridges and destroyed any
goodwill his loved ones might have had for him. Your paths crossed,
and the last face he saw was compassionate and loving. He saw
someone who truly cared about him in the last moments of his life.
I don't know if that made a difference or not, but I know it had a
better chance of saving him than anything else. You weren't put
there to end his life, Caitlin. That would have happened
regardless. You were put there so that he would see someone cared
about him."

"Thank you."

Gillian nodded. "Of course.
If you want to stay in here for a while, you can crash on the couch
and I'll put out a Do Not Disturb note. You may not be mortal
anymore, but today you're more Caitlin than Zerachiel."

"I think I'll take you up on
that."

Gillian smiled and stood up,
offering a hand to pull Priest out of the chair. She took a blanket
out of the bottom drawer of her file cabinet. "Don't tell anyone I
have this stashed here." She winked and spread it over Priest's
lower body, tucking her in.

"May I ask you
something?"

"Of course," Gillian
said.

"You spoke of Jeremy being
destined to die, that a grand scheme was at play. Did Riley talk to
you?"

Gillian frowned, confused.
"About what?"

"Nothing. Never mind. It was
just a discussion we were having recently."

"Okay. Try to rest. I'll
check on you in an hour." She kissed Priest's forehead. "You gave
him peace, Caitlin, whether he wanted or deserved it. Now you need
to take some of that peace for yourself."

Priest smiled. "I'll do my
best. Thank you, Gillian."

"Of course. Rest
well."

She turned off the lights as
she left the office. Priest settled onto the couch, light coming in
through the blinds in thin slats. She didn't know if she would be
capable of sleep and didn't even really feel like trying, but
before much time had passed she found her mind drifting and soon
she was fast asleep.

#

"I know it's not much. The
wiring is bad and there's some kind of mold growing in the
bathroom." The man trudging up the stairs ahead of her recited the
litany of demerits with the resignation of someone who was being
forced to speak against his will. Most likely the building managers
had forced him to disclose any problems to all potential tenants to
protect them from a lawsuit. Zerachiel was uninterested but, for
the purposes of her subterfuge, she simply nodded as she followed
him to the landing.

"I'm certain it will be
fine."

The super unlocked the door
and shoved against the protesting hinges. He sighed heavily as he
walked into a living room musty with the scent of abandonment. The
ad indicated the apartment would be furnished, but the couch and
chair were only present because the previous owners couldn't be
bothered to drag them curbside.

"Oh. And sometimes you get
bleed-through from the church downstairs. Music and
hall-yay-you-juhs, that sort of thing. Usually you can ask 'em to
keep it down or put on headphones until the service is
over."

Zerachiel nodded absently.
"I'm sure I won't be bothered." She went to the kitchen to give it
a cursory examination. Crossing the windows to see the view, she
tried to think of what other things mortals would concern
themselves with when buying a new home.

"So what do you
do?"

The angel turned.
"Do?"

"For a living. Job, work...
you know. Income."

"I'm a police
officer."

His eyebrows rose. "Really.
No offense, but you may want to keep that information from some of
your neighbors."

Zerachiel walked toward the
bedroom and looked inside. "Why? Police officers enforce the peace
and protect the innocent."

"People around here aren't
exactly innocent. Just... you know, don't make a lot of noise and
no one will bother you too much."

"Thank you." She turned to
face him again. "This will be suitable."

He slapped the fist of one
hand against the palm of the other and snapped his fingers. "Well,
all right. Just have a few papers for you to sign and this little
slice of the world will be all yours. Well, for three years anyway.
That's, uh, standard lease length." He kept his eyes on her as he
turned, waiting to see if she protested the terms. She remained
silent so he nodded once and pointed back to the stairs. "I'll go
get the forms. You keep getting acquainted with your new
home."

Once he was gone, Zerachiel
walked to the window and looked out again. It was odd to be mortal.
It was odd to be female, to be breathing and standing and speaking.
But Riley Parra was facing a tremendous trial, and she required
someone physical to lean on. For her sake, Zerachiel was willing to
make the sacrifice of self. Pride was a sin, after all, as was
vanity. She would do whatever was necessary to serve her
charge.

She rested her palm against
the glass and felt the outside temperature. It was cool, and the
air was humid after the brief thundershower that followed Samael's
death. Her clothes felt unusual on her skin. She rolled her
shoulders and looked at the buildings across the street.

"Officer Priest?"

She hesitated before she
turned; she would have to get better at responding to the name.
"Actually it's Detective Priest."

"Oh. Sorry about that." He
held up a thin sheaf of papers. "Got your lease."

"Excellent."

She joined him at the
counter and took his pen. She signed her name for the first time,
watching as the letters appeared in the world: Caitlin Priest. She
would have to learn how to act more human before she approached
Riley. After the situation with Samael, Riley would be reluctant to
trust another angel.

Zerachiel knew that if she
was going to make any headway with Riley, if she was going to
become a partner, confidant, friend, she was going to have to
succumb to her humanity more than she was comfortable with. It
would be fine. She had no doubt she was strong enough to reassert
control if necessary.

She signed the last page
and, when she looked up, she was smiling. She could feel the
rigidity evaporating from her posture as she relaxed. She was
comfortable in this place, comfortable in her skin, as she slid the
paper back across the counter. "Here you go."

The super took the lease and
thumbed through it to make sure she hadn't missed a signature or an
initial. "There I go. Thank you very much, Detective."

"Please," she said. "Call me
Caitlin."

#

Priest woke before Gillian
came to check on her. She left the office, pausing to make sure
Gillian knew she was leaving. "Are you sure you're
okay?"

"I will be. Thank you for
your words, and for watching out for me."

Gillian lowered her voice.
"Just because you're a guardian angel doesn't mean you have to do
all the watching out. You keep Riley safe. I owe you a little
protection."

Priest tried not to flinch.
"I'll do what I can."

"That's all I ask. Come over
for dinner. You've had a rough day."

"I'll have to consider that.
I'll call you if I decide for sure I'll come, but right now I think
I just want to be alone."

Gillian nodded. "Call
regardless. Let us know you're okay."

"I will." She kissed
Gillian's cheek. "I love you."

"I love you too. And Riley
does, too. It's just..." She chuckled. "It's hard enough for her to
say it to me."

Priest smiled. "It's okay. I
know."

She left the morgue and
descended the stairs to the lobby. There was still evidence of the
provisional hospital that had occupied the ground floor of the
police station immediately after the earthquake that devastated No
Man's Land. She adjusted the collar of her jacket as she stepped
outside. She felt like she was abandoning Riley, felt like she
should shove through whatever maelstrom occupying her mind so that
she could lend a hand. But she knew she would be less than useless
for the rest of the day.

Convinced that staying would
do more harm than leaving, Priest turned away from the station and
resumed her walk toward home.

#

MacKenzie Crowe's fingers
were in her hair, and Priest tensed as their lips touched. They
were in her bedroom, standing beside the bed, both fully dressed.
Priest kept her eyes open and her hands hovered in the air on
either side of Kenzie's torso without making contact. To her left
she could see Chelsea Stanton between them and the bed. Kenzie's
tongue teased Priest's lips but she didn't allow it entrance so she
withdrew. She kissed the corners of Priest's mouth before taking a
step back and looking at her girlfriend.

They gave her a moment to
catch her breath before Chelsea leaned in. Kenzie put a hand on
Chelsea's cheek to guide her, and her thumb was caught between
their lips as they kissed.

Priest had asked for this.
She had seen how being with Gillian changed Riley, had made her
more complete. Riley's energy was electric, but Gillian seemed to
center it. She had seen a toy once with jagged sparks dancing along
the inside of a glass globe. Touching a finger to the outer surface
gathered all the energy into a single spot. Watching Riley with
Gillian was like that, and Priest had to admit she was
envious.

First she considered
watching Riley and Gillian making love, but she couldn't bring
herself to want it. She was far too close to Riley to feel
comfortable, and they had been together for long enough that their
lovemaking was an act of communion rather than debauchery. But
Kenzie and Chelsea were new to each other. She could watch the
progression of sex as it went from a primal need to an emotional
urge.

Priest's lips parted when
Kenzie's thumb brushed it, and Chelsea took it as an invitation.
Her tongue slid across Priest's lips and into her mouth, and she
had no choice but to meet it with her own. As she stumbled
backward, Kenzie moved to stand behind her. Kenzie's hands stroked
her shoulders before moving to the placket of her shirt. She undid
a button and pulled the material apart to stroke the skin
underneath.

She had watched them make
love a handful of times, had locked eyes with Kenzie while Chelsea
was between her legs, but Kenzie had finally suggested they turn it
into a true threesome. Priest demurred, citing her virginity, and
Kenzie had agreed to go at her pace. So they kissed, they touched,
and now they were preparing to take it to the ultimate level. She
moved her arm back to smooth her hand against Kenzie's hip, curling
her fingers in the rough denim as she curled her other arm around
Chelsea's waist to draw her closer.

In the past eighteen months
she had become more comfortable with her humanity. Caitlin Priest
was no longer just a name she used to disguise her divine origins.
She had developed likes and dislikes, and she had emotional
responses to the smallest, most inconsequential things. She
laughed. She wept.

She desired.

She turned her head and
Chelsea's lips dragged across her cheek. It was hard for her to
draw breath; not normally a problem but she was following the
commands of her mortal body now. Her face was hot and she wet her
lips as Kenzie finished unbuttoning her blouse. She hunched her
shoulders and let Kenzie take the shirt off of her.

"I want you..." It was a
gasp, a sudden declaration that she hadn't intended to voice. She
didn't even know which of the women she was speaking to. She wanted
them both. She kissed Chelsea's throat as her bra was undone and
Kenzie's thumbs hooked in the straps. Chelsea pulled it down and
then pressed her palms against Priest's breasts.

Earlier, Kenzie had asked if
Chelsea was sure about going through with their plan for the night.
Chelsea had kissed her and said, "I need someone to tell me how
beautiful you are when you come. Caitlin... I want you there. But I
want you to be my eyes. That's my only stipulation. I want you to
tell me how beautiful Kenzie is while we're making love to her."
Priest had agreed.

Now partially undressed,
Chelsea's lips on her neck and Kenzie stroking her back as she
knelt, Priest doubted her ability to remain coherent. Her pants
were unbuttoned and slid off her hips, left to fall on their own as
Kenzie drew down her underwear. Priest shivered despite the warmth
of the room and gasped when Kenzie placed a kiss on either cheek of
her ass and stroked the inside of her thighs.

Normally Zerachiel
maintained the mechanisms of Priest's body. Her heart rate,
respiration, body temperature, and everything else that came with
the human machine were kept at a steady rate. But now Zerachiel had
retreated and Priest was on her own. She found it difficult to
stand, not that there was a risk of falling pinned between her two
friends. Her skin was slick with sweat and her heart was thumping
against her ribs so hard that she feared one or the other might
fail and cause permanent damage.

When Kenzie's fingers moved
inside of her, Priest was unprepared for how it would feel. She had
touched herself sexually, of course. Her human nature demanded
exploration, but it was nothing compared to two of Kenzie's fingers
brushing against her sex. She bit off the cry of surprise that
broke from her, pressing tighter against Chelsea as she arched her
back. She bent her knees and pointed her toes. Her hands flattened
against Chelsea's back as Chelsea licked the shell of her
ear.

"Tell me what she's doing to
you, my angel."

Chelsea's voice was like a
physical caress, and Priest shivered in response. "She's touching
me."

"I want details."

Gathering her strength,
Kenzie's fingers stroking her vulva in anticipation of pushing
inside, Priest found her voice and began to speak softly into
Chelsea's ear.

#

Chelsea Stanton was in the
office alone when Priest arrived, tending to the white roses in the
greenhouse that abutted their main workspace. She paused in her
work, head tilted toward the door with a smile playing at the
corner of her lips. She wore dark purple lenses in silver frames
that hid her eyes, but Priest knew that the sight-deprived
investigator was looking directly at her. Due to her divinity, even
Chelsea could see Priest with clarity. She had once described it as
seeing a lighthouse through a fog bank.

"Am I
interrupting?"

"Not if you want to help."
She gestured vaguely toward her tools.

Priest took off her jacket
and rolled her sleeves to the elbow. She picked up a pair of snips
and moved to stand next to Chelsea.

"What are we
doing?"

"We're making clones."
Chelsea smiled. "We're just taking a piece of one plant and
cultivating it to grow another one. I can show you how if you're
interested."

Priest nodded slowly. "Yes.
I am."

Chelsea was an excellent
teacher. Patient and calm, she explained the steps and guided
Priest's hand for the first few cuts. When she was convinced she
had the hang of it, she returned to her own plant.

"I'm surprised you're not at
work. Even Kenzie is lending a hand at another precinct. I would be
there myself if..." She didn't need to finish her reasons, stopping
her hand as it rose to adjust her glasses. "Is Lieutenant Briggs
rotating detectives to avoid exhaustion?"

"No. That's a good idea,
though." She wet her lips. "I'm temporarily suspended."

"You? What in the world are
they investigating you for?"

Priest's hands went still,
the blades of her tool standing open around the stem of a
rose.

"Caitlin?" Chelsea touched
her shoulder, her voice softer now. "What happened? Tell me,
sweetheart."

"I shot a man. He
died."

"Oh, Lord." Chelsea turned
her around and embraced her. Priest held her hands out behind
Chelsea's back, unwilling to smear dirt on her blouse. "Hug me
properly, you stupid angel."

Priest smiled despite
herself and tightened the embrace. She sagged against Chelsea, who
took her weight without protest. Safely in Chelsea's arms, Priest
recounted what had happened. Reliving the details dulled them
somewhat, and sharing the information relieved it of some weight.
It made it easier for her to bear.

When she was finished,
Chelsea kissed her cheek. "Are you okay?"

Priest nodded. "I will be.
Everyone has been treating me so wonderfully. Gillian watched over
me while I napped in her office. Riley is being so understanding,
as is Lieutenant Briggs. They're willing to give me time to deal
with it, which I appreciate more than I can say. I ended a man's
life. It's very difficult for me to accept my part in
that."

Chelsea leaned back and
brushed her thumbs over Priest's cheeks. "When I was still in
uniform, I responded to a domestic violence call. When we arrived
the man was standing at the top of the stairs shouting obscenities
at me. I tried to talk to him, but he brought his hand up and aimed
something small and black at my head. I shot him. Later we
discovered it was a cell phone."

"How did you
cope?"

"I didn't cope. I felt
guilty, but the burden wasn't on me. The man, consciously or not,
made the decision to die. He made me his method of execution. When
he raised his hand, I didn't know if he could have killed me or
not. I didn't know if my partner was in danger. I had to make a
decision in a heartbeat. I don't know if I made the right decision
or not. If I had it to do over again, knowing what I do now, I
wouldn't pull the trigger. But in the moment you can't debate, you
can't question, and you cannot hesitate. In that moment you weren't
an angel and you weren't mortal. You were a police
officer."

Priest lightly kissed
Chelsea's lips. "Thank you."

"Go upstairs. Sleep. Gillian
had the right idea, but you need real rest in a real bed. I'll send
Kenzie up to check on you when she gets home."

"Okay. Will you be all right
alone with the flowers?"

Chelsea smiled. "I always
am. Sleep peacefully, Caitlin."

Priest thanked her again and
left the greenhouse. Weariness gripped her as she ascended the
stairs and went into the loft apartment Kenzie and Chelsea shared.
She always felt comfortable in their home; it had been one of the
few places she'd felt comfortable during her time as a mortal, and
returning there calmed her frayed nerves like a balm. She only
realized she had left her jacket downstairs when she began
undressing, but by that point she was too weary to even consider
going back for it.

In just her sleeveless
undershirt and panties, she crawled into the bed she had once
shared with Kenzie and Chelsea, taking the time to gather the
pillows to her chest before drifting off.

#

The glass was cold against
her palms. So cold it felt like burning, but she didn't notice.
Tears cascaded down her cheeks, plummeting from her chin but she
didn't care. Riley was dead. She had died violently, and so
suddenly, and she was gone. And she hadn't been there to help her
cross, to ease her passing. Zerachiel finally pushed away from the
glass and turned around to see Michael standing behind her. His
shirt was a drab brown, his trousers a brown-white desert
camouflage pattern.

"I've come to see you
away."

Zerachiel wiped the back of
her hand over her cheeks. "Where?"

"A child is due to be born
in three days. You will be assigned to her."

"No."

Michael stared at her. "Your
charge has passed, Zerachiel. She is beyond your help."

Zerachiel straightened. She
could tell that the thoughts roiling in her head weren't her own,
or they were her own but they were born of the emotion and frailty
in her human shell.

"There is more I can
do."

His eyes widened and he
shook his head slowly. "I know what you're considering, and you
must stop. It can't be done. You'll only succeed in destroying
yourself."

"I have to try. Her death is
my fault. I owe it to her to try putting it right."

She started past him, but
Michael gripped her arm and squeezed. Caitlin Priest acknowledged
the pain as his fingernails dug in through her sleeve, but
Zerachiel was beyond noticing pain. She tugged her arm free, his
nails scraping the flesh underneath hard enough to draw small beads
of blood.

"You would sacrifice your
entire existence for one person?"

"I would risk it for Riley.
She is vital."

"More vital than the one who
came before her? More vital than your first? Zerachiel, we have all
felt the need to do something more. But mortals are frail. Even if
we protect them from everything the world throws at them, they will
still one day fade."

Zerachiel said, "It's my job
to protect Riley. Instead I colluded with the Angel Maker and I
stood aside while she put herself in danger. If I had been present
I could have saved her without resorting to desperate measures. I
cannot stop now, or my time as Riley's guardian will have been for
naught. I can't allow her to die like this."

"It is not your place to
decide."

"I'm making it my
place."

Zerachiel left the
apartment, expecting to hear Michael pursuing her down the stairs.
When his footsteps didn't come she slipped through the ether to
arrive instantaneously at the morgue. She walked to the table where
Riley's body had been lain, nude but for the thin sheet covering
her from chest to mid-thigh. She put her hand on Riley's
shoulder.

Their last words had been
angry. Riley had died furious at her, and Zerachiel didn't know how
she could bear that for the rest of her days. She remembered days
when she had guided Riley into an alley so a rapist wouldn't see
her, the nights when she stood between Riley and a group of thugs
who intended to do harm to the first person they came across. And
the difficult times, when she had to allow a broken arm to prevent
a cracked skull, or when she had been forced to stand aside while
horrible things were done to Riley with her father's
blessing.

All the bad things she had
allowed to happen in her time as Riley's supposed guardian... she
hadn't possessed the power to change any of them. She had been told
there was a plan, and she believed it. But what plan would allow
Riley to die like this?

She wasn't aware of how long
she had been standing there, staring at Riley's lifeless corpse,
before she was startled by a side door opening. Gillian emerged
fresh from the shower, her hair wet and the collar of her scrubs
damp. She stopped and stared for a moment before she spoke in a
cold voice.

"She wouldn't want you
here."

"I know."

"Then get the fuck out." The
words should have been angry, but instead they were nearly a plea.
Zerachiel understood she was intruding on a sacred, painful moment
and wished there was a way for her to apologize. The best option
was to just do what she had come to do.

"I just... there's just one
thing I have to do."

Now Gillian's anger emerged.
"What? Do you have to steal her tattoo for the next champion? Do
you have to do some damn ritual to pass it on? Part of your damned
war? Well do it. And then I never want to see you
again."

Zerachiel put her hand on
Riley's chest. She met Gillian's eye. "I don't know what this will
do. Only one person has done it before, and he was more powerful
than I am."

Gillian looked exhausted.
"Just get it over with."

Zerachiel closed her eyes.
She heard Priest meekly protesting, insisting Zerachiel didn't have
to do this. But Zerachiel knew it was the only way to make amends.
She closed her eyes and corralled her essence into a single surge.
It flowed through her like a stream, emerging from her hand like a
honeyed glow. The pain was unexpected; she felt herself being torn
away from her physical body. She forced the dissipating energy into
Riley's body through strength of will, directing it like standing
in the center of the Nile and changing its course by extending her
arms.

When the last tendril of
energy left her and filled Riley, Priest's body was physically
thrown back in a burst of light. The shattering sound deafened her
momentarily, but her hearing returned by the time she hit the floor
with a bone-shattering impact.

Afterward she remembered
pain and isolation, with a sense of loneliness that she hadn't
expected crowding in on all sides. She opened her eyes and saw
Gillian kneeling beside her. And then she saw Riley. Alive, living,
breathing, whole. And despite the agony she smiled.

It had worked.

#

She didn't know how long she
had slept, but the bedroom was dark when she woke and someone was
curled against her. There was enough light for her to see who it
was, and that she had stripped down to her underwear as well.
"Kenzie?" she whispered. There was no response, so Priest didn't
try to wake her. Kenzie was lying on top of the blankets, her body
curled in the fetal position against Priest's side. She shifted
position so as not to disturb Kenzie, resting on her side so that
they were facing. She rested her hands on Kenzie's hip and let
herself fall back to sleep.

When she woke again, Kenzie
was awake and watching her. She smiled once Priest's eyes were open
and focused, and she began to move her hand in slow circles on
Priest's hip.

"Hey. You okay?"

Priest nodded.

"Chelsea told me what
happened. And Riley called to see if I would check in on you.
Thanks for making it easy."

"My pleasure." She kissed
Kenzie's lips, and Kenzie returned the kiss with passion. It hadn't
been Priest's intention to begin anything sexual, but the feel of
Kenzie's body against hers awoke a need she hadn't known she was
fighting. She pushed down the blankets to get closer, Kenzie
rolling onto her back as Priest straddled her. Priest sat up and
slid her hands under Kenzie's shirt, cupping her breasts as she
settled against Kenzie's hip.

"Yeah," Kenzie whispered,
giving blanket consent to whatever Priest had in mind as she
gripped the hem of Priest's undershirt. Priest wrapped her fingers
around Kenzie's forearm and rocked her lower body forward. The
bedsprings wailed, and occasionally one woman or the other would
make a quiet noise of pleasure or permission. Clothes were
discarded haphazardly, and Kenzie sat up only to have Priest shove
her back down onto the mattress.

Priest closed her eyes,
wishing she still had long hair to serve as a veil to hide her face
as she grimaced through her climax. She tightened her thighs,
closing Kenzie between them as she quaked and tensed. She lifted
her weight off of Kenzie's hip and scooted down. She lowered her
head, stretching out along the length of Kenzie's body and kissed
her. She pushed the shirt up to kiss the multitude of shrapnel
scars that she had only ever shown to two people. She ran her
tongue to the curve of Kenzie's breast and took the nipple into her
mouth, and Kenzie raked her fingers through Priest's
hair.

"Lower," she
gasped.

Priest obliged. She knelt
between Kenzie's legs, feet crossed underneath her as she bowed
forward like a supplicant. She guided Kenzie's thighs onto her
shoulders and kissed the soft cotton crotch of her panties. Kenzie
moaned, and Priest began to stroke with her thumb and forefinger.
Her other hand cupped Kenzie's rear end and squeezed, digging her
fingers into the soft flesh and pulling Kenzie closer to
her.

"She's between my legs,"
Kenzie suddenly gasped, and Priest realized Chelsea had joined
them. "Going down on me... her lips are so soft. God."

"Just her lips?"

"Fingers, too." Kenzie's
voice was barely more than a whisper. Chelsea put her hand on
Priest's back and stroked the bumps of her spine, making her
shudder.

Chelsea said, "And what did
you do for her?"

"She fucked me. Ro-oh..."
She grunted. "Rode my hip 'til she came."

Chelsea's hand drifted down
between Priest's legs, and Priest moaned as a slender finger pushed
into her.

"Oh, yes... she is very
wet." The hand was withdrawn and Priest knew Chelsea was sucking
the moisture from her finger. She pushed the underwear aside so
that her own middle finger could push inside of Kenzie. She moved
her lips to cover Kenzie's clit, sucked it into her mouth, and
within seconds Kenzie was in the grips of an orgasm.

"Don't forget to speak,
darling..."

Kenzie cried out in
frustration. "Finger. Sucking my..."

"Your clit?"

"Mm." Prolonged and
tremulous, it was the only acknowledgement Kenzie could
voice.

Chelsea's voice was a soft
purr. "She's very good at that, isn't she?"

"Yeah," Kenzie
murmured.

"Poor baby. Can barely
speak. Maybe you can do something better with your mouth instead."
Chelsea joined them on the bed and crawled on her knees, letting
Kenzie guide her until Chelsea was kneeling on either side of her
head. Priest closed her eyes and enjoyed the sounds as Kenzie gave
as good as she was getting. Kenzie came first, freeing Priest to
sit up and watch as Chelsea was pleasured.

When Chelsea came, she
twisted and reached for Priest. They kissed as Chelsea rearranged
herself so that she wasn't sitting on Kenzie's head. Kenzie pushed
herself up and rested against the headboard to kiss them
both.

Priest could feel Zerachiel
trying to exert control, attempting to return her vitals to normal,
but she pushed it aside. She wanted to feel the sweat drying on her
skin, wanted her erratic heartbeat and her rushed breath. She
watched Kenzie and Chelsea kiss in the dark, then kissed them both
before she moved to the edge of the bed.

"You don't have to leave,"
Kenzie said.

Chelsea said, "Stay the
night with us, Caitlin."

"Thank you. But I know what
has been gnawing at me. I need to go speak with someone." She
retrieved her clothes and dressed, then kissed both women goodbye.
"Thank you. I had no idea I needed this so badly."

Kenzie's teeth flashed in
the low light as she smiled. "Nothing like a celebration of life to
end a day like today. Call us if you need anything,
Cait."

"I will. I love you,
MacKenzie. I love you, Chelsea."

They echoed her sentiments,
both giving her a final kiss before she finally left. She waited
until she was downstairs before she sat on the bottom step and put
on her shoes. When she finished tying the laces, she looked down at
her feet and tried to talk herself out of what she knew had to
happen next. It was asking for an unnecessary conversation,
changing a perfectly civil situation into a particularly
argumentative one. She sighed, smoothed her hands over her slacks,
and pushed herself up. The day had been full of mortality, raising
her awareness that life could end in the blink of an eye. Her
emotions about Jeremy Howard's death were true, but they weren't
the true source of her emotional turmoil.

There was no getting around
it. If she wanted to have peace, she had to confront
Riley.

#

The sun rising over the
water made the city beautiful, but Priest wasn't watching it. She
had her eyes on Riley. She was only two years older, but she wore
them like a decade. She obviously hadn't wasted much time sleeping,
and her hair was going gray. Scars extended from under her collar
and touched her neck, and Priest couldn't help but wonder how many
more were hidden by her blood-stained clothing. Some of the blood
was fresh, some not so fresh. Riley looked away from the sun and
smiled weakly, as if she was out of practice.

"You're crying."

"Do you blame
me?"

Riley reached out and
brushed her thumb over Priest's cheeks. The gentle pressure made
Priest's heart seize. She held Riley's wrist and kissed the
moisture from the skin.

"What now?"

"Now... you have to burn me.
Now..." She forced Priest to look at her again. "You know you do.
If any part of me is left behind, it'll raise questions. Teeth, or
bones, anything that could be used to trace DNA... you can't leave
anything behind."

Priest sniffled and
nodded.

"Cait. I love you. I wish
I'd gotten a chance to apologize for everything I did to you...
before. And I'm sorry I'm doing this to you now."

"I've protected you for your
entire life, Riley. Why would I stop now?" She cupped Riley's cheek
and chastely kissed her lips. "Rest for now. I'll stay with you
until you pass."

Riley sighed and rested her
head on Priest's shoulder. Priest stroked her hair and tried to
keep herself from crying again. Her eyes burned and her body
hitched a few times, but if Riley noticed she didn't mention
it.

Riley's voice was so weak
that Priest almost didn't hear it. "I spoke to Gillian."

"Oh?"

"First time in... two years.
I forgot. How beautiful she sounds." She chuckled, but it rapidly
turned into a groaning cough. More blood blossomed on her shirt. "I
destroyed the world and went back in time, and I... slaughtered two
demons. And I didn't even remember how much I loved her. I did that
on a diminished amount of love." She laughed again. "Don't let me
forget this time around. I need to cherish her."

"I swear."

Riley coughed again. "Hey,
Cait."

"Yes, Riley?"

"You were a great
angel."

Priest closed her eyes and
let her tears flow free. One of them dripped onto Riley's face and
Priest apologized, but Riley didn't respond. Priest held her
tighter and watched the sun climb higher.

#

Riley answered on the third
knock, already dressed for bed. The lights in the living room were
off, but she could see down the hall behind Riley that the bedroom
was lit. Riley's hair was down, which was enough of a rarity that
Priest was momentarily thrown by the sight of it.

"Cait? Everything
okay?"

"Is Gillian
here?"

Riley nodded. "In the
bedroom. I could get her..."

"No. I want to speak with
you privately."

"Okay. Just... give me a
second." She left the door open and pulled on her shoes. She
disappeared down the hall and Priest heard quiet voices coming from
the bedroom. When Riley reappeared, Gillian came with her. She
stopped at the bedroom door, already dressed in her pajamas, and
raised her hand in greeting. Priest returned the wave with a smile
she didn't feel.

"Everything
okay?"

Priest nodded. "Yes. I just
need to speak with Riley."

"Okay. Don't keep her out
too late."

"I'll try."

Priest led the way down the
stairs and out into the building's underground parking structure.
She walked ahead to make sure they were alone, then turned to face
Riley as the doors swung shut behind her.

"Have you told Gillian
yet?"

Riley didn't have to ask for
clarification. "Not yet. I haven't found the right
time."

"There will never be a right
time, Riley."

"I know. But I can't tell
her when we're making love. Or right before, or after. And if I
tell her on the way to work... and when we come back from
work--"

Priest interrupted by loudly
barking, "And what about me?"

Riley was stunned by the
outburst. "What?"

"What
about me,
Riley? Have you thought about how this is affecting me? You're calm
and you're at peace with what's happening, fine. But you're going
to die, Riley. I'm your guardian angel. You may have learned the
day you'll die, but I learned the day I'm going to fail."  Her
voice cracked on the last word and she turned away. She longed for
Zerachiel to hold back the tears, but the angel had been silent
since Kenzie and Chelsea's bedroom. The tears burned, sitting
behind her eyes like a ball of hot steam.

When she trusted herself to
speak again, she kept her voice low and even. "I've lost every one
of my charges. That's the nature of protecting humans. It doesn't
matter how long they live, eventually something will take them and
they will die. I remember all of them. Their deaths still hurt me
when I think too hard on them. But I've never known any of them the
way I know you, Riley. And I never loved any of them as much as I
love you because I never loved with a human soul. I've lost you
twice. I don't know if I can lose you again.

"I understand why you're
focused on how Gillian will take the news. I know that she comes
first, and that is as it should be. But this is hard for me, too.
When you die, I'm not just losing you. I'm going to lose
everything. Caitlin Priest won't be necessary anymore so she'll
just... vanish. And I'll go on to my next charge, but I honestly
don't know if I'll be able to handle it. I can't imagine feeling
this hurt again. It's killing me to know that I only have two years
left. And I've felt like I couldn't say anything because Gillian...
of course Gillian is more important. But I have to know that you
know I'm being torn apart at the thought of losing you. And it's
worse because I saw you... the future you... Otheriley. I held her
as she died and I saw her draw her last breath knowing that I'll
have to do it all again in two years and it makes me
ache."

The silence grew until Riley
was certain Priest was finished. "Cait... I'm sorry. I never even
stopped to consider..." She looked away. "Gillian may be more
important, but you're just as vital. You saved my life countless
times just by being around. When Gillian left me, sometimes the
only reason I got out of bed in the morning was because I knew
you'd come drag me out if I didn't. I had to strive to be a better
person because I didn't want to disappoint you. I should have asked
how you felt. I should have taken a few minutes to say this to you
when we first found out. It's going to kill me to say goodbye to
Gillian, but it's going to be just as painful saying goodbye to
you. You've been more than my partner; you're my sister.

"I've only made it this far
because you kept me going. I'm not talking to Zerachiel, although
she's fine in my book, too. I'm talking about you, Caitlin. The
flawed, funny, weird, infuriating, clumsy human that I fought to
keep in my life when you gave up your divinity. I can't imagine a
life without Gillian in it, but I don't want to try imagining a
life without you, either."

Priest sniffled and faced
Riley again. "I love you, Riley."

"I love you, too." Riley
embraced her. Priest resisted the urge to collapse into the hug,
tightening her jaw against the tears that threatened to flow
freely.

After a long moment, Riley
whispered in a shaking voice, "I'm scared as all hell."

Priest nodded. "I know. But
I'll be here for you, Riley. Always."

Riley tightened her arms and
held onto Priest, reluctant to let go. And Priest was content to
let Riley hang onto her as long as she needed.


The Starry Cope of
Heaven

Gillian rolled over,
dropping her hand on Riley's hip. Her hand molded to the curve and
she pulled herself closer. Riley looked into her wife's face, the
slack lips and fluttering eyelids, to make sure she was staying
asleep before she returned her gaze to the ceiling. The apartment
was warmer than she liked, so the blankets were pushed down around
her waist. Gillian was swaddled in the excess length. She moved her
head against Riley's shoulder and murmured in her sleep.

"Armph."

"Mm-hmm," Riley whispered.
She had learned that if she didn't acknowledge Gillian's
dream-speak she would often repeat the gibberish statement until
the sound of her own voice woke her up. Gillian exhaled a sound
like "Hah," and Riley knew she had just lost some imagined
argument. She didn't mind.

Her right arm was pinned
underneath Gillian's body, so she brought her hand up to stroke her
back. The nightshirt she wore had ridden up, and Riley tugged it
back down to cover the small of her back. There was a tattoo there,
a drawing Priest had assured her would grant some of Riley's
protection to Gillian. It turned out to be a lie, but a
well-intentioned one. The well-intentioned ones were the worst, in
Riley's opinion. They misled not only the person being lied to, but
the person doing the lying. The only thing worse were lies of
omission.

Otheriley told Priest that
she was thirty-eight years, seven months, three days and four hours
old when her death was set. The minutes hardly mattered. She had
done the math and she officially had two years, one month, four
days and however many hours left before her debt came due. She ran
the numbers around in her head. Technically it was after midnight,
so she had three days instead of four.

She tightened her hand on
Gillian's back. Gillian tensed and furrowed her brow.
"Sweep."

"I know," Riley
said.

"Se-sey-sem."

"Yep."

Gillian chuckled softly and
Riley smiled.

So far the only person who
knew the truth was Priest. But a reckoning was going to come soon.
She would have to tell Gillian, of course, but Lieutenant Briggs
also needed to know. Chelsea and Kenzie would have to be told,
and... Aissa. The poor girl was still learning the ropes of being a
person outside of her monastery. She would only have three years of
life experience before she was responsible for the well-being of an
entire city against the forces of evil.

Gillian's breathing changed
and she shifted against Riley's side. A few seconds passed when she
could have fallen back to sleep, but instead she lifted her head
slightly.

"Still awake?"

"Yeah."

Gillian kissed her jaw.
"Poor baby. Want me to heat up some milk?"

"No, I'm fine. Go back to
sleep."

"I would, but nature calls."
She pecked Riley's cheek again and freed herself from the blankets.
Once she was gone Riley shook her arm and flexed the fingers that
had fallen asleep in its time trapped under Gillian. She sat up and
tented her knees under the blanket to rest her arms on them. She
could hear sirens outside and watched the curtains to see if they
were washed with red and blue. When the sirens continued past the
building, Riley smoothed her hand over her hair and stared into the
shadows until Gillian came back.

"Have you slept at all
tonight?"

Riley thought about lying,
but she knew Gillian would see through it. "No."

Gillian settled in beside
her and rubbed Riley's arm. "Does it have anything to do with
whatever you and Priest are keeping from me?" Riley looked at her
and Gillian smiled indulgently. "Something is going on, Riley. I
trust you to tell me everything when you're ready. But I also know
that keeping it inside is taking a toll on you. I hate seeing you
like this. As much as I enjoy waking up to see you watching over
me..."

Riley grinned. "I do like
watching you sleep."

"If you start singing that
Aerosmith song, I'm divorcing you." She brushed Riley's hair with
her hand. "You have to decide if keeping the secret is more
important than your health. As bad as it is, we can deal with it
together." She kissed Riley's cheek. "And I can handle whatever you
have to say."

"I'm sure you can," Riley
said. "Doesn't make it any easier to talk about." She checked the
clock. "How tired are you?"

"Please, in med school I
would have begged for four hours of sleep. Do you want to get up
and talk for a while?"

Riley hesitated and then
nodded slowly. "Yes. Get dressed... I want to go for a
walk."

"It's three thirty in..."
She caught herself. "All right. A walk." She brushed Riley's arm
and squeezed her bicep. "Thank you."

"For what?"

"Trusting me."

Riley smiled and kissed
Gillian before she got out of bed and started to dress.

#

In addition to the beds that
normally filled the room, they had found space for cots and
sleeping bags so that most of the aisles were congested with
sleeping bodies. Aissa knew that Eddie didn't like overcrowding the
shelter like this, but there wasn't much other choice. Thirty-eight
percent of the people in the neighborhood had either lost their
homes entirely or the buildings were rendered uninhabitable by the
earthquake.

Aissa wore a sweatshirt from
somewhere called Stan Ford with sleeves that she had to constantly
push up to her elbows so they didn't fall down over her hands. She
carried a canvas bag with the strap across her chest, its bulky
body bumping against her hip with every step as she surveyed the
sleeping quarters before continuing to the kitchen. Anita Cashion
was still cooking despite the late hour, since some of their guests
were on a different clock than others. Her hair was limp and dead
as she moved from one burner to the next, barely glancing up as
Aissa entered.

"How are you coping?" Aissa
asked.

"I'm hanging in there. This
is the last batch, and it'll go into the fridge so anyone who wants
something can get it."

Aissa put her bag on the
counter. "I found some more supplies."

"Found?" Anita's skepticism
was weary as she began going through what Aissa had brought her;
she couldn't afford to be picky about how they kept the shelves
stocked. "You got some good stuff this time. Beef
stew..."

"I heard someone asking for
that yesterday."

Anita smiled. "I didn't know
you were listening. Thank you, Aissa. Just so long as you didn't
rob Peter to pay Paul." Aissa stared at her without comprehension.
"It means you're taking from one needy person to feed another. I
don't want this if any of it came from someone's
pantry."

"It didn't. At least no one
who will miss it."

She kept her supply raids to
the center of town, the neighborhoods less affected by the
earthquake. She further narrowed her scope to homes purchased with
ill-gotten gains. Drug dealers, people connected to the Five
Families. Everyone she stole from could count on a steady income
and a full larder. The people of No Man's Land, the people her
so-called victims exploited, didn't have that luxury. She felt no
guilt over repurposing a few cans of beans and some stew. She
didn't tell Anita or Eddie any of this, knowing they would have to
remain in the dark for deniability if the police ever caught her
breaking in somewhere.

She helped Anita stock the
shelves. "We don't have much in the way of bedding, but there's a
couch in Eddie's office you can take..."

"I'm not sleepy. If you
don't need me here, I plan to head back out."

"Aissa, you've done enough
for one day. And I'm talking the day that started three hours ago."
She put her hand on the girl's shoulder. "Have you slept in the
past twenty-four hours?"

"Of course I
have."

"More than a catnap,
Aissa."

She sighed. "We were trained
for long hours of worship and training. I'm not used to setting
aside eight hours a night for sleep. And you need the
help."

"Well, I can't argue that."
She ran a hand through her hair and looked around the kitchen. "Can
you cook?"

"All of the sisters are
trained in the culinary arts. Would you like me to take over
here?"

"Yes. Unlike the Good Girls,
I was brought up on eight hours of sleep a night. And I kind of
like to see my husband once a day."

Aissa smiled. "Say hello to
him for me."

Anita kissed her on the
cheek and untied her apron. "Call me if you need anything. I'm
serious. We're all pulling double duty around here after the
earthquake and I'd rather feel tired than guilty." She passed the
apron to Aissa, who put it on and took Anita's place at the stove.
Anita told her what was nearly done, what steps were required on
other things, and made sure the fridge had everything she
needed.

Finally, Anita left and
Aissa was alone in the kitchen. She appreciated the silence, the
still air that reminded her of being home with her sisters and her
Mother. She missed them terribly but knew that this place was her
calling now. Even without the tattoo on the back of her neck
identifying her as Riley Parra's successor, she would have remained
when the rest of the Good Girls went home. Well, most of the Good
Girls. Cerys was still here, mourning the loss of the sister she
had loved more than the others.

Cerys wasn't adjusting to
secular life as well as Aissa. She still wore her white robes,
changing to more modern dress so she could wash it in the laundry
room of her building every night. Aissa's robe was reverently hung
in the closet of Eddie's office and worn only for her daily
prayers. She didn't have an official residence, choosing instead to
sleep in whatever beds the shelter could spare. It was as close as
she could get to the communal feeling of sharing a room with her
sisters.

When the food was finished
cooking, she transferred everything to Tupperware dishes and put
them in the fridge for later in the day. She cleaned up the counter
and washed off the utensils, wiping her hands on a towel before she
turned off the lights and left the kitchen. She was a little tired,
now that the subject had been broached, but there weren't beds to
spare. And there was always the possibility that someone might need
the couch in Eddie's office more than she did.

If sleep wasn't possible,
she would wake herself up with activity. The nights recently had
been unseasonably cold, so she paused to put on a jacket before she
went out. One of her new friends, a homeless veteran who was trying
to overcome a speech impediment, had given her an olive-drab
military cap. She put it on and tucked her hair behind her ears as
she stood on the sidewalk, her hands in her pockets. She walked to
the curb and stood silently.

She never consciously chose
which direction she walked when she left the shelter. Sometimes she
would hear a siren, or a screech of tires would draw her attention.
Sometimes there would just be a feeling that drew her east rather
than west. She waited, lifting her eyes to the clear night sky,
alert to the world around her as she waited.

#

She had heard people calling
her the Scarred Detective. She didn't mind, except insomuch as it
made it more difficult for her to blend in when she wanted to go
undercover. There was a half-moon chalked on the door, almost
invisible in the dark thanks to the recessed entryway. Kenzie
looked over her shoulder to make sure she hadn't been followed as
she walked into the alley. A knit cap was pulled low over her ears,
and the collar of her oversized military jacket was turned up to
further obscure the scar tissue. She had to get the jacket from a
surplus military supply store; the jacket she already owned fit her
too well for her purposes.

This week's signal knock was
a rapid-fire staccato rhythm that left her knuckles sore. She
stepped back to the middle of the alley as she'd been instructed
and waited for a response. No one ever came to the door in the
first minute after a knock, working on the assumption that anyone
who wasn't supposed to be there would get bored and wander off in
that time.

Finally the door opened to
reveal a man who looked like a ferret standing upright. His
clothing was third-hand, at best, and lank brown hair hung down on
either side of his hatchet face. He sniffed loudly then leaned out
to look past her.

"Yeah? What?"

"I'm McKenna. I got some
stuff for you."

He stared at her again and
worked his lips against his teeth. Finally he stepped back and
motioned for her to come inside. Kenzie looked down the alley once
more, then went into the back room of the shop.

"You got a wire?"

Kenzie unbuttoned her jacket
and held it open to reveal her heavy plaid shirt that was
purposefully buttoned wrong over a white T-shirt. "That's as far as
I'm going for you, pal. Your boss wants security, he can see it for
himself."

"Nah, nah." He opened a door
that looked as if it should have led to a closet but revealed a
steep, narrow staircase. "Up the rabbit hole."

Kenzie looked up toward the
landing and stayed where she was.

"Problem?" the man
sighed.

"Mama always told me not to
get into coffin-like spaces with weird men who smell like frying
meat."

The gatekeeper's lips
twisted. "Bet you do lots of stuff your mama told you not
to."

"Lead the way."

He entered the space and
Kenzie gave him a few inches before she followed. The angle of the
stairs made her feel as if she was climbing a ladder that had
slipped just a little, tilting her perspective so that when she was
back on solid ground there was a moment of vertigo. The ferret man
took advantage of her disorientation to quickly pat her down. He
slapped her hips, the outside of her thighs, and the small of her
back before he declared her safe.

"Buy a girl some dinner
first, Fess."

"Sorry, boss. You said to be
sure."

Kenzie looked toward the new
speaker. The room was full of tall metal shelving with milk crates
arranged like safe-deposit boxes. The boss was standing at the head
of one aisle, dressed in a rust-red jumpsuit unzipped enough to
reveal a relatively nice shirt underneath. He was handsome in a
grease monkey sort of way, with thick black hair and a smile that
would be charming under different circumstances.

"You must be
McKenna."

"And you must be Graham. Is
that a first name or a last name?"

"Both and neither. You told
my friend downtown that you had access to some material I might be
interested in obtaining. You understand, though, it's a buyer's
market these days."

Kenzie nodded. "Right. Why
pay more when there's always someone else willing to rob for a
little less money."

Graham held out his hands as
if helpless. "This is a business, after all."

"Right. Well, Mr.
Businessman, I have a confession to make. My name isn't McKenna.
I'm Kenzie Stanton. I'm a private investigator."

Graham rolled his eyes.
"Excellent screening process, Mr. Fess." He advanced. "We're not
interested in violence or making people like you disappear. So if
you turn around and leave, and forget where this place
is..."

Kenzie held up her hands.
"I'm not here to shut you down. I have a client whose house was
robbed. She doesn't care about the TV or the computer, but you - or
one of your people, most likely - took a photo album that is
irreplaceable. The money you would get selling the binder to a pawn
shop is hardly worth the trouble it would cause to make me an
enemy. So why don't you just hand over the album, I'll take it
back, no harm and no foul. We walk away tolerant of each other's
continued existences."

"Photo album." He rubbed his
chin and scanned the milk crates. "I remember quite a few photo
albums. I'm not exactly sure which ones were from which
house."

"I have a description if
that would help narrow it down."

Graham waved his hand
dismissively. "Then I'd have to go through all this stuff... I
admit we have a bit of an inventory problem. I want to help. I do.
But I could just throw out the pictures and still get a good price
for an empty album. I wish I could help you."

Kenzie closed her eyes.
"Damn. Okay, make the call."

"I already made it, Ms.
Stanton."

Fess pressed a gun against
the back of Kenzie's head, just hard enough that she could feel it
through her knit cap.

"It's Mrs. Stanton," she
calmly corrected. "And I wasn't talking to you. Gatekeeper, what's
your name again? Fess? Listen, Fess. In about three minutes, cops
are going to break down that little door downstairs. They're going
to come up the stairs and what they see depends on you. Are you
going to be a go-fer who gets offered a deal to flip on the big
fish, or are you going to be the fool with a gun?"

The pressure wavered. Graham
was staring over her shoulder at Fess, urging him to pull the
trigger. After a moment, Fess dropped his hand.

Kenzie shrugged. "I tried to
play nice. You chose this outcome, Mr. Graham."

He reached into his jumpsuit
but Kenzie was too quick for him. She twisted at the waist, took
Fess' gun and shoved him away all in a single fluid motion. She
flung herself toward the wall as Graham fired, ducking behind one
of the shelves. She considered using the aisles as a maze, but
there was a much more elegant solution. She gripped the far edge of
the shelf and shoved. She wasn't strong enough to knock it over
entirely, but she upset the balance enough that the boxes on the
top shelf spilled their contents in a wave of electronics and
jewelry.

Fess, rather than waiting
for the best case scenario Kenzie had postulated, made a run for
the stairs. He had only gotten halfway down before a group of
police wearing body armor blocked the lower doorway. Kenzie heard
his cry of surrender and picked through the fallen debris until she
found Graham. She took his gun away from him and held both in the
air by hooking her thumbs around the trigger guards.

The cops reached the landing
and Kenzie made sure they saw her arms were up. "MacKenzie Stanton,
Stanton Investigations. Mr. Graham is under this pile here. Gun in
the right hand is mine, gun in the left is his."

The officer in the lead took
the weapons from her. "You're good, Mrs. Stanton."

Kenzie dropped her arms and
stepped out of the way. Half a dozen officers poured out of the
stairwell to help clear the second floor. Kenzie descended the
stairs to the antique shop that served as Wayne Graham's front. The
front windows were awash with blue and red lights, and Detective
Delgado was waiting for her by the alley access door. She took off
her cap and unhooked the fiber optic camera from her ear. The wire
trailed down the side of her neck, under her hair, to a pack hooked
to her bra strap.

"They never check the hat,"
she said as she handed it over. "Hopefully the picture won't be too
obscured."

"As long as the audio
works," Delgado said. "Thanks for your help."

"Sure. Look... I know we had
a deal, but the photo albums..."

"Sorry, Kenzie. You called
us in before he handed them over. They're part of the crime scene
now. They're evidence."

Kenzie grimaced. "I was kind
of hoping to give them back to the Fergusons tonight."

"It's late and they're
old... come by the station tomorrow morning and you can sign them
out. You have my word. We're not going to prosecute Graham on
sentimental charges, so I doubt we'll need them for court. You can
come by any time after eight. Happy?"

"You're a peach,
Thomas."

"Get outta here before my
heart grows three sizes."

"Eight in the morning," she
confirmed.

He waved over his shoulder
and headed upstairs. Kenzie walked outside and fished her phone
from the inner pocket of her coat. She turned off the speakerphone
feature and brought it to her ear as she stood on the sidewalk.
"Thanks for the assist, babe." She waited for a response and then
smiled. "Chelse, turn off the mute."

"--mn it. Can you hear
me?"

"Now I can. Did you hear
Delgado?"

Chelsea said, "Eight
o'clock. Come on home and go to bed. I'll pick up the album and you
can give it back to the Fergusons after you've gotten some
rest."

"I'll go to bed, but do I
have to rest? I was thinking a celebration might be in order." She
smiled as she walked. "Did you hear how I introduced
myself?"

"I did." Chelsea chuckled
softly. "First time you've said it out loud. How did it
feel?"

Kenzie thought for the right
word. Then she chuckled. "It felt right. Almost twenty-four hours
and I'm not having any regrets. Seems like it might
stick."

"Well, then we'll have to
apologize to Riley and Priest for not inviting them to the
ceremony."

"Ceremony." Kenzie scoffed
and stopped on a street corner. "I don't want to badmouth your
wedding, but it was a formality. We just confirmed we're going to
be together from now on. I didn't need a wedding to make it
official... but I liked saying the words out loud to you. I'll
never leave you, Chelsea. I'll never love anyone the way I love
you."

Chelsea was quiet for a long
moment. "Wow. I think you're sleep-deprived and saying things
you're not thinking about."

"No. I'm saying things I'm
always too anxious to say in person. No more. MacKenzie Stanton
speaks her heart. Get used to it. I love you."

"And I love you,
Mac."

Kenzie hated the name "Mac."
When she was a kid, using it would lead to a punch in the arm if
she liked you or in the face if she didn't. At the police academy,
she had to constantly correct anyone who tried to go with the more
common shortening of her given name. Once she joined the Army she
just identified herself as Kenzie from the get-go and avoided the
discussion. But Chelsea could get away with it. And when Chelsea
said it, Kenzie got chills up and down her spine.

"I'll be home in about
twenty minutes. Keep the place warm for me."

"I will."

She hung up and looked back
to make sure none of the cops had overheard her conversation. She
was about to step off the curb and leave when she spotted a girl in
a Stanford sweater and a ponytail of wild blonde curls emerging
from underneath a military cap. She only saw the girl briefly
before she disappeared down the alley, but she could have sworn she
recognized her.

"Aissa...?"

She checked her watch. She
had enough time to check it out and make sure the girl was all
right before she went home. If Aissa needed help, Kenzie could
always call Chelsea and say she'd be late. She would rather miss a
little sleep than leave the heir to Riley's champion title alone in
No Man's Land without backup.

#

"I'm expecting the worst...
just so you know."

Gillian had her hands in her
pockets, her left arm threaded around Riley's. They were hunched
together, walking down the sidewalk close to the buildings so they
would better blend into the shadows. Gillian's breath plumed out in
front of her, forming the shape of her words in the air before
evaporating. A friend had once told Riley that if she held her
breath on a really cold night and exhaled as hard as she could, the
resulting cloud would be equal to the size of her lungs. She had no
idea how accurate his statement was, but she couldn't shake the
dubious fact from her mind even all these years later.

"That's probably a good
thing. I'm not even sure where to start."

"The beginning is always
good."

Riley considered that.
"There are two beginnings. I'll go with the one that's less
confusing." She cleared her throat. "The day Lark Siskin 'announced
herself' as Marchosias' new champion, she decided to make her
presence known with three murders. She killed Annora Good, Wanda
Kane, and--"

"The previous
mayor."

"Right. But her original
plan was for a fourth death, the day after the other three. She
wanted to scramble us and then go for the crippling shot. She
wanted..." Riley's voice trailed off and her eyes felt warm. "I
heard all of this third-hand from Priest, so I'm not exactly privy
to the exact details. Keep that in mind."

Gillian reached up and
brushed away Riley's tears with the pad of her thumb.

"The fourth target was-- it
was you. She wanted to kill you."

"Oh." Gillian tensed. "How
did you and Priest stop it?"

Riley sidestepped the
question. "She sent two demons to the morgue to wait for you the
morning of the earthquake. The day I called you and kept you from
going to work... they were waiting for you."

"My God." She tightened her
arm on Riley's. "How did you know?"

"I'll get to that. Just
imagine what would have happened if they succeeded. They didn't
want to just kill you. Their plan was worse than death. It was a
violation." She looked to make sure Gillian understood and then
quickly looked away again. "They would have left you alive but
trapped in the moment, reliving it, until your body shut down after
hours or-or days of torture. If I found you, I would have been
forced to... take mercy."

Gillian stopped walking.
Riley faced her and Gillian cupped her face. "I'm
sorry."

Riley nodded and kissed her.
They held each other for a long, silent moment before Riley stepped
back. She kept her hands on Gillian's shoulders and looked down at
their feet.

"If that happened, I
wouldn't have stopped at mere vengeance. I would have made every
demon in this town pay for what those two did."

"But it didn't
happen."

"This time it
didn't."

Gillian watched her. "What
do you mean 'this time'?"

"It happened. The first time
around, it happened. I kill--" Her throat closed and she blinked
back fresh tears. It was almost a minute before she was able to
continue. "I went after them all. Apparently I turned against
Priest and Kenzie, Aissa... everyone. I eventually made an
agreement with Marchosias. He helped me find a way to come back
using the Ladder. I spoke to someone on the other side and
convinced them to give me another chance. So I came back. Well, she
did. Priest and I have been calling her Otheriley. She called you,
probably... to hear your voice again. Did you say you loved me when
she called?"

"I don't remember."
Gillian's voice was soft, frightened. "There's... another Riley
Parra running around?"

Riley shook her head. "She
stopped the demons Siskin sent for you, but the damage they
inflicted on her was too much. She died after telling Priest
everything I just told you."

"Oh, my God. And the
Ladder... opening it must have caused the earthquake." She cupped
Riley's face again, warming her cheek. "That's what you've been
holding back. Riley, the damage isn't your fault. The consequences
aren't on you. Don't blame yourself."

"That's not..." She
swallowed the lump in her throat. "Thank you. But that's not what
we've been keeping from you. When you... died... in the original
timeline, your death was set. It became a fixed point as the end of
your life. As champion, my death has always been possible. Every
minute of the day, I could die. So in exchange for coming back and
keeping you alive, I made my death a fixed moment in
time."

Gillian tried to say
something, but no sound came from her moving lips. Only plumes of
condensation that dissipated between them.

"In order for you to survive
that day, I'll die when Otheriley did. She was two years older than
I am now, so--"

"Two years?"

Riley flinched, Gillian's
suddenly loud voice echoing in the canyon of buildings that
surrounded them. She sobbed softly and touched her forehead to
Riley's.

"Two years."

"Two years, one month, four
days, and--"

"Nowhere near long
enough."

Riley closed her eyes. "No."
She put her arms around Gillian, holding her as she
cried.

#

Emily Simon, Lark Siskin's
only remaining assistant following Abby Shepherd's arrest, rarely
slept. She was required to be available during business hours to
answer calls and set appointments. At night she was responsible for
security at the mayor's loft. She was allowed to change into
sleepwear - black silk pajamas - but sleeping was forbidden. It had
been easier before, when she could alternate shifts with Abby. Now
it all fell to her, and the strain was exhausting.

She stood at the foot of
Lark's bed, hands clasped behind her back as she watched her
employer sleep. The deceptively frail-looking blonde wore white
silk pajamas and a matching sleep mask, her right hand limp on the
pillow next to her face. Somewhere in the city sirens sounded, and
Emily moved around the side of the bed. Her bare feet sank
soundlessly in the plush carpeting as she adjusted the volume on
Lark's white noise machine so that the sirens wouldn't wake her.
She reached out and gently stroked the hair away from Lark's face,
her touch so tender that it wouldn't disturb her any more than the
change in air pressure when the heater kicked on.

Emily loved Lark, as Abby
had. They would do anything she asked them to. The surgeries were
proof of that. Emily no longer saw her own face when she looked in
the mirror, but she saw the face Lark desired. That was enough for
her. And watching Lark slumber was more refreshing than eight hours
of actual sleep.

Content that Lark was
sleeping soundly, Emily left the room walking on the balls of her
feet, her hands behind her back so that she had the proper
shoulders-back-chest-out posture that Lark preferred. There was a
small refrigerator in the living room and she crouched in front of
it, opening the small drawer that kept her syringes nice and
chilled. The only bright side to losing Abby was that now Emily had
twice as much for herself.

The drug was her own design,
a concoction of stimulants that helped keep her alert. She had
created it in another lifetime, when she wore another face and had
another name, before she met Lark. She held the glass vial in her
hand, warming it just so, and then pushed up the right sleeve of
her pajama top. She injected the crook of her elbow and gasped as
the frigid medicine entered her bloodstream. Her hand, balled into
a fist to raise the vein, relaxed until her fingers were splayed.
Her lower lip trembled with relief and she exhaled sharply. It was
like stepping into a cold room after wandering in the
desert.

She was awake. She was
alert. She was ready for a new day.

Emily stood and smoothed
down the wrinkles in her pajamas before she closed the fridge.
There was a noise from the corridor and Emily turned toward it.
Lark was adamant about disruptions in her sleep schedule. If she
woke, she would deal with the inconsiderate clod and then dole out
punishment to Emily for not taking care of it before she was
disturbed. Emily did not want to deal with another session so soon
after taking her injection, so she moved to the door and silently
slipped out of the apartment.

The desk between Lark's
front door and the elevator was empty, as it always was between
midnight and five in the morning. The computer was on, the screen
glowing with the official seal of the mayor's office rotating in a
field of blue. Emily didn't have to search, since the space was too
short and narrow to allow any hiding places.

She put her hand on the seat
of the desk chair and felt warmth. The keyboard was askew. Emily
followed the logical conclusion and turned her gaze to the ceiling
tiles. She picked up the desk phone and dialed direct to the
lobby.

"This is Miss Simon. Lock
down the building. All entrances and exits are to be sealed until I
give the all-clear. Am I understood? And if a single alarm sounds,
you will answer to me." She hung up the phone and opened the bottom
drawer of the desk. Inside was a lockbox, the combination to which
she had long ago memorized: it was Lark's birthday, a holiday to
those in her inner sanctum.

She removed two guns from
within and tucked one into the waistband of her pajama pants,
wielding the other. She could have gone back to dress, but she
doubted it would take long to deal with the intruder. From the
desk, she - and it would have to be a she, due to the size and
weight needed to accomplish the feat - had removed the tile and
used the pipes to pull herself up into the narrow access space.
Then she would have shimmied along to the elevator, entering the
shaft. With the car stationed at Lark's apartment the intruder
would only have had two options.

The elevator opened on an
empty car. That left a single option: the intruder must have gone
up. Emily stepped into the car and pressed the button to
ascend.

She had to hurry. If Lark
woke to find her gone, there would be hell to pay.

#

They sat next to each other
on a cold stone stoop, Gillian's arms on top of her knees to
cushion her cheek. Her eyes were still wet but the tears had
stopped falling. Riley had one hand on Gillian's back, the other on
her arm. After several minutes of staring into space, Gillian
turned toward Riley, folding against her body in the instinctive
posture of vulnerability. Riley held her, resting her cheek against
the crown of Gillian's head.

"But you've been so happy.
So calm. Is... is that denial?"

"Maybe a little. I accept
it, though. I went through it all with Priest, the bargaining and
looking for a scheme to get out of it. She said that there's no
fix. We've screwed up the timeline before, brought me back from
things I shouldn't have walked away from. But this time is
different."

"Why? How can you accept it,
Riley?"

She thought for a moment,
trying to put into words something she'd been feeling since Priest
dropped the bombshell on her.

"Ever since I was thirteen,
I've known I could die. I would wake up and think one of my
father's friends would get a little too rough, or I'd steal from
the wrong shop, or I would just walk into the wrong bar wearing the
wrong colors. Then I became a cop in No Man's Land, and I knew all
it would take was a lucky shot to take me out. Death has always
been right around the corner. I never cared until I met you, until
I finally had something to lose."

Gillian lifted her head and
kissed Riley's cheek. Riley stroked her hair.

"The first time I died, I
got thrown off a building. An angel brought me back. Then the Angel
Maker punched me with a knife in his hand, a lucky shot. Zerachiel
brought me back."

"So... what? Third time is a
charm?"

"No." Riley wet her lips. "I
wasn't supposed to die those times. They didn't mean anything. This
time, no matter how my heart stops, I'll be dying to save your
life. I'll know that my sacrifice means you got another day. I can
not only live with that knowledge, it's how I would choose to die.
I only regret that I'll be leaving you behind."

Gillian looked into Riley's
eyes. "I don't know what I'll do without you, Riley."

"Well. We have time to
figure it out. I'm going to spend the two years I have left making
sure you have a lifetime worth of love." She kissed Gillian's lips,
and Gillian held her when she tried to pull back. The kiss finally
broke and Riley smiled. "Wow. Yeah. Like that."

"Why didn't you tell
me?"

"Because I wanted everything
to be normal. Good and bad, ups and downs. I didn't want everything
tinged with a ticking clock. But I had to tell you. I had to tell
you so that you could decide for yourself what you
wanted."

Gillian frowned. "What I
want?"

"If you stay with me to the
bitter end or... wean yourself off. Walk away while you can. The
small pain now or a big pain later."

"It will never be a small
pain, Riley. And if I only have two more years with you, I'm not
going to waste a single second of it." She attempted a weak smile
and touched Riley's bottom lip. "You gave your life for me. I
always knew you would, in theory and hypothetically. But you
actually did it. You love me that much?"

"More," Riley said. "We're
just lucky the world gave in to my demands so cheaply."

"I don't want to live
without you," Gillian whispered.

Riley's expression hardened.
"Don't say that, Gillian. I gave my life so you could live on. Even
if you have to go on without me. Your survival is all that
matters."

"But I would do the same
thing for you, Riley. If it meant you lived--"

"Sh. What's done is
done."

"I can't die for you because
you died for me first?"

Riley chuckled. "Something
like that."

Gillian looked out into the
street. A van was moving slowly down the street, tossing sheaves of
bundled newspapers onto front stoops. Traffic had picked up
slightly as people woke and headed to work before the
rush.

"You know I love Priest...
but I don't care what she says. So what if she says there isn't a
loophole this time? She brought you back from the dead. You were a
corpse, and she brought you back in one piece. You were thrown off
a building and you came back. So the angels won't help you this
time. Fine. It's the mortal's turn." She grabbed Riley's hand and
squeezed hard. "You fought to save me. Now I'm going to fight to
save you."

Riley kissed Gillian again.
"I love you."

"I love you,
too."

"C'mon. Let's go home and
get some rest."

Riley stood and helped
Gillian up off the stoop. She put her arm around Gillian's waist,
already feeling calmer and more relaxed now that she had revealed
her secret. She looked at her watch and sighed.

"You do realize we have to
be at work in about an hour."

"Yeah," Gillian said. "Maybe
we'll get lucky and it'll be a slow day."

#

Emily stepped out of the
elevator with the gun at her hip, pausing to scan the room in front
of her before she ventured out. The room was wide open, with no
separation between rooms beyond furniture that demarcated different
areas. Everything was leather and dark oak, and even her bare feet
made a quiet noise against the hardwood floor. The room smelled of
sex and oil, remnants of Lark Siskin's celebration from the night
before. She had been officially named mayor, and the debauchery had
only been muted by the absence of Abby. Emily forced herself to put
aside her loneliness and focus on the problem at hand.

She blocked the elevator
until the doors slid silently shut behind her so the intruder
couldn't slip through. "There's no need to be afraid. Your
punishment will be swift... I assure you, there will be no pain. It
will be just like going to sleep." She moved into the room,
scanning for movement in the shadowed corners. "You should take
your punishment. You broke into this place, and you were caught.
You've been bested, and it's only proper for you to accept your
loss."

She pivoted on the ball of
her right foot, spinning to look back the way she had come. The
room was open, but there were plenty of places for a wily opponent
to conceal themselves. She didn't have time for this. The sun would
be fully up soon and Lark would awaken. Then Emily would have a
punishment of her own to face. She set her jaw and turned in a slow
circle.

"You will be found. The
longer you make me search for you, the less inclined I will be to
show mercy. I understand that a quick death is hardly incentive,
but keep in mind that you are going to die regardless. You will
never again going to breathe fresh air, and you will never see the
sun. I'm giving you the chance to leave this world
peacefully."

The intercom buzz, startling
her. She growled and stalked to the panel, scanning the room as she
held down the button.

"What?"

A guard from the lobby
spoke, his voice echoing slightly but as clear as if he'd been in
the room with her. "Ma'am, there are two people here who insist on
speaking with someone in charge."

She pressed her lips
together as she watched for any signs of furtive movement in the
room. "Tell them to return during business hours. It's not even
dawn."

"Yes ma'am, I've told them
as much. They say they're investigating a break-in."

Emily considered that for a
moment. "Continue the lockdown on the upper floors, particularly
the Mayor's recreation floor. All security sensors should be
activated. No security codes on this level should be
accepted."

"Ma'am?"

"You heard me. Even if
they're using an authorized code, don't accept it until you have
confirmed the identity of the person using it. Tell our guests that
I'll be right down."

"Yes, ma'am."

Emily called the elevator
and faced the room again. "You'll not get out of this building.
You've made me very angry, miss. Very angry indeed." She tapped the
gun against her hip and stepped into the waiting car. She pressed
the door close button and then, a moment later, opened them again.
She stepped out and listened to the room. It was completely still.
Emily smiled slightly, proud of her opponent for not breaking
cover, and nodded. "Very good, little mouse. I'd have been
disappointed."

She rode the elevator to the
private floor, stopping just long enough to get a robe before
continuing to the lobby.

There were two guards on
duty, and both of them were hovering near the windows that fronted
the building. They turned at the sound of her approach and Emily
saw to whom they had been speaking. One was a woman in her late
thirties, a shock of brown hair falling forward over her face in an
attempt to hide the burns that marred her jaw line. She wore an
army jacket so large that the sleeves covered her hands. Next to
her was a young girl, barely into her twenties if she was even that
old, dressed in a threadbare college sweatshirt and a military cap.
Part of her surprise stemmed from the fact their early morning
guests weren't Parra and Priest.

"Do you have any idea what
time it is?"

"Yes, ma'am. Sorry." She
spoke loudly to be heard through the glass. "My name is MacKenzie
Stanton. I'm a private investigator. This is Aissa Good; she works
at a shelter in the area. We have reason to believe that a homeless
girl has gotten into your building through a wall in the garage
that was damaged by the earthquake. She was just looking for a warm
place to sleep and now we're afraid she's gotten trapped and can't
get out."

"There are laws against
trespassing." Emily tried to disguise her irritation; this private
investigator and her friend from the shelter meant that she
wouldn't be able to dole out the proper punishment even if she did
find the intruder. "As it happens, I believe your little friend
made it up to the mayor's private residence. I could have her
arrested from breaking and entering."

"Please," Aissa said. "She
didn't mean any harm. Whatever she did, I'm certain she was just
trying to find a way out of the building. She's completely
harmless."

An alarm chimed from the
security desk, and one guard went to respond. Emily watched him go
before focusing on the women outside.

"Leave your contact
information. When we find this girl, we'll call the proper
authorities and have them get in touch with you in regards to
bail."

Kenzie glanced at Aissa.
"Ma'am, maybe you want us to show you how we think she got inside
your building. Just so this sort of thing doesn't happen
again."

It would be useful
information to have, and it would save her time trying to find it
herself. She checked her watch and saw she had forty-five minutes
before Lark's wake-up time.

"Very well." She motioned
for the guard to unlock the door, and looked back at the one who
had returned to the desk. He gave her a thumbs-up and she nodded
before stepping outside into the cold. It cut through her robe as
if it wasn't there, the wind plastering the legs of her pajamas to
her body. She cinched the robe tighter and gestured for their two
guests to lead the way. They walked down the sidewalk, along the
cement planters overflowing with leafy green shrubbery.

"We're very sorry to bother
you so early," Kenzie said without looking back at her.

"Just consider yourself
fortunate that you didn't disturb the mayor."

"Perish the thought," Kenzie
said under her breath. Emily didn't like the woman's tone, but
decided to ignore it for the time being. The sidewalk was freezing
under her bare feet, but she forced herself to ignore it. It wasn't
cold enough to be painful.

They entered the underground
garage, which was kept open at all hours. Security lights burned
yellow-orange at ten-foot intervals, casting eerie lights on the
cars of building security. The kitchen staff had arrived and, she
knew, were busy preparing the mayor's breakfast upstairs. The sight
of their vehicles prompted another look at her watch.

"Who is this
girl?"

"No one of consequence,"
Kenzie said after a moment. "She's a... runaway."

Emily said, "Why are you
lying to me, Stanton?"

Aissa said, "Maybe because
it's none of your business who she is."

Kenzie spoke the girl's name
under her breath and Aissa turned away. "Sorry about her. The girl
is a friend of hers."

"You should tell your friend
not to violate private property. There are plenty of other places
for her to sleep. Breaking into a building only means she'll be
sleeping in prison." She smiled coldly. "The silver lining is that
she will at least get three hot meals and a warm bed."

The woman put a hand on the
girl's arm, apparently forestalling a counterargument or an attack.
"We'll definitely have a discussion with her. Miss... I'm sorry, I
don't think I got your name."

"Emily Simon."

They arrived at the back of
the garage, near the elevator banks. Sure enough there was a
sizeable crack in the foundation. It wouldn't be large enough for
most people, but Emily remembered that the intruder had apparently
spider-crawled between a set of pipes and the drop-ceiling acoustic
tiles. Their quarry must have been incredibly petite, or abnormally
agile. Possibly both. Kenzie put her hand into the crack and
nodded.

"This goes straight to the
Underground. She came up, probably slipped into the maintenance
hatch for the elevator, climbed on up hoping she could find an
empty room where she could bed down."

"Seems like a lot of trouble
when she has a friend who works for a shelter." She looked
pointedly at Aissa. "Did you not offer your friend a place to
sleep?"

"The shelters are
overcrowded. Maybe you didn't notice the earthquake damage in No
Man's Land was a lot worse than a little crack in the
wall."

Emily said, "Oh, we noticed.
The mayor is dedicated to providing assistance to each and every
afflicted person." She paused. "Provided they go through the proper
channels and submit all the necessary paperwork, of
course."

Kenzie stepped between Aissa
and Emily. It was a subtle move, but one that wasn't lost on either
woman.

"You should get that checked
out," Kenzie said. "No telling how much damage a bad foundation can
do to the entire building."

Emily's eyes flashed. "What
did you say?"

"A bad foundation?" Kenzie
looked genuinely confused. "The... big-ass crack..."

"Yes. Of course, no." She
nodded, putting aside a ghost of a memory. A bad foundation. She
swallowed and nodded back toward the street. "I would thank you to
leave now. The day is about to begin, and I have much to
do."

Kenzie took out a card and
held it out to her. "So you can have the police call us when you
find our friend."

Emily took the card and
glanced at the writing on it. Stanton Investigations. "Thank you
for calling our attention to the foundation issues. We'll certainly
amend this as soon as possible."

"Right. Come on, Aissa.
There's nothing else to do here."

Aissa hesitated, but then
followed Kenzie out of the garage. Emily stepped forward and peered
into the crack. It was wide enough for her to fit through, but only
just. Her robe and possibly her pajamas would catch on the rough
walls and she would be stranded. Even if the intruder was a child,
she would have had to be incredibly determined to use this method
of entry. Emily looked back at Kenzie and Aissa as they left the
garage.

She knew they were lying. It
was simply a matter of which part of their story was the
lie.

#

Riley opened the apartment
door and, as she stepped inside, felt Gillian press against her
from behind. She was turned and pressed against the wall, too
surprised to even cry out before Gillian's lips covered hers. She
gave in as Gillian's tongue parted her lips, and she passively took
it into her mouth as Gillian pushed up her brown leather jacket to
grip the waistband of her jeans. Riley got her arms around Gillian
to grab her ass and pull her close, approving of the situation
physically since she couldn't speak at the moment.

When the kiss broke, Gillian
gasped and brushed her lips over Riley's closed eyes. "I thought we
could try to go back to bed, sleep for another hour or so, then get
up for work... or I could take advantage of being awake with you."
She kissed the corners of Riley's mouth. "How tired are
you?"

"Sleep is overrated. But
going back to bed..."

She tried to push Gillian
toward the bedroom, but Gillian resisted. "No..." She pushed Riley
against the wall, her hand against Riley's shoulder until she was
certain Riley would stay put. She bit her bottom lip and sank
slowly to kneel in front of Riley. The jeans were snug enough that
Riley hadn't worn a belt, so Gillian simply undid the button and
dragged them down her hips, pausing to pull the underwear down with
them.

Riley flattened her palms
against the wall and closed her eyes. Gillian ran the tip of her
tongue over Riley's hips, then down into her pubic hair. Her hands
brushed over Riley's inner thighs to ease them apart. Riley bent
her knees and looked down, making eye contact just as Gillian's
tongue pressed flat against her. She moved one hand up to find
Riley's on the wall, and Riley threaded their fingers together as
Gillian's other hand joined her tongue.

First there was just a
teasing brush of knuckle, then Gillian moved her lips to Riley's
clit and eased her finger inside. Gillian murmured, resting her
lips against sensitive flesh so that the vibrations transferred to
Riley.

"Good?"

"Yes..."

She barely moved her head
away from Riley to speak, her breath warming the already hot flesh.
"How good?"
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