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To my readers, who have been nothing but supportiaad
kind, not to mention patient#

This book is for you. Yesyou.



IAnd it came to pass, when men began to multiply othe
face of the earth, and daughters were born unto te that
the sons of God saw the daughters of men that thewere
fair; and they took them wives of all which they cbse. The
Nephilim were on the earth in those days, and alstter-
ward, when the sons of God came unto the daughteré
men, and they bare children to them, the same becam
mighty men which were of old, men of renown."”

Genesis6:1-2, 4
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ightning cracked the sky with a harsh, purple-

white illumination. In its wake, a crisp tang of
ozone and something deeper. Out of habit born ofnig
training, Portia Gyony tasted the air, drawing in aeep
lungful of breath through her mouth and nose at omc
There it was, the sulphurous dark stench of brimste.

ICareful now, he sees you." Imogen%s voice wasisoft
her ear. Portia could only feel the spirit hoveringust be-
hind her right shoulder. She nodded and hoisted the
crossbow with quivering arms. She fiddled with thérass
tension dial, twisting it until it clicked and then some.
IRelax and let your gifts work for you, don%t forteem."

Il don%t think | can do this," Portia whispered. Sinad
been so confident once, so vibrant and fearless.

IOf course you can," Imogen laughed, just as shedha
when she%d been alive, just as she had when shae8ad b
Portia%s partner in the flesh. 'Now quickly, notcyour
bolt, he is getting ready to spring."

Imogen%s hand was suddenly solid and firm on her
shoulder, and Portia shot. She reloaded and shotiag
striking her small but vicious target with a heavywet
throk followed by a scream that would have turned her
hair stark silver-white if that hadn%t already hagped to
her years ago. Portia drew in a shuddering breatiealiz-
ing only then that she%d been holding it. She s&ddrward
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through the thick ground fog. There, about twenty det
ahead, was the writhing body of the fiend. Fiends exe
hideous little imps with ravaged red flesh twisteé&nd
thickened like it had been horribly burnt. She loaed an-
other bolt and fired it directly into the thing%somnical
head. It erupted in acrid blue-green flames, and Ra re-
fused to step back from it, even though the stenchkas
abysmal. When the flames had died to hot, oily asheshe
scraped the fetid matter into a lead cylinder.

IWell done, my dear." Imogen%s voice died into the
breath of wind, and after one last petulant crackf thun-
der, the storm also cleared and Portia found herfseh-
tirely alone.

The chapter house was mostly dark when Portia arrived.
She checked her pocket watch and found that it wasell
past midnight. The flickering gaslights in the litary were,
of course, lit. Since coming to this rambling marms as a
child, she had never seen that room dim. She broudter
motorized cycle sputtering to a halt in the front sund-
about. It had been a lonely ride home without Imogéb6s
comforting presence, but the ghost had pushed hdfse
hard out there. Becoming solid took a great deal exer-
tion, not to mention the scouting Imogen had beenaihg
beyond sight. Portia was eager to get inside whdneogen
could speak to her with greater ease. She swung het-
tered leather Gladstone bag over her shoulder arfted
her corset into a more comfortable position. It was new,
modern accoutrement with the latest in spring steeind
real elastic, but the damn thing still rode up ondr. She
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kicked the dust from her boots before slipping intbhe
elegant but forbidding chapter house.

'You are not coming in without giving report, are
you?" Lady Hester%s voice stopped her cold in hacks.
The headmistress had not even bothered to look uprh
her desk at the far side of the library. Lady Hestbe-
longed to the Edulica sect of educators and govesses,
charged by the Primacy of the Grigori with findingorom-
ising children and teaching them their true Nephim
heritage and purpose. She was a strong, gracefumaa
with thick golden hair only just starting to grey & the
edges. She looked hale for being one hundred anghei
years old. She had raised Portia and her fellowsdamad
then gone into semi-retirement, overseeing her chegy
house, keeping tabs on prospects, and reportingthe
Primacy.

Portia paused in the doorway. At twenty-four, she as
only a few months shy of her age of majority, butddy
Hester could make her feel like a child caught slew
from the cookie jar. 'Might it wait until morning?"

Hester turned and pushed her tiny gold-rimmed
glasses up onto her regal forehead. INo," was ak said.
It was all she needed to say.

Portia nodded, defeated, and shuffled into the liary.
She felt the weight of the night%s long ordeal oertshoul-
ders, and in the warm glow of the library%s gasiglshe
could see that she had singed the hem of her dust8he
sighed and dug the leather-wrapped lead cylinder toaf
her satchel. She all but dropped it on the desk.

Hester dropped her glasses back onto her nose and
gazed at the cylinder. 'What was it?"
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IFiend."

IDid it incinerate on its own or did you need to bun
it?"

IWent right up when | put a Blessedwood stake ingt
head."

She nodded at the dirty case sitting on her spottes
desk. All of it is in here?"

IEnough of it, yeah." Portia crossed her arms ant-s
fled a yawn.

Hester folded her hands, hiding the tremor of tempe
in her fingers. !Portia, please."

Portia looked away, staring instead at the dark &nof
burnt cotton at the edge of the tan canvas of heoat. She
hated few things in life more than apologizing. Shdrew a
deep breath and put on her best and most sincerelyn-
trite expression. !l am sorry, ma%am. 1%m jusd.tivday |
be excused to a bath and to bed, please?"

Hester nodded but cleared her throat sharply. !One
last thing."

'Yes?"

IWas Imogen with you?" The question hung between
them.

Hester%s gaze was penetrating, and Portia often-won
dered why the headmistress asked after Imogen nigift
ter night. Did Lady Hester harbor any enmity towarder
for Imogen%s death? Hester's face was inscrutable.

Portia lifted her chin and returned the Lady%s cool
comportment. !Imogen is always with me."

Hester tilted her head and regarded Portia a longom
ment before scratching out a note with her fountaipen.
'You may go," she said absently.
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Portia%room was at the farthest corner away from the Ii-
brary, with a south-facing window looking out overthe
Blessedwood orchard. Once the door was shut, shesgel
a familiar flurry of perfumed air around her. The édroom
had become Imogen%s haven. Portia kept a smallktroin
Imogen%s most cherished possessions, and beingsnelar
comfortable and safe surroundings seemed to giveeth
spirit strength. Within heartbeats, beside the bedp-
peared a beautiful young woman with rich red hairral
deep olivine eyes flecked with gold. She looked sblhu-
man, and alive. It was an illusion. Imogen Gyony Ha
been dead for two years.

'You did well tonight,” Imogen said, all charm and
grace. She hopped up and nearly danced across thenr
toward Portia. She stole a kiss and pulled the fadedigo
kerchief off of Portia%s head. Silver tresses tiedbdown
over Portia%s shoulders, and with glad effort, Irangran
her fingers through their ethereal curls. Portia neer let
anyone else touch her hair. She hated it. She%deshat
more than once and dyed it a hundred times, but moat-
ter what she used, no color ever stuck to it. Theher
children of the chapter house had mocked her for, ieven
Lady Hester had been less than kind.

Her hair had been light as a child, she remembered,
but had darkened as she%d grown, becoming a deep au
burn. But as she grew into adolescence, it had begw
pale again, turning nearly tow-blonde as it had beavhen
she%d been but a lass. At seventeen she had bewmideo
ered old enough to endure her trials and was senitdo
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hunt her first demon. Alone on her birthday, as sooas it
was dark. To track and destroy a demon in combat wad
prove her worthiness to join the Gyony, the warrioisect.
The demon had been a fiend. She had defeated itt the
soul-piercing death cry had brought her to her knese And
when she had risen to collect its damnable asheke'd
found that her hair had turned silvery white. It slamed
her, and she kept it as secret as she could.

Imogen twirled a lock of Portia%s hair around he¢he-
real fingers. INow that it%s done, you can never Hat
that way again, you realize. You are invulnerable fiends
and shock-sprites and any number of ghastly ghotlsler
vaporous lips were playful against Portia%s cheek.

Portia shook herself free of the spirit%s toucheSias
in no mood to be cheered or seduced. !l am not happ
with my performance tonight. | made some stupid mis
takes. | froze up."

'You worry too much. You always worry too much#
But | suppose if you didn%t, then you wouldn%t hyebe-
loved$" Imogen froze, fear widening her eyes. 'He%s
coming#" Her voice was all but swallowed in the fusof
light and breath as she vanished.

The door swung open and Nigel Aldias strolled in #s
it were his own room. !Good evening, sweet fostersser.
Back late, | see."

Portia%s back stiffened and she met his eyes with u
blinking assurance. !Since when do you just waltato my
guarters?"

Nigel%s dark grey gaze flitted across the room spau
specifically on Portia%s hair. His mouth bent indoderi-
sive half-smile. She fumed. He had not and would no
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ever let her live that mistake down, nor any otherEspe-
cially not the one that had cost Imogen her life. id nos-
trils flared and his grey eyes narrowed. !'You%vel ltmm-
pany. | smell a lady%s sweet perfume." After a daap
showy inhale, he chuckled. !Ah, yes, the scent dfiés, so
precious to thedead"

IWhy are you here?"

Nigel sat down on the corner of her bed and crossed
his long, elegant legs. He%d been found on the tfisiaps
of the chapter house in a hatbox, but he had growrom
an abandoned infant into a powerful necromancer and
was already a ranking member in the House of Aldias
Nigel was a prodigy; he was still three years awkigm his
majority and two years Portia%s junior. But the Add, the
sect of magic-users who fought with unseen poweirather
than with their own hands, did not seem to care. Hy
had a habit of assuming that the rules did not agpto
them. The Gyony thought poorly of the Aldias. Theekl-
ing was mutual.

Nigel%s smile was a contemptible mockery of aftecti
Do | need a reason to come and visit you, fostaster?"

He was oily. And Portia owed him a favor, a big oné
was Nigel who had ensnared Imogen%s soul, tyirig the
mortal realm using the strength of her celestial higage.
Imogen was able to remain by Portia%s side amorrglith
ing, but she was terrified of Nigel and his tricksShe re-
fused to be anywhere near him, mostly in case heartged
his mind. Portia could not blame her in the slighs and
also avoided Nigel%s company as best she could.

Il had a rough night, Nigel. Can we revisit this sal
call over breakfast tomorrow, perhaps?"
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He picked at something invisible on his immaculatel
manicured fingernails. !Oh, | suppose.” He sighedc
searched Portia%s face, looking so burdened anpesc
tent. Portia was immediately on guard. !Dear fostesister,
| have been thinking&. What do you think would happen
to this chapter house if something were to becomd o
Hester?"

I LadyHester," Portia corrected testily.

He spread his hands in a gesture that might haveshe
mistaken for an apology by someone who had never-be
fore met him. !'You have not answered my question,
Portia, my sweet."

Il honestly say | have never thought about it."

IHaven%t you? Really? An ambitious lass like yoliyse
am surprised#"

ISpill it, Nigel, or so help me, I will scream folEmile
and have you removed."

He looked affronted. !That would be awfully rude.
And after | have been so good to you. And to youreb
loved Imogen."” When he saw that Portia was listergn he
continued. 'My point is this: Lady Hester Edulicasi re-
tired from her recruiting and educational responsiltties.
| have seen the Primacy missives that all but disaiher
from duty. The few of us who remain in this house W be
twenty-five soon and entitled to leave our fosterag And
then, what shall become of the place?" He glancehbat,
the feigned pity was all but carved into his facéThe Ii-
brary, the resources, the orchard. It should be mé&ined
by the Primacy. Or by a worthy replacement.”

Portia shook her head, chasing the weariness frorarh
mind. She yawned widely. !So, that%s all? You caipe
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here in the middle of the night to say that you wanme to
support you to take over the chapter house when Lyad
Hester retires?"

He tilted his head, as if carefully considering her
words. Surprisingly, he smiled. !'Yes." He nodded @émose
to his feet, sweeping a lock of dark hair behind $iear.
IYes, that is what | am asking you. Can | count oyour
support? We have always been so close, you and ndA
you know there is nothing that | would everrefuse you."
He touched a lock of Portia%s hair.

Portia winced at the intimate gesture and brushedsh
fingers away. !Sure, Nigel. When, and the time comes, |
will do what I can. | doubt it shall mean much. Neher of
us are Edulica. You%ll have a tough time convinctheg
Primacy that an Aldias should have the care ohildren."

He shrugged. !'Those are details to be dealt withida
But for now, we are agreed, then?" He offered hisund.

IWe are agreed that | will help you in whatever lim
ited capacity that | am able should the situatiorver pre-
sent itself." She placed her hand in his, and himders
clasped hers like a vice. She shivered as he hebt,h
pinned both by his powerful grip and his penetratig
stare. Something shimmered darkly in his eyes.

IOh, Portia, | knew | could count on you. | knew ya
would want to help me. You can see more than thehatrs
can, you can see the shape of the future." His \@iwas
filled with elation just as his eyes were filled viin danger.
He drew her close and Portia could feel his well-nsaled
thigh beneath his tweed trousers. She tensed, prepg to
defend herself when he kissed her cheek and relehser.

Portia%s knees turned to rubber and she sat dowad ha
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sinking into the down coverlet of her bed. Adrenafe
seared her veins, and she fought off a wave of dess.
When she opened her eyes, the door to the corridaas
standing open and Nigel was gone. Imogen hoveredide
her, flickering and nervous.

IHe is up to no good," Imogen whispered fiercelyast-
ing a fretful glance into the hallway. !Are you wd|l my
love?"

Portia could only nod and clasp her hands togethtay
keep them from shaking. 'Well enough." She summoned
the strength to stand and go shut the door. Leanimhgav-
ily against it, she could not begin to comprehend hat
terrible machinations Nigel might have planned. Anghe
had just promised him her aid in them. !What have |
done?"

The Nephilim took the promise of aid quite seriously and
had always done so since the dawn of recorded higto
They believed themselves to be the bridge betweehet
mortal plane and the celestial, the bond between rda
and heaven. Even in the modern age of steam-engiaesl
skepticism, they heralded themselves as angelic e
ons, the protectors of mankind. They allowed condera-
tion upon their heads and were called monster, caoptor,
wicked. They were a tall and fearsome people withterri-
ble beauty well documented in the Old Testament. Bin
order to truly serve their divine purpose, they kne they
must do so in secret. The Nephilim allowed the mytbf
the Great Flood to drown them, to wash them awaydm
history and memory. They retreated into the shadowsf
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the world and were said to reside in a deep and Heh
valley until the Day of Judgment when God would chl
them forth and, presumably, condemn them. But Judg-
ment Day was a long way off, and humanity was stab
tender and fallible. With great pathos and pity, thy de-
cided amongst themselves to emerge from their hidde
places and their shrouded ways and build a societth
the sole purpose of being the sword, shield, anass$ing of
humanity. They became theGrigori, the Watchers. They
worked in secret to stand against the great powerfsdark-
ness and evil. They divided into sects built fronarnily-
clans to better divide the monumental undertakingfgro-
tecting all of mankind. The Grigori were not so cart as
to go entirely unnoticed, so the ones most cleverhen it
came to misdirection and the arcane made certainash
the tales to the farthest edges of legend. The idefathe
Grigori, even the very concept of Nephilim, was regjated
to the Apocryphaand the late-night tale-spinnings of old
women by the fire. In truth, the actual Grigori spead out
across the face of the earth, multiplying and grong
stronger under the watchful care of the Primacy. @e
cealed by the shadows of myth, they fought a pitctidat-
tle against the adversaries of men and women sottat of
humanity could be at peace.

Or so Portia had been taught as a child. She hadneo
to this particular chapter house at the age of seyan aus-
picious number and the standard age to begin traigi It
was essential to find children of Nephilim heritagbefore
they began to exhibit strange and disturbing powerand
before they ceased to age or began to mature inagpi-
ately. Portia had been brought from her small towrtwo
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days% carriage ride away, to the quiet, rusticagk of
Penemue, at the center of which was the great houde
was a locale almost removed from the world with its
clean-swept cobblestone streets and rosy-cheekedive
dents. They were a tall people, full of grace andve-
inspiring beauty. No one had looked askance at Hart
who had grown before her time and at age seven had
more than once fended off a lustful hand reachingrf a
pinch.

Penemue was a haven for all the children. There veer
barnyards full of goats and chickens and cats. Taevere
orchards full of apples and pears and plums. Thavere
ponds and streams and meadows. And every single man
woman, and child bore the unmistakable stamp of the
Nephilim on every inch of their bodies. Even if ahald
was not suitable for training as an active membef the
Grigori, they were still brought into the village,nestled in
a low-lying valley filled with wildflowers and vineyards,
to be raised among their own kind. Lady Hester raie
village as surely as she controlled the chapter lsey and
instilled a love of it so deep in the hearts of theesidents
that there was no hesitation to defend it, even tthe
death. The Gyony had at first resisted adopting mésrs
from the village, thinking them soft and useless ihattle,
but they were wrong. The children of Penemue made
some of the most excellent warriors. They had a tan
passion that only came from fighting for somethindearly
loved.

It had been a charmed life, a carefree existencertia
remembered so clearly the day she and Imogen haeith
first kiss, in the market square behind the applelgerds
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booth. Their lips had been sticky and sweet with ijce.
And there was the day down by the stream when they%
splashed and swum and stretched out on the bankside
rocks to dry in the hot summer sun. Imogen deservex
better fate. Imogen should have been the one valign
slaying demons and ghouls, full of life and beaugnd
power. Portia would have traded places with her ia mo-
ment; she would have been content to exist as argpia
guardian angel at her lover%s side. She would hgiven
anything to repeat that night and never take her eg off
of Imogen, not for an instant.

'Portia?" She jolted at the voice. Emile Edulica leaned
over her with a tea tray. !Portia, lass? What wiljou? Tea,
coffee? Sugar, milk? | can%t hold this up all d&ye'was
handsome and had to be nearly one hundred years,old
but still full of youthful vigor and delightfully angled
cheekbones, with toffee-brown hair swept back in bbw
ponytail. He was Hester%s heir-apparent, should skier
decide to officially retire and leave it all to him But the
Primacy had not sent Hester or Emile on any new sde
ing forays in over a year. It was unsettling to time, Portia
knew, but they hid it behind placid smiles and wenabout
their daily tasks as if nothing were amiss.

ITea, please. Sugar, no milk." Portia still rementeel
when she%d first seen him, stepping out of the e in
front of her parents% house and opening the doorHes-
ter. After the long ride from her parents' lonely buse,
Emile had carried her in his arms into the Penemuwhap-
ter house, up the stairs into her new room and herew
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life. She had mistaken him for a servant, then. Eva&ow,

it was easy to forget that this man with his calm@) quiet
manners and tendency to dote was really her supario
while she lived at Penemue. He set her cup beforerhand
seated himself in the chair opposite.

IDaydreaming again, | see."

She shrugged. !Just strolling down memory lane. How
are you today?"

He glanced aside before answering. !l am well."

'You are lying."

Emile%s eyes were usually the color of a perfebtiye
spring sky, but they turned a peculiar color whenéwas
troubled or angry. They were a pale periwinkle now,
nearly violet. He looked openly around the sittingoom.
One of the maids was sweeping up and a squat clookikv
assistant was clattering behind her, dutifully holdg up a
dustbin. Emile clapped his hands and made a gerdi@o-
ing gesture, and the maid bobbed him a curtsey aledt
the room with the little wheeled clockwork on her heels,
its dustbin tucked away to be emptied somewhere els
The maid even paused to close the pocket doors Inehi
her, leaving Portia alone in the sitting room withEmile.
For a few long moments, there was no sound but the
crackling of the fire laid in the fireplace to wardoff the
chill still hanging in the early spring air.

IThe Lady is ill," he said softly, as if the verydanission
of it might do Hester further injury.

HI? How?"

He shook his head, and Portia thought she saw tears
gathering in his eyes. !l am not sure. | went to &k in on
her this morning and | could not wake her. She%epnd
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her breath is ragged. Sometimes she sweats and siomes
she shivers." He scratched nervously at the back laé
neck. !She has been like this all day."

IShe seemed fine last night. A little tired, maybedyut
certainly nothing more serious than that#"

'When did you see her?"

llt was late. Nearly one, | think. | brought my reprt to
her in the library when | got back from my assignms."

He nodded. !Was anyone else awake when you got
in?"

Portia began to shake her head, then remembered her
cryptic meeting with the necromancer. !Nigel was
awake," she told him. She despaired of saying anwth
further, knowing that somehow he would find out.

Emile did not press, as if he, too, realized thetpatial
danger. !l should look in on Lady Hester. | have iseword
about her iliness, but | have received no answeoi the
Primacy. Lady Claire Aldias is on her way up fronhé vil-
lage with Miniver Sweetwater, the midwife. | don%thow
what else | should do."

Portia nodded, feigning a calm she did not feel. ¢D
you think that is necessary? | am certain Lady Hestwill
be fine." Her heart raced. Somehow, this was allaging
right into Nigel%s plans. Lady Claire was a renodne
healer, but she was an Aldias and Portia feared Bligs
influence.

IShe needs to be seen by a healer,” Emile said fygm
his words cracking just slightly. In his strained oice,
Portia heard the terrifying truth of the severity ¢ Lady
Hester%s condition.

Her mouth went dry. !Emile, if things get any worsg
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please alert me. If you wouldn%t mind?" She addesllast
hastily, hoping he would not suspect that she knemore
than she was telling. But Emile was distraught, meticed
nothing but his own fear.

He stood, bumping the table and rattling the teatse
He opened his mouth to speak, but Dinah, the heachm,
came bustling in. Although she was in a terrible s, she
still paused to curtsey deeply and beg forgivendes the
interruption.

IMistress Portia, you are needed. It is urgent." &theld
out the hastily transcribed message. It had beentee-
graph wire transmission, Portia could tell by theystax.
Those were hit and miss in terms of the kind of engy
and the location. It was terrible timing. And Por@a did
not think it was entirely coincidental. There was othing
to be done but investigate.

IEmile, would you please excuse me?"

He glanced up, having sat himself down again and-be
gun staring at the tea set as if he had never séelpefore.
She hated to leave him alone, but Lady Claire anket
midwife would be there shortly. He stood again angave
her an awkward embrace. !Of course. Take care, la&sd
hurry home."

Portia%things were always at the ready. Her satchel held
her favorite crossbow and a quiver of smooth, ivory
colored Blessedwood bolts. A jar of holy water amal
pouch of herbs and incense were nestled in a sidecket
along with a handful of silver medallions strung oteather
cords. A half-dozen lead canisters clinked togethewlling
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over a well-worn map of the area and a bronze congsa
with a badly scratched cover. She threw her battaete
duster on over her sensible shirtwaist and divideskirt
and twirled her silver braid hastily on top of hehead be-
fore tying a faded paisley kerchief over it. Sheusted her
new wireless transmitter into her pocket; althouglit was
a piece of top-of-the-line technology, it was stilless than
trustworthy. Its range was limited, but she could sually
raise another member of the Grigori or even a podic
bobby if the situation was dire.

She was back downstairs in moments, but Emile was
already gone. The library door was ajar, and foreHirst
time since she had come to Penemue more than seeemnt
years ago, the library was dark.

Portia moved quickly across the lawn and was nearly
running by the time she reached the far end of th@und-
about. Her motorized cycle was waiting for her inhie ga-
rage, and so was Imogen. She watched quietly astiBor
donned her helmet and gunned the motor.

lIt is worse than you think," Imogen said.

Il think it%s pretty terrible, actually.” Portia laped
onto the cycle. !Can you tell me on the way?"

The spirit nodded and slipped behind her. Her misty
arms wrapped around Portia%s body and memories came
Portia longed for nothing more than to lose herseih
them and forget the troubles that haunted her. Buduty
called and she forced the dazzle of nostalgic tefian her
eyes so she could focus on the road.

'You must be careful of Nigel. The House of Aldidsas
fed his ambition too much."
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ITell me something | didn%t know. Is he responsitite
Lady Hester?"

Imogen paused, considering. !If he is, | cannot say
how. But | would not doubt it. That is no ordinaryiliness
she has, | can tell that much." Her voice was beybn
Portia%s ears now, it was inside her mind. !But mest
take care tonight. We are running directly toward anger."

IShould | not have left the chapter house?"

It wouldn%t have mattered.” The resignation in her
words made her sound old and tired. 'What is cominfgr
you will find you no matter what."



