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      Grace inhaled the night air. It was cold tonight, below freezing. As a vampire, the temperature couldn't harm her, but she still felt the sharp cut of it through her cloak, the bite against her face. It was good to feel something different, though, something…vivid. She’d been tending the sick and dying in the village for so long she'd fallen into numbness. Time had no more meaning. There was no day or night. The hovels were close together, so she could leave one and duck into another without much harm from the sun at dawn or dusk. The tunnel system they’d put in for her long ago, during her first years here, allowed her to move freely between them even at the height of the day. But working to care for others well past the noon time hours made her weak. So weak. 

      She needed blood, but there was none to be had. The plague-ridden blood wouldn’t harm her--she didn’t think--but she wouldn't draw strength from anyone still in need of it. She’d drunk from one or two poor souls right after they passed the Veil, but the blood didn’t seem to provide her any sustenance. Maybe because her heart was weighted down with too much sorrow.

      Forty-two years ago she’d come here. She’d only been passing through the area, moving on the outskirts of human dwelling places. This part of Europe was beset by fear and ignorance, people harboring a deep suspicion of strangers. Especially one who could only properly introduce herself at full dark, when most farmers were already turning in for the night. For the past several weeks, she'd confined her human contact to stealing into a hovel at graveyard hours to take blood. Using her compulsion ability to keep her chosen meal's slumber undisturbed, she'd be remembered only as a sensuous, dark dream. 

      But that particular, long ago night, not far past the dusk hour, she'd detected a child in the forest, and scented her fear. Agnes, collecting herbs on the village's periphery to help her mother, had been distracted by the wonders of nature that called to the young. She'd become lost in the twilight that too quickly turned to full dark, disorienting her. When Grace located her, her intent was to deposit the six-year-old at the dwelling closest to the outer perimeter of the village and vanish back into the night. Two things prevented that. One, Agnes would not relinquish her death grip on Grace's hand until she saw her mother, and two, her mother, who was out desperately looking for Agnes and calling her name, saw the two of them.

      That still should have been the end of it. If Agnes's mother had been like most peasant women Grace had encountered, she would have snatched her child away from Grace and shouted at her to begone, making the sign against evil. A beautiful woman with no signs of hard labor on her face and body, out with no escort in the night, could be nothing other than a demon. Yet Mary did not react that way, because Mary was a witch herself.

      She recognized what Grace was, but she did not react with fear or revulsion. The village called Sanctity had a circle of thirteen witches who were its spiritual core. They observed the rituals of the year, raised energy on the full moon, and did all in the power of their hearts and souls to care for their families. The brothers, husbands and fathers in the village accepted what their sisters, wives and daughters were, because love lit the mind with truth, leaving no room for fear or ignorance. The secret of Sanctity was closely guarded, however, because such light was a precious commodity in a world defined by poverty, fear and disease.

      The night she found Agnes, Grace had been invited into Mary's hovel to share the hearth and get warm. Mary fed Agnes, then held her exhausted child in her lap as she fell asleep. "She's such a sensible child, and usually I stay mindful of her whereabouts. But Georg, the blacksmith, had a fever and I've been tending him long hours. I grew careless. A mistake that can so often lead to tragedy." Mary stroked Agnes's soft brown hair off her brow, and her voice wavered. "I owe you a debt that can never be repaid."

      Grace shook her head, and tried not to focus on the artery beating in Mary's neck. Snatching blood here and there without waking other family members who shared quarters with her quarry didn't allow her to feed to fullness that often. By vampire standards, she was young, less able to control her blood hungers. She needed to go. However, Mary rose and put Agnes in Grace's arms before Grace could move. The little girl turned against Grace without complaint or distress and Mary smiled a little. "She doesn't trust easily. She senses something in you." Moving to the corner of the hut that served as a kitchen, she found a pewter cup and picked up the knife by a stack of herbs. "As frightened as she was, she didn't panic and leave the plants she'd picked. She knew Georg would need them. She's a good child. An angel." 

      The lines around Mary's eyes crinkled. "Other times she can be an imp, as stubborn and willful as her father ever was, Goddess grant him peace. But she could be a fallen angel, and I'd love her the same. Maybe more. It's the darkness that challenges and strengthens our love for one another. It's hard to hold a sunbeam, but once it sinks into the dirt and becomes part of a tree, that's when it gains true substance."

      She had a mesmerizing voice, the voice of a priestess. Grace's attention sharpened on her like the blade when Mary used it to cut her own arm. She positioned her wrist over the cup and let the blood flow into it, massaging the area below the cut to keep it coming. "Do you like any flavoring with it?" she asked conversationally. "I have a variety of cooking seasonings I could use."

      Grace shook her head. "I did not ask for your blood."

      "No. But will you refuse it?" At Grace's silence, Mary nodded. "My Agnes is not the only one who does not trust easily. I expect your journey has been difficult, on your own as you are. Are you old for one of your kind? You feel...younger to me."

      "Not too young." She was eighty, and fifty was the demarcation line for fledgling to young adult vampire, though she'd still be fair game to older vampires. She'd managed to stay ahead of them and free to make her own choices. Mostly.

      "Hmm." Mary gave her a mother's look, one that said she knew Grace wasn't telling her the whole truth. She hadn't been mothered...ever. Grace would have smiled at it, but it brought back some empty memories. Her mother had been a human whore. Her father had been a vampire indulging in a night of pleasure and a meal of blood he'd wiped from the whore's memory. Grace supposed she should be glad her father had been in the area long enough to hear the woman was pregnant. When he found out the babe was his, he'd stolen Grace away before the afterbirth could be cleaned off her flesh. Before the woman could set her new child to her breast and realize what she'd spawned was going to use infant fangs to seek blood, not milk. 

      Leo was not father material by any stretch of the imagination, but he'd been a decent sire, protecting her and guiding her in vampire ways until she was fifty-four, at which point he cut her loose, indicating he had his own life to lead.

      Mary wrapped a cloth around her wrist and used the knife to chop up some herbs more finely. Grace rocked Agnes as the child murmured in her sleep and burrowed closer. She was a comforting weight in Grace's arms. But while Mary could treat Grace like her child, that wasn't what Grace was. Grace spoke low, an unmistakable command. "Come here so I can tend your wrist."

      Mary glanced up at the tone and met Grace's eyes. Grace didn't blink. Mary needed to realize what she'd invited into her home, what held her child. Setting aside the knife, Mary brought the cup of blood and placed it on the rough table next to Grace. "Unwrap the bandage," Grace directed her. When Mary did, Grace closed her fingers over her forearm and brought her wrist to her mouth. Pressing her lips and tongue to the cut, she healed and cleaned it at once with the anti-coagulants vampires possessed. 

      Mary's fingers twitched, her breath drawing in. Arousal was a natural reaction to a vampire's attention, one of the many abilities they had, but Grace had no designs on her that way. She was grateful for the gift of the blood and didn't want the woman's arm to get infected. The protectiveness she felt toward her, and especially toward the child she'd rescued and now held in her arm, unbalanced her, motivating her to restore a sense of primacy. 

      When she was done, Mary eased Agnes out of Grace's hold. Grace lifted the cup to her lips as Mary sat in the chair across from her, bending her head over the child to kiss her brow and hum to her. For a time, they sat that way, two women and a sleeping child by the firelight. Grace drank her meal and, for the first time in a while, she experienced a sense of safety.

      At length, they began to talk. Conversation wasn't something Grace had done in recent weeks, yet with Mary, the words began to fall like the soft rain that came and pattered on the thatched roof. It had a couple leaks, but Mary rose, putting Agnes in her bed and placing pots to catch the water. When she sat back down, the women talked long into the night in low voices. Mary's husband had died some time ago, so she cared for Agnes with the help of others in the village. Over time they talked of what they were, witch and vampire, and Grace wondered aloud that Mary had reacted to her nature so matter-of-factly.

      “You are a creature of the night," Mary said practically. "I am a witch, like my mother, my grandmother and my great-grandmother. The power of the elements course through me. In ritual, the Goddess enters my body and I feel the scope of all She is, her and the Great Lord. Why shouldn’t there be beings different from us?”

      “Your priests would say I am a creature of unholy darkness.”

      Mary’s eyes sparked with bitter humor. “They would say the same of me, wouldn’t they? And not just because I’m a witch. For that lot, all you have to be is a woman. Or have a single thought different from their narrow view of the world.” Leaning forward, she closed her hand over Grace’s. Vampires didn’t often allow the spontaneous touch of a human, particularly when that human knew what they were. But Grace stayed still beneath Mary’s close regard. “You wondered that I did not fear you. I am not foolish; I know your kind can be as brutal and ruthless as humans. But that isn't what I read from your nature. It is not what you are that means something to me. It is who you are, and I see your heart is good. You saved a human child from the wood when it would have been a simple matter to most of your kind to leave her to her fate, the way our hunters ignore a fallen baby bird as the inevitable cruelty of nature." 

      A faint smile touched her lips, sadness crossing her face. "Though my Lars would have climbed the tree and put the bird back in the nest. He had a kind heart, too, and did not always assume Nature intends to be cruel, any more than I intended to let my child wander away in the wood tonight." 

      Her fingers tightened on Grace briefly, then she drew back. "You may stay as long as you wish. Become a part of our world, and see if Sanctity can become your home, if that is what is meant to be.”

      [image: ]

      Out of politeness and necessity, she'd told Mary she would stay just one daylight stretch in Mary's cellar. One day became another, then another. With the ignorance and brutality she’d encountered in the human and vampire worlds up to now, leaving such an oasis was difficult. 

      She’d quickly proven her usefulness. She kept the constant threat of wolves well outside the perimeter of where they tended crops, hunted and gathered. When a band of cutthroats had tried to strongarm them into giving them food they couldn’t afford to lose, she’d dealt with that as well. Quietly, viciously and efficiently, the bodies gone before the villagers had to worry about what she’d done or how she’d done it. They'd given her their protection. She would do the same for them.

      Now, four decades later, having done myriad things to provide for and care for them, there was not a person in the village who didn't accept her as one of them, or have a mostly amicable relationship with her, though she had remained closest to Agnes, Mary, and the women of the coven. She could have moved on years ago, probably should have, but she’d never had a home, and had quickly discovered it was the outer expression of the soul, something necessary to thrive.

      All this time, she'd protected them from anything that threatened them. Unfortunately, she hadn’t anticipated an enemy from within their own bodies. 

      Rumors of the sickness had come with a passing peddler and, hours after his departure, it had arrived, striking Millie's weak son first. While the peddler had said it was worse in the cities, the carnage there a vision from Hell itself, Grace couldn't imagine anything worse than this. Two moons had passed, and during that time they'd lost so many. There had to be something she could do. Something. 

      Coming back to the here and now, she approached the dwelling she most dreaded entering, for fear that the plague would be advancing on the one who mattered so much to her. Agnes’s mother had died some years ago, at thirty-nine. Her face had been creased by the elements and her body crooked by hard labor, but as her daughter and the protector she'd brought into the village a decade and a half before bent over her, she'd given them her usual warm smile through her hazel eyes before she slipped behind the Veil. Grace had held Agnes in those first few heart-rending moments, the woman's hot tears bathing her bodice.

      Her daughter was proving more long-lived, because Grace had done all Agnes would allow to ensure it. She'd given Agnes two of the three binding marks a vampire could give a human. While in the vampire world it made Agnes her second-marked servant, this wasn't the vampire world. Grace had explained the marks as a convenient way to help Agnes and her find one another, no matter the circumstances, with the added benefit of being able to speak in one another's minds as needed. Agnes had stepped into her mother's shoes seamlessly, and was the de facto leader of their community. With Grace helping as needed to maintain the well-being of the village, communicating so closely was a boon Agnes had accepted.

      Agnes had learned a great deal about the vampire world over the years. In the subtle shadows of the heart where forbidden emotions dwelled, Agnes understood what those marks could mean, if other factors weren't involved. Grace had long suspected that summed up why Agnes had balked at the third mark, which would have made her Grace's full servant, binding her mortality to hers. 

      Grace had respected her decision, though now she wished she’d overridden the woman's will and forced it upon her, no matter how unconscionable that would have been. Because though the second mark had prolonged her life, it hadn’t been able to resist the Black Death any more than anyone else, though for the moment Agnes’s case seemed less virulent. It gave Grace hope, but in the face of so much desperation, hope came hand-in-hand with fear.

      Please don’t let me lose you. Please. She kept such thoughts blocked from Agnes' mind. But because her emotions about it were hard to contain, the block was more opaque than usual. Which meant she could feel Agnes’s life essence, but until she stepped into the hovel and saw her on each visit, she didn’t know if the disease had progressed or not.

      She ducked into the small shelter with its earth-packed floor and straw and mud walls. The room smelled of the pig snoring in the enclosure in the corner, but Grace had been keeping him and his straw clean, so the scent was like a cozy barn. She hoped the friendly creature gave Agnes some company when she was lucid, since Grace could not help fill the significant silence in Agnes's home during her long hours of tending to others.

      She’d been the one to remove the bodies of Agnes’s husband and son when they succumbed to the disease. Burning their corpses had been like being stabbed in the chest by a rough stake, over and over. She and Dan had always had an uneasy relationship, probably because he knew his wife was in love with Grace, and had been since Agnes had become a woman. Grace had never taken anything from her that belonged to Dan, however, and Agnes herself had done a fine job helping him understand her impossible love for Grace didn't diminish her love for him. 

      It didn't hurt that Agnes had fallen head-over-heels in love with Dan at nineteen, and no wonder. Not only was Dan a handsome man, he was brave, hardworking and gave his heart fully to Agnes and his son. He had all the traits of alpha leadership needed to support, respect and stand toe-to-toe with a strong woman like Agnes. His possessiveness toward his wife was something Grace respected. She felt it toward Agnes herself, after all, and could not fault him for it. 

      If Agnes had ever consented to the third mark, Grace would have been far less accepting of Dan's claim than he was of hers. As possessive as humans thought they were toward their loved ones, it was nothing compared to how vampires could feel about their servants. Well, at least how she assumed they did. Truth, she didn't have a whole lot of experience around other vampires and servants, but she knew the way she felt and figured it wasn't much different.

      Grace wondered what it had felt like, being in love the way Agnes and Dan had been. The law outside the village might say Agnes was little more than Dan's property, to be treated as treasure or trash according to his whim, but their village was different. Men and women were partners as well as lovers here, the men in a unique position to see the strength of women exercised fully to mutual benefit.

      Agnes was on her pallet. She'd thrown up again. It appeared she'd made a valiant attempt to use the basin at her side, but it had slipped from her fingers and fallen to the floor. Grace swallowed over a spike of fear as she saw the blood. When she laid a cloth over the mess and knelt by the bed, she put her hand on Agnes's head. The woman was burning up. Damn it. Her temperature was so spiked, Grace was surprised to find Agnes lucid when she looked at Grace with bright, pain-ridden eyes. She managed a weak smile, so much like her mother’s it choked Grace with anguish.

      “I’ve been thinking,” she rasped, by way of greeting.

      “There’s a first time for everything, moppet,” Grace said. They’d always teased one another thus. Bending, she brushed a kiss over her lips. Agnes had a cluster of large, blackish blisters on her throat, one of which had burst. Grace was repelled by them, but Agnes herself didn't repel her. It was the sickness that offended and enraged her, not the woman it was attacking. She quelled her reaction to the former though, not wanting Agnes to think it was the latter. Agnes would see nothing in her eyes but care for her, despite Grace's mind being a hive of worry and anxiety. She realized she'd become so accustomed to sharing thoughts, ideas and emotions with Agnes, the self-imposed censorship was almost as isolating as when she'd been out on her own.

      “It’s Yule tomorrow night," Agnes said. "Did you realize?”

      Grace shook her head. She didn’t even know what day of the week it was. She’d been so exhausted yesterday, she’d almost stepped into full sunlight. Since then, unless it was the dark of night, like it was now, she’d used the tunnels to get from hut to hut. Over the years, they'd realized the benefit of a system to give her access to their homes if needed. Since most of the community went to bed early and rose even earlier, it was also a way for her to find her meals quickly in the dawn hours. The women of the circle had taken turns feeding her, so those in the village initially uneasy with her did not have to confront that aspect of her nature. 

      “The Lord and Lady must be honored," Agnes mumbled. "It will give us answers, help us find our way, make sense of this. Give us a sign of hope. Perhaps a sacrifice can be made. A penance for sins.”

      Grace gave her a sharp look. Usually the first thing Agnes wanted was an update on everyone in the village, no matter how painful hearing those updates were. She'd also offer whatever suggestions she could, being a skilled herbalist and healer herself. But as the sickness had increased, her mind had been less focused. Since the fever caused delirium, as well as proved acceleration of the disease, Grace tried to quell the cold fear in her belly. Instead, she made her tone as caustically teasing as it always was, to bring her back to earth. 

      “Is this a new side effect? You've been infected by that shite Father Baldwin preaches when you have to suffer a visit from him and pretend to be dutiful peasants without a clever thought in your heads? He'll be delighted.”

      “No.” Agnes grimaced at her, reassuring her with the expression. “But we all carry within us…wrongs, hurts and angers. Regrets.”

      Agnes's hazel eyes held Grace's. She also had her mother's peculiar way of seeing into a soul as if it were an open room. The unexpected depth of that gaze resurrected the lives Grace had taken, forcing her to push away their untimely intrusion into this moment. She'd made mistakes as a fledgling, exposing herself in places she shouldn't have been, resulting in the need to clean up her mess, as Leo called it. Like most vampires, she'd also on occasion been pursued by ignorant humans, forcing her into situations where taking lives was necessary to protect herself and her anonymity. Then there was the annual kill. A vampire had to kill and drain at least one human every twelve months, a sacrifice different from their normal blood needs. It was required to stay in a peak mental and physical state. The annual kill had to be a person of worth, to ensure the blood was properly nourishing. 

      She hadn't given those sacrifices much thought until now, probably because she'd been given no reason to particularly value humans outside this village, yet Agnes's unrelenting look made her think of how many of those souls were like these here. Decent, good humans, their lives cut short thanks to her. 

      She'd also killed one of her own kind, her first. She'd made that kill here, when she'd encountered a vampire who was going to cull his annual kill from Sanctity's ranks, and he'd refused to be dissuaded by more reasonable persuasions. Yes, she supposed it was hypocritical of her, but these people belonged to her. They weren't fair game for other vampires' needs.

      But that was her. What penance would be enough to bring life back to the humans in this village, to their hearts? How did one recover from so much loss? Nearly two-thirds of the village was dead. The last child had died a week ago. Consigning their little bodies to the flames had been the hardest. Seeing Lucille hand over her fourth with nothing but a look of dead, lost hope had been worse than the wailing grief when the mother had lost the first two. Or the helpless desperation in her face when Grace had to pry the third from her shaking fingers. Lucille had died four days ago, and Grace could only think of it as a desolate mercy.

      "I'm sorry," Agnes rasped, drawing her out of that dark place. "For the mess on the floor. I couldn't...get up, else I'd have...cleaned up."

      "And I would have thrashed you within an inch of your life." 

      Agnes coughed. "Think we're within an inch now, aren't we?"

      “Hush. Let’s get you cleaned up,” Grace said quietly. “We need to put some food in you.” Starvation could sap Agnes’s already failing strength.

      “Penance is possible,” Agnes croaked, back on the same topic again. Grace let her ramble as she retrieved clean towels. “Calling down the energy to revitalize us, heal us, quicken our wombs once more," the witch said. "But only by a woman strong enough to bear it for us all. Not by any of us. Only by one who lives in the shadow of night, who feeds on the blood of others.” 

      Her eyes glazed, as if in trance, and Grace’s heart hitched. While delirium was a result of high fever, Agnes also had the Sight. Grace just didn't know which held sway. “You, Grace. You must do the Great Rite.”

      Okay, delirium was in charge. "I don't know how, moppet. I've only ever watched all of you do it. Plus, there’s not a man here strong enough to stand with me and call the Lord down into him.”

      “You’ve watched us do it for forty-two cycles. I’ve seen your lips move with the words as you stood in the shadows, your hands lifted and fingers spread like bird wings as you imitated my movements…” Agnes reached out and Grace drew close, letting Agnes touch her face with a shaking hand. Grace clasped it as Agnes focused on her. No, this wasn't delirium. Agnes's green and gold eyes were sharp as a hawk's right now.

      “So tired and pale, even for you,” Agnes murmured. “Yet always so beautiful. The Lord will come for you, Grace. I know He will. Promise me you will do it. You will do the ritual from beginning to end. If nothing happens, then it doesn’t. But it is worth a try. The Black Death may take our bodies, but loss is taking our souls. We cannot lose our souls...you have always protected us. You must do this. Please…"

      Grace’s stomach clutched as Agnes shuddered from the stress, pain suffusing her features. The pustules sometimes seemed to hurt worse as they formed under the skin, before they broke through. With horror, she noticed the other hand Agnes held against her body. The fingers were blackening, the gangrene she'd noticed in other victims before they died.

      “Sshh, Agnes.” She gathered her close, and Agnes clutched her bodice with her unaffected hand, rough nails cutting through the lacings to Grace's flesh beneath. “Calm down, sweetling. Yes, I will do it. I will do it.”

      It took some time to settle her again. When the spasm passed, Agnes was weak in her arms. But her fingers tapped against Grace’s chin and she looked down to see tears leaking out of the woman’s eyes, rolling down her temples to dampen her hair. The pre-sickness shiny acorn color was streaked with silver, the color of gray clouds lit by moonlight. Agnes’s eyes sparked, her twisted mouth getting a hint of the rebellious moue Grace knew and loved. 

      “See. It’s not so hard…to order a vampire around.”

      She was wrong, Grace realized. She did know what it was to be in love as Dan and Agnes had been. Perhaps as close as a vampire could get to it. She dipped her head and pressed her fangs, very lightly, against the top of Agnes's damaged hand.

      “When you get better, moppet, I will take a strap to you like your mother did.”

      Agnes chuckled, though it was a strangled sound. Grace eased her back to the pallet, registering the soaked and fouled bedding beneath. “I'll get you fed and cleaned up. Then you can walk me through what I’ll need to know that I may have forgotten.”

      “You probably remember it better than I.”

      “We’ll see.” She was probably right, but the anticipated task made light flicker in Agnes’s eyes, giving her a sense of purpose, at least for the next hour. If she believed Grace would do it, she’d fight to see how it turned out. So maybe for the next forty-eight hours, the Grim Reaper would not visit. Agnes would drive back the symptoms that had taken the rest into the grave. Grace refused to believe anything else. "Food first."

      One of the few benefits the second mark seemed to be providing was that Grace's blood helped settle Agnes's stomach enough to consume gruel and small bits of solid food. While the gruel was heating over the fire, Grace lifted Agnes out of the unclean bedding and took her to her mother's rocker, a family heirloom Lars had made for Mary before he died. Sitting down in it, holding Agnes close, Grace was reminded of that first night, when Mary had handed her Agnes as a six-year-old. Her feelings since then had changed from love of the child to love for the woman, but this deluge of feeling was a mix of all of it. It was all the love she'd felt for her, from the beginning to now, in all its changing yet perpetual forms.

      In health, Agnes had a fine round backside and generous breasts, but the hardship of this illness, the toll it had taken on the village, had drawn weight from her even before the plague hit. She'd helped Grace until the disease felled her as well. As such, she felt far too insubstantial in Grace's arms. 

      The first couple of times she'd fed Agnes, Grace had put her blood in a cup to offer it. It was how the witches always offered Grace their blood, at her suggestion. A vampire's nature was to take control, and sexual domination was the sweetest of all seasonings in offered blood. To have her mouth on a bared throat, drinking straight from the vein...just the thought of it could quicken her loins and accelerate her blood lust, making her want to take, to conquer. If she desired the giver uniquely, as she did Agnes, that craving to demand submission expanded to a throbbing roar in the body and soul. Her fangs would grow sharper and longer, her eyes would glitter with hints of crimson. Her body would ready itself to take full pleasure from her prey, and make them surrender to their own desires. 

      From the other women, she could take a cup of blood without that feeling overpowering her formidable discipline. They'd chat like women did over a hot cup of tea, only she was sipping their blood. Yet Agnes was different. So many times she'd stared at Agnes's throat and hungered for that mouth-to-skin intimacy, imagining a million ways it could expand into something far different. Tongues tangling, bodies pressed together, her hand sliding between the soft pillows of Agnes's thighs to find the delights of slick flesh. 

      Grace had her own small dwelling in the village with a roomy cellar. She'd tried to respect Agnes's privacy, but there were times she couldn't help reaching out to take advantage of the second mark mental connection. Particularly on nights when Agnes and Dan were making love. She'd listen to Agnes's gasps of pleasure, her muffled cry, her lips pressed to Dan's broad shoulder as she climaxed. Often Grace would stroke herself to release while immersed in the woman's mind. 

      So not just because of Dan, but because of her own feelings about Agnes, she'd never drunk from her throat directly. She rarely took her blood at all and, since the women didn't compare how often they donated to her, assuming she was rotating equally among them, it didn't cause comment. Agnes's silence on the subject, her lack of questions, had acknowledged what they couldn't say. Grace wouldn't open a door that would make things more difficult for Agnes with her husband. 

      Though Dan likely never realized it, Grace had cared deeply for him. She'd wept over his body and that of Agnes's son, Peter, because Agnes loved them, and they had loved her. Dan took good care of Agnes and knew just how special she was. Grace wished Dan knew that she'd never resented his hold on Agnes. In the vampire world, it wasn't unusual for human servants to have human lovers, though their first loyalty was to their vampire. Agnes's heart was wide enough to include Grace, Dan, her son, and the sisters of her coven. While Grace didn't deny her own possessiveness, she'd learned when one felt like this toward another, those baser, darker cravings sometimes gave way to more enlightened ways of loving.

      Nothing about her feelings at this desperate juncture was enlightened, though. If anything, those primitive, more savage feelings she'd kept at bay all this time were strengthening in full force. If Dan were alive, she might have snapped at him like a wolf over her mate, interpreting anyone else near Agnes as a threat. And that included Death. 

      Holding Agnes in her lap, she guided the woman's braid over her shoulder, though she kept her hand wrapped in the rope of it as she nicked her own throat with a knife. Setting it aside, she brought Agnes up higher, directing her lips to the vein. If Grace closed her eyes, she could imagine Agnes's hair loose and flowing, clutched in her hands while her body eagerly strained against Grace's, and not just for the nourishment. She'd rather focus on that than how weak the pull of Agnes's chapped lips was against her neck. She tightened her hold on the braid, on the woman's body, holding her closer. No. She's mine. You can't have her yet. Please...

      Agnes's hand had fallen on her breast, was massaging limply against it. She was so sick, it was the instinct of an infant, that remembered comfort of kneading a mother's bosom. Hot tears clogged Grace's throat, even as her breast responded the way a mother's wouldn't, the nipple tightening as she thought of holding Agnes's head there, making her suckle her until the point was hard and aroused. Then she'd push her down onto her knees to put her soft, clever mouth to work between Grace's legs. 

      Why she was having such irrelevant thoughts made no sense, unless it was in defiance of the current reality. Or maybe all the sexual fantasies she'd harbored were surging forth because the chance they might have to explore them were so close to being lost. She should be ashamed of herself, but with Dan gone, she couldn't help thinking that nothing would hold Agnes back from exploring those things with her except Agnes herself. But Grace was too tired to censor herself, and it was far too likely they would never be anything but fantasies. She would take what comforts her mind offered. 

      I can do this now, talk in your mind for no reason.

      Grace started out of her absorption, briefly and absurdly panicked that she'd opened her mind to Agnes. But she didn't see anything in Agnes' mind but a drifting haze of words. 

      You could always do that, moppet.

      No. I did it only when practical before, because otherwise, it was too intimate. Wasn't it?

      Grace's eyes closed. She had opened her mind to her. And the answer to Agnes's question was such an unequivocal yes, she couldn't voice it, even in her mind. Fortunately, Agnes was continuing.

      Sometimes when you'd look at me, I could feel that heat. It was how Dan would look at me when he was thinking about that. He'd be eating his dinner, but his gaze would catch mine, hold, and I couldn't wait until it was time to go to bed, until we heard Peter's breathing even out. Grace... I so wanted the time to have that with you as well. I...even now, so sick, I ache for you...is that the second mark, that makes me think of such things even when my body just wants free of this disease? I miss my boys, so much... Goddess, I just want to lose myself in you, cry until my heart stops feeling like it's breaking. Until I feel like you're all around me, holding me together, keeping me safe as you always have. Am I being punished for loving you and him both? For not loving him enough to love only him?

      Agnes sucked in a breath, her whole body stiffening as the pain invaded again. Standing inside Agnes's mind, it was as if Grace could follow and see all the points in her body where the swollen glands hidden beneath the skin were stabbing her, an attack Grace couldn't stop. 

      "Cease," Grace murmured, her own throat aching. She rocked her servant--she would no longer think of her any other way--stroked her back, her hip and backside, and returned to her nape, cradling her skull as Agnes's head fell back into her palm, her lips stained with Grace's blood. Grace licked it off, sucked on her mouth gently, then kissed her, soft, easy busses while Agnes's fingers tightened on her breast in dazed reaction, holding onto Grace's succor in the midst of her struggle. 

      No. A vampire doesn't sit back and let things like this happen. I am not subject to a human's will. I know how to fix this.Lifting her head, Grace cupped the side of Agnes's face in firm fingers, making her look at her. "You will let me third mark you, Agnes. I'm done waiting. You could recover entirely. I will not accept your refusal any longer. Even if it makes you hate me, I won't lose you to this."

      Agnes's gaze sparked, a welcome hint of fire, even if it was also evidence of her stubborness. "After..." she said, her voice faint. "It's not for me, Grace. The village... I cannot take something I want so much before we try, to offer everything...for hope."

      "I don't care. I'm doing it."

      Agnes shook her head, pushed at her. "Please, Grace. I know...you can force me, and I could call it that, to make it all right in that moment, but we know it wouldn't be. And the guilt I'd feel if tonight doesn't work...it would kill me...destroy your soul...we have to do it the right way. Please. You have to listen...oh...Goddess..."

      The plea became a moan, the pain shuddering through her. Agnes's stomach hitched under Grace's hand, the woman swallowing and eyes going glassy as if she was about to vomit up the blood she'd taken. Damn it, damn it. Grace cursed herself and held her, stroking her to soothe the spasm, futilely willing the pain into her own body. I would bear anything for you, Agnes, but how can I bear losing you? "Ssshhh, it's all right. Okay, listen to me, moppet. It's okay. I won't push. I won't. I promise." Though if I lose you, I might not want to keep living.

      Agnes managed to keep the blood down. She had the strongest will Grace had ever encountered, and she showed it now, depleted as she was. Any other person, feeling this sick, having lost the husband and son she loved, might have just given up. Grace could say it was her own will responsible, her refusal to let Agnes let go, but she knew that only went so far. The strongest strand of the tether holding Agnes to life was Agnes herself, specifically her sense of responsibility for the village. Her fingers, despite their lack of strength, had tightened on Grace, and her words underscored Grace's thoughts.

      "Promise me...you'll do the Rite. It's important. The only chance we may have. Or rather...the only thing I can think of that might help. And I know you have felt that connection to the Lord and Lady. You can do it. I know you can."

      Grace had never claimed to have any special powers beyond the physical powers of a vampire. She'd attributed anything else to the energy the women had woven around their village for so many years. But she couldn't deny that these past few weeks she’d been seeing…things. She'd called it the symptoms of a fatigued mind because exhaustion could eventually affect even a vampire. Yet moving from hut to hut during the nighttime hours, she’d often felt riffles of movement against her clothing, seen gray wisps like tendrils of fog that slipped around the sides of the huts, under doorways, or hovered in the air above the village, silent, waiting spectres. 

      Spirits of the dead, watching their families continue to suffer, or agents of Death, waking to claim the next soul? Since she hadn’t been sure, she'd been torn between sad grief for the former and hatred for the latter, as misplaced as it might be. Sickness surely had a demonic spirit behind it, because it was incomprehensibly desolate to think that it was indifferent chance, the deer hit by the hunter’s arrow. Yet if it was intended, part of a higher power’s plan, that was almost worse than thinking it was beyond anyone’s control.

      How hard it must be for the women who touched the true Power of the Lord and Lady with every turn of the moon or phase of the seasons, to see this happen and try to make sense of it. She was losing as many to grief as to plague now. Lucille had died alone in her hovel, her family all gone before her. Dan and Peter had passed within an hour of one another, Dan's grip on his son's hand never slackening. She harbored a deep, gut-wrenching fear of seeing the light die out of Agnes's eyes as she had out of theirs. But Agnes was still fighting. She would fight for the village, if nothing else. 

      "Grace?" Agnes's voice was thin, anxious, reminding her that she hadn't answered her question. As if Grace could refuse her anything. 

      "I should have let the wolves eat you as a child. Yes, I promise. Damn the Lord and Lady. I promise you. If you die before you take my third mark, I will be very angry. Forever. You will be the first soul haunted in the afterlife by the living."

      Grace realized Agnes's choking sound was a laugh, one that became a horrendous hacking cough. Then Agnes vomited up the blood, which meant Grace wouldn't get any gruel in her. Her body was rejecting any sustenance. As Grace held her over the basin, she was in a dark realm beyond tears. She let Agnes finish, wiped her mouth, and held her close once more, the two of them on the floor. Grace's fingers gently supported Agnes's hand where the fingers were turning black. When the woman's body stopped convulsing, she tucked Agnes's head under her chin and willed herself to concentrate on what needed to be done. Grace could only keep moving forward, trying to save the ones whose lives remained in her hand. For Agnes. 

      A deep breath, and she pulled herself back onto her feet, lifting Agnes and placing her on a folded blanket on the floor until she changed the bedding. Then she cleaned up Agnes and put her fevered body back on the pallet. Grace settled her into a fitful sleep with the promise to come back prior to the ritual, so Agnes could give her any final instructions. As Agnes drifted off to sleep, mumbling, Grace trailed her fingers over her hot brow. She wanted to offer her a blessing, but Grace couldn't think of a power that might be listening other than her own aching heart. It would have to be enough.

      When she stepped back into the night, it seemed both an eternity and only a blink later. Grace took a breath of harsh cold again, baring her fangs and offering a hiss to the uncaring world. From the heat that swept through her, she was sure her eyes had morphed to crimson irises. She would do the Rite, yes, she would. And maybe she'd demand some answers from Those who had abandoned the women who worshipped them so faithfully.

      She was a creature of Darkness. She would not be cowed by beings of Light, particularly those who wouldn’t even deign to protect their own.
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      She made her rounds, caring for the others who struggled to live. She also burned three more bodies. A village of one hundred and ten souls was down to thirty-eight. 

      Her gaze slid from the pyre up to the slice of moon, the rudely twinkling stars, too far away from her concerns to care that their light was inappropriately cheerful. She needed to go to Agnes and then head for the ritual site. The Great Rite was usually conducted at midnight. She still had no clue how she was supposed to accomplish it without a male counterpart, but Agnes seemed to think it was possible. If it wasn't the fever talking. 

      Grace...

      Agnes's voice in her head was barely a whisper. A distressed whisper. Grace was in motion in an instant, covering the quarter mile of ground between the burial fire and the village in less than a few heartbeats. She burst through Agnes's doorway and immediately wished she'd never left her side, no matter who else would have suffered for her neglect.

      Agnes was crumpled on the floor. The pig grunted anxiously, shifting restlessly in his enclosure. Despite Grace's earlier efforts, the hated fetid smell of the plague's poison saturated the small space again. Grace knelt beside the woman and turned her in her arms. Agnes's face was drawn so tight, she looked a skeleton covered by a thin layer of skin. Her breath rattled in her throat. She'd had swellings beneath both arms and they had burst, the fluid staining the armpits of her nightgown like an obscene berry juice. 

      "Here," Agnes rasped. "My hand. Look."

      Grace clasped her wrist and pried the contents out of her closed palm. A walnut. Where on earth had Agnes gotten it in the dead of winter? It must be a dried-up souvenir from the harvest season. But even Grace, with her lack of magical abilities, could feel the power pulsing off of it. It glowed in Agnes's grasp. 

      Mother of God... Looking around, she saw a mortar and pestle on the table with a complement of dried herbs. Crockery was on the floor where it had been knocked askew by fumbling fingers, Agnes had been out of bed doing this. Grace was torn between wanting to shake the woman until her teeth rattled and wanting to weep. 

      Don't be mad...had to be done. Crack it and eat the contents before you start the ritual. It will fill you...with our sins. With our regrets, our guilt...our grief and loss of hope. You will offer them all to the Lord, and then see if He will be...merciful. The curve of Agnes's abraded lips, the simmering glow in her hazel eyes, were tinged with mystery. It reminded Grace of another Agnes, the healthy one. The priestess who had stood proud and strong during past rituals, a warrior defending her village with the magic they wove around it. Her mother's power shone through her. "If you represent His Lady...for Her, He will always show mercy."

      "You're an idiot." Grace was afraid, and that made her brusque. She took the nut from Agnes and shoved it in her apron pocket, then lifted her in her arms. Agnes's head dropped onto her shoulder and she continued mumbling, the words incoherent, inside and out. She'd delivered her message clearly enough, but that missive delivered, her mind tipped off the edge of exhaustion and reliniquished consciousness, a mercy for her poor, suffering body.

      Grace cleaned her up once more and tucked her back into the cot. She pushed her hands through her own hair, dislodging the blonde strands from the randomly stuck pins. Putting her hand into her pocket, she felt the heat of the walnut. When she ate it, the magic would invade her mind and take from her. She could feel that. But Agnes had dared Death's Door to provide her its power, so she would not shrink from it. 

      Hell's curses, was there any effort more useless than trying to hold onto control? If anything, the past few weeks had proven it was an illusion of a deluded mind. For this to work, she was going to have trust Agnes, and throw herself on the mercy of gods Grace didn't believe had any mercy to give.

      A good trick, when she was so angry she wanted to obliterate the whole worthless legion of them. She paused at the doorway of the hovel and looked back at the unconscious shape on the bed, the far-too-diminutive curve of Agnes's body. Though it was selfish, Grace wished Agnes was awake so she could speak to her once more. She didn't know what she was doing. Yes, Agnes was right. Grace knew the ritual. But feeling it enough to raise the energy was an entirely different matter. 

      She had no doubt the spirits were out there. Her problem was with their intent: good, evil, indifferent. She could accept the first two; it was the last one that made her hate them so much. Being indifferent to suffering and loss while having the capacity to change it--could there be a worse sin? In her current circumstances, she didn't think any crime a living soul could commit could be worse than that.

      Hostile and aggressive were not the best emotions to carry into the Great Rite. Putting her hand to her hair again, she realized that wasn't the only thing that needed to change. When the women used ritual to observe the holidays or full moons they were bathed and more well-groomed than at any other time. Hauling bath water in winter was a hard chore, and using precious wood fuel to heat it was a costly indulgence, but the Lord and Lady must be honored. She'd helped them at those times, hauling large buckets of water on a yoke heavier than the largest man in the village could tote. But it had been easy enough for her. In warmer seasons, they simply bathed in the large nearby creek. Unfortunately that was all she had time to do now. 

      "Talk about penance," she muttered. She built up Agnes's small vented fire with a few pieces of kindling and stripped off her clothes. She was the only one who'd be up and about around the village, and she intended to move more swiftly than the human eye could follow, regardless. Seizing a cake of the fragrant soap Agnes made, she braced herself for the freezing ordeal to come. Then she darted out the door. 

      "Fucking holy dog shite," she snarled a blink later as she plunged into the icy water. She was thorough, though she didn't stint on her ability to wash as fast as her vampire speed allowed, a dervish of motion that probably looked like a water spout to any watching wildlife. She shot back to the hovel, a pale blur against the snow. Inside, she moved close to the fire, finding a reasonably clean cloth to dry herself and towel her hair. It was past her shoulder blades now, in need of a trim. She usually kept it shoulder-length, but Agnes liked brushing her hair. When Dan and the other men had gone on hunts or harvest trips that took them away overnight, they'd spent many nights sitting by this fire, laughing and talking womanly talk, while Agnes brushed it. 

      Beautiful.

      Grace turned to see Agnes looking at her out of half closed eyes. "Like a fallen angel," the sick woman said. "Come to tempt me."

      Grace managed a smile. Agnes's hand extended from beneath the covers, a trembling bird claw with dark tips at the end of pale fingers. "Come to me," Agnes said. "Please. I know I'm hideous, but..."

      "You're not. Never say that." Grace came to her and knelt, taking the hand and putting it on her cheek. Agnes stroked her, hand curving so her knuckles grazed Grace's jaw and moved down to her throat. Grace lifted her chin as Agnes caressed her. It had been a long time since she'd been touched in the way Agnes was touching her--with sexual awareness, despite her condition. Agnes's gaze slipped down to Grace's naked breasts, cold from the water's touch, the nipples tight points. Agnes made a noise in her throat and caressed one curve. It was a jerky, uncertain movement, but Grace cupped the woman's hand and molded it to her breast, giving her the strength to feel its weight and shape.

      Agnes sighed, her eyes falling shut, her mouth in a tired half-smile. "I will not take from what belongs to the Lord tonight. But I thought a touch might remind you...that you are Woman. You are the Goddess, Grace. He will desire and want you, because he is Man and the Great Lord. What you do, it will be hard, it will be painful, but if he accepts your sacrifice, you will also find hope and pleasure yourself. You need that. You are as overcome by desolation and loss as any of us. Maybe more so."

      She started to cough again, and Grace grabbed one of the cloths she'd been keeping next to the cot. She held Agnes's fragile body until the spasm subsided. If tears fell on the crown of Agnes's head, it was Grace's secret, for when she eased the woman back, Agnes's eyes were still closed, her breathing evening out once again as unconsciousness claimed her.

      Grace glanced down and saw that some of the sputum had spattered her chest. She wiped it clean, though a vicious part of her wanted to leave it. She wanted this "Lord" of Agnes's to see it. She didn't want to come to him clean. She wanted to be covered with the sores, vomit and shit of a village of sick and dying men, women and children. She would come to him as Plague, as the Black Death. As a challenger, not as a fucking supplicant. She would toss bitter words of rage at him: "I will offer you this body. You can fuck it until you sicken and die as well, until you suffer as you allow them to suffer. And I will laugh until I break into a thousand bloodied thorns."

      She was kneeling by the fire, her head in her hands, her hair curtaining her face. She was weeping openly. Agnes was going to die. Grace could feel it. Either Agnes had known it first and made the magic as a result, or the magic had taken her last reservoirs of strength, but it would not be long now before Grace would feel that second mark connection wink out like a dawn star. It was the least pleasurable of all vampire abilities, knowing when someone's condition was beyond hope. Agnes had said this Rite might be their last hope, though there was no hope for those already dead. If the Lord and Lady could not change Agnes's outcome, Grace had no use for them.

      But this was not Their demand. It was Agnes's request. If she wanted to serve Agnes's request honorably, she had to believe it would achieve the results Agnes hoped. How did one convince the mind to believe what it wouldn't? How did she give herself hope, when that reservoir was empty? She'd learned hope and joy from Agnes, from the people of Sanctity.

      "Take my robe..."

      Was it the agony in Grace's own mind that kept rousing Agnes, when she was obviously so fever-ridden and beyond strength she should be unresponsive? Grace didn't know if that meant she was the tether holding Agnes to life, or the stress pulling her closer to death. But when she raised her head in response to Agnes's whisper, she saw her pointing to the wall, where her ritual cloak hung. 

      It had been Mary's. Over the years, Agnes had added to it. She had a deft hand for needlecraft, so the embroidery on it was breathtaking. The shoulders and back of the cloak were like a tapestry, arcane symbols hidden cleverly amid nimble unicorns, prancing deer and dancing women with long hair. Their hands were clasped so their bodies formed a zigzag pattern across the robe's fabric, the hems and sleeve points of their lovely dresses tapering off into blooming vines. The needlework was as good as anything Grace had seen in fine halls on her many travels.

      Agnes lifted her arms, their shaking and the look in her eyes piercing Grace's soul. This was good-bye. It was time to go. Grace went into Agnes's embrace, holding her tight. "Don't you die on me," she said into her ear. "That is a command, moppet. Don't make me come yank you away from the gates of Heaven, because I will do it and spit on the angels. I agreed to do this, but the price is you give me what I want."

      "Anything," Agnes said softly, petting her with drifting hands. "It's okay, Gracie. It's all right. Don't be afraid. It will all be okay."

      Miraculously, the words brought Grace strength, and comfort. Raising her head, Grace met her gaze. For all her earlier distress, Agnes's expression now was calm as a lake.  "We all know life ends too soon," the witch whispered. "The blessing is when we are given any amount of time to love. To truly love another. And yes, if you do this for me, for all of us, I will become your third mark. I would have anyway. But you've agreed to the ritual, so you can't back out now. It would be dishonorable."

      Grace saw that mischievous spark she knew so well and adored fiercely. 

      "Honor is a male concept, and a mostly useless one," she said tartly. Her eyes were full of tears as she framed Agnes's face. Leaning down, she did what she had never done in their years together. She kissed her as a lover, parting her lips and teasing her with the sexual promise a vampire had in abundance. Even in her condition, Agnes's body stirred to it, likely because it was far better than focusing on the other, far more horrible feelings she was suffering. When Grace lifted her head, she met her eyes as she would if Agnes stood healthy and whole before her.

      "My full servant. I'll hold you to that," she said evenly. 

      "I hold you to the same." Agnes tightened her grip on Grace's wrist. "But heed me, Grace. You don't have to pretend to feel something you don't. Go to Him and Her with an open heart, no matter if it's bleeding and full of rage and sickness. Give Them all of yourself, the way you want me to give all myself to you. Hold nothing back. It's the only way Love truly works."
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      When Grace was dressed in the robe and nothing else, her hair brushed and loose, she left Agnes's home. Moving to the outskirts of the village, she left it behind. As she moved deeper into the forest, toward the site the witches normally used for their rituals, she saw a lone deer forlornly picking through the snow for a blade of grass or a scrap of foliage. It almost brought her to her knees, the simple evidence of how hard life could be sometimes. She stumbled, a reminder she was dangerously weak. The hunger was dragging her mind back into melancholy, no matter the one precious spark of hope and light Agnes had given her. 

      One step at a time. She would start the ritual. By going through the motions, the motions might become genuine and come closer to what Agnes was asking of her. It was the only way Grace knew how to do it.

      Regardless of her godless frame of mind, she admitted the coven's ritual site had a particular energy to it, even when it was silent and still as it was now. Seeing it empty like this was another blow, though. Eight of the thirteen had died so far, and she already knew they'd lose three more. Agnes and perhaps Gertrude would be the only survivors, since Gertrude was showing some sign of rallying. And Grace wasn't going to lose Agnes. If Agnes could make it through this night, Grace was giving her the third mark, and it would call her back from the brink of death. Grace would accept no other possibility. She'd tried once more to get Agnes to agree to it beforehand, using the logic that if the mark healed Agnes entirely, a trained priestess could do the Great Rite, increasing the chance of its effectiveness. Agnes had shook her head.

      "It doesn't work that way, Grace. We can't give ourselves something we want before we offer ourselves in all our weakness to the Lord and Lady. We have to be willing to make the sacrifice, to risk all of it."

      "Bollocks," Grace muttered. "Human nonsense." If she was a god, she'd want her minions to use all their strengths rather than setting them aside to prove some useless point about their love and devotion. She kicked at a frozen tuft of dead leaves and shuffled through the snow into the center of the clearing. It was ringed with birch, oak and ash trees. The cairn in the middle had been built up over time from stones the women had brought to it, infusing them with particular memories and energy. They'd laid out trails from the rocks, forming spokes to a wheel that surrounded the whole thing. It was far enough from the village and off the commonly traveled paths to decrease the likelihood of discovery by those who would assign the Devil's intent to such a symbol. The witches had also warded it repeatedly so any who strayed too close to it would be compelled toward a different trail. 

      She drew a breath. Cast the circle, eat the walnut. She slid the robe off her shoulders. Pausing to fold it over her arm, she stroked the tiny embroidery stitches. It had taken Agnes since her teens to get this far with it, and she still had plans for the bottom hem. Grace would make sure she had the chance to do that. She laid the robe over an overhanging tree branch, closing her eyes as the cold air enveloped her. Shivering, she stepped out of her shoes, bringing her bare soles in contact with the earth.

      Was it her imagination, or did things seem more still here? On a winter night, there wasn't much sound, but usually Grace picked up animal rustlings or leaves quivering from a flitting breeze. Vampire senses could detect the slightest noise, and it seemed to be getting even quieter. She began to walk the circle, drawing down energy in her mind, in the way the witches described it. Whereas she could see the shimmerings of power when they did it, even with her untrained eyes, she saw nothing. Still, she performed it three times as they did, imagining the circle as a warded, sacred place, where magic could be raised. 

      She caught her toe on a rock and stumbled again, dropping to a knee and cutting it on a root protrusion. "Damn it." She sucked back the curse, but it was already out. She was so bad at this. 

      Can you feel more sorry for yourself? Agnes is facing death, with horrible bulbous things rupturing on her body. You have to walk in a circle and chant and try to call down energy. Poor you. Shut up, stop whining and do it.

      "I am sorry, Lord and Lady." She spoke the words woodenly, uncertain, but as they hit the crisp night air, they tingled through her, recalling Agnes's words. Just be open, even if your heart is bleeding. "I'm angry, I'm tired, I'm sad. I don't know if I can do this. But I love my friend. I love all of them. I want to do whatever I can for them. Please...if you're there, please help us. Please...I'm filled with rage and I don't know how to set it aside to call to you, to be worthy, or deserving, or whatever the fuck...whatever I'm supposed to be." She opened her palm and looked at the walnut she'd taken out of the robe. 

      Yule was usually when the witches celebrated the birth of the Lord, sacrificed at the harvest for the renewal of life, and reborn through the Goddess's womb on this night so he could become her lover in the spring and start the cycle anew. Father to son, son to father, Mother of all, lover to the Great Lord. Their union, the harvest cycle, the cycle of birth, life and death, formed a circle like this one. The Christians celebrated the birth of Jesus, their savior who died for their sins so they could have everlasting life. Take our sins. A sin-eater... She couldn't keep track of all the magics and religions that tangled together and crossed, overlapped. It was time to reduce all of it to one act of faith, whatever its intent or outcome. 

      Her knee was bleeding, staining the snow. It didn't matter. Grace broke open the walnut. The contents looked like a fully formed sweet meat, swollen with magic. When Grace put it in her mouth, she hesitated, not knowing if she should chew or simply swallow, if it would make a difference to the magic, but the pleasant taste made the decision. She bit down. 

      Sensation exploded on her tongue. Her throat worked, swallowing the enchanted food without her command. She felt the magic unfurl and... 

      She cried out and was flung to the ground, caught in an internal detonation of startling suddenness. Something seized the reins, shoving her flat to the ground. She shuddered, her body rolling, convulsing on the hard ground. As the magic spread out within her, excruciating pain took over. Not a physical pain. She wished it was. The tortures of the Inquisition were the playful tickling of a baby's feet compared to this.

      There was no greater pain in the world than that inflicted on the heart and soul, and hers were being invaded by an army. Lies, resentment, fear, guilt... Agnes was right. Even the least of the villagers knew sin, sins small and large, regretted, cried over or nastily celebrated. She saw into the hearts and minds of every one of them, unable to turn away from the glare of the light or the sucking weight of the black. That painful brightness and soulless darkness filled her up to overflowing. These were good people. She could only imagine what it would be like to experience this flood from a village of bad souls. 

      She couldn't tolerate being held to the ground in such a suffocating way. Summoning all her vampire strength, depleted though it was, she struggled to her feet, stumbled forward and landed against the rock cairn. As she clung to it, waves of feeling crashed against her and through her. She was screaming in agony, pleading for mercy, for forgiveness for them all as well as herself, but she ran out of strength to think or speak. She held onto the rocks as if she'd be utterly lost if she let go against the never ending barrage. 

      This was for Agnes. For Agnes, she would endure anything. She seized onto that thought, held it in tight fists with the sharp rocks. Her palms were bleeding, as well as her nose. Her legs were no longer holding her. She was also no longer alone.

      The wave started to recede, as if pushed back by the new arrival. Lifting her head, she saw Him. Her breath caught in her throat and a denial cowered in her soul, while the rest of her was swept with a bowel-loosening, mouth-parching terror. Even through a blur of tears, she saw his wings were made of fire, stretched out and billowing with orange, yellow and blue flames. He had the head of a stag with a wide rack of antler horns, his body more than large enough to support them. He towered over her, at least eight feet tall, naked and terrifyingly endowed, with a jutting cock that seemed as thick and long as her arm. He was on the inside of her circle, and his face didn't promise Death, but everlasting torment. He was Hell, the Devil, the punishment for all sins, large and small.

      "Sickness must be driven out," he said, his voice thunder. A snake unfurled from his side, with forked tongue and flashing fangs. Then she realized it wasn't a snake, but a whip. A whip encased in flame, with several silver barbed tips. "Are you worthy of being its vanquisher?"

      "No." She was shocked she could speak. But she gripped Agnes's memory like a shield. She didn't have the courage to stand before him, but she would not run. No matter that her cowardly soul was shrieking the exact opposite, wanting her to flee like a woodland animal. "But I am the only one who can offer myself to try."

      "You lie." His thunderous snarl bludgeoned her bones, made her whimper and duck her head. "You are proud, vampiress. You think you are worthy. You think your hatred and your rage can destroy any enemy."

      She dug her fingers into the rock. Goddamn you, I am a vampire. She shoved herself away from the rock, making herself stand on knees threatening to buckle. She couldn't meet his fiery eyes--that was beyond the ability of any living soul--but she stared up into the flames of his billowing wings. Sparks were showering from them. "If that was true, I wouldn't be here. You are my only hope for Agnes."

      She would give anything she had to make this happen. But she wouldn't try to pretend to be something she wasn't. He already knew the answer to his own damn question. If she was worthy of vanquishing sickness, she would have done it by now, right? And she wouldn't need him, or this.

      "You will look at me."

      She gritted her teeth, raised her lashes and met those hellish eyes. Crimson flame created a well so deep no one would ever find her. If she fell into it, it would be as if she'd never existed, her shriveled soul forgotten. All her bravado and anger fled in the face of terror. He moved forward, and the ground shook under his tread. He didn't have feet, but cloven hooves as large as a draft horse's. "You will accept the price."

      No. No one could accept that. A place of non-existence where one was fully aware of one's isolation, beyond the help or reach of another living soul...  

      Agnes. Agnes healthy and well. Able to marry again, have children, be alive...

      "Yes." The answer tore itself from her, despite the iron grasp of petrified heart and soul trying to keep her from saying the one word. And just like that, it was done. No going back. But he took even that relief from her.

      "If at any point you ask me to stop, then the price is not paid."

      "Don't stop, even if I ask you to do so." Her body was shaking as if from plague herself. She was forced to reach out and grasp the rocks to steady herself.

      "It does not work that way. Your will must prove itself worthy, not mine." 

      Was it the word worthy that did it? Or weeks of exhaustion and desolation? Nothing should have been able to overcome her soul's fear of what lay before her, but suddenly her head snapped up on her spine and she met that deathly gaze fully. Her heart filled with a rage so hot and fierce, it could have come from the forges of Hades itself. The priests said creatures like vampires came from Hell. Right now she agreed with them.

      "Fuck all of you." Grace let go of the rock, though she swayed alarmingly. "They're dying, they're suffering, and you want to play your stupid games. Is this what they get after they die? An eternity with the likes of you? Better for them to be dust, no soul, and this life be it, than have someone who doesn't value their lives or who they are. I hate you. You hear me? I hate you!" 

      She scooped up a rock from the cairn, receiving a brief impression of a summer hearth and a child's laughter from the memory embedded in it. She hurled it at him. "Why do you do this to them? Why?" The projectile passed through him and disappeared, which just infuriated her more. His whole body turned to flame except the stag's head, the fire roasting her flesh. She picked up another rock. A first kiss, a field filled with wheat... Then another. A mother's passing, a well wish for her afterlife journey from her daughter... 

      She kept throwing them at the Lord, memories and wishes, hopes and dreams, all disappearing into the fire and tumbling out the other side, useless, forgotten, until she ran out of energy and collapsed, her face buried in her hands and her shoulders shaking with her sobs. "I hate you." She whispered it, even as a different echo assaulted her inside. I hate myself, for not being more. Better. Enough to save them. 

      She wasn't sure how long it was before she stopped crying and realized everything else had become quiet. She lifted her head. The clearing was silent and cold once more, the forest even more still. She'd failed. She'd done what Agnes had told her, opening her bleeding heart, but Agnes hadn't realized her heart was as poisoned as the sickness gripping her and the village. 

      Try again. Try. She shook her head, then realized it was Agnes speaking to her. In her rage, she'd opened her mind fully, and her second marked servant had heard her. 

      "I can't. I failed. He left."

      No. He hasn't. They merely wait. Let me help you. Let me walk you through it. Sshhh...

      Grace realized her breath was sobbing in her throat in a weird, semi-hysterical way. She tried to slow it down and ground herself, but Agnes's presence in her mind perversely made it harder for her to quell the reaction. I am here, Gracie. If I was at your side, I'd stroke your hair and hold you, give you comfort. Even vampires need that. It's the one thing you can't do for yourself. You have fought so hard for us, asked for so little. You need someone to love you. It's why you've stayed with us as long as you have. 

      Grace closed her eyes. Time is relative to a vampire. Forty-two years is merely a day. I was thinking of going to Italy for the next fifty. It's sunnier there.

      Of course. Vampires love sunlight. 

      Impertinent girl. It's for my human servant, so she can recuperate in bright sunshine. 

      You need to call quarters. You haven't even done that yet. Lazy vampire.

      Grace couldn't believe that her mouth tried to stretch into a smile. She was feeling steadier, by some miracle. A miracle named Agnes. 

      Rude moppet. I was busy dealing with the indigestion that cursed walnut gave me. 

      Well, that last blood meal you gave me was crap. Fair's fair. 

      Grace choked on a chuckle. Oh, Agnes. What am I going to do with you?

      Agnes's voice mind voice weakened, as if she was running out of even the energy to think words at Grace, but her response was spirited. Get this done and then I'm sure you'll think of things. 

      Right, then. Calling quarters. Pushing herself to her feet once more, Grace oriented herself to the circle's compass. She shuffled along the edge of the wheel to the eastern point. 

      Spirits of the east, denizens of the winds and the air we breathe, that carry the scents of home and hearth to us...The scent of Agnes's hair, cleaned with her special soap, the fragrant wildflowers she put on her table... Be with us tonight. Lend us your guidance and aid. So mote it be.

      Agnes's quiet presence in her mind helped her find the words, the feelings. On to the southern point. 

      Spirits of the south, denizens of fire, children of the sun that grows our food and brings us warmth... The warmth of Agnes's body, hugging her, holding her, pressed up against Grace in the near future so that she could ignite the fires of passion between them... Bless the witch's craft where the joining of bodies is a sacred part of its rituals, not a sin...be with us tonight. Lend us your guidance and aid. So mote it be.

      To the west. Where the sun set, a day ending so it could begin again, a task finished, one life gone so another could be reborn. She would not dwell on that. The west was the water. The ocean, streams, rivers and lakes. Icicles that glittered on the trees. Agnes in the creek, her skirt tucked in her belt as she cleaned laundry and pulled fish out of the traps. Lifting pretty creek stones to show Grace, the water dripping down her arm and wetting the front of her bodice. Spirits of the West, be with us tonight. Lend us your guidance and aid. So mote it be.

      Finally, she stood in the North. The symbol of the earth. She curled her toes into the frozen ground, but even through the cold she could feel it pulsing with life. Agnes was chanting in her head, an ancient ditty about the Earth being the Mother, the source of all. To Her we shall return... Grace dropped her head back on her shoulders, breathing deep, letting the chant roll over her. She began to repeat it with Agnes, stronger, louder. The dizziness that gripped her wasn't dizziness. She was swaying, moving in a clockwise rotation.

      Be with us tonight, spirits of east, south, west and north. Lend us your guidance and aid. So mote it be.

      Grace stepped into the center, and stood before the rocks again. She was aware of the cloak of air on her bare skin, the heat vibrating through her as she lifted her arms to the sky and grounded her feet in the earth. "Lord and Lady, on this precious Yule night, the birth of hope and renewal, we come to you with heart and soul open. We celebrate your love and creation and submit ourselves to your Will in all things. So mote it be."

      Was it Agnes speaking the words and her repeating them? They seemed to be saying them at once. Agnes's voice quieted and, once again, Grace realized she wasn't alone in the circle. She couldn't quell the spurt of fear that facing that fiery beast once again brought to her, but when she moved her gaze to the southern end of the circle, she found He had changed. And what she saw inspired an entirely different reaction, emotional and physical. 

      His wings were no longer made of fire. His feathers were dark as a crow's, the wings drawn in so they flanked his body like a cloak. He was still tall, but not as much as before. Now he was only about a foot taller than Grace. Long black hair, a blue-black contrast against the wings, spilled over his bare broad shoulders. He wore only a short black kilt that stopped at mid-thigh. The sword on which he leaned was stamped with ancient-looking markings, matched by what was tattooed on his shoulders, muscled arms and wrists. 

      She brought her gaze to his eyes and was captured there. Dark as night, with crimson fire flickering in them. No whites, only fathomless pools. His lips were slim, firm and sensual, like the planes of his face, etched with the finest sculptor's blade. She'd never seen a male so unspeakably beautiful, virile or overwhelming.

      Staring at him, she had an unsettling sense of herself as Woman, a sexual being. Every inch of her skin, every part of her, was made to lock with Man, to create magic and life. Flipping from the terror and rage of moments ago to this sudden, fierce, soul-deep arousal was startling. While focusing on calling the quarters had helped center her and change her focus, she had no doubts her primal reaction was entirely due to the Being she was facing now.

      Agnes's voice was silent. Either she was as captivated as Grace or her limited energy had depleted once more, taking her back into oblivion. The second mark connection told Grace she was alive, though the thread was far too weak to be reassuring. So it was just Grace and...this, in the clearing. 

      "Where..." She cleared her throat. "My Lord, where did the other go?"

      "That was one of my faces. Your rage called it. Your tears banished it."

      His voice still held the rushing roar of flames, and the heat of it bathed her. Grace knelt, her bare knees pressed into the snow and ice. It was melting beneath her, heat filling the ritual circle. She'd felt the Lord at past Great Rites. He was usually called into a chosen male to mate with whomever in the circle was nominated to draw the Goddess down into her. But that had been a mere echo with her standing on the periphery, only observing. She was in His presence, and though she should know what to do, words failed her. So she knelt, her head down, and wished Agnes was awake. What do I do?

      "You do nothing. You surrender what you are to this ritual. Why do you come alone, vampire? You are no witch."

      That voice surrounded her, making her tremble. All her defiance about not groveling, about not begging, was slipping away in the face of this, something she couldn't understand, something that brought all her pain, hopes and fears to the surface, nearly choking her. But in that pain, she found her will and the words. She dug her fingers into the ground. Even beneath the weight of his power, she was still what she was. He'd reminded her himself. Not a witch. A vampire.

      "I am all that is able to observe the Yule celebration, my Lord. I do not know how to proceed. Forgive my ignorance." Lifting her head, she met his gaze. Those dark eyes still held the fires of Hell, promising that fate if the wrong step was taken. Maybe even if the right one occurred. Her fear angered her, and she shoved it away, repeating what she'd said to the far more terrifying incarnation of this Being. "Anything. I will give anything to bring them Light and hope again, to save those who remain."

      "A creature of the dark, offering a sacrifice to bring light." He drove his blade into the ground and left it quivering there. As he moved across the circle toward her, the snow and ice disappeared before his bare feet, revealing earth and brown winter-dormant vegetation. He moved with the grace and power of jagged lightning ripping through the firmament, and she felt the sparks of it ripple beneath her. 

      "You need blood, vampire. Your deprivation sharpens your senses, prepares you for this ritual the way a human fast does, but you are not like humans. How long since you have let yourself know pleasure? Your carnal appetites are as strong as your need for blood."

      That truth and need, something she'd beaten into submission until it was just embers in the base of her spine, flared to life in the face of this Male, with his long, fine limbs, silken hair and dark, knowledgeable eyes. She could taste his flesh beneath her lips and tongue, feel his sex thrusting into her, filling what had been empty for an interminable amount of time--for a vampire. She swayed on her knees.

      "Three years." Before then, she'd leave the village for the night once every few weeks. Once she found an easily compelled male or female to feed her, she'd enjoy their body fully before leaving them with their minds wiped and their bodies satiated. Her last had been a woodcutter with brawny hands and energetic cock. She remembered the hard press of his lips against her throat. He'd rolled over on top of her, taking the lead, his fingers curling around her wrists. In the light in his eyes, the set of his mouth, she saw the need to conquer was part of his pleasure. It was an innate desire a vampire knew well. She'd allowed it, because she held all the power and he would remember nothing when she was gone. But he'd been particularly generous and he'd lingered in her mind, occasionally recalled when her body ached too fiercely for what she'd denied it since then. 

      Agnes knew where Grace went on those occasional forays. Always before, she'd said or felt nothing that Grace could detect. But that time, her sadness surfaced, and Grace realized just how much it hurt Agnes every time she did it, adding to a well of melancholy buried deeply inside the woman. She'd merely been able to mask it up until then. Her inability to hide it any longer had told Grace Agnes had reached a turning point. The tug of war between her feelings for Grace and Dan was taking its toll. 

      Grace knew Agnes would never say a thing about it, would even say aloud if asked that she had no claim on Grace. Yet ever since, Grace hadn't been able to leave the village for that purpose. She'd made do with self-pleasuring in the early morning hours, imagining doing things with Agnes the witch had probably never imagined. Thinking of introducing her to all those decadent delights only made Grace's climaxes more fierce. Even more fierce than what she'd experienced in direct contact with the woodcutter. If ever Agnes was hers, the first thing she'd do would be to tie up that luscious body and feast upon it for several days, taking blood, tasting flesh with mouth and tongue, delving into her warm cunt and bringing her precious servant release in every imaginable way. 

      "Yes. You want her, so you have denied yourself. It is that way with one who matters. Yet it is a long time to deny yourself."

      He was in her mind as if he stood at her side, looking at all those truths with her. As she lifted her head, she saw he'd drawn closer. His hand dropped and Grace drew in a breath as what felt like a heated knife blade slid up the curve of her bare back. But it wasn't pain that unfurled inside her. She gasped at the flood of arousal between her legs, taking her so close to climax she reacted without thought, dropping lower to the ground, curling herself over her knees to contain it. Instinctively, she knew releasing without the Lord's permission would be a mistake.

      "Forehead to the ground, vampire. Show the Goddess your obedience, that trait so elusive to your arrogant kind. She comes into a vessel prepared for her, not a fortress locked up to repel invasion. Do you wish to become a vessel?"

      "Yes."

      "No, you do not. You wish to save your friends."

      "I can't be what I don't know how to be." She squeezed her eyes shut as he touched her back again, sending a hard shudder of arousal through her. "I will become anything for them."

      "You must become for Her. For you. You must open yourself to everything. The others are irrelevant."

      Irrelevant? The word hit her like a mallet, sending the emotions ready to overflow like lava surging up in her breast. Perhaps it was the lack of blood or a million other things that made her this foolish, but the trigger brought her to her feet. She turned on him, fangs bared and a hiss caught in her throat. His hand clamped around it and he brought her back to her knees in a move so swift, it snapped her neck back. His dark eyes had turned to flame and every cell in her body screamed in terror as she saw the precursor to that other face he wielded. Her teeth chattered from the nerves, but she fought through that. "Damn you and Her. They are not....irrelevant. Never."

      The flame died back and she remembered he'd said her rage had summoned his other face; her tears this. His grip eased so she sat on her heels, staring up at him. She let the tears fall without brushing them away and his gaze followed them along the curve of her face. "You mistake me," he said, his voice an earthquake rumble. "Your fear and your pain blinds you to meaning. Do you want to become a vessel, to discover what prevents you from protecting your Agnes? The villagers?"

      A diety would know everyone, but it was still unexpected and hurtful, to hear Agnes's name on his lips. "Yes. Yes, I do."

      "No matter the agony? What I said before, about your will being tested, it is the same. You must be able to break through it to see what lies on the other side. Your mind will be broken, and you may be unable to put it back together. You may wander these woods for the remainder of your life, a mindless creature." He touched her face, and fire slid over her skin, her tingling lips. He squatted before her. His dark hair slid forward over his shoulder and fluttered against the base of her throat, the top of her breast. 

      "If I am mindless, it will not be a long life." Yet the nonchalant words couldn't suppress a cold fear. She could handle pain and a quick death far better than being helpless, waiting for that death and pain to come.

      "Is that a yes, vampire?"

      "Yes." She met his eyes. "Anything. And I will not ask for mercy. Not as long as that is the price of their lives."

      "I can promise you nothing. This sacrifice only means something if it is a gift freely given with no expectation of return. You have to let go of all control. It is an impossible thing for your kind."

      "Necessary overrides impossible." Mary had said that once or twice when treating the villagers for various ailments. Grace held the echo of her wise, calm voice in her head, and realized it was simple truth, no matter her fear. "I am yours, to do with as you will. I will sacrifice whatever is needed."

      He straightened, and he clasped a wooden stake, the point sharp as his sword's. Tossing it on the ground before her, he turned away. "You know what to do with that."

      No. Agnes was awake again, her voice a faint rasp in Grace's mind. No. This is wrong. He wouldn't ask that...

      Grace stared at the Lord's broad back as he moved back to his sword and stood there, facing away from her. With his hair still pulled forward, she saw more intricate tattoos on his back. She thought she saw a woman's face etched in them, so wondrously breathtaking, Grace felt as if she could reach out and touch her. Or like She could reach out and touch Grace.

      Grace closed her eyes. No promises, no guarantees. She might take her own life and nothing would change. Worthless, pointless, except to the Lord before her. It wasn't enough. But there were times things were so dark the possibility of hope, however slim, was the only pinpoint of light in the wall of an incomprehensible universe. She picked up the stake, ignoring Agnes's cry of distress. She hated the Lord for that alone, for causing Agnes any more pain.

      I love you, moppet. There was no point in denying the truth, no matter that vampires weren't supposed to fall in love with humans. She'd basically told the Powers That Be to bugger off; she didn't lose anything from saying the same to vampire kind. Clasping the stake, she lifted her gaze back to the Lord. When he turned to face her, she met his dark eyes. "If this doesn't help her and her village, I pray you suffer every pain imaginable," she said. 

      She drove the sharpened point into her heart.
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      Agony. Unremitting fire and excruciating pain, beyond description. She screamed until her voice gave out. She felt like a rag doll, being shaken in the fist of a giant, violent child. She wanted to black out, but she couldn't. She was slamming her head against something. A tree trunk, for the bark bit into her flesh on each impact, blood matting her hair to her skull. Then a male hand was there, preventing her from doing it anymore. It was the woodcutter, his eyes alight with desire for her as his other hand cupped her face, holding her. But his fingers were wet with her blood. He disappeared and the pain started to recede like a tide of barbed wire, dragging itself along her flesh, back, backside, thighs and calves and finally the bottoms of her feet, a ticklish and painful sensation. 

      Her shoulders hurt, and she realized her hands were tied high above her head, her bare back pressed flush with the tree's rough bark. Her legs were spread open, ankles bound to the base of the tree. Her toes strained for purchase against the lumpy terrain of tree roots. Someone gripped her hair and pulled her head back. In the midst of all that harrowing discomfort, a warm throat brushed her quivering mouth.

      "Drink, vampire. Drink your fill."

      She was ravenous, her fangs shooting forth even as the Lord spoke. That tight hand in her hair stirred things in her lower belly, and she was damp with needy lust.

      "You need your strength to become a vessel. I'm going to pleasure myself with your pain. A deep down, rare pleasure for a vampire, isn't it? To find someone who can overpower you, who will take what you cannot offer unless he proves worthy of your submission."

      She was dead. Wasn't she? She'd driven a stake through her own heart. But she felt alive enough, and this was the Lord, and a reality where nothing was as it seemed. She was given no answers, only that pumping artery. She was blind, she realized, blinking in panic. She saw nothing. Darkness surrounded her, but so did he. He grasped her jaw and gave her a sensual order meant to be obeyed. "Drink."

      She bit. His blood was rich, perfect, far more than she'd expected it to be. Full of magic and power, compelling her whole body to strain toward him. His hand dropped to her breast, cupping the curve and kneading with casual distraction as she fed. Oh, blessings of the night, to feed. To take her fill. She gulped like a fledgling, as if she thought he'd take it away. He had other things to occupy him, though. His touch slid between her body and the tree, finding its way into the crevice of her buttocks to tease her rim. His body pressed against her side. And...feathers. 

      His wing was curved around her, an amazing sensation, the feathers stroking her bare skin. Though it was cold in the outside world, inside that wingspan there was heat. The light of it filled her vision, and she could see again. The Lord with his fiery eyes was pressed up against her, studying her as if he understood everything she was, every dark space, every shortcoming, every sin. Every desire, want and need. Everything her soul was, without apology. No words, no explanation necessary. She was a morass of conflicting sensation: pain, arousal, relief and exhaustion, even as the blood was refueling her, goading her to an energy to tear, devour, want, and take. But she was tied and the bonds he'd used held a vampire easily.

      When she glanced down, her mouth still on his throat, she saw there was a rosy glow on her flesh inside the wingspan, as if her skin reflected fire.

      "A vessel gives everything, is open to being filled." His knuckles trailed down the side of her breast again. She kept feeding, mannerless, her hunger taking over. She'd had to sit on it for so long. Like her denied sexual needs, it had become a cold, hard, locked chest inside her. Now that it was open, it reached for that other unsated hunger. Or he was drawing it from her, reminding her of the passion that came with the restoration of life.

      He buried his fingers in her hair, tightening his grip as she finally came up for a breather. She would have laved his neck with her tongue, clotting the punctures, but as soon as she retracted her fangs, the skin closed. She licked a drop of blood that escaped and earned a growl of warning, a reminder that he was the one holding control here, the one who permitted or forbid her every movement, every heartbeat. She dropped her head back and was caught in those dark eyes. So much power. Now that her wits were returning, so too were her nerves. This close to him, her body shook with yearning and awe at once. She wanted to be close, immersed in him. Her soul was opening as well as her body, becoming that vessel he'd predicted. Control was slipping from her, not because of anything he was doing, but because of what He was. She'd been buried in disease and death, and his fire promised cleansing, right down to her heartsick soul.

      Knowing she'd likely never again have a chance to stare this close into the face of the Lord, she tried her best to focus past those energy vibrations to absorb his physical features. His face was magificent, masculine planes and angles, his dark brows and lashes like the silk of his hair. And his long hair drifted over her skin, moving from the whispering wind through the circle. The thick strands bore that same firelit heat. He was the center of the Earth. Though she didn't know from where the thought had come, she knew it was true. The Goddess was the Earth, wasn't she? And the Lord and Lady, they were the balance for one another... He was Her center, and She surrounded him, his whole world...

      The bonds on her ankles disappeared as he turned her to face the tree. She was a vampire, used to being stronger than everyone around her, so it was a new and unsettling experience to know from nothing more than the touch of his hand and the press of his body, that she couldn't match him. When he closed his hand over her wrist, she tested it, she couldn't help it. An infant would have as much effect as her resistance did against him.

      "Do you wish to fight me?" The tone of his voice was a challenge and...a taunt. An invitation.

      She shook her head, nodded, then bit her lip, her fangs pricking the inside of her mouth. His chuckle sent erotic thrills tingling down her spine. "An honest female. You like the fight. A dominant who will give way only if clearly outmatched. Struggle all you wish, pretty vampire. There is nothing you can do to stop me. And it will arouse me further, so I will use you all the harder. She will only come to us when you are a truly empty vessel, and I want to be inside Her tonight."

      He stroked her hip, thumb sliding so close to the juncture of her thighs in front she growled in need. "You dream of that yourself, don't you? Your lovely little Agnes...you think of her fighting you, of running her to ground like prey, in a way you will both enjoy. She knows that will arouse you more. She's dreamed of it herself. She understands your nature and trembles when she thinks of submitting herself fully to it."

      Her fangs lengthened once more from the images he was planting. He tightened his hand on her arse, a bruising grip. "You know what I want now, do you not? Fight me, and I will cut you open, let loose all that stands in the way of what we both desire."

      She had fought off wolves, vagabonds and the occasional stray vampire. For the villagers she'd felled trees, lifted things beyond their own strength. These last few weeks, she'd deprived herself of sleep and blood. She could handle any of that because she didn't become complacent. She tested her skills constantly, running, fighting invisible foes, imposing endurance tests on herself to stay ready for anything. It was the reality of being a vampire.

      Refueled by his blood, she pitted her strength against the bonds holding her arms. This time they broke. Tearing loose from him, she seized a branch, snapped it loose and swung it in one swift, deadly spin. He wasn't there for the blow, his wings propelling him back over the rock cairn and a bonfire that his presence must have kindled. Or it was more of the same illusion and magic that made up this still far-too-real moment. The flames caressed his muscled thighs and the hem of the kilt without burning. He appeared a creature wholly of fire again, but when he landed on the other side, he was bronze-skinned once more, his hair showering sparks. She charged.

      He met her, putting her down. She used elbows and knees to thrust free, and was turned and slammed onto the earth, tree roots scraping her skin cruelly. Snarling, she ignored that, pushed up and sprang. He met the tree branch she swung again with his drawn sword, bisecting and knocking it out of her hand hard enough to wrench her wrist. In a move too fast for her to follow, he planted the sword and met her in hand-to-hand combat. 

      She wanted to shout a battle cry, her nature fully unleashed, wild and unfettered, no longer constrained by despised civilized behavior. Her bloodlust surged, goaded by the violence. Yet the euphoria was swept away by rage once more. The weight on her heart was a millstone she couldn't leave behind. She saw the children and adults she'd had to burn or bury. The hopeless eyes of the witches she loved. He could have stopped it. His precious Goddess could have stopped it. Couldn't they? Someone should be able to stop it. Was it better to think no one could, that there was no one to blame? 

      Enough words, enough thought. She wanted to destroy. A restrained wrestling match became a pitched battle. She didn't care that he was a god. She did her best to draw blood, to break bones, to take life as full bloodlust took over. She was only a hundred and twenty years old, but even an older vampire succumbed to that primal directive if provoked enough. She was pushed beyond bearing, the only thing to assuage it the suffering of someone to blame. As she fought him back and forth across the circle, she was caught in a full color montage of horrible nightmares become reality, all packed into the past two moons of loss, grief and sickness. She screamed her hatred at him, and grappled, struck and fought. She exhausted her strength, she bled, she fell and got back up again. Her bones broke and re-fused, but she kept on, fueled by furious adrenaline. She was purging everything inside her, dumping all the trash in her soul.

      He restrained himself--some deep, inaccessible part of her knew he did--but he didn't patronize her. He landed the blows that drew blood, that bruised and broke bones. It only made her angrier and more determined. Her energy started to flag, but she wasn't ready to give in. He tossed her across the fire and she landed hard, rolling and coming to her feet, stumbling. She grabbed the pommel of his planted sword to stop her forward momentum. Sensing him coming over the fire at her fast as a blink, using the propulsion of his wings, she seized the hilt and yanked it from the ground, swinging it in an arc as she spun to confront him.

      She saw the brief flash in his vivid gaze, a seasoned warrior realizing he needed to reverse direction a second too late. Her wild swing, propelled by murderous intent, raked the point across his midriff. 

      The blade burst into flame, as did the hilt under her hands. A blinding light knocked her backward and yanked the world away from her.
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      Time stopped. She was rocking, holding a child in her arms. He had thick dark hair and solemn eyes almost as black as the Lord's. The babe reached up and touched her bloody mouth with small fingers. She had an ache in her belly, so empty. Yet she held him closer, pressed his face against her cheek, and heard him whisper in the comforting, incoherent language of an infant. She wished she could let Agnes hold him. Her servant needed to hold a baby like this, to help ease the pain of losing Peter. Grace remembered holding Peter when he'd been born, the awe she'd felt at what Dan and Agnes had created.

      You grew careless, my love. It has been a long time since a blade has gotten that close to your flesh.  

      Not careless, my Lady. I am giving her what she needs. And then she will give me what I need. You.

      Sensual laughter answered that, an arousing, compelling sound. It made the world spin around, then slow. Nothing else seem important but that laughter, and the child in her arms. But female hands were taking the babe from her. As Grace reached after him, the voice belonging to the laughter reassured her. I will tend him until it is time. My Lord is not yet done with you. He is relentless that way.

      She was back in the circle, the damp, heated earth beneath her feet, the bonfire flickering so close she was in danger of toppling into its grasp, her legs unsteady. She still clutched the hilt of the sword, even though fire was licking up her arm and burning her, but she couldn't let go, not until a strong hand pried her grip open. Female fingertips slid up her skin, stopping the burn. 

      The Great Lord. The Horned God. Lucifer. The fallen angel. She thought of all those names for him as she focused and saw him standing before her, the bonfire behind him. His eyes pinned her in place. 

      "Not there yet," he said thoughtfully. "A remarkable will. A stubborn one. Turn around, my lady. Stand where you are until I command you otherwise."

      As he spoke, she saw a line of energy shimmer from his hand to the ground, becoming the fire-bathed whip again. The look in his eyes sent chills down her body, even as it also tightened it in ways she understood. I will make your pain my pleasure...

      "Remember what I told you. You must hold out until I say stop. If you ask for mercy or for me to cease, the sacrifice is not pure."

      She faced away from him, but some foolish part of her opened her mouth. "Does your stomach hurt?" she asked sweetly, between teeth gritted so they wouldn't chatter. When she looked over her shoulder, he smiled, a dangerous look so full of erotic threat her knees nearly buckled beneath her. In truth she was surprised his flesh had given way at all, since the slab of muscle beneath it looked as resilient as granite. Currently she saw no sign that she'd harmed him. She was relieved about that, though she didn't want to think about why she'd give a damn about his welfare.

      "Turn your face from me, vampire."

      She obeyed, holding her head up even though she was shaking. She flinched at the next sensation, but it was his hand, gripping her shoulder. His palm smoothed down her back, a touch that somehow made things worse. She could handle being flayed alive. The emotions he unleashed with tender explorations were far worse. They summoned the rage once more, an endless tide. Could she ever be this empty vessel he told her she had to be? The hate she had, the anger, seemed limitless.

      "Use it to open up and release all that is inside," he said, his voice vibrating through her.

      "You and your Lady are useless. You can't even help a single village. Their lives were already hard enough without sickness. You do nothing for them."

      "The Wheel is far more complex than that. There are all types of loves in the world, but the Love that explains all is a long journey, often blazed by tears and loss."

      "A babe who dies before she gets her first tooth has no journey to take." She closed her hands into fists. "Do your worst. Empty me out through violence and pain, for I can see no other way to accomplish it." 

      "Very well." Though there was a sadness in his voice, she heard the anticipation as well, and knew it was echoed in her own nature. Pain could feed pleasure, could transcend the body and pierce the soul. She'd dreamed of taking Agnes to those kinds of extremes, her cries and tears resulting in orgasms so intense her girl would be too weak to move afterward, for all the right reasons. Grace would care for her, and then do it all over again.

      But there was a point past which pain was nothing but pain, a place she would never take Agnes. Penance, retribution, torture, mind-breaking. The first strike told her Lucifer had every intention of taking her into that realm and far beyond.

      The agony was horrible beyond description. It was burning, stinging, thudding, a ceaseless poison that whipped through her blood, burying thorns into her very soul. She dropped to one knee, no choice, but she held there, head down, chest bellowing, trying to manage her reaction. All the pain held the concentrated horror of the past several weeks, and it was going to keep coming. The most horrible realization was that he'd only struck one blow. The next one hit her side. She strangled on a sound like what would come from a wounded animal's. She couldn't bear it. But she must.

      "Get up." His voice was implacable. "You must stand for each blow. Do you want mercy?"

      Fuck, she hated him for asking, because everything in her screamed yes, yes, yes. She speared her lips with both fangs, tasting her own blood, and stood up. She went back down under the next one. Got up again. After every blow, he asked her if she wanted him to stop, which only made it worse. She tore into her tongue with her fangs, making sure she couldn't speak. Yet the pain of it was too much, because it was more than a pain of the body. It what was in that walnut, all the sins and disappointments. It was a deer forlornly looking for grass in frozen ground. It was all the hopelessness of the world, pulled inside and through her, the useless tragedy of it mirrored against those few precious moments of joy and happiness. 

      Yet it was those moments that somehow brought her back to her feet every time, even if only to be knocked down again. She could feel Agnes's hot tears in her heart. Her beloved had her fist against her mouth, trying not to scream in protest on her behalf. She didn't want Agnes to know her pain. But she had no strength to protect her from it.

      Love you, Agnes....always have...love you.

      I love you, Gracie. Believe...open yourself up...let it all go...

      Agnes's words planted an image in Grace's mind. Agnes, her slim fingers wrapped around a brown egg, bringing it to the edge of a clay bowl. She sucked in a breath and the egg was cracked, Agnes releasing the unrealized life inside, breaking Grace open. She screamed into the night air, her arms somehow lifting despite the pain, her body being racked with it. A fiery energy swept through her, and she tasted her sweat and blood. She felt the poison and the strength both, all of it rising, pulling free, roiling out of the right side of her body, away from the heart, which pounded and wept. Useless, pointless...meaningless...

      He'd stopped. She was on her knees, weeping as if she'd never stop. "It's too much...no one can bear that. No one can hold that and not wish for all of it to end... Why is there no mercy?"

      He knelt beside her, his wing covering her, slowly furling inward so it wrapped around her. She turned toward him painfully, as if she were an ancient crone whose joints and muscles could only move in small increments, but then her face was pressed into his chest as she sobbed and shook. He held her with arms and wings, all that energy that had burned now swirling around her like a hearth fire. He offered no words. Just an incoherent murmuring, a hum of sound. Over his touch she felt that of Another, a female energy. They were both holding her up.

      "I'm not empty enough yet," she said brokenly. "I've failed them. I am failing them."

      He tipped up her chin and covered her mouth with his. She made a surprised noise, but another form of overwhelming energy swept through her, taking her voice away. The heat was within her as well as without, and she clung to his arms as a very capable tongue and lips caressed and seduced hers. His powerful hands slid down her bare back to grip her buttocks and press her against him, against a male organ impressively engorged. Laying her down beneath him on the ground, he began to taste her skin, starting at her chin and throat, moving to her sternum. 

      The fire mixed with the emotions, lifted her up out of that darkness and mire. She couldn't bear the light of hope, but he forced her to feel it, respond to it. She arched up, gasping, as he began to suckle her breasts. Energy was swirling around her and Him, and she lifted quaking fingers, making the fine blue and silver mists swirl over her fingers, a pale green running through it all. The residual pain vibrated through her, the deep relief of its absence giving the pleasure a sharp, silver edge.

      "Help me," she whispered. "Please."

      Let go, dear child. Just let go. Put down your burden. It is simple as that. Walk through the fire, the snow and ice, the rock, in nothing but your naked soul. Carry your love in your heart and leave your hands free and empty...

      She realized it was Agnes's voice in her head, but it wasn't Agnes. Her girl was channeling the Goddess, speaking into Grace's heart. Pain and pleasure, hope and yearning, twined together around her, binding her. She cried out as the Lord's mouth went to her thighs and between them, tasting her cunt and finding her slick, her body readying itself for what was to come. His wings spread out, framing the moon rising above. She reached for him. She might not know how to empty her soul, but she knew how to lose herself in this, in the demands of the body. 

      "I can't change anything. I can't just love them and lose them... I don't know how to accept that. I'm so angry, and hurt, and desolate..."

      His mouth teased and tasted, tongue licking her in a way that swept an orgasm over her so quickly she had no way to stop the rush of feeling. She cried out her release, but he wasn't giving her time to settle. As soon as she was coming down off that peak, he was driving her up to another. Feeling swirled in her belly, that preclimactic tension, but it was building, not diminishing, as she went over the crest of each wave. Her cries were becoming stronger, more helpless. 

      You have no control. You are ours, and you follow our Will. When the Lord and Lady's Will is accepted, you are able to survive. You will find your heart and soul again, for it resides there.

      Male and Female voices blending. She was going over another peak, and the ordeal of the past and the wonder of the current combined, pounding out any other awareness, the ability to think or do anything but get lost in all of it. She opened herself and let go, swept along in a tide populated by the faces of those she'd lost as well as glimpses of Agnes and others drifting on that same current on this Yule night. She heard singing, chanting, voices raised in praise and supplication. The eight women who'd already died, the three more who would die, and Agnes and Gertrude, wavering but unquenched spirits outlining the circle, calling out to the Lord and Lady, believing, having faith, finding hope...

      Susan, Millie, Lucille, Roberta, Sarah, Ellen, Darla, Cynthia... She watched the eight spirits of the dead witches materialize, drift around her and away, caught in a Veil like a gentle net. They turned into wisps of rose-tinted clouds, of silver smoke and misty fog, journeying to a place far beyond pain and suffering. The singing and chanting grew stronger and she was back in her own immediate reality, finding the Lord poised over her, dark eyes burning into hers. 

      He didn't command her to open herself to the Lady. She'd reached the point she understood that it didn't happen on command. The Goddess entered because an open, empty soul was the invitation She'd never resist. Tears rolled out of Grace's eyes as she felt that power and strength, the Mother of all Mothers waiting. She felt her sadness, her joy, her sheer...life. The Lady grieved as well, for the tragic folly of her children... Knowing she understood and felt the same pain Grace felt turned tears into sobs. They cried together and, like Female energy everywhere, they drew strength from that shared pain and found their feet once more to persevere, to survive and to love.

      Drawing a deep breath, one that went all the way to the bottom of her soul, Grace invited the Lady in. Invited all of it to happen.

      The power of the Goddess lifted her body up into an invitation of another kind. Lucifer's gaze gleamed and he thrust deep inside her. The dual possession took away any conscious thought, leaving just sensation. She was moaning with a blend of sensations too overwhelming to describe. The energy vibrated through and around her, and she was limp in his grasp. His rhythmic thrusts took her back to climax, but it didn't stop there. She went over peak over peak as her mind fragmented and she let go of her soul. Something built inside her, something hard to describe, a form of release far beyond the other. It was an energy, with power enough to fuel a sun, gathering inside her. It reached through her and outward, and then her eyes opened to something she'd never seen before, that she knew she'd never see again, but would never forget.

      She couldn't describe it, so she hoped with all the love she had in her heart that Agnes could hear her thoughts, feel them. Something like this had to be shared with the most important soul in her life.

      The ecstasy gripping her channeled into what was between the Goddess filling her and the Lord taking them both with his body. She could feel the love between the Lord and Lady. It represented and encompassed all loves, the one that fueled and received every experience of love. It was intense, passionate, overwhelming, quiet, ending, safe, unconditional. It answered all questions, though she knew she could never voice the answers. There were no words.

      It is. She thought of Father Baldwin's bible. I AM.  If only those who'd wrote it had been inspired to fill in that missing word. But there were so many, weren't there? I Am Love. Justice. Beginning. End. All. Healing. Death. Life. All.

      And all back to Love again.

      "Oh..." It was a long, drawn out syllable and her eyes widened as she saw the Lord's face tighten, felt his body gather the way a man's did, that fulfilling, joyous promise of release. She screamed again as he let go inside her, a rush of fire that brought a new wave of climaxes, so close together and intense she was buffeted by them like a storm, even as she shared that experience with another female energy, One that bonded and connected to His as if they'd begun time together. 

      And perhaps they had. 
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      Time had stopped. Not metaphorically; literally. She was sure of it. She also thought she might truly be dead, that initial act with the stake no longer merely a symbolic gesture. Her body had never felt so drained before. Yet something was different, too. This wasn't the exhaustion she'd felt for the past few weeks, the hunger and despair. It was as if the energy in her was concentrated in her core. Creating, making.

      Her hand dragged across the ground, following that feeling like a homing beacon. When she found her palm on her abdomen, fingers spread over it, that concentration throbbed under her touch, spreading wonder through her. "Oh my God. Dear Lord and Lady."

      The Lord was next to her now, heating her with his proximity like the bonfire, only it warmed her all the way around and within, not just the part that faced him. He picked up Agnes's robe and lifted Grace like a child, wrapping her in it and shifting her into his lap, an entirely unnerving and welcome thing. She heard that Female voice in her mind, vibrating through her body.

      You are far more chivalrous than you like to admit, my love. You do not like to see her shiver in the cold. The winter spirits say you do not appreciate them.

      They would say it to my face, except my heat would melt their ice into puddles and evaporate them out of existence.

      Far be it from her to interrupt a conversation between deities, but this feeling inside her, so wondrous and amazing, compelled her to do it. "My Lord."

      Vampires so rarely conceived, she couldn't be sure of it, not until he confirmed it. She saw the curve of his mouth, the flicker in those crimson eyes, and his hand covered hers on her stomach, an odd tenderness in his touch. Well, that wasn't surprising, was it? If what she was feeling was true, it was his babe as well. She felt the warmth of the Lady in her mind, Her own hand upon it, because all were Her children.

      It does not often happen, dear child. But you wounded him, in your struggle to understand. Such remarkable strength, such commitment in the face of personal pain, it deserved a gift of hope. For you and those you love. Care well for his son. It is a gift given only to the very worthy.

      A son. Well, this worthy individual suddenly felt very terrified, and overjoyed at once. Her hand slid through his feathers. It seemed a miracle to be allowed to do that, to have her limp, trembling fingers fall on the rounded shape of his shoulder, drift down to his warrior-hard biceps. She wet her lips. There were so many things she could say and ask, but she stuck with something simple, ridiculously inane. "Will he have wings…my son?"

      Lucifer's lips curved. "No, but he will be a warrior the likes of which no vampire has ever seen. When he fights on behalf of your kind it will seem like he can fly. He will be a protector, a force for justice."

      "Will he know love?" Like I have found with Agnes? She was too much of a vampire to say that aloud, but the benefit of congress with a god was he could read her thoughts. Vampire children were so rare, she would never regret this night, but thinking her son might not feel what she'd seen in the Lord and Lady, what she knew she felt for Agnes... 

      Even if she third marked the woman, Grace would likely outlive her, because a third mark had a lifespan of three hundred years and vampires...didn't die of old age. Though an older vampire might call her resolve the zeal of youth untempered by experience, Grace knew when Agnes died she would never again find anything like that, like this. Having a love of that depth more than once would not be her path. She would love, but never be in love again. Agnes would take most of her heart with her, the only part left devoted to Grace's son. As he grew and became a man, her heart would drift back toward the girl who'd become her whole world. It wasn't approved of in the vampire world, such an attachment to a human, but vampires were isolated from one another. She didn't really care what they thought.

      Lucifer's lips curved in a smile. "He'll be like that, too. He will set his own path, make his own code. And it will be a formidable one."

      She wondered if he'd answer her other question. After what she'd felt between him and the Goddess, she couldn't imagine he'd consider it a foolish female question. He didn't, because he did answer.

      "Yes. He will find love, my lady. He will wait centuries, but it will come and, when it does, it will make up for the years of waiting. Your son will be a credit to your own courage and heart. As far as female foolishness," his dark eyes glinted, "I would fear the wrath of She who is my heart if ever I thought such a thing, let alone said it. Look. See an echo of what is to come."

      His hand closed over her wrist, slipped to her palm so their fingers twined. As she tipped her head to look into his eyes, the world swam and he drew her through the clouds of time to a different place, as easy as a breath. She stood in a large, open building that had many things she didn't understand: A big metal contraption with an L-shape piece on the front, large crates that looked as if they were made out of thick brown paper, curious fixtures on the ceiling like lanterns, but not, for she saw no flickering flame in their depths, only steady white light. But all those inventions of the future disappeared as she focused on the most important thing in the room. 

      He was tall and handsome. Such a simple, motherly thing to think, her heart swelling with pride and wonder at it. He was a breathtaking echo of his father, though he kept his black hair cut short. He wore odd clothes, dark, close-fitting trousers and shirt, with a long coat over them. As he moved forward, she saw his intent dark eyes had a hint of his father's crimson to them. She drew in a breath as he produced a flashing blade from the depths of the coat, the silver reflecting off those odd lanterns. Seven men moved out of the shadows, vampires and servants. Several of them were young vampires, she could tell, but two of them were not, and their servants were seasoned fighters, evident by their lack of fear and the concentrated look in their faces. 

      She put a hand on Lucifer's arm in involuntary trepidation. "Watch," he murmured. 

      Her son moved. Or rather, as Lucifer said, it was like he flew like a bird without his feet ever leaving the ground. Swooping, spinning, turning, leaping, the blade moving like it was an extension of his arm, his elegant fingers. She let out the fearful breath she'd sucked in as he faced his foes. He had the deadly grace of every predator she'd witnessed, animal, human or vampire. As he fought, she saw his father in him again, this fearsome angel who touched her so tenderly and ruthlessly at once. Her son would be unstoppable with an angel's blood in him, yet his heart and soul would also be part angel, untainted by evil. It would be the vampire blood that would give him the edge necessary to survive their cruel, bloody world. 

      Tears inexplicably sprung to her eyes as his lips quirked at something one of his enemies spat at him. He would have her smile, and hints of her facial expressions. Agnes would have recognized that sardonic look in a heartbeat.

      The mists closed around him, taking that image away. Instead, now he was but a babe in her arms. His mouth opened against her breast, tiny, needlelike teeth drawing blood from her, sustenance. She would sit by a window in the moonlight and sing to him. Agnes would be there, wouldn't she? Please Lord and Lady... She'd be a quiet shadow that moved forward and closed her arms around Grace, their cheeks pressed together as Agnes trailed her work-roughened finger along the little one's cheek, both of them enchanted by him. Caring for him would help heal Agnes's heart, ease a mother's deep grief.

      Lucifer squatted before Grace, reaching out to touch the tiny forehead. His son grasped his much larger finger and Lucifer's smile took speech from her, everything stilling so she thought the universe itself spun on the tip of this moment. She could feel the Goddess looking through her eyes, the Lady as entranced by his expression as Grace herself. It made Grace want to laugh with quiet joy, something she hadn't done in so very long. To imagine the Goddess with weak knees because of Her Lord's smile... 

      The opaque eyes of the Lord of the Underworld lifted to her, his expression warm, responding to his Lady's adulation. "I will give you one more memory to come," he said, "because the trinity is the most powerful number there is, bringing balance. And because you asked." 

      She saw her son, an adult once more, coming through a metal doorway that parted before him as if by magic. It led into a room comfortably furnished with things that had familiar shapes--chair, table--but unfamiliar fabrics, colors and trappings around them. But she already knew getting caught up in those things would waste the true value of what the Lord was showing her. Her son stripped his coat and the sheathed blade, as well as an impressive array of hidden weapons. After doing that, he moved forward, that room disappearing and giving way to one with mirrored walls, where rose petals were scattered on the floor. The mirrors flickered with the light from a trio of candles placed on a single pedestal in the center of the room. 

      A sable-haired woman with blue-green eyes was there. She wore a corset, an item Grace recognized, the material an elegant brocade, but it was laced over shockingly snug pants in a slick material and thigh-high boots that were scandalous, but which Grace eyed with female envy after examining the way the outfit complimented her figure. But she didn't dwell on those oddities, either, moving instead to the look in her son's eyes. 

      He loved this female. Loved her with everything he was. He would die for her, live for her, do anything for her, bear any pain. She recognized it like a mirror in her own heart, the way she felt for Agnes, the way she already felt for her unborn son. 

      He drew the woman close with one arm. The way he dipped his head down to capture her lips stirred Grace--how could it not? He would have his father's sensual powers as well, Goddess help the female who tried to resist him. But from the slight curve on this woman's mouth, the light in her eyes, Grace knew she understood the power his love gave her over him, too. But she cherished it and would use that power only to their mutual benefit. She wouldn't be pushed around, though. Grace approved of that, knew that was important to love, too. How many fights had she and Agnes had over the years?

      However, right now, his kiss had taken total, demanding possession of the woman. That feeling of ownership was something a vampire understood. His fangs bared and he scored her throat as her fingers tightened on his arms. Grace saw the female's fangs and realized his love would be another vampire. 

      Then Grace stiffened. She almost called out in warning--futilely--as another male appeared at his back. But then, thinking of the first memory Lucifer had showed her of her son, she realized he would never allow anyone to come up behind him that he didn't trust entirely.

      This one was a warrior as well, only thicker, more muscular. Human. A fully marked servant. He was theirs, her son's and his lover's. What she'd initially interpreted as a threat, the man's dangerous restlessness and wounded soul, became something different when his midnight blue eyes rested on the two vampires. All that violence and energy morphed into a protective watchfulness, an absorption in their irresistible energy, and a sense of belonging. 

      Yes, the male was their human servant, but far more than that. When her son lifted his head, he reached over and captured the man's nape to draw him close. As he took just as demanding a kiss from his mouth, she knew her son would have more than one soulmate. He would have...two.

      As the mists closed around them, leaving her floating slowly back toward the present, the reality of it hit her once more, exultation and terror. She was going to have a child. She shuddered with joy and anticipation. She saw a brief flash of all of it, birth and infancy, him growing into a boy, learning, smiling at her, growing more serious as the years went on, as his skills were called to the aid of others. He would serve their kind and serve the angels as well. And she would be his mother. 

      She opened her eyes, finding herself stretched out on the warm earth by the bonfire. Lucifer was above her once more, his body pressing insistently between her legs. The fire in his gaze saw her, and more than her. He saw Her. They were not yet done using her body as a conduit for their need for One Another.  

      More than willing to be that intermediary, Grace lifted her arms to him again. The strength of the Goddess flowed through her, to Him, giving Him love and passion as well. He would exhaust her, deplete her, but leave her with a fullness that would carry her through life, that would help her give life to her son, and to the village again. She was empty and full at once, the proper receptacle for bringing together the Lord and Lady's energy--the renewal that would offer them all hope once more. 

      Agnes had been right. Ritual was vital. No matter how dark the corners of the universe, or how long and deep the reach of those shadows, this restored light. It might only be a flicker in the darkness, but it would fuel strength of purpose, and life and love would continue.  

      That was the gift the Lord and Lady brought, the gift embedded in every soul.
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      She was alone. Smelling smoke, she opened her eyes to see the fire still crackling, though it no longer leaped high above the cairn. It had diminished in the way a fire would as the wood fuel was consumed. She was wrapped in warm animal skins, soft pelts that still vibrated with the life that had inhabited them, an echo that told her their spirits were safe and at peace somewhere beyond this world. It told her who'd left the gift of them. She sat up, clutching them around her. After the Lord's arduous demands--his desire for His Lady seemed to know no satiation point--she should have been unable to rise, let alone feel strength flowing through her as she did. Her palm spread over her bare abdomen. A child. Perhaps it was his strength she felt flowing through her now because she didn't feel weak or depleted at all. She felt...alive and wondrous. She could run, spin and dance through the forest. It was not yet dawn, but when dawn came, she bet the sun would sparkle off the snow, reflecting her mood. She wouldn't be able to see it, but Agnes would. She must.

      Agnes. Reality returned with a stab of panic and she scrambled in her mind to follow that connection, to make sure the life she'd been given had not been an exchange for another, equally as precious to her.

      "I'm here."

      Grace blinked. Was it a vision? Was she still caught in an alternative reality? Agnes stood on the opposite side of the fire. No boils on her throat, her silver-streaked brown hair down and loose, flowing over her arms. She wore her peasant blouse, long skirt and a cloak over it. She'd washed herself, for Grace smelled her fragrant soap on her. All of that might have convinced Grace it wasn't real, but Agnes showed key signs of their present reality. Her clothes were too loose, her face thin, eyes carrying the shadows of grief and loss. Yet there were other things in her gaze. Hope, pride...and something else as she stared at Grace. Need. It sharpened all of Grace's senses and pierced her with the same craving.

      She was alive. And she was going to be well again. The Lord and Lady had given them that gift. It surged through her, what all of it meant, and it came together in one thing. She wanted Agnes, now. She had a need that would consume her servant, heart, mind and soul. The power of it froze her vocal cords, then she found the one thing Agnes always said a vampire could always grasp in full measure. Arrogance. Apparently she was right and, while Grace felt a frisson of amusement over it, it didn't keep her from seizing it with both hands.

      "I did as you asked," Grace said, a deliberate edge to her tone. "Now you will do as I demand, won't you?"

      Pure pleasure surged through her at the little shiver that went through Agnes. "Yes," she whispered.

      "Take off your clothes. All of them. And stand in place until I look my fill."

      The fire was still warm, so she knew she wasn't causing her too much discomfort. But as Agnes shed the clothes, easy enough since she wore no garments beneath them, her skin acquired gooseflesh from the touch of the wind, her nipples tightening. Agnes was thin, but her body would become ripe again, and Grace would immerse herself in every luscious curve. She wasn't going to wait on that, however. She looked at the stretch marks Agnes had from bearing Peter, the lower set of her breasts that time and his nourishment as an infant had caused. All of it made her want Agnes even more. She would have thought so anyway, but the coven had taught Grace that all faces of the Goddess were beautiful. Maiden, Mother, Crone. Women carried all three faces in their heart and soul, at every age.  

      You were wrong, Grace. Agnes's gaze held hers. It was you holding me to life. I didn't want to admit it. I was afraid that it was dishonoring Dan's memory. But when I was in your mind, and felt hope return to all of us, thanks to you and the Lord and Lady, all I could think about was this. When I could become yours fully, and we could be what we wish to one another. I knew you would help heal my heart, help me understand it isn't wrong to love someone the way I want to love you. 

      "I couldn't wait," Agnes said aloud, her voice breaking. "They gave me back my strength, healed my body, and I couldn't wait another moment to be with you." My friend, my love. My heart.

      "My beauty," Grace murmured. She let Agnes feel and see the strong, clean desire that her words provoked. "I will eat you alive if you keep talking like that."

      "Promise?" Agnes offered a tremulous smile and Grace pressed her lips together, her heart wrenching at how close she'd come to losing this female. She reached out a hand. "Come here. Right now."

      Agnes moved around the fire. Though her servant was still weak, Grace saw her movements had a priestess's confidence once more. Her hair fluttered over her back, her pale flesh as milky white as the snow on the edges of the circle. When she reached her, Grace gripped her fingers. Agnes let out a little gasp as Grace yanked her beneath the skins and put her on her back so she was stretched out fully on Agnes. No hesitation, no indecision any more. If Agnes hadn't realized Grace was just as naked as herself, she did now, with Grace's body between her spread legs, mons pressed against mons, breasts rubbing with pleasing friction over nipples and curves. Grace wound her arms around her to hold her close and take her mouth in the kiss she'd been wanting for months.

      "Grace... Gracie..." Agnes sighed with the pleasure of it, and Grace scored her gently with a fang, moving down to tease her throat. Agnes's fingers dug into her shoulders, and Grace descended under the furs. First, I will feast on your cunt the way I've always wanted to do, the way I've dreamed about. And you will cry out your pleasure so the Lord and Lady can hear it...

      She should be taking her time, but she couldn't. Not right now. The first taste was incomparable. She covered Agnes's labia with the heat of her mouth and plunged her tongue in between, curling to collect the cream already gathered there. When she shifted to suck on the swelling clit and its protective hood, she was so hungry she wasn't gentle about it, pulling and nipping, licking and sucking as Agnes's body rolled and lifted, as cries broke from her lips. "Ah, Goddess..."

      "Beg for mercy and you shall have none, moppet. I've waited too long." Agnes's body was weak, but her spirit was strong and vibrant, and craved Grace's demands in a way a vampire couldn't resist. Grace flipped her over onto her stomach. Agnes's fingers dug into the furs as Grace rubbed her breasts over the seam of her buttocks, then slid several fingers inside her pussy. As her thumb found Agnes's clit once more to stroke and tease, she bent and sank her fangs into Agnes's backside. Agnes moaned again.

      Grace worked her up to a climax in seconds. Agnes's body was starved for the attention, for the need for life and renewal. That yearning bound Grace's heart to her all the more, but she wasn't yet ready to let her go over. It could be that sadistic side to a vampire's nature, wanting to deny and prolong the pleasure, making it an intense, screaming agony. Or it could be merely that, this first time, Grace needed it to be face to face, no ghosts between them. She turned Agnes over once more and lay back upon her. She began to rotate her hips, creating friction clit to clit. Agnes's legs trembled in their spread position. 

      "Wider, moppet. Spread wide for me." Grace stared down in her face, implacable, needing to see her come apart before she could do the same. Agnes's mouth stretched out in that pre-climax rictus, her hands back on Grace, short nails digging into her. 

      "Come for me. Go over. Now."

      Agnes shuddered, something inside shattering, wrenching a scream from her throat. Tears fountained from her eyes in the middle of the release, and Grace felt the pain overflow with the pleasure, the grief and the need together. She found she could not take without giving. Not from this woman. Curling her arms around Agnes, sheltering her, keeping her from breaking apart, she came down upon her and held her so close their hearts thundered together. Since the position changed the meshing of their bodies, she freed one hand to stroke Agnes to completion. 

      Agnes hooked her arms over her shoulders, burying her face in Grace's throat, and cried and cried, even as she rocked through the climax that kept pounding through her. Grace was crying as well, pressing those tears into Agnes's hair. Love was here. It had saved them, but the cost of life was so harsh, without love, it would have been unbearable. It was nigh unbearable sometimes regardless.  

      "Sssshh..." She held her as Agnes's orgasm left her with tiny little twitches against Grace's still aroused body. Agnes felt it, lifting her hips against her. 

      "Let me...I want to hear you release...as well. The way you've wanted to do it. With me...as yours."

      Grace drew back, meeting her gaze. Agnes wet her lips, her eyes alive. "I feel it in you, the dark, powerful things you want. And I need a taste of that..."

      "You're not at full strength, dearest."

      "It doesn't matter. You're my strength. I need to be your vessel now, Grace. I'm so empty." Agnes's mouth trembled, but then it firmed and she met Grace's gaze, her lips quirking in a tender half-smile. "If I can't walk afterward, though, you might have to carry me home."

      "I'll carry you wherever you need." Grace studied her face. "I will give you strength, Agnes. Then you can handle whatever I desire, all the things I want to to do to you."

      That smile became something more feminine and aware, and Agnes's fingers curled into Grace's bare hip. "I will take anything you wish to give me and thank you for it."

      Images flashed from Agnes's mind to Grace's, and Grace had all she could do to bite back a growl. She'd imagined the things she wanted to do to Agnes were fantasies the witch couldn't even contemplate. She'd been wrong. Agnes might not be as sexually experienced, but the body knew what it craved, and had conjured those images in Agnes's mind. Grace wondered how she'd kept them hidden so deeply from Grace she hadn't even suspected. Well, that was about to end. After the third mark was given, Agnes would never be able to hide a thought or feeling from her again. A soul binding, that was what the third mark was. It opened the servant up beyond the mind, letting the vampire into the heart and down deep into the very depths of the soul.

      The expression on Agnes's face said she wanted that soul-deep binding. Which decided Grace on their top priority.

      Staying on top of her, keeping her body beneath her own aroused one, Grace bit her own wrist and put it to Agnes's mouth. "We start with this. Take a few swallows, moppet. And then I'm going to mark you."

      Agnes put her lips over the wound and drank, keeping her eyes on Grace's. Grace could feel her worries, her fears, but also her overwhelming need for it to happen. She didn't want her afraid or worried.

      Drawing her wrist away, she sealed the wound and shifted further up Agnes's body. She curved her fingers around Agnes's throat, pinning her to the ground as she straddled her, positioning herself where she could do light, circular passes over Agnes's still spasming clit. Agnes bit back a moan. Her nipples were tight points and Grace imagined an evening of doing nothing but tying Agnes's arms behind her in her rocking chair and suckling them until she came from that stimulation, over and over. Grace remembered that period during Agnes's pregnancy when her whole body had been sensitive and aroused constantly. After a day out in the fields, Dan would come home to find a wife who barely waited until he was through the door to draw him to their bed, even before giving him his dinner. He hadn't complained. 

      Would Grace be like that during her own pregnancy?

      Agnes's eyes widened, and her fingers spasmed. "Grace."

      She'd left her mind open to Agnes. And Agnes, while privy to much of what had happened in this clearing, had missed that significant turn of events. They would celebrate that together, but not right now. She shook her head, giving Agnes a brusque order. "Later. Right now, you stay quiet. Not a single sound." Her lips curved mercilessly as she started to grind down a little harder on those rotations, then lighter. Agnes had just come, and Grace ached for a release of her own, but she wanted her girl to go with her at the same time. 

      Agnes's face shone with joy at the news despite Grace's command. Yet as Grace continued to move upon her, Agnes's eyes widened again for different reasons. That slow build brought a surge of desire back through her, growing as Grace let herself draw closer to that pinnacle. Her hold on Agnes's throat captivated her, not just physically. Feeling Agnes respond to that collaring touch, that sense of ownership, only heightened Grace's own burning need. "Stay absolutely still," she said hoarsely. "I want you to feel the climax tear through you this time."

      Agnes obeyed, quivering harder and harder, biting down on her own lip to the point of drawing blood, just to obey Grace's demand not to move or speak. She would soothe that with her own mouth and tongue. Later. Agnes's self imposed restraint resulted in an arousal that grew in her mind and body until it overflowed and filled Grace's mind and body as well, joining the turbulent storm that was already there. 

      As Grace started to fall over that edge, Agnes's lips parted, a pleading look in her eye. Grace shook her head, denying her, making her wait, making it draw out until Agnes was in sensual agony, moaning incoherently. Only then did Grace let her go over, crying out her own pleasure. As they moved together as rhythmically as the ocean, she let those waves get higher and higher, holding Agnes with her, spinning in that cataclysmic surf. At the peak of that shared pleasure, she bit Agnes's throat, her fangs piercing her and the third mark flooding her. Agnes surged against her with a scream of pleasure.

      Grace had never given anyone the third mark, so the experience was as new to her as to Agnes. Though she'd been told what it was like, words did not come close to it. When she looked at the vastness of the ocean, she couldn't imagine ever understanding the depths of all its mysteries. Yet this was like being immersed in it fully while holding all of it in her cupped hands. She felt Agnes register that connection in a way that was different but the same, that absolute surrender and belonging to another soul. It was something she'd explored and experienced with Dan in some ways, so it wasn't entirely unfamiliar and shocking to her, but the depths of this was beyond human imagination. It was not just desiring or hoping for that connection--it was real, immutable, permanent. Forever belonging fully to another, in every possible way.

      Agnes's expression was swept with wonder, for Grace left her shields down so Agnes could see that connection clearly, feel the depths of it fully. As a witch, her honed spiritual senses gave her even more input on that than a normal human would experience. As they slowly came back down, still locked together in mind and soul the way they'd ascended, Grace never wanted to let go or draw back.

      The third mark also bound Agnes's mortality to hers, so that if Grace died, Agnes went with her. In return, as long as Grace lived, or until three hundred years had passed, Agnes would be hers, alive and hers, beyond the touch of any human disease. The only thing that could take her from Grace was a stake of metal through the heart. Any who threatened her that way, who even thought of threatening her that way, would die before the thought was complete. Thinking of it, Grace embraced the savagery that lived so close to the surface of a vampire's nature, to protect what was hers with harsh impunity.

      Grace at length shifted next to Agnes. They lay quietly for awhile by the fire, Agnes getting her breath back and Grace not thinking of anything, just experiencing the bliss of this moment. It was like when time had stopped with the Lord and Lady, and she wondered if that was the point. Such divine power was only as far away as the nearest loved one.

      Agnes shifted to her side, propping herself on her elbow. She tugged on the edge of the furs and Grace allowed it, watching her third mark servant study Grace's body, her palm spanning Grace's abdomen, thumb caressing the indentation of her navel. With the second mark, she could hear Agnes's thoughts and deduce her feelings. With the third mark, she felt everything Agnes felt, so when her gaze lifted back to Grace, Grace was hit full impact by the mix of sadness and unspeakable joy Agnes was experiencing.

      "He will be ours," Grace told her fiercely. "Yours as much as mine."

      When Agnes's eyes filled with tears anew, Grace lifted onto her elbows and captured her mouth with her own, lifting a hand to cradle her face, caress her throat. Unable to resist, she pushed Agnes to her back again. Curling her hands around Agnes's wrists, she held them to either side of her, pinning her as she bit her neck, her shoulder, a scattering of bites that had Agnes murmuring in pleasure and initial little cries of pain. The third mark was not enough. Grace wanted her marked, over and over. She tasted her blood, closed the wounds with her tongue, held her, rocked her. I will be here for every moment of sadness or joy, moppet. I won't let you be alone with their loss. I'll help you through all of it.

      We'll help each other. Agnes lifted wet eyes to her, but also freed a hand to caress Grace's cheek. The wisdom in the woman's eyes caused something to tremble deep inside of Grace. Grace had not lost a husband or child, but they'd all belonged to her. She'd lost as much of her family as Agnes had, as they all had. They would all help each other.

      Grace slid an arm around Agnes's back in profound gratitude, and awe for a two-way comfort that was still unexpected, even after forty-two years of finding the miracle of Sanctity. As she did, though, she was distracted from the intensity by a different texture on Agnes's skin. It couldn't be scarring, for Agnes hadn't had any of the swellings in that spot. She'd never marked a servant before, but suddenly Grace knew what it must be, what it had to be. 

      Sitting up, she tugged on Agnes and made her turn over, shifting her onto her lap and holding her naked body there, her hand caressing Agnes between the legs split over her knee, her rump raised in the air in a provocative way. "Oh," Agnes said faintly, and Grace saw a flash in her mind that inspired a fang-baring smile and a few answering fantasies of her own. She held the thought, focusing on other things.

      "We're going to get this fattened up again," Grace said, rubbing one hand over her arse. "Then I'll enjoy strapping and smacking it as much as you deserve. Right now I'm afraid your bones will poke through."

      "Evil shrew," Agnes said, trying to twist around. "What are you touching now? It feels...odd. Is it something the sickness left?" 

      "Not at all. Don't be afraid, moppet. Be still. It's a mark. Your third mark." She traced the marking over each of Agnes's shoulder blades, outlining them for the woman. When Agnes realized what they were, she stilled. Dear Lord and Lady... 

      It was the outline of a pair of angel wings. While it was a fitting third mark, Grace still felt a tightening in her gut. One day her Agnes would be an angel, or pass into the angels' arms, and she would be left alone. No. Not alone. She'd have her son. Which would be enough for awhile. When it wasn't, well, she'd become an empty vessel again, let it all go and go back to Agnes's arms. It would be a life well worth living. 

      As she let the shadows go so anticipation for all of it could fill her, she couldn't resist. She gave Agnes's pretty arse, diminished though it was, a nice pop, and enjoyed the way Agnes squirmed on her lap, her breasts pressing against Grace's leg. "Just wait until I use a belt on it, hmm? Like that one time Dan threatened to take his belt to you for being contrary? He was teasing you, until he realized it excited you. Did he do it?"

      "Yes." Agnes's cheeks pinkened. "He did. And we...well, you know."

      Actually, Grace didn't know. While it had piqued Dan's interest and goaded his lust, it had done the same to Grace, so much she hadn't lurked in Agnes's mind to hear her thoughts on it or the results. With the third mark, though, she would be able to see through Agnes's eyes like her own. She still had her mind open to Agnes, so Agnes saw that information, as well as understood Grace hadn't known what had happened between her and Dan that night. She cleared her throat, adjusting in a casual way that drew Grace's eyes back to her bare bottom, the tempting plump lips between them, glistening with her response. 

      You little tease... But she held that thought, a painful smile in her heart as Agnes gave her the gift of the memory.

      "He wasn't sure of it, at first, but I teased him until he bent me over the kitchen table, lifted my skirts and gave me three healthy whacks. It made him hard as kindling, the way I responded, and he took me right there. Then he wrapped both his arms around me, held me so close I couldn't breathe..."

      Oh Dan... Sensual memory gave way to loss and Agnes closed her eyes, pressing her face to Grace's leg. Grace bent over her, playfulness dissipating as she turned Agnes and held her in her lap, giving and receiving comfort. Then Agnes's attention shifted, her fingers moving between them to splay over Grace's stomach.

      "Oh, Gracie... You're going to have a son."

      The ebullience touched her, but a darker thought did as well, one she supposed all mothers faced and feared. She would deliver him into the world, give it the gift of his existence, yet the world might take him from her. She might have to relinquish him to death while she still lived, as Agnes had had to do with her son, far too soon. Grace's son was merely a wisp in her womb, and the thought alone was enough to paralyze her. 

      Grace's arms tightened around Agnes. She would be there for her servant, would help her deal with the unimaginable loss Agnes's soul had sustained. The Lord and Lady had given them a gift beyond description to help them both.

      Daegan. Daegan Rei.

      The name appeared in her mind, along with a frisson of power that lifted the hair on her arms. Agnes lifted her head, her senses tuned for that energy wave. "Did the Lord and Lady just..."

      "I don't know. They must have. But it fits. It will fit. It means Dark Ghost, but he will bring light back to us. We'll love him, Agnes. Together. You, me and the village will raise him. He'll bring us hope and life again."

      "A birth that will bring hope to the world. To our little world." Agnes's eyes sparkled with the brilliance of love, life and loss. "There's no better Yule gift than that."
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