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  Chapter 1


Some say the stone steps of the monastery weep when a warrior is lost. I say they bleed. 
They were bleeding now. The treads were nearly viscous with it. But it wasn't my blood nor my companions that coated the steps. It was the demons we'd killed for the priests and our village, and it was coming from my boots as I tread up the stones.
I knew how I looked as I climbed, scuffing my boots as though coating my soles would bring back those who had died doing their duty. I was coated in blood; it ran rivulets down my neck in streams that made my spine shiver. It dripped from my mace and made a fairy tale trail that divulged every step I took.
That was just fine by me. I understood blood. I understood everything that came with it: the tears, the tissue. There's sweat and snot and suffering in blood, just like in battle.
It's wine to a warrior. Water to monks. It's hope to a virgin. Life to a mother.
But this fluid, though it was blood, wasn't the living, rich and crimson fluid the likes the fifth world revered. 
This blood was black. Like pitch. It stank of brimstone and rotten meat.
But when it struck your face, as it's wont to do in battle, it tasted of marshmallow root and ale. It gave you such a false belief in its sweetness that you doubted yourself and your mission. 
This blood moved on the steps with a life of its own, wriggling like lampreys in the grout that cemented the stones together.
Its very presence here at this sacred place was no doubt the reason they were so revolted, those monks who watched me climb to meet them. I'd swallowed down my share of demon blood this day. It writhed in my stomach fighting to claw its way up or out. I'd have to drink full drafts of kekeon to neutralize it. I'd have to vomit and shit for hours just to rid myself of it all.
And all at their request. 
Their demand for my arms in battle, my mace, my ruthlessness, took several of their guardians today. It took several of the unsanctified warriors who volunteered. 
Most did not live to climb as I did. Most died with the taste of demon blood on their palates, unable to swallow that last bit of fluid in their mouths before they expired.
I knew that each member of the senate watched me with their own motives and hopes. I was acutely aware of the weeping of women as they lined the colonnaded walkways that surrounded the courtyard. 
Eyes pinned to my back in grief, anger, and hope.
Of all ten warriors who left for the demon trials, only three remained. Of the three, I was the only one standing, walking, climbing this staircase the way warriors of the fifth world had done for a thousand years after battle.
I wanted my due. I didn't care how many women mourned their husbands, how many mothers wept for their sons. I'd gutted the last demon and held its head in my grasp by its teeth as I climbed. It was my trophy. 
More than that, it was my contract. 
Fifty more years of magic for the cost of a decade. That's what I was owed. It was how the order got us, how they held us tight to their perfumed and chaste bosoms. Some of us had trained since our swaddling clothes to achieve this prize. The youths of the fifth world who stayed chaste funneled their energies into training for the promise of that gift. We rose before the dawn to study the grimoires and tomes of other worlds so we could know the battle we would one day face, and we went out to that war knowing we might not return.
All so we could win the magic, should we live, that would grant us slow aging. 
I was now thirty in my world's time. I would age till eighty but remain no older than forty. That was my prize. I could choose to do so again to gain fifty more. I could slow my aging and live to fight their battles over generations if I wanted.
The others would not. I grieved them, but I would not pity them. They died with honor and I'd taken the tongues of each demon in the end so that even if they returned to their hellish world they couldn't mock the brave men they'd killed.
I flung the head down at the feet of the Stone Master, a nasty little man with eyes the color of jade but without the luster.
"I want my long life," I said to him.
I held his gaze for a long moment, daring him to refuse me before I let my gaze drag across each caste within the Order of the Stone that stood there with him. They flanked him and fanned out to his sides, all nice and orderly, caste by caste.
The order was made of monks and warriors alike. The warrior caste, the one I respected at all, was known as guardians. Each guardian was sanctified and given gifts of power that enhanced their innate magics. Some of them had power to rival the Stone Master.
I was neither. Just a man born with an affinity for killing, taking my gifts when the trials could lengthen my life.
The Stone Master knew as I did that the guardians he had sanctified were now no more. Near-Immortality proved but a faint blush on the cheeks of eternity when the thing you fought could drain your essence the way a man drained a draft of ale. There were no guarantees. We were men, after all.
From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the six high monks of the senate, called the Schema of the Stone. They shuffled on their feet. Their linen tunics inundated with the high winds that braced the stones like trusses on their peak. 
Each of them, I knew, had attained their status decades earlier and that they'd never touched a woman. Never so much as nursed at a breast. They'd been bred like cattle to live this life of service. 
That purity ensured their ties to the magic that suffused the stone they all protected.
One of their nostrils flared as a waft of sulfur assailed us, picked up from the malodorous remains of the demon's head that rocked back and forth in the winds that buffeted the monastery.
His delicate constitution couldn't bear the smell, I supposed. His gaze kept dropping to my boots and I traced his glance to the pool of black fluid that seeped out from beneath my soles.
"Demon blood increases in volume," I told him. "By tomorrow, if I haven't washed up, I'll have enough to burn my oil lamps for the whole annum. Not that anyone would burn demon blood. It gives off a fetid light."
I held his gaze without the proper amount of ceremony and pomp. I'd killed for them. It had been a decade since any demon had breached the world, and this time there had been dozens of them.
I figured they owed me the pomp.
"My long life," I said. "I want it granted."
"There is much preparation in the request," he said and his gaze squirreled away from mine.
"I will do whatever you deem necessary," I said. "If preparations take a week, I want what was promised. What's decreed as mine."
Someone sucked in a breath to my left. There were three castes within the senate, and every child of the fifth world knew the order: Schema, Scia, and novice. We were taught it the way ninth worlders were taught their rosaries.
The schema were the high senate of the order and they possessed greater magics than a normal fifth world Kindred. The Scia were the monks who showed promise and who were healthy and hale and were put out to pasture during the Seeding ceremonies. Novices learned the arts and scribed the tomes and studied the lore. Whatever magics they held might be magnified by the stone and ritual. Then again, it might not.
No one truly knew what happened in the monastery of the stone beyond the levels we were taught. They were a secretive order but one we all revered.
Most of us, anyway.
It was from the novice's gallery, that the sound came. 
I dragged my gaze from the senator to the novice who had made the noise.
He was young, no doubt from the ninth world, a human with uncommon abilities. I knew the monks swapped out deformed fifth world newborns from time to time with the ninth world children who showed promise. I knew it didn't matter if the child was natal male or female. Often the service to the Lilith Stone neutered the human kindred after a few decades. 
Did he know what he was? Had he been told he would live twice the natural lifespan here as a fifth world Kindred instead of a ninth?
He certainly had the look of a human. Not so different from us, but with a pallor to his skin that indicated a greater vulnerability than we fifth world Kindred possessed. The telling lack of height indicated it as well. I knew beneath the similarities of form the human changelings were different than we were. They cared about things that didn't matter. They chafed against sacrificial service.
I presumed as much by the gawking look he gave me, not expecting to see an untainted man at the peak of the steps, demanding his due from the squad of senators who promised longer life in return for killing the newest plague of demons set upon the world. His gaze kept skirting to my shoulders, the muscles that I knew writhed beneath my leathers and linen armor the way beasts roiled in mud.
I guessed the monks' own physiques had grown soft over the years. None of them fought the demons anymore. They spun the magic that gave us our gift, and we sacrificed our virility and sometimes our lives. That was part of the new order.
All except Doyle. The only guardian to ever be allowed to participate in the seedings. The only guardian in my memory to ascend to the scia. 
The man I called father.
He still stood ramrod straight in the line of scia senators. His shoulders spanned the width of two men, and like me, he climbed a full head and shoulders over his peers. I knew beneath his cassock he hid a broad back muscled by decades of training. He trained still, I knew, although the senate monks rarely fought hand to hand. 
It was beneath them. It was why they had a guardian order and why they sold their magics to the men of the fifth world who hoped to be gifted long life.
I wasn't a guardian. I wasn't a monk. I was a strong man of the fifth world who enjoyed living. My father's powers were already legendary, magnified by the gift of four children to the order. His service shifted to the scia the day he gave over his daughter to them. 
The order asked for everything.
My sister. Gone a full decade now. My father's sacrifice to the Guardians, all in the keeping of the stone and the goddess within.
Gone but not forgotten. Gone but not an object of blame to land at my father's feet. I understood sacrifice the way I understood blood. The way my father understood it. 
But that didn't cancel out what I was owed. Many of us gave over to sacrificial battle for love or devotion.
I did it to gain the long life. 
The Stone Master advanced on me from his position at the head of the body of senators. He pulled his hand from within his vestments and pointed at the demon's face as it lay between us, its mouth agape and empty of its forked tongue.
I refused to follow it with my gaze. I knew exactly how it looked. Grisly and blood covered, no part of the tissues, no square inch, was free of blistering wounds. 
"I dragged him by the heel through stinging briars," I said. "I believe he ate a good deal of ghost pipe in the process before he succumbed to the weight of my mace."
Most demons' power came from contact with the elements, like a fae or a sidhe, but they required contact as well with their energy host if they are to withstand physical battle. All of the demons who assailed this realm had been made eons ago by the goddess Lilith, a creation of the first world planted into the petri dish of the ninth. She'd not done well there and had fought against what she saw as a prison. She threatened the whole of that vulnerable world. She threatened the order of the rest. 
The magics of my world trapped her for the good of the others.
But we didn't know she'd made her own creations. Her demons assailed our world repeatedly in an attempt to free her.
To kill this last demon, a twelve foot tall thing of ghastly proportions and toxic blood that brought boils to its own skin as it bled, I'd coated it with the energies of the spirits that have gone before
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