


[image: Devil's Kiss]





    


[image: Devil's Kiss]



  

Text copyright  2009 by Sarwat Chadda 

All rights reserved. Published by Disney  Hyperion Books, an imprint of Disney Book 
Group. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 
any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any 
information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the publisher. 

For information address Disney  Hyperion Books, 114 Fifth Avenue, 
New York, New York 10011-5690. 

Printed in the United States of America 

First American Edition 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data on file. 

ISBN 978-1-4231-1999-9 

Reinforced binding 

Visit www.hyperionteens.com 








Table of Contents


	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36







To my wife and daughters 








Who made thee a prince and judge over us? 

Intendest thou to kill me, 

as thou killedst the Egyptian?

Exodus 2:14
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KILLING HIM SHOULD BE EASY; HES ONLY SIX. 
Then why the bilious, twisting feeling deep in her guts? 
Why the cold, clammy dampness down her back?

Hes only six. 

Billi waded through the spiny grass toward the back of the park. The autumnal night wind whispered to her, down here in The Pit. 

What a name for a playground. 

But no one played here; hadnt for years. The low fence around it had long since fallen, leaving rotten planks jutting out of the earth like crooked black teeth. The animal rockers watched her with hollow eyes, and their old springs creaked as they nodded their heads in greeting. 

The boy sat on the swing, the middle one of three. 

Only six. 

Billi approached with a flashlight in her hand, its beam aided by the full moon and the red lights on the Crystal Palace radio aerial. It loomed over her like a giant black spike stabbing the sky. 

The rusty chains groaned as he swayed back and forth, watching her. 

Maybe its not him. Maybe hes just some normal kid. 

Maybe I dont have to murder him. 

He looked normal. Tatty Nike trainers, a pair of jeans with an elastic waist, and a blue and burgundy Crystal Palace top. 

A local boy. 

Normal, except for the marks on his neck. His white throat was circled with dark purple bruises. 

Billi drew a deep breath and crossed over the old fence boundary, her heart hammering hard against her ribs. The gravel playground was scattered with litter: old cans, moldy newspapers, and brittle brown leaves that had blown down from the skeletal trees at the top of the hill. But the corruption was more than just gentle aging. All the signs were here. 

Of a desolation: a place of evil. Innocent blood had been spilled, tainting the soil itself. Billi thought, if she dared to listen, she might still hear dying screams echoing in the wind, and the leaves rustling with a childs last breath. The earth seeped with a sweet oily vapor. It tinged the air, but as Billi passed the threshold it doubled in thickness, until after a few steps her lungs felt as if they were drowning in it. The few flowers and weeds that had broken through the gravel were gray and malformed. Glossy black beetles scuttled their armored bodies over the stones, and fat white luminescent worms writhed under her feet. 

Hello, said the boy. 

Hello, said Billi. 

The boy looked at her. He was missing a lower front tooth, but otherwise his baby teeth formed a soft, easy smile. 

Just like the photo. 

I could still be wrong. 

But with each step closer, she knew she wasnt. It was the bruises. 

Billi stopped a few feet in front of him. The marks still held the impressions of fingers, even after all this time. 

Have you come to play? he asked. 

Look into his eyes. Thats what theyd told her. Wasnt it one of the first lessons shed learned in the Order? The windows of the soul. Shed often stared at her own black orbs, wondering what really lay behind them. Maybe only more darkness. 

The boy got off the swing, and Billi stepped backward; she couldnt help it. 

He looked up at her, catching the moon full on his plump, gap-toothed face. His eyes shone like mirrors, like a cats eyes. Billi pulled off her hood and tucked a loose black lock behind her ear. She was tall for fifteen, and Alex was small for six, so she squatted down to his level, her boots creaking. She gazed into the boys eyes, looking for something real, something alive. 

But there was nothing. Just an empty reflection. 

Its him. 

Im sorry, Alex. Ive come to take you back. 

How do you know my name? 

What didnt she know about him? Shed read the old newspapers, trawled through the library archives for a week. Even watched the faded eight-millimeter home movie, a flickering yellow-tinged illusion of life on a white bedsheet. 

Alexander Weeks. Six years old. No. 25 Bartholomew Street. Pupil at St. Christophers Primary School. Brother to Penny. 

Last seen in 1970. 

But I just got here. I want to see my mummy. 

Only son of Jennifer and Paul Weeks. Billi remembered them sitting with her dad in the church, showing him their old photo album. Telling him how they still dreamed of Alex even now. 

How some nights they saw his face outside their window. 

I know you do. But you cant stay here. 

Shed argued she was only fifteen, a year below age. But her dad had insisted. It was time. The Ordeal. Her last test before she was initiated into the Order. 

And no one argued with Arthur SanGreal. 

Shed always expected her Ordeal to be a Hot Meet. A fight, lots of sound and fury. Why else all those years practicing sword fighting with Percy? She was finally ready for a duel against one of the real Unholy. A loony, fang-face, even an infernal, maybe. Like a real warrior. 

Not this. 

Not killing a little kid. 

Alex took another step. Why? Its not fair! 

The swings on either side of him rattled on their chains, agitated. Billi tensed. Goose bumps crept along her arms, even under her fleece. Alex radiated coldness. 

I know, son. 

Billi spun around. 

Her father strode over the broken fence and walked toward them. A flash of anger shot through her. Hed promised just to watch, not intervene. Maybe he didnt think she could do it. 

Billi glanced at the boy she was about to kill, sitting small and scared on the swing. 

Maybe her dad was right. 

Arthur was wearing his suit, his one and only suit. Dark blue and shiny from use, the stitches strained against his compact and muscular frame. In his left hand he held a scabbard, in his right, a sword. Three and a half feet long, its pommel was a thick iron disk bearing the Orders symbol: two knights on a single horse. The broad blade gleamed ghost-silver in the moonlight. It was a brutal weapon made for hacking. 

The boy looked at him. Have you come to kill me too? 

Arthur stopped halfway between them and the fence and discarded the scabbard. His pale face broke into a smile, but it was thin and half hidden in his black beard. And there was no gentleness in his icy blue eyes. 

No, lad. You know I cant. He glanced at Billi. Youre already dead. 

Its not fair! The swings were thrashing and clanging now, and the merry-go-round creaked to life, turning slowly, grinding its rusty axle against its corroded socket. 

The man said I could feed the birds! The man said 

Hes been punished for what he did, said Arthur. 

Is he in Hell? asked Alex. 

I promise you he is. Arthurs knuckles turned white as they tightened around the sword hilt. 

The boy wailed. I didnt want to die! He held up his hands. Please, let me stay. Crystal tears dribbled down his face, and his mouth and chin wrinkled in misery. Its dark and Im all alone! Its dark and Im scared! He stepped nearer, begging. 

Hes just a little boy. . . . 

No, Billi! shouted Arthur, but too late. Billi dropped to her knees and embraced Alex. She pulled him close to her heart and 

the chill seeps into her pores, saturating her skin with ice. 

Like venom, black ichor floods her veins, pumping her with 

Alexs despair, envy, and 

HATE 

that he was snatched from the sunlight by sweaty hands and crushing fingers, in the dirt and fallen leaves, never to feel the 

WARMTH 

he misses so much and wants more than anything, and so he sucks it from her, leaving only coldness that is brittle and bone-deep, the air out of her lungs white frost, and her 

FLESH 

blisters, and tears freeze on her cheeks, and she stares into Alexs eyes, black and malice-filled, remembering only the 

AGONY 

that he cannot forget, and it eats him, an abysmal virus that he cant contain, so she must 

SUFFER 

like he did, and the cold burns her heart as he infests her with his darkness, burrowing deeper and 

Powerful fingers dug into Billis shoulders and ripped her free. Arthur tossed her away from the boy, and she tumbled to the gravel, slamming down hard on her cheek. 

She was frozen, her body trembling with the deep chill. 

Possession. It had tried to possess her. It wasnt Alex. Not anymore. She tried to stand, but her legs wouldnt bend; they felt as brittle as icicles. 

Billi! shouted Arthur. 

There was a loud crack as the wooden swing seat broke apart, and the two loose chains lashed out. Billi ducked as one whipped out above her, but Arthur took a blow across his forehead. The sword flew away, he stumbled, then was lifted off the ground as the chain wrapped itself around his neck and tightened. 

Arthur dangled from the swings A-frame: a perverse playground gallows. He clawed at the noose, his face turning deep red. 

Let him go! screamed Billi. She bent forward, hoisting herself onto her feet, legs quivering like spaghetti. 

But Alex wasnt listening. There was a black, savage fire inside him, and he freed a bestial howl as her dad dangled on the end of the chain. The cry sliced Billis skin like daggers. 

Alex could never have made a sound like that. No child could. 

The sword stood between them, point buried into the ground, upright like a steel crucifix. 

Please, Alex! Billi begged. Arthurs hands dropped, and he went limp. 

But Alex, or the thing pretending to be a living boy, just laughed and waved his arms, a mad puppeteer with her dads heavy body as his doll. 

Billi charged, ripping the sword free in a shower of dirt and insects. Alex turned, and she kicked him in his chest, knocking him over. 

Grip reversed, she held the sword above him, tip pointed down. 

God forgive me, she whispered, plunging the blade into the childs heart. 

The shriek tore the sky apart, and Billi shuddered, but her fingers tightened around the wire-bound sword hilt. Black bile erupted from the wound, alive almost, saturating her clothes and face. She choked as droplets of ectoplasm splashed into her mouth and down her throat. 

She drove the sword deeper, pinning Alex to the earth. 

Leaning onto the pommel, she fumbled in her pocket with one hand and pulled out a small silver bottle. Her sweaty fingers wouldnt open the stopper, so she bit it off. Then she smeared the clear oil onto her fingers. 

Alex stared, eyes huge, as Billi tossed the empty bottle away. She released the sword and dropped to her knees beside him. 

No, Billi! Please! I dont want to go! He punched and screamed and scratched as she tried to hold his head still enough to mark it with the cross. He pulled her black hair and spat out stinking oily gore. 

Exorcizo te, omnis spiritus immunde, in nomine Dei Patris omnipotenti, she intoned. Locking his head still with her left hand, Billi pressed her first two right fingers on his forehead, then chin, and finally both cheeks. 

Please, Billi. Let me stay. Just a little longer, he whimpered. 

Billi tried to ignore the desperation in Alexs voice. She had to finish this. Ego to linio oleo salutis in Christo Jesu Domino nostro, ut habeas vitam aeternam! 

Billi leaped away as Alexs body spasmed. Bile poured out of his eyes, nostrils, ears, mouthgreat jets of bubbling noxious fluid that filled the air with the stink of brutal death. Alexs cries weakened as the outpouring diminished, his body eroding before her. 

What have you done? he hissed, eyes blazing with demonic madness. 

Deus vult, Billi whispered. It was the Orders battle cry, but right now it seemed more like a curse. 

God wills it. 

He gave a final scream, then the last of Alex faded away. A pale outline lingered for a moment before, in the sigh of a breeze, it disappeared. Billi stared at the empty spot. Only a black stain remained, and a vile odor. She pressed her hands against her face. 

I killed him. 

Shed passed the Ordeal; she should be elated. Shed trained so long and hard for this. 

Instead she felt sick and hollow. 

Arthur crashed to the ground, free from the now lifeless chains. He shook with a dry rasping cough, then slowly rose to his feet. He stumbled over and stood beside her, inspecting the dark outline. 

Well done. A clean kill, he croaked, rubbing his bruised neck. Then he saw her covered in slimy gore. Figuratively speaking. 

He wrapped his fingers around his sword and worked it back and forth until it came free. He wiped the blade with an old rag, inspecting the edge inch by inch for any new nicks or cracks. Finally he nodded with satisfaction and, on retrieving the scabbard, slipped the weapon in. 

How was school? he said. 

What? 

School. You did go, didnt you? 

School? How can you talk about school after what Ive just done! 

Done? What youve done is free a tortured soul. Whatever it looked like, whatever it said, that was not Alex Weeks. It was a spirit of pain feeding on the agonies this place has absorbed. Nothing more than a corrupt afterimage of that poor boys last moments. He glanced at the broken swings. The dead should not linger. 

The ground swayed as she stood, and her guts churned. She sucked in the cold night air, but something putrid bubbled in her stomach. Arthur put his hand awkwardly on her shoulder. How dyou feel? 

She wanted to laugh. She stumbled toward the boundary, clutching her belly. The ectoplasm writhed inside her like serpents, slithering up her throat. 

I feel 

She dropped to her knees and puked. It was black. 

Her body buckled under each discharge. Arthur squatted down beside her and drew out a crinkled packet of cigarettes. Yes, it was the same for me the first time. He lit one. Welcome to the Knights Templar. 
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BILLI CRASHED DOWN ONTO THE BACKSEAT OF HER dads battered gray Jaguar. Her eyelids began to droop the moment her cheek touched the worn leather. The seat shivered when the engine chugged into life, as though the old car needed an awakening shrug before moving. Her father was still talking, but she could-nt make any sense out of it, what with Radio 4 crackling out of the speakers and the dull drone of the engine. It was all Templar stuff he was talking about anyway, and shed had enough of that for tonight. More than enough. 

The vehicle began to rock rhythmically, and her eyes closing, Billi finally gave in to exhaustion. 


* * *


She pretends to be asleep. She hears the door creak open, and a sliver of light cuts across the room and her bed. Billi keeps her eyes closed and lets her breath slip in and out, ever so gently. 

The floorboards groan, despite the visitors attempt at silence. She doesnt need to see to know who it is. A hand brushes the hair away from her face, and she picks up the familiar scent of sweat, oil, and old leather. 

Dad. 

Theyre waiting, Art, comes a loud whisper from beside the door. The voice is deep and soft: Percy, her godfather. 

The hand straightens her duvet and rests momentarily on her shoulder. Then her dad sighs and turns away. Moments later the door closes and darkness returns. 

Billi waits unmoving for a minute, then slides out of bed. Shes tall for her age, but slender. The floorboards dont even squeak as she crosses them. Then shes at the door, listening. 

Muffled voices murmur from beyond. She cant make out any words, but theres the scrape of chair legs on bare wood and the sound of a water tap running: theyre in the kitchen, downstairs. 

Billi understands what shes doing is wrong, but she must know. Her dad is lying to her. 

Why? 

Why are there half-burned bandages in the fireplace? Bloodied bandages. 

Where does he go when he thinks shes asleep? 

And why does she fear he might never come back? 

Billi opens the door and darts through the narrow gap. She scurries along the short corridor, crouches at the top of the stairs, and listens. 

If the boy is right, weve got no choice. 

Its her dad; he sounds tired. What boy? It cant be anyone from school. None of the other parents let their children play with her anymore. Maybe its that boy Father Balin brought last week. That skinny boy with the huge blue eyes and white hair. What was his name? She remembers. 

Kay. 

A girl? In the Order? Thats not foolishness, thats heresy! The voice is hard and full of rage: Gwaine. Why is he always so angry? He and her father used to be friends. 

Art, at least give her a few more years of freedom. Shes only ten, says Percy. 

Theyre talking about her! Billi catches her breath. She wants to hear everything. She puts a foot on the step and shifts her weight onto it slowly. She takes another silent step, then another, and soon shes at the bottom, waiting beside the door. 

The tap runs, and water rattles inside a kettle. 

You know what the Jesuits say, someone says, in the slight Welsh-tinged accent of her babysitter, Father Balin. Give me a boy of seven and Ill give you the man. 

Theres a snarl from Gwaine. Were not bloody Jesuits! Were 

Enough. Ive made my decision, says her dad, and everyone shuts up. Its like theyre afraid of him. Why? Hes not important. Hes just a porter, here at the Middle Temple, like Percy and Gwaine. He fixes things. He tends the gardens and waters the plants in the halls. Doesnt he? 

Dyou think Im happy with this? With what shell have to go through? 

Why are they talking about her? Is she going to have to change schools again? 

Peeking through the narrow gap, she sees Father Balin put the old steel kettle on the electric stove. Percy, Gwaine, and her dad sit around the kitchen table. She momentarily glimpses something metallic and bright on top of it, then Percy, whos the biggest person Billi knows, shifts his seat and blocks her view. But as the giant African moves, she spots something else. Something wrapped up in a black plastic garbage bagsomething that drips blood. 

Gwaine slowly grinds his head side to side like a bull about to charge. Just because youre Master doesnt give you the right to make decisions like that, Art. 

Master? Whats Gwaine talking about? Master of what? 

Actually, Gwaine, being Master gives me exactly that right. 

Gwaine jerks forward. For the last nine hundred years the Order has followed the Templar Rules, ever since Bernard de Clairvaux. You cant just discard them and make up your own! 

Arthur leans back into his chair, arms folded across his chest, his fingers slowly flexing into fists, then loosening. Billi glances from her dad to Gwaine and back again. Gwaines face is bullet-hard, his skin blotchy with rage. Her dad looks back at him, unblinking and impassive except for his cool eyes burning under his dark brow. 

I can, and I have, Arthur points to the priest. Balin, shell study Latin, ancient Greek, and occult lore with you. 

And religious duties of course? asks Balin. 

Arthur hesitates, then slowly nods. Of course. He slaps Percys massive shoulder. Percival, weapons training. 

Billi sees a thin smile on Percys lips. Hes wearing the red scarf she bought him for Christmas, but around his neck its like a ribbon around an oak tree. 

Of course, he says. Any preference? Swords, daggers, quarterstaff ? 

Everything, replies Arthur. Ill teach her unarmed combat. 

Arthur, Im begging you. Please reconsider, Gwaine says. He wont give up. Remember what happened to Jamila. 

Billi starts as he mentions her mum. The room is silent and she looks toward Arthur. He stands, rigid. Even now, five years after her mums murder, Billi can see the pain splashed across his face. 

Arthur jabs his finger at Gwaine. History and Arabic. 

Gwaine leaps to his feet, his face bright red. Your arrogance killed your wife, and your arrogance will kill your daughter too! 

Billi screams as Arthurs fist blurs the short distance across the table, smashing Gwaines jaw and hurling him off his stool. Gwaine crashes down hard, knocking into Balin and sending the tray of mugs into the air and down onto the tiled floor. Billi screams again as the mugs shatter and tea splashes everywhere. 

But the others ignore the broken crockery and stare at her. 

Chair legs screech harshly as they slide across the floor, and Arthur stands. His face is cool, blank, and frightening. He points at a spot in front of him. Here. Now. 

Gwaine struggles to stand, ignoring Percys offer of help. Little sneak. How long has she been listening 

Shut it, Gwaine, says Percy. He slides his hand over his smooth bald head, from forehead down to the back of his neck. His fingers dip into his denim collar, which he loosens with a sigh. 

Billis and Gwaines eyes meet, and red anger wells up in her chest. Hes wrong. Her mums death was not her fathers fault. Hed loved her. Hed never have hurt her. And hed never hurt Billi. She knows what they whisper at the school gates, but its not true. Her dad was innocent. The judge said so. 

It takes forever for her to cross the room. She looks up at Percy for reassurancenothing bad will happen to her if hes herebut his usually friendly expression is gone. Instead his face is hard emotionless rock. 

She stops in front of her dad and forces herself to meet his stern eyes. When she does, she cant stop her legs from shaking. 

Why were you spying? he asks. Its strange how when her dad is angry, his voice becomes quiet and flat. 

I . . . just wanted to know. 

What? 

Billi takes a deep breath. Everything. She wants to know everything. But where to begin? Why did Gwaine say that? Why are they talking about her like this? Thats where shell begin with him. 

Where you go. What you do. 

Arthur gazes silently at her for the longest time. Its as though hes searching her eyes for something. Finally he gives a curt nod. 

Then look, he says, at what I do, and steps away from the table. 

Billi gasps. Lying across the dark oak table is a sword. Its huge. The blade is wider than her hand, and the whole things as tall as she is. The pommel is nearest, and she can see that its face is engraved with an image: two knights astride a single horse. Though the blade has been wiped, traces of blood smear the polished steel. 

Next to the sword is a large, long-barreled revolver. Three silver bullets are lined up next to it. 

She stares at the weapons. Then turns to her dad. 

Youre not . . . bank robbers, are you? 

Arthur looks scornful but says nothing. He unwraps the black package. 

Billi can barely hold in the scream when she sees the severed limb within. 

Its a dogs forepaw. Thickly muscled, gray-furred, with savage yellow claws as long as her fingers; the dog must have been the size of a lion! 

You killed a dog? 

A wolf, says Arthur. Show her, Balin. 

Balin gently lifts the silver crucifix off his neck, and with it clenched tightly in his right fist, he touches the paw with his left palm. 

Exorcizo te, he whispers, then stands back. 

Billi watches the paw. Nothing happens. 

Is this some joke? She half expects them all to burst out laughing at how theyve managed to scare her. 

The paw curls. The thick nails retreat into the flesh, and the wiry gray hairs thin and sink into the skin. The limb twists and mutates, changing form and color. The hairs have all but gone, leaving pallid white flesh. The paw is now a five-fingered hand, and the limb no longer the front leg of a giant wolf, but the forearm of a man. Billis entire body trembles, and her skin is coated in a chill sweat. She wants to run away and bury her head under her pillows, but cant take her eyes off the severed arm. 

Touch it, says Arthur. 

No! 

Touch it. 

Billi looks at it. Its stopped changing now. She can see that the fingernails, though overgrown and encrusted with dirt, are normal nails, not claws. The arm, the same. She stretches out her hand, wary that it might spring to life and grab her. 

But it doesnt. She lowers her hand and rests it on the skin. It feels dead . . . like meat. No so different from chicken fresh from the butchers. Cold, a bit hard, but now not an arm, just dead material. Her heartbeat, running at a hundred miles an hour seconds ago, slows down, and the shivering gradually stops. 

Just dead meat. 

She moves back, and Arthur wraps it up. He rests his hand on her shoulder and looks deep into her eyes. 

Fear makes the wolf seem bigger. 

The predawn chill nibbled the back of Billis neck and dragged her out of her dream. More than a dreaman old memory. Five years ago and it was still crystal sharp. She remembered Gwaine glowering at Arthur afterward, and the halfhearted apology for the accusation hed made. But the bad blood between them lingered even now. She didnt remember much else before then. It was as if that night had been the beginning of her life. She groaned and curled up on the seat, trying to block the draft coming through the open door. 

Were home, said Arthur. Grab some breakfast. Itll be matins in an hour. 

Why? She still didnt understand why they needed to go through all this. The Templars were hereticsofficially they werent even proper Christians. But her father had told her that believing in God wasnt the same as believing in religion. Still, the prayers, the exorcism rites, and the crucifixes worked in their fight, so Billi had learned them in the same way shed learned the sword. Prayer and blade were their tools against the Unholy. 

Billi glanced at her watch: 5:33. The birds werent even up and he wanted her at dawn prayers? Wasnt it enough shed spent the night fighting a ghost? She watched him open the trunk and lift out the Templar Sword. He half drew it from the scabbard, then slammed it back. 

Cant I get special dispensation? Yknow, after the Ordeal? 

Arthur shook his head. All the more reason you should be at prayer, giving thanks. 

Thanks? For being possessed? Thanks for what she did? She tried to remind herself that she hadnt killed a six-year-old boy, just a bitter malevolent spirit in the guise of a child, but it was hard. Billi slid off the seat and onto her feet, arms wrapped around her chest. It was still dark, and the cold breeze carried a hint of winter. She shivered. 

Stop that, Arthur said. A Templar does not tremble. Their eyes met. He couldnt look down on her the way he used toshe was too tall. Maybe he wasnt really her dad. It would explain a lot; they couldnt be more different. She was like her Pakistani mum had been: tall, skinny, and dark-eyed. He was broad with a pale craggy face made hard from years of fighting, dominated by those psycho blue eyes. His hair wasnt pure black anymorenow it was heavily spiked with gray. He gave the slightest shake of his head, then turned and walked off. 

Billi fought the urge to give him the finger. Coming, she muttered. 

She crossed the cobbled courtyard of Kings Bench Walk, weaving through the few cars still parked there, trailing after her dad toward their house on Middle Temple Lane. The Templars still owned a few dwellings in Temple District, and the narrow Edwardian house was one of them. The paint on the window frames was peeling, the brickwork needed re-pointing, and the roof tiles were uneven and patchy. Above the red-painted door was a small alcove. In it sat a carving of Saint George slaying a dragon. Arthur unlocked the door, and Billi came in behind him. 

Her dad flicked on the hallway light, illuminating the faded carpet that led to the spiral stairs at the far end of the room. 

What, no balloons? Billi asked drily. 

You want balloons, join the circus. 

Typical. This was what he had wanted. But not a word of praise. All the other Templars had been recruited as adults. Only she and Kay had joined as children. Kay, the one friend shed had. But even he was gone now, sent away by her father. 

Billi walked along the dimly lit hallway, passing portraits of the ancient Grand Masters of the Order and scenes of famous battles. She paused by Jacques de Molay, the last Templar Grand Master, and hung up her coat on a nearby hook. There he stood, splendid in his armor and white mantle, the bright red cross upon his white tabard, hand resting on a sword. 

What would he make of the Order now? A handful of warriors, near destitute, living in secret and led by her dad, an ex-criminal and altogether rubbish parent? She shook her head. Hed make nothing of them. The original Order was long gone, with Jacques de Molay dying a heretic and Devil-worshipper, burned at the stake by the Inquisition. 

It had been hard trying to understand how the Templars, created by the Church to protect it, had ultimately been destroyed by Rome. Arthur and Gwaine still argued over it. Billi would be upstairs, trying to sleep or do homework, and shed hear the two of them shouting at each other. Gwaine wanted the Templars to return to the fold, as he put it, to re-establish the Order as defenders of Christendom. Arthur said the Templars job was to defend all of humanity. 

Arthur disappeared into the kitchen on the first floor, but Billi continued up to the second and kicked off her boots before wandering into the bathroom. The pipes rattled as she twisted the hot tap of the bath. 

While the steam rose, she inspected tonights bruises. The one on her cheek was a fluorescent purple; there was no way shed hide that with makeup. 

Damn. The school welfare officer was suspicious enough. 

The cut across her knee from Mondays sword practice had almost closedshe was lucky she hadnt needed stitchesbut there was a fierce red welt across her ribs, courtesy of Percy and his quarterstaff. She twisted slowly, wincing as her muscles slid under her skin. 

At least theres no broken ribs. She stared at herself until she vanished into the hot fog. Then she turned and, bone-weary, climbed into the bath. 

Dressed and fed, Billi set off for matins. Shed found a box of chocolates from Percy in her bedroom, a Congratulations on surviving your Ordeal and not being dead present. Nothing from Dadquelle surprise. 

Shed hoped thered be something from Kay. She hadnt heard from him in over a year, but surely hed try to get in touch for this, at least. Instead . . . nothing. Not even a card or a text. Some friend. Billi kicked a can across the courtyard. Friends. She didnt need them. 

She gazed up at Temple Church and, like always, paused. It stood wrapped in the dawn mist, the pale yellow and orange walls glowing like an eggshell in the weak autumn dawn. The flagstones glistened with frost, and the vaulting stained-glass windows along the high walls seemed like portals to the underworld set in gates of polished black marble. 

This way! Quickly, Mrs. Higgins. Billi glimpsed a dash of scarlet from beyond the columns of the cloisters off Church Court. Suddenly a dozen figures spewed out, led by a tall woman wearing a bright red mackintosh. She headed for the Templar column, a thirty-foot-high stone post bearing the Orders emblem. 

Half past six. It must be the Monarch Tour group. Only they started this early. 

The tour guide did a quick head count, then clapped her hands as if she were addressing a bunch of school kids instead of a group of white-haired tourists. She cleared her throat. 

The building behind you is Temple Church and was once the heart of the London preceptory: the English headquarters of the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Jesus Christ of the Temple of Solomon, better known as the Knights Templar. Founded by Hugues de Payens in 1119, they took their name from their base on Temple Mount in Jerusalem, believed to be the ruins of the original Temple of Solomon. They were warrior monks sworn to protect pilgrims in the Holy Land. Originally comprising only nine men, the Order soon grew to become one of the most powerful organizations in Europe. 

Hands began to wave frantically. One woman, with pale blue hair and silver framed glasses, pushed her way to the front of the crowd, arms flapping. 

Well find you a bathroom in a minute, Mrs. Higgins, said the guide. This church was consecrated in 1185, but has been extensively modified sincenot least of all by the Luftwaffe, who bombed it in 1941. But it was from places such as this that the Order declared its crusades and holy wars. Yes, Mrs. Higgins? 

The woman pushed her chin up. 

They say the Knights Templar found treasures in the Holy Land. Is that true? 

The guide snorted. There are hundreds of conspiracy theories and legends regarding the Templars, but the truth is very mundane. They were a highly trained, fanatical military force, sworn to defend Christendom, that grew very rich and very envied. 

Billi suppressed a laugh. Fanatical wasnt the half of it. A Templar wouldnt retreat until outnumbered three to one. He would accept no ransom nor allow himself to be captured alive. 

What happened to them? shouted someone from the crowd. 

The guide looked up at the two iron knights on top of the column. The first Temple of Solomon was built in 960 BC to house the Arc of the Covenant. By the time of the Crusades, when the Templars established their base in Jerusalem, the original temple was long gone. Still, whispers sprang up about occult treasures they were said to have found during excavations of Temple Mount. 

Billi watched as the tourists leaned closer. Everyone loved a good conspiracy. 

Enemies, both within the church and outside of it, said they were black magicians, others said they had made pacts with devils and other supernatural beings. How else to explain their meteoric rise? 

Oh God, what rubbish. Billi couldnt believe people still thought that. The Templars were sworn to fight the Unholy, not to ally themselves with them. 

The guide pointed at the church. But its clear the Templars had heretical leanings. This was to be their undoing. She turned back to the crowd. On Friday the 13th, October 1307, the entire Order was arrested. Its Grand Master was brought before the Inquisition, and the Templars were tried and found guilty of heresy and Devil worship. Then they were exterminated. 

But I thought some of them escaped, continued Mrs. Higgins as she gazed around the courtyard. Billis ears pricked at the question. Was it her imagination, or did the old woman look at her? 

Rumors. Only rumors. The Knights Templar are ancient history now. The guide clapped her hands again and moved through the crowd, back toward the cloisters. Quick now. Weve got to be at Buckingham Palace in thirty minutes. 

How many times had Billi heard that story? A hundred? A thousand? 

Some of it was true, of course. The Order had been formed to defend the Holy Land, but that battle had been lost long ago. Their war wasnt for Jerusalem, not anymore, but for mankinds soul. Their war was against the supernatural evil that preyed on humanity. A war they called The Dark Conflict. 

The Bataille Tnbreuse. 

Their endless, unwinnable war. 
Billi watched the party head back up to Fleet Street and their waiting bus, all safe in their cocoons of ignorance, unaware of the shadow war being fought around them. A cold wind carried twisting ribbons of mist across the flagstones, like restless ghosts. She stood alone in the cold, but the presence of the old knights lingered in their great preceptory. Who but she, her father, and a few others still remembered the reasons theyd died, or the sacrifices theyd made? Billi pulled her coat tightly around her. Would her own spirit haunt these stones one day? After all, what was the first rule, the first law of the Knights Templar? What was the promise made to a knight when he took on the bloody mantle of the Bataille Tnbreuse? 

You shall keep the company of martyrs. 
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VOMIT-WORTHY. IT WAS THE ONLY WAY TO DESCRIBE HER day, and it was barely lunchtime. Shed fallen asleep during geography and earned herself another detention. Shed made up an excuse about her math homework better than telling Ms. Clarke she couldnt even remember being given any. How could she? Every evening was bloody Latin, ancient Greek, and occult lorethe hierarchy of Helland every morning was weapons practice and unarmed combat. Maybe the reason homework always slipped her mind was because of the countless blows to the head shed received over the last five years. Fifteen and punch-drunk. And these were meant to be the best days of her life. 

Shed been excited at first, being part of something big, mystical, the stuff of legend. Being part of the Knights Templar and their secret war against the enemies of mankind. The Unholy. 

The beast within: mortals with the heart of the wild. 

The hungry dead: corpse-eaters and blood-drinkers. 

The ghosts: spirits of pain. 

The devils: tempters of humanity. 

And the Grigori: dark angels. 

But soon she was lying to her friends, missing classes, gathering bruises and cuts, drifting apart from the other children. The cruel rumors about her mums murder emerged, quickly circulating around the lonely playgrounds. When shed brought her troubles to Arthur, hed dismissed them. She was a Templar nowthat was all that mattered. 

So she learned to keep the teachers concerns at bay; she hid the worst injuries, she didnt get so many black eyes now, and managed most days without nodding off at her desk. But Billi was drifting through her school years like a ghost, barely awake in class, her whole life absorbed by other duties. Could she have said she wanted out? To be normal? Have friends? Have no more bruises? No more nightmares? No. Her dad would never allow it. 

Billi gazed down the line at the food counter, her stomach rebelling against the stale, lukewarm odors rising from the faded boiled carrots, the gray-looking gravy, and the assortment of fried and coated offal. The shrink-wrapped sandwiches looked no more appealing; their corners were curled and their fillings smeared under the plastic. All that was left was the fruit basket: a couple of wrinkly apples and bruised bananas. 

I should be at home. She felt flushed and clammy; maybe some of that ectoplasm was still there, bubbling away in her guts. The line shuffled along, and Billi picked through the sandwiches. The least offensive ones were cucumber on white bread. She took them and the two remaining bananas. She added a bottle of water and, tray balanced on one hand, dug into her blazer pocket for her lunch voucher. She handed it to the cashier and looked for an empty seat. 

Oh look, its the free-meal freak, said someone to her left. Someone she recognized. 

Just fan-tas-tic. Like her day wasnt bad enough. Billi turned toward the voice. 

Lovely to see you too, Jane, she replied. I see youve got your hench-bitches with you today. Didnt realize the zoo had day release. 

Jane Mulville leaned against a dining table, her skinny legs blocking Billis path. Michelle Durant and Katie Smith, her bottle-blonde clones, stood on either side. 

Jeez, what happened to your face? asked Jane. Despite the foundation, the bruise on Billis cheek still shone through. 

I really dont need this, not today, thought Billi. She could rearrange Janes face with minimal effort, and sometimes, like now, the urge to flatten that dainty little nose was nigh irresistible. 

Its her dad, I bet. Katie giggled. Hes way mental. 

Billis gaze dropped to where Janes legs still barred her way. Do you mind? she asked. 

Yeah, we mind a lot, SanGreal. Why they havent expelled you by now, I dont know. Doesnt say much for the standards in this school that they let the likes of you in. She looked Billi up and down. I mean, even the other weirdos here dont want anything to do with you. 

Have you met her dad? Not surprising shes turned out this way, said Katie. 

Jane smiled. Is it true, SanGreal? That your dad killed your mum? Thats what they all say, isnt 

Billis tray clattered on the hard wooden floor, the sharp noise instantly silencing all the background hubbub. As one, the students in the hall fell silent. 

They still believed that old lie, that her dad had murdered her mother. But then, would they believe the truth? That shed been killed by ghuls, the hungry dead? That shed died protecting Billi, leaving bloody handprints smeared over her bedroom door, where shed been hidden? No, theyd never believe that truth. 

What did you say? asked Billi. Her question was barely above a whisper. Her hands free now, they curled themselves into tight, solid fists. In the silence, her breathing seemed loud, and she could hear the blood thundering in her ears. Sorry, Jane, I didnt quite catch that. She spoke slowly, pronouncing every word. She assessed Janes features, not as a seamless whole, but as an assembly of disjointed, breakable parts. The tiny nose, the perfect teeth, the dainty chin. It would be so easy. 

Katie and Michelle took small steps away from Jane, sensing the threat of violence radiating from Billi. The hall, silent already, now stopped breathing. Janes hands trembled, but she braced herself against the table, the fingers beneath her red nails going white as they pressed against the shiny Formica surface. 

Billi! 

Billi was spinning at the shout when a pair of arms wrapped themselves around her. She tried to free herself, but all she could make out was a thick mass of silvery-blond hair as the person embraced her. She finally pushed him off. 

Miss me? the boy asked. He was tall, knife-lean, and albino-white. Any paler and Billi would have had to stake him. 

Kay? 

He winked. 

Billi stepped back. It couldnt be. Hed been such a scrawny bag of bones when hed left. Now he was taller, and the wispy beginnings of a beard collected on his chin. His sapphire-bright blue eyes hadnt changed. 

Look whos back, the Thin White Puke, Jane butted in. Kay turned toward her. 

Jane, what an unpleasant surprise. He frowned. You put on weight? 

Jane paled. It was probably the most insulting thing anyone could say to her. Kay looked her square in the eyes and Jane quieted. Once the merest glance from her would have cowed him. This was new. 

Kays frown twisted into a cruel smile. A few pregnancy pounds around the hips. 

What? gasped Jane, groping her belly. Katie and Michelle leaned closer. So did the six other students around the nearest table. This sounded good. 

Kay continued. Its Dave Fletcher, isnt it? 

Jane backed away, knocking over the plate of beans and mashed potatoes that Michelle was holding. The slimy orange sauce covered her skirt and slid slowly down her black tights, smearing them in grease. Kay held out his hand. Congratulations. Youll make a beautiful couple. 

Jane screamed and ran. Katie and Michelle stared open-mouthed, then turned and ran after her. There was a long silence, then the hall erupted. Jane Mulville was pregnant! 

Kay bent down to retrieve Billis sandwiches. 

Shes really going to have a kid? Billi asked. She watched him stand up, still shocked over the change. Not just physically, but the way he carried himself now, the way hed just handled Jane. 

In a few months. He handed over the slightly dented packets. Care to join me? 

He acts like hes never been away. 

He shrugged. But now Im back. He turned and walked to a table in the corner of the hall. 

Billi bit her lip. Stupid mistake. Kay wasnt just a Templar, he was an Oracle. 

A psychic. Reading minds was the least of his abilities. 

Didnt anyone tell you its rude to peek? she said as she dragged out a chair to face him. 

You never answered my question, Billi. 

What question? 

Did you miss me? 

A year, Kay. Billi didnt look up from her meal; it was the only way shed keep her temper. And did you even once try to get in touch? 

Billi, you know why Arthur sent me to Jerusalem. His lips tightened before he spoke. I had to learn how to control my abilities. 

And it took every waking minute? Why? Were you in special-ed class? She ripped open the packet. The sandwiches looked even more lifeless. She sighed. No. I havent missed you. You might be surprised to learn that the universe doesnt actually revolve around you. Billi bit into the limp bread. Yummy: cardboard flavor. When did you get back? 

Few days ago. 

And you didnt bother to tell me? 

I had work to do. For Arthur. 

So even her dad hadnt told her. 

Once, Kay, us being friends was more important than us being Templars. All those nights shed snuck over to his house to stay with him until dawn, missing training because of the nightmares. The trouble hed gotten into helping Billi with her Latin translations, or making up stories at school about how shed gotten that fat bruise or cut lip. Billi raised her gaze from her food to Kay. He had changed, and not for the better. 

Bloody Kay, she thought. 

He stood up. 

Same old Billi, he said. 
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