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Mine and Daniel's little trip got postponed. 
Why? 
Rhonda. 
Bitch. 
I could think of a million different names I wanted to call her. I'd also daydreamed over the million different ways I could rend her flesh from her bones. She'd kept the hell away from me—and with good reason. I damn near killed her the last time I saw her. I wanted to choke her—I wanted—
I wanted…
I wanted her to give him back to me. But that wasn't going to happen. I knew it'd be a cold day in hell before she did it voluntarily. That…and Mom and everybody else was making sure I stayed the fuck away from her. 
They just didn't want me to go all Evil Willow on her ass and get "bored." 
Daniel was trying his best to get my mind off of my heartbreak. And he was succeeding, until Rhonda convinced the Society's board she needed him on her next mission. Why Daniel? WTF? There was any number of police academy trained…firearm experienced…detective…Revenants….
Well maybe not. He was the best-trained Revenant around. But she had to have him now? Right before he was going to take me away from all this shit? 
Bitch did that on purpose. 
I thought it was nice they let Mom give me the bad news. Figured I wouldn't kill her. 
And they were right. 
What I did do was lock myself in my apartment and shut off the phone. 
It'd been two weeks since my return to physical life. Yeah, I'd been brought back two months before that, then spent a month recuperating from being food and oxygen deprived in the Abysmal Plane. Don't try this at home kids. It only worked for me because I'm speschull. That and apparently time moves much slower in the outer planes. What passed as four months on this side of the mirror was four weeks on that one. 
No one was going to make me believe that, though. Because from my perspective if felt like four years. 
Asshats. 
During those months I was missing, Mom cut the hours at the shop. Jemmy ran it most of the time. And Joe came in and helped on those weekends he wasn't busy. He and I were on awkward territory. Mom told me he felt guilty for what Rhonda had done. 
For stealing all of Dags' romantic memories of me. And taking him for herself. 
Hard to believe, huh. My best friend chose the love of my life over friendship…and fairness. 
She had what she wanted. And what did I have? 
A tattoo…a streak of white hair…and evil bunny slippers. 
It was Tuesday afternoon, December something. Ah hell. Christmas was in a few days and I never did go and help Jemmy   put up the Yule decorations in the shop. Though I did stop by and helped myself to several pieces of her chocolate bark. Peppermint and spearmint candy, held together by white chocolate. 
I didn't care if I gained weight or not. Fuck them all. 
It'd been raining. No surprise there. We mostly got rain in the South in winter. I was on my balcony, sitting in one of the rockers I'd borrowed from mom's front porch, a cup of coffee in my hands, and a Snuggie draped over my front. I couldn't see the lights of downtown through the haze of rain and low hanging clouds but I could see lightening now and then. Pretty wicked. And a good setting for a pity party.
"Lover, you look like hammered shit." 
Damn it. I wasn't in the mood. I closed my eyes and gave a long exaggerated sigh. "Can't you leave me in peace?" 
"No. And you really don't want me too. Besides…I have a problem, and you're the only one I know who can investigate it for me." 
He was beside me, sitting in the other chair Joe had given me. I could sense him without even looking at him—just like I could sense my arms and legs. He was a part of me, as he always had been. Just…he was different now. 
I leaned my head back and turned to face him. "TC—you're the Phantasm. What the hell can I do that you can't?" 
He looked the same as he always had when he was just a First Born. Vin Diesel. But dressed in a suit now. And no shades. His eyes were no longer white, but amber. Sometimes they were brown. They were always different when I saw him—like he was still trying to settle in. 
Two months ago, this First Born, the last of the original Phantasm's children, put himself inside the Throne within the gentle care of the Geist so he could carry forth his father's legacy. He'd never been a Revenant. And he hated the Ethereal Plane about as much as I did. 
Weird huh? I hated what some called Heaven. 
And with good reason. 
My father was there. And I don't mean my spiritual father. 
"Walking shadows." 
I gave him my best WTF look. "Come again? As far as I can tell," and I looked around the porch with my now ever-present Wraith Vision (maybe I should trademark that), "Shadows ooze. They don't walk." 
He shrugged and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. The rain had slackened a little but there were darker clouds passing behind the tops of the buildings in Little Five Points. "Not these. I got reports of zombies running around Buckhead." 
Zombies? 
"Don't we call those Lamias or something?" 
"No…not these. Lamias are created by Ghouls. These things are created by something a bit more sinister." He licked his lips. "Ever heard of Sin Eaters?" 
I sipped my coffee. It was already getting cold. Damn winter. "Isn't that what I do?" 
He shrugged. "Jury's still out on that. What you do, I mean. Sin Eaters are, in truth, Dominions, which are another rung of Ethereal spin-offs. Now," he held up his hand when I opened my mouth to speak. "Just hear me out. Dominions are between Thrones—you know what those are now—and Virtues like your dad. They're the mediators between the upper class and the lower class in the Ethereal realm. Usually they stick to affairs on the Outer Planes and work internally there. 
"But recently—well since the Bulwark—and the almost-Bulwark we escaped—several of them crossed the borders to deliver their judgment on Abysmal creatures living in physical bodies. Part of the plan to get rid of the Abysmal influence in the Physical Plane. They consume the human soul inside the possessed body." 
I arched my eyebrows and leaned forward. "So?" 
"So—that leaves whatever Abysmal creature that slipped into that body trapped in the body. Most creatures like Symbionts and Daemons can't really pilot a body. I think you'll remember what happened to your own body when a Daemon slipped into it while you were out?" 
Oh, hell yeah I did. I'd been OOB, checking out a dead body in the women's bathroom at the Peachtree Plaza back in February, and a Daemon possessing a dead body hopped right into mine and took it for a test drive. Cracked my ankle, bruised it up pretty bad, and destroyed that nice dress I'd put on my mom's credit card. "Yeah…"
"This Dominion has been eating these souls, which has led to the soulless bodies wandering around and rotting. A human soul is what holds the fabric of the physical together, Zoë." 
"I got it. So…what is it you want me to do?" 
"There's a club downtown I need you to look at. It's not one most people know about. I only discovered it myself. But it's a haven for Ethereals who like to slum it. And usually nobody cares. They're lower level celestials. Virtues, a few Principalities—" 
"Prince-a-whats?" 
"Doesn't matter. Just celestials caught in the Seraphim's caste system. They like to try out avarice now and then and see what it is they're missing. And my father, and even Sophie, indulged them. It's a place even Revenants could go and relax with impunity." 
I leaned my head the other way and brought my coffee up to my lips. "But something's changed." 
"Yep. It has. There's been another Revenant death." 
That…wasn't what I expected to hear. I nearly choked on my coffee and set the mug on a nearby wicker table and narrowed my eyes at him. "I—no one's told me there was another death. Who was it?" My heart skipped. "Oh god, it wasn't someone I knew, was it? Re? Loki? Dagda?" 
"No. This Revenant wasn't around when all the shit happened. You don't know this one—in fact I'm not sure where in the list my dad popped this one out." 
I made a face. "That sounded awful." 
"Well it's not like we were all born the usual physical way." He grinned. "Which seems kinda disappointing." 
"I thought there were a limited number of you. Like only fifteen or so left?" 
"Oh. Shit. Where did you get that number? Did you read Inanna's journal at all?" 
"I read what you did. Before it got all sucked up inside of—" and that's where I lost it again. I couldn't even say his name. Instead I closed my mouth and looked straight ahead. I didn't trust myself to speak. 
TC had been there when I'd learned what Rhonda had done, and that Dags didn't love me anymore. Hell, Dags didn't even know me. And to my surprise, TC—the old shit—had been very…nice to me. Maybe being a super-grand muckity muck was good for him. Shoulda happened sooner. 
"There are more than fifteen, but less than fifty. We only give such a small number because we don't know where the rest are. We can only count those of us who stayed in touch. Those of us who kept close ties." 
I nodded. "So who was it…and what happened. You think it was a this same Dominion making zombies?" 
"The First Born's name was Zivena. Her Revenant host was Strauss. And as for what happened…" he was looking at me. "Yes I do. But this time, instead of just taking the human soul in the body, the attacker also drained her blood." 
"Meaning…he knew he was taking on a Revenant." 
"And that's what bothers me. I need to know who he is and if he's killing randomly, or targeting Revenants while taking out a few daemons and symbionts as collateral damage." 
 
•••
 
Apparently there were five witnesses to this weirdness. Two were human with no idea what they'd seen. The other two were Symbionts—the old-fashioned kind—inhabiting humans. Why? I didn't know. Didn't care. Wasn't my bit. 
Whoever this guy was, he was tall, slim, and had white hair. I wondered if he was older, but TC said the descriptions all said he looked like a young man. He had pale golden eyes and a stoic expression. 
"So," we were inside my apartment in front of the fireplace. TC built me a fire. I had one of those gas fireplaces. Fake fire. Not a lot of heat but it looked nice. I'd been in this a week and still didn't know how to light it up myself. Otherwise Joe did it.   
Debris from the movie party I had last night still decorated most any flat surface. I didn't feel like cleaning up. Dags had showed up without Rhonda. I hadn't thought that would be too big of a problem—until I got the call this morning to let me know Daniel wouldn't be back in town until Christmas Day. 
But he did email me and let me know he'd make reservations and had tickets purchased for Friday. Rhonda might have postponed our good time, but she wasn't going to cancel it. 
If she did that I'd kill her myself. 
I sat on my new papasan (I left my old one at mom's). He stood by the fire. "This guy strolled into the club, walked directly up to Strauss and bit him. Like a Revenant would." 
"And no one stopped him?" 
"Everyone claimed the same thing—they couldn't move. It was as if their physical bodies were grounded to the spot. This guy drained every drop of blood from Strauss. When he left and they could all move, one of the Symbionts saw the First Born struggling to keep the body alive. But once bonded—" he rubbed a hand over his bald head. "A First Born can't exist without a body." 
"TC, what exactly happens to a First Born without a body? I know what I saw and felt with Lex and her host, and I have it in my head that it's a terrible way for a Revenant to die. Can't they just go back to the Abysmal Plane?" 
"Well—once a First Born bonds with a human, it can't physically return to the Abysmal Plane unless it were to return to its essence." 
"Essence?" 
"When you were in the Throne, do you remember seeing space?" 
The mention of that vast, empty void that had always been around me in that egg shaped hell made me shudder.
"I see you do. That's what our father called The Well of Souls. It's what creation is made from—Abysmal and Ethereal. It's what our father made us from. And, if we bond with a human we mingle our essence with theirs. Mephistopheles says Revenants retain the memories and identities of every host they bond with," he rubbed at his chin. "And if they lose their host and can't re-bond—if another human won't invite them in—then the human soul and the Abysmal Essence become wanderers together because they are still bonded. 
"Eventually the First Born's essence fades back to what it was and returns to The Well of Souls and the human soul now without a companion or a body becomes a shade. Or a Walking Shadow." 
I leaned in. "What makes that different than a ghost or a shade?" 
"Rage. Anger. Loss. Frustration. Lack of faith, or loss of faith. These souls, the humans left behind, become—for lack of a better word—pure evil defined by malicious actions. They get so bad even Shadow People steer clear of them. Their souls twist up like a gnarled tree stump and they delight in causing others terror. Or pain." He snapped his fingers. "Ever watched one of those paranormal shows? The ones with the really evil things in the house?" 
"A few. Those things creep me out." Yeah. I'm a Wraith. And mean ghosts creep me out. Go figure. 
"That's about as close as I can come to a concrete example." 
"So…" I shifted in the papasan and pulled a blanket up over my legs. "Can you somehow—I don't know—put them back into a body?" 
He gave me a look that said I was crazy. "Luv, physics being what it is, that's just not possible." 
"Physics?" 
"Come on Zoë. Basic physics says two objects can't occupy the same space simultaneously. We can't put them into a body that already has a soul if it doesn't want them in there. When First Born and human soul try to move in the nature soul possessing the body kicks them out. That's why a First Born has to be invited in. You have to be willing to be bonded. And before you ask, trying it with a dead body doesn't work either. Once a soul leaves a body it begins the unstoppable process of shutting down." 
I impressed myself. I actually followed what he said. "So you want me to find this thing and stop it?" 
 "Yes, and I want you to find Strauss' soul. No one can find it. There isn't a trace of it in the club. Geist checked on the position of the soul—" 
I held up my hand. "He can do that?" 
"Well, of course," TC smirked. "Or have you forgotten what he is?" 
Universal Mind. Holy Ghost. 
Big Brain. 
"So…where did it go?" 
"We assume this creature has it. Usually Dominions judge and sentence the soul. Much like a Reaper. But I think this one kept the soul for itself." 
"They can do that?" 
TC pointed at me. "You do it. Or did you forget? But drinking human blood is a new thing for a Dominion. That's usually a craving and need relegated to the Revenant symbiosis. I think you—with your own adherence to souls—might be able to tell me what the hell he is. And possibly save some souls at the same time." 
I set my now-cold coffee on the hearth of the fireplace. "Exactly how am I supposed to find this thing? It sounds like it came out of nowhere, knew exactly what a Revenant was, and with no resistance from the Revenant or anyone else, drank its blood." I coughed. "Sounds to me like you got Dracula, dude." 
"What I got is serious shit." 
"Trouble at the old Abysmal Coral?"  
"Yes and no. It's a lot like taking office, cleaning out the old, bringing in the new." 
I folded my arms over my chest. "You seem to be settling in pretty good with this." 
He looked at me. "Actually I suck at it. All I ever do is settle arguments." He held out his hands. "I need you to do this for me, Luv. Go OOB—" he stopped. "Can't really call it that anymore. You tend to stay in your body nowadays." 
"I just call it going Wraith." I blinked. "You mean right now?" 
"Well yeah—Manuel is already there." 
"Manuel—" I uncrossed my arms. "My Manuel?" 
He wasn't really mine. But ever since my ghastly heartbreak and subsequent almost killing of Rhonda Orly, Manuel had pretty much been as much a constant as Daniel. Manuel was the host Revenant to the First Born, Morgan. He was well mannered, seemed to be appreciative of everything, and was a little hottie. Fucker held one hell of a resemblance to Enrique Iglesias. 
And though he looked like jailbait—kid had to have been bonded at like seventeen or eighteen—he was much older then me. He'd been born before World War II. And his First Born? We're talk'n ancient. 
Mental Note: wait…when was the last time I had one of these notes? 
Sidebar—I wondered exactly how old Morgan was. I learned that her previous host, Elizabeth, had been Jason's lover, and technically, Morgan and Mephistopheles were brother and sister… 
Lalalalalala. 
Either way—Manuel was a cutie, and I thought of his little boyish self as mine. 
"He probably got to the club about a half hour ago. He's supposed to call if he sees anything." 
"You're using Manuel as bait?" I stood up. I was not a happy camper. "You asshole—you can't do that to him! What if that thing grabs him and takes his soul from Morgan?" 
"That's why you need to get to the club as fast as you can." 
I did not like the smile he had on his fucking ugly face. The son of a bitch just manipulated me into helping him—didn't even give me the opportunity to say no. He skipped right past the arguing part to "We're all gonna die!" 
I really hated him sometimes. 
I did something I hadn't done much since Rhonda's betrayal—I shifted to Wraith. My clothing melted into my skin as it turned the color of ash. The cloth became shadows that cloaked all the right parts in darkness as I felt my wings unfurl. My hair moved around my shoulders, and I looked down to see my taloned feet and clawed hands. Bunnies with attitude. 
"Magnificent." 
Yeah…only he would think I looked good like this. I thought I looked like a freak. I almost growled at him. "If anything happens to Manuel—" 
"It won't. I trust you, Zoë. You'll stop it." 
"Where am I going?" 
He smiled. "The Getaway." 
 
•••
 
This was a new club as far as I knew. But it'd been a long time since I'd visited Atlanta's nightlife. Last club I'd gone into was Opera and that was for a fight between Lex and Jason. That night hadn't ended well. 
I couldn't Google the place—TC had to give me directions. It took about twenty minutes for me to find it and walk through the front past a line of Goth-wannabes. I was incorporeal, so I'm sure I gave whomever I passed through the shivers. And, luckily, their thoughts were benign enough that I didn't get any weird—
No. Wait. That one was thinking about bending the bouncer over the bar and getting freaky. 
Oh…kay. 
Moving right along. 
It wasn't a crowded bar—not on the inside. Apparently there was a number control for the bouncer outside to make sure the inside capacity didn't scream fire hazard. There didn't seem to be anything too crazy about the decor. Looked like any other basement club I'd been in or seen in a movie. Painted black walls, mist, waist-high bar around the dance floor, and mirror-covered areas that proved to me I wasn't really there. 
You know, that's kind of weird looking in a mirror and not seeing yourself. 
The bar was the pride and joy of the place, located in the very back and surrounded by lounge chairs and deep couches. Wouldn't get me on any of that furniture, not without shining one of those CSU lights on it to show bodily fluids. 
Ew. 
I spotted Manuel at the bar. He was dressed in a bomber jacket, tight dark jeans (they looked like leather), boots, and a wreath of women. Yeah, he was a cutie. And always noticed. I moved in closer and took up a position near the bar. The bartender was female—which made me feel a little better. First time I'd ever seen Dags was at a bar. 
Fadó. Buckhead. I'd been following Daniel. 
So… 
Get a grip! He doesn't remember you!
What was wrong with me? Did I have one of those curses on my ass? Any guy that starts to like me either gets possessed or has his memories erased. 
God…I was my own kind of Abysmal Emo. 
Manuel sensed me because he looked right at me and winked. 
Nothing so far, Morgan said inside my head. I really liked her voice. It was kinda like Stevie Nicks. All throaty and sexy. 
I see Manuel's as popular as ever. 
Uh huh. She sounded bored. Poor First Born. To be a woman trapped inside the body of a hot guy. 
I sort of hung out there for a while, watching as people came and ordered drinks. The bartender was a machine, cranking them out with a smile and a nod. And not one complaint. Me? I'd have mixed the rum with the vodka and been shot. 
I watched Manuel play. Drink. And dance. Wow…he could dance. 
This isn't all him. I used to be a pretty good dancer.
I laughed. You mean with Elizabeth? 
Of course. You should ask Jason sometime. 
I would—when I saw him. He hadn't been around much, he and Ghoul, Nick. I wondered what they were up to. 
Suddenly—it was there. Just…there. 
A feeling of incredible…pressure. 
The Abysmal hairs on the back of my neck rose as I levitated a few inches off the floor to look out over the heads of people. It was here. Or something was here. 
Manuel sensed it too and made his way back to the bar next to me. "You feel that?" he said. 
Yes I do, I told him. He'd be able to hear me, just as Morgan could. You think that's it? 
"Yeah…" he said as he scanned the crowd. 
The wave started on the far side of the bar. One by one, dancers stopped dancing. They just…froze. I touched Manuel's shoulder. He saw it too and braced himself as the wave of stillness traveled slowly, but steadily, toward the bar. 
That feeling of OMG continued as the wave hit those near us. They stopped in whatever it was they were doing, as if someone had freeze-framed a movie. But I could see their faces. Everything was still but their eyes. They were aware. And they were trapped. 
And then I saw it. 
And I wasn't sure if it was a man or a woman. And I didn't think it mattered. 
It was beautiful to look at. White hair that seemed to move of its own down to broad shoulders. Its skin was nearly the same color, and it wore a long white coat of some kind. Even the shoes were a shade of white. 
If I wasn't so freak'n scared, I'd have made a crack about a white chocolate Barbie-Man. 
Zoë—we can't move.
What? I looked on my left to Manuel. He wasn't moving. Can Manuel feel it? 
Yes, and he's panicking. I can't blame him. I literally can't move this body. 
Shit. 
But I could move mine. Was it because I was incorporeal? 
The creature finished weaving through the still bodies and stood directly in front of Manuel. I glanced back at the bartender. She was in mid-shake of a martini. 
Now that he was closer, I saw that he wore a cassock, just like I'd seen priests wear. Only this one was white. I could see his face now. And I'd say it was a he. But he was a pretty he. Kinda reminded me of Vanilla Ice only with a lot of hair and not a flat-top.
But his eyes…were red not gold. Ruby red. 
He held out his right hand. "Oh great knower of all truths, I take this sinner into me, I take his evil, I take all of his worldly mistakes so that when he enters the kingdom he will be clean, he will be absolved, and he will be worthy." 
I frowned. What the fuck was that? 
Zoë! Morgan's voice was louder than ever. Azrael was right—it's a Dominion! You have to stop it! 
How? 
I don't know. 
Oh fucking great. I at least thought YOU had a plan.
It's going to consume Manuel's soul through the blood—consume his sins.
And that's when I heard it. A man's voice calling out. It sounded like a cat at first, and since there are a lot of strays that hang out at Mom's, I didn't really think much about the noise till now. Wondered why a cat was in a nightclub making noise. 
I narrowed my eyes at this creature and if I stared directly at its chest, I could make out a rainbow of little lights. They twinkled like Christmas lights. Were those little things actual souls? 
To my surprise, Manuel tilted his head to the side as if opening up his neck for a snack. 
Oh hell no! My Manuel. 
I slipped between the two just as Vanilla Ice Sin Eater Dominion Guy came close. He had his right hand out with a knife—ready to slit Manuel's throat—
Until his outstretched hand hit my incorporeal body. He snarled, hissed, and jumped back to the front of the still bodies of the clubgoers. His face was a mask of rage and surprise, and his eyes were red now. Not just the iris. He looked like he'd been drinking. 
That guy's voice called out even louder now. And the lights in whitey's chest twinkled brighter. My ears buzzed. 
"What is this?" Oh, and it had such a lovely singing voice. All gravely and kinda Harvey Fierstein-ish.
The thing practically growled. I narrowed my eyes at it, but stood my ground. I hadn't felt anything from the contact, but then I was incorporeal. "What the hell are you supposed to be? Looks like the white rabbit bit Neo." 
He tilted his head to the side. Yeah…pop-culture reference totally a waste on this one. "You're not anything I've seen before. But," and his voice returned to the pleasant singsong he'd used before. "No matter. My work here must continue." And he flicked his wrist at me. 
A big-ass white sword came out of that wrist and he attempted to skewer me. I shot up and flipped back to stand on top of the bar behind Manuel. With a slight flick of my own wrist, I summoned my sword. Of course mine was black with a bright red flame to it. I was pretty sure I could change that look—I just had to figure out where the preferences were in this new human-to-Wraith step. 
"You're…you're not one of the Abominations. But you have the feel of one." 
Abominations? "You mean one of the First Born?" 
"Do not call them that. They are not the first. The Seraphim is." 
"Wow…you're one of those crazy kinds of followers." 
He dove at me. I shoved Manuel out of the way—and he tipped over. Didn't even bother to catch himself. But at least he was out of the line of fire as I jumped down and blocked the first attack. Whitey feigned and then came at me from the side. I managed to bring the sword down to block, but he slid his away, twisted, and got a really good hit in on my upper arm. 
The pain was like…
"Motherfuckinggoddamnitwhoowthatfuckinghurt!" 
Yeah. I said that. 
I stepped back and looked down at my skin. I had a huge slice through the upper arm and it wasn't healing. In fact, it looked like it was bleeding black blood. 
Black blood? What the hell? 
"I smite you, the wicked. I sense in you the worst kind of Abomination. You are Irin, but one tainted by the Abysmal essence. It is your soul I shall free this night." And with that, he came hacking and slashing at me again. 
Oh no you di'n't just call me an Abomination. I'd already been through all that with some other crazies and I was not about to go through it again. I was born an Irin, but turned into a Wraith. I'd been a Phantasm potential and I'd been master of the universe. 
And I was not taking that kind of crap from some two-bit, white-assed, bishi-looking Ethereal murderer. I countered every move even though I was slowly getting pushed farther away from Manuel. Morgan was screaming in my head to kill it—but how did I do that? He landed another hit—and I landed my first—just as I rounded with my sword and dipped down before I came up. The move evaded his parry, and my sword came up into his side. I pulled and yanked away, the blade slicing into the flesh. 
He screamed and went down on one knee, doubled over with his sword on the floor. I thought about using my scream to get rid of him—but then it'd also affect everyone in the direct blast area. I did not want to hurt all those innocent victims frozen in place. I dismissed my sword and with a glance over at Manuel, knelt beside the Dominion. 
"You have something I want. And I plan on taking it back." When Maureen had used the old destruction ritual against the Revenants, it'd left the body dying and the souls trapped inside. I'd actually reached inside and released those souls. 
Time to try that again. 
The creature looked confused and I realized it had no idea what I was or what I was capable of. So when he pushed himself up on his knees I rammed both of my hands inside his chest. 
The bodies I'd done this to before had been cold. And that cold had traveled up and into my body. But this time it was different. It was hot. In fact, it was almost scalding as I slipped in. The buzzing I'd noticed in the back of my head turned into voices as they rushed forward at me. 
There were thousands of them…
Dear god…so many souls. Had this thing devoured them all? 
And as they passed by me and vanished I felt a fire burning in my chest. It was just uncomfortable at first, but pretty soon it became a searing pain and I finally made a scream to match the Dominion's. 
Let go! It's an Ethereal Being Zoë! You're Abysmal—you're going to kill each other!
Wait—wasn't killing it the whole plan? Or had I missed something? 
The pain became more than I could stand and as the souls ripped past me I started grabbing them and devouring them. First one, and then two, and soon I was past twenty—but the pain subsided as even more were released. Soon I'd be eating them as fast as they could run. 
And what frightened me is that I didn't care. 
I felt…powerful. 
I felt—
"Zoë!" 
There was a painful crack in my right side. I pulled my right hand free in reaction to it and then lost the connection with the Dominion. I collapsed on the floor. I felt myself returning to just me, sans Wraith and felt the cold, hard concrete under me. 
But the pain in my side—
"Call an ambulance." 
"Did that freak stab her?" 
"Hey, Manuel—you got a phone?" 
I heard the voices but they were pretty much nothing compared to the increasing pain in my side. Oh god…had that thing stabbed me with its sword as I was sucking the souls out? 
"I'm gonna take her myself, okay? You guys call the cops on that guy." 
I felt Manuel's warm hands on me as he slipped an arm under my back and then one under my knees. I leaned into him and heard his heart beating. "What—" 
"Ssshhh…" he said. "We'll be at my place in a few. I'm sure Azrael will meet us there." 
"But what about…" 
"He's the way he should be. You did…" but he didn't complete the sentence. 
I felt my eyes flittering as the darkness on the edges of my vision crowded in toward the center. 
"I saw them, Manuel. I saw them." 
He still didn't answer. 
 
•••
 
I woke up next to headless Mary. Again. 
Alone. 
I tried to take in a deep breath and hissed instead. My chest hurt when I did that. 
"You took a good stab in the ribs," TC's voice said to my left. "Luckily, he moved the blade between the them." 
Stab? 
I turned my head to look at him. 
He looked like he used to. Black trench, black shades, riding gloves. He was seated beside my old bed and I could hear Jemmy downstairs laughing. "Who stabbed me?" 
"Manuel. It was the only way he knew to stop you from killing anymore souls." 
The room tilted to one side. His words triggered a pleasant memory that echoed in the back of my thoughts. A memory of a thousand souls lined up to give themselves to me. 
"I—I started killing them." 
"Yes. But it was justified from my point of view. Zacharel was a Dominion. Ethereal. You're more Abysmal now, so when you slipped inside his corporeal form, his Ethereal essence tried to destroy your Abysmal. While you freed many of the souls he'd eaten—you did have to start consuming them in order to survive his Ethereal attacks." 
"I…" I sat up and then grabbed my side. But I was looking at TC. "How many did I take? Azreal…how many?" 
"I don't know," he looked a little surprised at me asking. "Maybe close to fifty. If that many. I think the bastard had close to a thousand inside of him." 
I sat in muted, shocked anger. I…devoured fifty souls? 
"So…many…" 
"Zoë," TC put a hand on my shoulder. All I could feel was leather. "You didn't have a choice. Of all the creatures of either plane, the Dominion is your equal." 
"What?" I looked at him and he removed his shades. I looked into his eyes. "My equal?" 
"Yes. Your ability to take souls is very similar to theirs. But where you devour, the Dominions hold the souls in limbo until they're either given over to Ethereal essence or Abysmal." 
I only heard about a third of what he said. The rest of it just bounced around in my head. I put a hand to my side. "Did you figure out why it was drinking blood?" 
"Best we can come up with he did it to hold the First Born to the body while he took the soul. If the body dies, then the First Born is at its weakest. He takes the soul and the First Born is helpless until the body finally starts to decompose." 
Ew. "I thought the moment the body dies they'd be released." 
"It's not that simple. Remember how that spell worked? How the body died because of the loss of blood but the bond kept both of them in the body? The Dominion was ripping the human soul and leaving enough of it behind to trap the First Born." 
"That's just seven shades of wrong." 
"That's a Dominion. They have no love for anything in the Abysmal Plane. You think they're bad?" He stood. "Don't ever tangle with a Cherubim. They don't actually have a soul." 
"Where is he now? The Dominion?" 
"The Society has him. He's not going anywhere for a while. And I hope they enjoy poking at him. I need to get back to the job. But it was good seeing you, Luv." 
Before I could ask him the question that was heaviest on my mind, he vanished. 
I sat in the bed for a long time, bent over, remembering what I could about the experience. I somehow felt worse now than I had before I started. If he'd wanted to get my mind off of Dags—it worked. But somehow I felt it was better to feel sorry for myself for losing a lover…not for destroying lives. 
"Zoë," Manuel said. 
I looked at the door. Dressed in jeans and a peacoat with a white hoodie he looked so much like a young college student. I looked back at my hands. "I'm not mad, Manuel. You did what you had to." 
"I think I know that. But still…." He came in and stood at the foot of my bed. "I feel awful. I was useless, you know. There was nothing I could do. I couldn't—I couldn't even stop it from attacking me." 
"As a Revenant your power is diminished. That was a full-on Dominion." 
"Yea but—" 
"Don't feel bad." 
The silence lasted for a while before he took in a deep breath. "Zoë—I know what you want to ask."
Good. I'd been sitting there trying to come up with the best way to ask it. "And?" 
"Zivena is gone. Returned to the Well of Souls. As for the human soul…" He looked at his hands. "The answer is—I don't know. No one does. Once a soul is free or devoured no one can track what happens to it. We have to do it all on faith." 
Faith. 
Not sure I had any of that anymore. 
But in the end maybe that's okay. The uselessness of the whole thing. 
The not knowing…if the soul of Strauss was freed…or devoured. 
By me. 
 
————
Zoë's story continues in SOUL CAGE, available at all ebook retailers! 
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"…nine of the cages still exist in the world but in varying degrees…" 
The voice seemed to be coming from above—as if speakers were somehow hidden in the ceiling of the hallway he walked along. The wallpaper was cracked, aged and torn in large, harsh gashes. He knew this place—he'd walked along this hall a very long time ago. 
"…see the seriousness of events unfolding…it's my fault really. I never even considered the boy had magic. He's never used it…and now they say he'll be more powerful than me…" 
What boy was magic? Who will he be more powerful than? 
He should know those voices—but just couldn't remember. Joe continued walking, listening to the voice as he slowed his pace. And as he moved, what he used to call "the hallway nightmare" returned to him. A reoccurring dream of something that had, or hadn't, happened. In it, he was twelve…or was it eleven? It didn't matter…even as old as he was now, he was terrified. 
This hall belonged to his grandmother. He'd found it by accident back then, trying to find a place to hide from his cousin—the one twice his size with the I.Q. of a gnat. Marty didn't know a lot about learning, but he did know how to bash heads. 
And he hated Joe. 
And Joe had found a door in a closet at the top of the stairs. He'd walked down a hallway just like this one, with a door at the other end—only the door was in darkness, the hallway lights not quite reaching it. 
And as always, the end of the hallway slowly lit up to reveal details of that door. Wooden door, aged, with scuff marks around the bottom as if a dog had pawed at it often. 
The voice faded as he looked down at the old-fashioned knob with the generic keyhole beneath it. The metal was warm as if a fire burned on the other side. It'd been the same in his dream. 
Warm door. The call of his cousin's voice, taunting him, calling him Holler'n Halloran. Cause he was gonna make him yell. 
The warmth warned him against stepping through, but the call of his cousin behind him frightened him more. Facing the unknown ahead of him, or that of certain pain behind him, his instinct for self-preservation screamed at him to go forward, joined by his insatiable curiosity. 
He turned the knob…
In his dream there had always been darkness. But in this dream there was…
Nona's kitchen. 
Looking back, he held the door to the basement. A musty smell came from below. It was dark and he shut it quickly. 
Why am I in Nona's kitchen? The darkened windows told him it was night. A small light illuminated a spotless counter top. The emptiness of the house reminded him Nona was at the Society House. 
But why am I here?  
Joe moved out of the kitchen toward the tea shop. As he passed the counter, now empty of cakes and deserts, he noticed a light coming from the botanica. He knew Nathaniel, Nona's new helper, had bought a few night lights like the one in the kitchen so the house didn't appear completely dark. 
He stepped past the counter and looked right. A light flickered on the other side of the mosaic, beaded curtains. Flickering, moving…had someone left a candle burning? 
As he neared the curtain the hairs on his arms and neck rose as if he were walking into a magnetic field of some kind. He stopped with his nose touching a string of beads, the back of his mind telling him to run. 
But he couldn't. 
He had to know. 
"Sometimes knowing a thing is having it consume you." 
It was the same voice he'd heard in the hallway—but now it spoke from the other side of the curtain! He took in a deep breath, reached both hands up to part the beads as if parting a wave, and shoved them to either side. 
A fire burned in the fireplace of the empty room. Dammit…didn't Nathaniel know that was a bad idea? 
With a sigh he stepped through the curtain and the mantel above the fire lit up as if a spotlight in the ceiling had been turned on. 
There…on a pedestal in the center…sat that damn dragon statue. Nona called it a Soul Cage. He called it cheap ceramic. 
But…why was it here when he could also remember it in pieces on the floor of a basement of a house in north Georgia? 
Eyes narrowed, he moved slowly to it. The fire wasn't warm. It didn't make a sound, either. No crack or pop of the wood, not even a hiss. In fact, as he stood in front of it, looking up at the ceramic statue, the fire went out. The only thing shining in the room was the dragon….
…it turned its head from the side and stared down at Joe. 
His eyes widened. "What the—" 
"Time to die," the thing said, just before it opened its maw and swallowed him whole—
 
 
"Sonofafuckingjesusbitchgodallmighty!" Joe sat up in bed, his hands flat against the sheets. His heart pounded against his chest. He reached up and wiped at his face, his skin covered in a thin layer of sweat. After taking in a few gulps of air he turned and put his feet on the floor. 
What the fucking hell was that? He sat forward, elbows on this knees and ran his hands through his hair a few times. Three more deep slow breaths before he stood and went to the bathroom. There he splashed cold water onto his face and avoided looking at the mirror. 
He was pretty sure he'd see a haunted image staring back at him. 
The same nightmare. For most of his childhood he'd suffered that damn hallway, never really knowing if it was real, or his imagination. And now it was back? Three times now he'd woke up yelling something, unable to breathe, panicked and shaken. But this was the first time he'd been able to get to the botanica and see what the light was. 
And why…why that damned ugly statue? 
Why did it try and take his soul? 
Fuck. Fuckfuckfuck… He shut off the light and shuffled into the kitchen. There he turned on the one-cup coffee maker and grabbed a mug while the water heated up. Two packets of sweetener, milk from the fridge and the machine was ready. He chose a dark roast this time, popped the packet in and pushed the button. 
As it finished he reached above the fridge and pulled down a bottle of Bailey's Irish Creme. When the coffee was done and stirred he poured in a healthy amount and took the mug to the sliding glass door. Tim's rock sat on the desk next to the glass door, but the ghost didn't appear. Maybe he was sleeping. Either way, Joe wasn't much up for company.
The cold December air chilled the dampness on his body as he stepped out. He was dressed in a pair of loungers and no shirt. The coffee was good and burned his throat. And even though he shivered, the cold cleared his head. 
He listened to the Atlanta night…the hiss of traffic nearby on Moreland Avenue. And beyond that was Ponce de Leon. But those weren't the sounds he was listening for. 
Joe wanted to hear Zoë moving in her apartment above him. She was up a lot at night, out on her own terrace just above his. Sometimes they talked. Sometimes he joined her, or she him. 
But not tonight. Not for a while. 
Zoë'd gone to Canada with Daniel. 
Always…with Daniel. 
Or Dags. 
But never with Joe. He knew something, like the voice said. He knew he loved her. And from the moment his lips touched hers, he'd never be able to love another. And that knowledge…well…  
He sipped his coffee and leaned his elbows on the railing. "I know a thing…" He said to the voice he remembered in his dreams. The voice of his grandmother. "And it consumes me." 
 
—————
Read SOUL CAGE, available at all ebook retailers! 
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