
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
 
 
 
Note from the Author…
 
Hello Zoë Readers! 
 
I am excited to be back on track in the Zoë Universe once again. Not only with Zoë, but with two new series running concurrent with Zoë's storyline. 
 
Dags McConnell is back with a new series of his own. The first two books are available in electronic and print formats. Dance By Midnight and Minutes To Midnight. These books take place after Dominion and Chimera.  
 
The new character being added to the Zoë Universe is Samantha Hawthorne. A witch and child of the God Mother. Her debut is told in the novella, The
Eldritch Files: Chimera. Chronologically this novella takes place between Dominion and Dance By Midnight. Her first full length novel, The Eldritch Files: Mysterious Times, will be available in October, before the release of Seraphim. 
 
I hope you enjoy Dark Time, and be looking for 2 more novellas before Seraphim. 



 
 
 
 
 

1
 
"What are you doing?" 
I didn't want to answer him. I also didn't want him to see me like this. I didn't want anyone to see me…like this. 
But…he wasn't going to leave me alone. In fact, the bastard had shown up everywhere, all over the world. But no matter how many times we ignored him, or abandoned him, he kept coming back. 
Ignoring us or abandoning us wasn't TC's way.
And, true to form, the well-dressed Phantasm knelt beside the body I was currently feeding on. Didn't matter how harrowed, horrible, or downright nasty I looked as I fed from the neck of a dying man…TC didn't draw away. He didn't…he wouldn't…leave me. 
He gently placed his hand on mine, the one clutching the patient's shoulder. I felt the touch, though from a distance. I wasn't in control of my body. In fact…I couldn't remember the last time I'd been in charge of it. 
Inanna held the reigns. She was the First Born that kept Daniel sane, because I drove him insane. But now she was bonded to me. 
Daniel was dead now. 
And Dags…
"Don't interfere, Azrael," Inanna said with her voice, and mine. I did notice the tone was punctuated with juicy, slurping noises. Inanna had been a neat and fussy eater once. But not lately. "She's given up. I must drink in order to maintain control." 
"You mean to maintain your hold." TC's melodic timber had changed since I last heard it. He sounded…patient. And that was not a word I associated with the old bastard. Well not really old. I honestly had no idea how old he was. Or how old Inanna was. Though on those rare occasions after she'd fed and she let her guard down, it was possible to look into her. 
I did it. 
Once. 
And I wasn't doing it again. 
"Go. Away." Inanna's anger shifted inside. I got out of the way. If he really wanted to make her mad and face the Wraith ala First Born—fine by me. I just didn't give a shit anymore. 
"No. If you want to fight me, Inanna, you'll have to bring out Zoë's Abysmic essence to do it. But…" he shrugged. "I'm pretty sure you don't have that kind of control right now." 
Inanna paused in her meal and turned my head to look at him. I felt blood sliding down my chin. "What do you want?"
"What I've been wanting for two months. I want to talk to Zoë."
"No." 
"Why not? Are you afraid if I do speak to her she'll want her body back? That she'll want control again? You like having control, don't you Inanna?" He leaned in close. "You enjoy pulling the strings." 
She lashed out at him, my hand shifting to the old ashen skinned, clawed standby I'd grown to hate. The Wraith part of me. The Abysmal tainted side. 
TC disappeared. He'd done that slight of hand every time he goaded Inanna. How many times was it now? How many places? He'd shown up the first time we went to see that guard—the one I'd torn the arm off. Guilt, combined with the sting of rejection, had guided me to him. Inanna insisted it was impossible for me to give him back his arm. I couldn't regrow flesh. But I knew I could manipulate flesh. Though…I seriously didn't know how I'd known it. 
I'd worked on instinct, along with the need, no the desire, to pull from me the most broken, abused part of myself. 
My heart. 
And when I was done, the man had a new arm. 
And I…was a little less broken. 
Only a little. 
"If you're going to fuck with me, then stand still so I can kill you." Inanna's voice growled inside of my own. She was up off the patient now, and looking around the hospital room. "Leave me alone, brother!" 
"You know I can't do that." TC reappeared behind her and grabbed her left arm and twisted up behind her back. My back. It hurt. I could feel it. But I didn't…
It just wasn't my problem anymore. You know? 
Inanna struggled but she had one glaring weakness her brother didn't. He was still a First Born. And she…was now a Revenant. A conjoined creature consisting of a powerful spirit and manipulated flesh. 
And me. 
Just…me. 
TC was stronger. Hell, he was joined to the Abysmal Throne. He was the Phantasm. "I want to talk to Zoë. It's important." 
"No…" 
"It's about Joe." 
"No—" 
Joe? Halloran? I hated to admit that I hadn't kept up with Joe. I hadn't talked to mom. I hadn't kept up with anyone. 
Inanna fought him physically but I didn't care. My curiosity was still there. You know that thing of mine that got me into all this bullshit in the first place back in that office in Atlanta? The first night I saw the other Phantasm kill William Tanaka in cold blood and then…eat him? 
Yeah, we're all part of the same dysfunctional family. 
With a sigh I slipped out. It was easy enough—I used to do it all the time. That was back when I had to go out of body (OOB) to see the Astral plane and become a Wraith. Or the Wraith. 
I seriously didn't know if there were anymore like me. 
Usually when my astral self slipped her mortal coil, I looked pretty grisly. Ashen skin, claws, evil black bunny slippers, wings, and Doc Oc hair. But not this time. I noticed this time…
I looked like me. The swirl of ash that usually covered my skin in all the right places, making my appearance totally PG to fourteen year old boys, became swirls of white mist. It looked like angel hair. Well, like that stuff my mom used to use in crafts. That white, spun glass stuff she told me not to touch because it would get into my skin and make me itch. I never did go back and check to see if it really was spun glass, or she was just josh'n me so I'd keep my sticky fingers out of her stuff. 
Now my hair looked like that and I wondered if it would make me itchy.
TC noticed me as well, and eased the now sleeping me, the part Inanna inhabited, to the floor. It was quite a contrast. Her me in darks and me me in…
Damn…I looked like the toping to a Dragon Con wedding cake! 
"That's…new…" TC said as he did a slow walk around me. He wasn't leering like he usually did. He looked…surprised and concerned. "I mean you OOBing and Inanna fainting…and you looking like vanilla meringue." 
I think I liked the leering better. "Screw you. And yeah…it's like…right now new. This is the first time I've tried to OOB since I…" I had to stop and think. 
"Since you remade that man's arm."
I looked at him. "You know that was me?" 
"Everyone does. Your mom had it biopsied, Luv. Your DNA is all over it. In fact, before she left, Dr. Mulhally identified the flesh as being from your heart." 
"Left? The doc left?" 
"More like…vanished." 
I didn't know what to say. Lucy Mulhally had been vital to the Society of Ishmael's medical facility. She was their expert in all things Abysmal and Ethereal and how it affected humans. Like me. And Dags. 
Damn him. 
"Where…how did she vanish?"
"How does anyone vanish?" He smirked and looked more like my TC. My Trench Coat. "Nona suspects it was against her will, from the condition of her apartment. But the Society's best psychics haven't come up with a clear vision of what happened. They're looking for her." 
Oh. That's good. 
I opened my mouth then closed it. Then, "You said you needed to talk to me about Joe."
"Yes. He's vanished too." 
Joe? I took a step closer toward him and for the first time felt slightly…repelled. It wasn't like a smell or a feeling, but more like a slight pressure. The only thing I could compare it to was when I was kid and moved magnets around and sometimes they pushed each other away and sometimes they attracted. This was the pushing away feeling. 
From the look on his face, I knew he'd sensed it as well. "What was that?" 
TC's brows rose on his forehead. "It's the polar repulsion between the Abysmal and the Ethereal. Apparently in that form…" he pointed at me. "You're more Ethereal." 
"I am not Ethereal!" I was not happy about that. I hated the Ethereal Plane and all the jackasses in it. 
I used to hate my father because he was Ethereal…and because he'd done a whole bunch of mean things to me. But now…now he just confused the hell out of me. I couldn't remember when it was I talked to him.  
"Zoë? What's wrong?" 
"I don't know. I'm just forgetting things." 
"Because you've been trying to forget, haven't you? That's why you gave up and let Inanna have her way." 
"Her way?" I laughed. "What's that? I don't know what her way is. I just know…" My heart raced in my chest. For the first time in an astral state, I could feel my heart as it pounded. I could feel the air from the room's air conditioner as it touched my face and moved my hair from my cheek. I was…corporeal…outside of my body. 
He was suddenly beside me, his arms around me. And he was warm. 
Oh my God…he was warm! And he smelled right as well as wrong. He was familiar to me. The touch of an old lover, forever a part of me. I buried my face into his chest as his arms enfolded me. My Vin Diesel. 
My Trench Coat. 
"What happened, Zoë. Tell me what happened. Why did you just leave like that? Don't you know what you've put your mother through?" 
His voice vibrated in his chest against my cheek and I sobbed. Oh damn did I sob. And I knew if I didn't say something fast, the last few days, weeks, or how ever long I'd abandoned life would come crashing down into one hell of an ugly cry. "He…he told me hated me, TC. He told me I was a monster and that he couldn't deal with a monster. That…he never wanted to see me again." 
TC didn't say anything. He didn't have too. I could feel him tense against me. "Then he's best forgotten. For now. I need you to help me find Joe." 
"I'm alone…" I was blubbering against him. Whatever planar bullshit had worked to repel me before was gone and I was doing my full on pity party into his nice expensive suit. 
"No you're not alone. You will always have me. You have Nona. And you will have Joe—but we need to find him." 
I pulled away from him and looked up into his eyes. They were white once…like the eyes of the dead. But now they were almost human looking. "Wh-wha about…J-J-Jason?" Man I hated those kinds of cries that took my breath away. 
The look in his eyes frightened me and I knew in that instance—it wasn't just Joe's disappearance that had kept him hammering on Inanna and I. 
There was something worse. 
Much worse. 
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Joe's apartment not only looked abandoned, it felt abandoned. It was empty. Devoid of him. Not even his scent lingered. 
"He disappeared not long after you did." TC stepped inside and shut the door behind me. "He looked for you. Didn't want to believe that you'd…somehow dug out your own heart and given it to some yahoo with a gun." 
I heard him, but I wasn't really listening. It felt odd to be back in my own skin. Inanna was quiet, a part of the background noise once again. She didn't like it. Her irritation clung to my skin like a wool sweater in 100º humidity. I was thinner—if that was even possible. I'm a tall girl, with legs up to my ass…as Daniel used to say. 
Sometimes when I thought of him, something stirred deep inside, as if waking for just a second, and then slipping back into a deep slumber. He was there…but he wasn't there. He wasn't in front of me, showing up when I least expected him with that goofy grin and shaggy hair. 
And his glasses. 
I missed his blue eyes and his glasses. 
Joe's apartment was just below my own. I'd moved into the same building after leaving mom's and losing my condo. The same layout was convenient, and I'd been in his place enough times that I knew where things were. A thin layer of dust covered the kitchen counter, the high-backed stools, even the rotting fruit in the green bowl I'd given him as a present. 
The trash had disintegrated beyond smell and into a pile of unidentifiable organic goo. As had most of what remained of the leftovers in his refrigerator, though I could identify what had once been a bowl of grapes. The milk was now cheese. Used K-cups littered the counter, also covered in sticky dust. I moved to his living room as my gaze roamed over the furniture. A half-empty beer rested on the coffee table. 
All of it aged and preserved. "How long?" 
"Two months now." 
I whirled on him. TC leaned against the counter. "Two—how long have I been gone?" 
"Two months. Well, we're moving into March. Joe vanished about a week after you did. But Nona didn't notice he was gone until Mastiff called. Joe didn't come to work and he didn't call. He wasn't responding to email either. When they got here…" he held out his hands. "The Society's been keeping the power on." 
"He…didn't pack a suitcase? No overnight bag?"
TC shook his head.
I was not liking the sound of this. I also didn't like all the different scenarios running through my head. "Where's Rhonda? Anyone kept tabs on her?" 
"You'd have to ask Nona. I haven't bothered with her." TC moved from the counter to the windows along the far wall. He pulled the curtains to reveal a rainy, darkening Atlanta skyline. "But I don't think the former witch is part of this mystery. She doesn't have any power left. Remember? You took it." 
"Yeah I know but…" But what? What was I going to say? That I wasn't all that confident? That I'd checked that particular emotion at the door on my way out of my life? 
I ran a hand through my unruly hair. It felt like Inanna hadn't bothered to brush it or wash it in… two months? When I looked down at myself I realized—I looked like something out of a slasher flick. 
My jeans and shirt were stiff with dried blood. Brown. Hard. Nasty. Even my hands had brown stains on them. I wondered what my face looked like and half ran to Joe's bathroom. There it was even more evident Joe hadn't planned on a trip. His toothbrush, tooth paste, brush, shaving kit were all still on the sink. And when I turned on the light—
"What the hell?!" 
TC appeared at my side and smiled at our joined reflection in the mirror. "What is it? You look lovely." 
"I look like a B-movie vampire. Christ—do your people not bathe? Or use soap?" I grabbed a towel, the dusty bar of soap and started washing the stains off of my chin, nose, cheeks and neck. When I was done my skin was red and raw—but at least I didn't look like I'd been eating brains. 
I grabbed a hairband I'd left in Joe's bathroom on my last visit—I was touched he kept it—and pulled my hair back. It needed a wash and cream rinse but I didn't have the patience for it. TC was back in the kitchen when I emerged and…
There was something else. 
An old smell. 
Like…cologne. 
Something I'd smelled before. It was spicy. Musky. And it brought back memories. Older memories. Of being young and jumping into the arms of an old man—
I narrowed my eyes as I tried to see the memory. White hair and beard. White suit. 
White—
The door burst open and roughly six guys in black fatigues with masks and really big guns burst in. "FREEZE!" 
Before I could react—react being defined as OOBing out of there or vanishing completely—TC jumped in front of me and put himself between me and the armed soldiers of fortune. Or whoever they were. "Stop! There's no need for this!" 
I heard something in TC's voice I hadn't heard in a long time. No wait…had I ever heard it? It was panic. He was afraid of something. And he apparently knew these gentlemen. I assumed they were the police coming to check the apartment because we tripped a silent alarm. After all, Joe was a cop. But a closer inspection of these guys showed no local badges or patches, not even an Atlanta Police Department pin. 
And no big white letters announcing POLICE or CRIME SCENE INVESTIGATORS. 
Or WRITER. 
No…these guys were privately owned. And here on someone else's orders. 
"Get out of the way, demon." The voice was mechanical, kinda like something out of a voice box. I didn't know which one of the masked men or women said this because there weren't any flashing lights or anything. "We have our orders." 
"Whose orders?" 
"Ms. Stephens." 
I'd finally had it. "Who is this Ms. Stephens? I mean seriously? You guys are obviously Society. Is Jefferson with you?" 
"No ma'am. He's on extended leave, no thanks to you." The venom in this guy's voice came through the voicebox. He hated me. And he wanted to shoot me. 
"But I fixed him." 
"You mutilated him." I spotted him because he leveled his weapon at me. That's when I realized these weren't ordinary weapons, these were those L-6 nightmare guns Randall Kemp invented. The kind that scrambled creatures like me. No wonder TC was standing between us. 
"That…was an accident. And I tried to make it right." 
"You're the one that's not right," another voice chimed in. All of them had their weapons trained on me. I could see a dozen or so little red dots on my chest. 
On my blood stained shirt chest. Oh great. They already didn't like me and I looked like an ax murderer or serial killer. "Okay fine. Fine. But who is Ms. Stephens?" 
TC glanced back at me. "Zoë—you know about Ms. Stephens. Vanessa Stephens. Robert Stephens's wife?" 
The name was familiar. But for some reason I couldn't—
And then it hit me. Robert Stephens. State Representative Robert Stephens. He was the one set to replace Rhonda's uncle in congress. Only…he'd been filleted by those two rogue Travelers, Bertram and Charolette when they used part of him to make that scarecrow. They one they'd locked my mother's soul inside. 
How…how did his wife…and I remembered her being rude and snooty…become a part of the Society? 
"We don't have time for education, monster." The first guy, the guy who talked to me about Jefferson, reached over and pulled a shoulder mic closer to his face. "This is Shadow Team Two. We have the suspect in custody." 
Suspect? 
Custody? 
I moved in closer to touch TC's shoulder. 
They fired at me. All of them, all at once. 
But they hit TC because he wanted them too. 
The arcs of blue writhed and flared around him and I stepped back and put my hands up so all that light wouldn't blind me. TC's true Phantasmic form appeared briefly before he vanished. And once he was gone—I was in the open. 
MOVE! 
Inanna knocked me out of control with barely a nudge. But for me, it felt as if I'd been blown across the room and into the wall. And I had. Literally. I was OOB and white again, and sitting on the floor in the kitchen. Had I passed through the counter and chairs? I got up in time to see my body shift with Inanna at the helm. And let me tell you—that was a frightening thing to see. It wasn't me anymore. It was…
"I think you're a monster."
Dags's words rang in my head and stopped what was left of my heart just as the blast of the L-6 weapon struck me. Correction, make that three of the weapons. I gasped. Inanna gasped inside of me and my body shifted back to its human form. I was yanked back inside as well. 
The instant I made contact with my skin I felt the pain. It was the most intense, debilitating sensation I'd ever experienced. The closet I could describe it would be to experience someone cutting open my chest and sticking their hand inside to pull my heart out while I could do nothing to stop them. The pain fired down both shoulders and arms. I couldn't breathe and I collapsed on the floor. 
Inanna screamed in side of my head. 
"Is she dead?" 
"No she's a monster. She can't die." 
"No sir…I think she is dying." 
Someone touched me and I felt pressure on my chest. "Sir there's no pulse." 
"Is she supposed to have one?" 
"Of course she is. Yevins, get her breathing. I'm calling in for a med evac." 
I had no idea what they meant. I wasn't there anymore. In fact, I was OOB again and hovering overhead and watching as they worked on me in my blood soaked clothing. They put a mask over my face…then snaked a tube down my throat. 
"It's your heart." 
I turned to look into the eyes of Azrael. He wasn't TC at that moment, nor was he the Archer. He was larger than life and had my soul folded into his arms. Into his wings. 
Because…that's what Azrael was. 
The Angel of Death. 
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The dreams came again. I saw Dags in front of me. His beautiful face was twisted in hate. And heard his voice echo everywhere in the dark. 
"I think you're a monster." 
What if I didn't want to be a monster? Did anyone ever ask me what I wanted? Did anyone even care? Was this what it was like to be something other than human? To be shunned and eventually hated by the ones you loved? 
Would my mom hate me one day? 
"No. I would never hate you. Though I want to bend you over my knee and give you a good spanking most of the time." 
Wait a minute. That wasn't in my dream. That was mom's voice. I waved the image of Dags away and stood up from my lonely pity party in the dark. "Mommy?" 
"You haven't called me that in a very…very long time, Zoëtrope." 
I really hated that name. 
When I finally let a bit of light into my nightmare, I realized I'd opened my eyes. The room was dim, even thought I saw florescent panels on the ceiling. They flickered and hummed like fluorescent panels do. There were clicks and whistles, a soft ticking noise. But no beeps. Not this time. When I focused on the shadow in front of me, I saw mom's face in it. She looked…old. 
I'd always known my mom was in her fifties…rapidly heading into her sixties. But her face had never really shown it. She had good skin. And I'd always hoped I never showed wrinkles either. 
But at that moment…it looked like the weight of life was pressing on her shoulders. "Ah there's my daughter. You had me worried." 
Worried about…
"Are you in pain?" 
I shook my head. I heard a whump-woosh I'd never heard before so I looked around. I had one of those cannulas in my nose and reached up to pull it out. Mom took my wrist and stopped me. "No. That has to stay in. They had a face mask on you, but we need to talk." 
Talk? I looked at her and it felt like centuries since I'd last seen her. She sounded…worried. Her voice was soft and sweet, like it had been when I was a kid. 
"Hi mom." My voice was its usual scratchy self. After having lost it for nearly a year…I liked hearing it. 
"Don't you hi mom me." And there was present-day mom with a bit of saccharin. "What the hell were you thinking? Running off like that? Ripping part of your heart out to make a new arm—" 
"But it was easy." 
"By hell it was. Zoë," she sighed as she ran a hand through her hair. It stuck up from her head. "You do realize you're missing a chunk of your heart?"
I frowned at her. "For real?"
"Christ…yes for real. We did x-rays and you're missing a quarter piece of your left ventricle. It's a miracle you're still living." 
That was alarming. Yeah…I'd told Inanna I wanted to get rid of my heart. That it hurt. And if it wasn't going to do anything but hurt me, then someone else could have it. I thought… "I thought it was metaphorical." 
"What was?"
I stared at her. "Using my heart for that guy's arm. I mean…Inanna said the Creation Eidolon was a part of me now so I could use anything I wanted to create anything I wanted. And I wanted to make up for what I'd done." 
She sat back and looked down at me. I felt like I was six again and said or done something I shouldn't have. Was she going to spank me? I was a grown woman. Could she? 
Mom reached out and brushed my hair from my face. "It took me nearly a day to get the tangles out of your hair. I had to dry wash it. But it's smooth again. And soft and shiny. Your white streak is bigger now."
"Yeah…I'm not surprised. It's like a damn o'meter. The bigger it gets, the more damned I am."
"You're not damned." Mom brushed at my cheek. "But you are in a massive amount of trouble." 
"What because I fixed a guy's arm I tore off? Geez." 
"No. Because the Society, and certain members of the APD think you killed Joe Halloran." 
I stared at her. I searched her face to see if she was kidding. She had to be kidding. "You're…joking, right? You're not joking?" 
"You've been missing. No one's seen you. Joe disappeared just after you did. You were found months later in his apartment with blood all over your clothes." 
I came up off the bed—or I sat up as far as I could with all those wires and disks taped to my arms and chest. "That's not Joe's blood! Mom—that was all Inanna's doing. She was feeding all the time—" 
"Because you gave up," TC said to my right. 
I turned to see him standing near a door. The room was soft green and I recognized it—or I recognized the layout. I'd spent time in here myself, as well as with Dags often enough. I was in the Society's infirmary. Most likely under guard. 
He came to the side of the bed. "Your heart can't take those guns anymore, Zoë. The organ's too weak. It hasn't healed properly. I'm assuming you're alive and walking because of what you are and what my sister is. If you were a normal woman—"
"If I were a normal woman I wouldn't have torn a man's arm off." I knew my tone was sharp. But I was getting irritated because I did not like being accused of killing someone I cared about. "Let's get back to Joe. No one's seen him at all?"
"I've tried scrying for him," Mom said. "And Azrael's tried sensing him. It's like he's not in this plane anymore. But he's not in a plane we can access." 
"If…" I swallowed. "If he were dead, would you be able to sense him?"
"Yes. It's not his physical body, but his spirit." TC crossed his arms over his chest. "But we have a newer problem. The Coterie." 
I looked from him to mom. "The who?" 
Mom took my hand in hers. "The Coterie are what the remaining Revenants call their high council meetings. They only call for a Coterie when there's a crisis. The last time one was called was when Sophia tried for the last time to rid the planes of her siblings." 
A strange weight settled on my shoulder. I had this feeling they were about to tell me something I really didn't want to know. "So…why have they called another one? Is something wrong?" I pushed myself up into a sitting position, wires be damned. 
Mom said, "Zoë, how much of the Dioscuri have you read?" 
"Well not a lot. I mean I know bits and pieces of it. They're worried about those files your uncle wrote?" 
"A prophecy he stumbled upon." TC cleared his throat. "For all I am and what I represent, I'm not really someone who believes in the hocus-pocus of my family's beginnings." TC pulled up a stool and sat down after unbuttoning his suit jacket. "You know about the two sisters? The twins?" 
Oh wait yeah I'd read this. "Gaia and Lilith." 
"Right. Gaia was the Seer, the one who saw the past and the future simultaneously. Before her death, Gaia told her sister Lilith that a powerful union between the Abysmal and the Ethereal would herald the cracking of the world and the rebirth of the betrayer." 
I felt like there should be a dun-dun-duuuun at the end of that sentence. But it was missing the punch line. Mom and I exchanged glances and I finished pushing myself up so I was close to eye-level with him. "You wanna explain that to me? 'Cause I don't get it. Betrayer?"
"That's the best word we have for the translation. It's all in Babylonian and Sumerian cuneiform and the only real scholars among us are Hermes and Inanna. And she refuses to take a look at the texts to back up what Hermes found." He shifted his position. "Given what they know, the leaders in the Coterie, also Umaymah and Hermes, believe they've identified two possible candidates that could fulfill this prophecy." TC pointed at her. "You. And Dags. You're both combinations of the two planes. The product of unions." 
"What…does this mean?" 
TC held up a finger. "Originally…nothing. The two elected leaders are also two of the most notoriously slow debaters in the family. I figured they would hash this out until the end of the world comes. Usually, none of the other Revenants would be allowed to act without their blessing." 
"Azreal," Mom clasped her hands together in her lap. "Tell her." 
TC stood up and held his hands out. My ears popped and I started swallowing. The shift in the room caught my attention when I looked up at the Phantasm. We weren't in the bland infirmary anymore. We…where were we? It was definitely a bedroom, with ceiling to floor curtains behind TC and a door behind mom. But that's where the room started to fuzz. I was still seeing the actual infirmary room behind mom, but a different room behind TC. "What's happening?"
"You know they're going to be here in about a minute." Mom didn't sound happy, but she didn't sound angry either. 
"Nona, I don't really care what a bunch of human poachers do. They can bang the door down all they want, but they won't be able to see us. They'll see an empty room. And you. But no Zoë." 
"Azrael, you can't take her. She needs medical attention. She might be more planar now than before spiritually, but her body is still human." 
"No." He held out a finger. "It's Wraith and it's Revenant, which means the essence that is my sister will work to keep her heart functional. Though now that I've seen how damaged it is, Inanna's ravenous feeding is better explained." 
I was listening to them, but I was also doing this ping-pong look from my right to my left. "Wait…so we're not at the Society House?"
"We are and we aren't. Nona is." TC held up his right hand. "I was very much aware of their listening devices, Nona. And they had heard enough. Zoë has the ability to sense other Revenants now because she is one, and that is the only way. I can because…well…" he laughed softly. "I'm the Phantasm. But sensing another Revenant isn't what's going to defuse the other situation."  
I arched an eyebrow at that. 
Mom stood up. "Azrael, Stephens and her people are convinced Zoë did something to Joe and they're not going to stop until they either prove she's a murderer—" 
I put my hands on the bed's metal railings. "I didn't touch Joe! What is wrong with you people? Why is everyone so dead set on finding me guilty of something and not spending those same resources to find Joe?" I pointed at TC before he could respond. "And what is this other situation that needs to be defused?" 
 His pause unnerved me. I was already unnerved by the fact we were technically bi-locating and I didn't notice. And I didn't know where TC and I were, as opposed to where mom was. After a few beats of him looking a bit blank, I prompted. "Well?" 
"You better tell her, or she'll hear it from Manuel." 
Oh! "Manuel's here?" 
"He's in town. But," TC said as he crossed his arms over his chest. "We've received high level intel that the Seraphim and the Society have formed a Covenant with the Coterie."
I frowned at him, glanced at my mom, and then looked back at him. "Can…can they do that? I mean…can they all gang together?"
"It's not a matter of can they, it's that they have."
Even with my heart broken my thoughts went to him. Always to him. "Oh no…Dags…they're going after Dags." 
"No," TC said. "They're not going after Dags. Apparently, leaving him alone is part of the deal." 
I looked at both of them. "I don't understand. They think Dags and I are part of some dumb prophecy…" And then I started to suspect something…bad. "Oh…no…" 
 The deal is," TC sighed. "The Seraphim promised support for the Revenants as well as the Society, which means no more attacks by Powers on any level, as long as they work together to deliver you to the Seraphim." He leaned in close to me. "The Coterie declared a Purge against you, Zoë." 
"A purge?" 
"It means," Mom began as she reached a hand out to touch mine, only it moved through me. "They plan on separating you and Inanna. Permanently." 
"But that would kill us." 
TC snorted. "That's the idea." 
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Unfortunately the dual connection between where we were and the Society's infirmary disappeared and TC and I were left alone. Well, not fully alone. After TC informed me we were in one of Jason's safe houses, Manuel came through the door. I attempted to get out of bed to hug him, but my body wasn't willing to go that far yet. Luckily Manuel caught me in his arms and squeezed me tight. 
It is good to see you alive, Zoë. Morgan's voice was actually a pleasant relief. Since…Dags's rejection…Inanna had been the only voice in my head, other than my own. It didn't seem to matter that she'd been oddly quiet since I woke up. 
Manuel made sure I was sitting on the bed before he stepped back and then knelt down in front of me. He'd been young when the First Born Morgan took him. Her previous host, Elizabeth, had been one of Jason's lovers, and when I thought about it, the whole thing seemed kind of incestuous. I mean…Jason and Elizabeth were two different humans, not bound by familial ties. 
But Morgan and Mephistopheles were siblings. 
In a manner of speaking. 
I'd always wondered how planar creatures procreated. Like…did they all have a mother? And if they did, was she everyone's mother? And importantly, had she had all those children the usual way or was she like Zeus where kids popped out of her forehead? Huh…I had to wonder where my brain was sometimes. Or where it wasn't. 
Jason didn't continue the romantic relationship after Morgan / Elizabeth bonded with Manuel. Elizabeth was still there, inside of Manuel as part of him, the same way Daniel was still a part of Inanna. Which meant he was in here with me…but he was always on the peripheral of my senses. A whisper. A smell. A sigh. Small things I knew were him. Sometimes thoughts, or a random feeling of judgement I knew wasn't my own. But I hadn't seen him, or spoken to him since the one time after Daniel's body died and I invited Inanna inside. 
"Zoë? Are you with me?" Manuel took my hands in his. His skin was warm, not like the legends of vampires. He was a living, breathing young man. Human, but something else. He would remain young as long as Morgan remained bonded to his soul, and he would always have her experience and her calming voice. 
He would never be alone. 
"Yeah I'm here. I'm just…" I shrugged, unsure what else to say. 
"I'm sorry…for what Dags said to you. I'm sorry you had to go through heartbreak alone like that. But I'm sure he said what he felt he needed to say." 
That didn't help the way his words made me feel, and I think Manuel realized it because he shook his head and sighed. I squeezed his hands. "It's okay. It's been…what, two months now?" 
"Yeah…
TC sighed. "Zoë…you do realize what the Coterie will do if they're able to catch you?"
"Well I think the term purge is self-explanatory. And no I don't want you to go into detail. I figure they want to use that nasty spell on me. The one Maureen Lafferty was using…the exorcism thing." 
"Yes." 
"Isn't it in the Grimoire? I mean, does anyone in this new clique even know the spell?"
Manuel shook his head. "Jason said that's the point they've been arguing. The deal is to leave the Guardian alone. This is what the Seraphim wants. Half of them want to grab the Guardian and the others believe if you make a Covenant, you honor it."
"But…how are they going to do this Purge without knowing the spell?" 
Manuel shrugged. "That's the conundrum that's working in our favor at the moment. At least the Coterie aren't acting. The Society, or Ms Stephens…she's another matter. And I suspect, just like Jason does, that she doesn't want to leave the Guardian untouched. She would prefer to get her hands on the book, or at least get him back under their control. Letting him leave like that wasn't her choice." 
"Her choice? Is she in total control now? What about my mom?"
"Your mom is still the CEO. But Ms Stephens and her dislike of planar things is gaining support within the group. And a lot of them were loyal to her husband, who was also a part of the Society. They know you killed March Knowles, and they saw you rip that guy's arm off. So…" he thinned his lips. 
"But if they kill Dags—and trying to remove the book would kill him—the book goes back to the well of souls. That vast nothing I saw while in that egg throne." 
TC nodded. "No one wants that to happen."  
"Why?" I shifted on the bed. I wanted to get up, take a shower, eat cake. "Don't get me wrong—the bastard broke my heart and I don't want him dead—but why doesn't anyone want that to happen. "
I was looking at Manuel, but TC answered. "The well of souls, or that vast expanse you saw, is in essence, the universe. Some would believe or even call it the Conscience of God. The heart of the well is filled with the spell of creation or destruction. Or…the tetragrammaton." 
Uh… "The what?" 
Manuel laughed and let go of my hand as he sat down on the floor and crossed his legs. "That's one of the names of God. Hebrew. It's the name of the four Hebrew letters that make up the name. YHVH." 
"The Grimoire holds that spell," TC said. "Inanna snuck into the well a long time ago and learned copied the spell down. And some spells…should never be be in the written word. It was the last spell she entered into the book as part of the Abysmal Plane. Sophia caught her and banished her into the Physical Plane." 
I nodded slowly. I was getting it. I was. 
TC continued. "Worst case is the Ethereals, especially the Seraphim, get hold of the Grimoire and the power locked inside of it, including that spell. Inanna also wrote a lot of…" TC shrugged. "Protections, securities rotes if you want to call them that, to make sure if the Seraphim were to touch it, or anything remotely in its service, the book would shut down. Close. And it wouldn't open up to them." 
"Protections? Rotes?" 
"Think of rotes as computer security programs." Manuel said. "Protection built into the wiring of the book so that if someone tries to access it, the book shuts down for them." 
"Is that why the book shut down before? When Dags went all vegetable?" I looked from TC to Manuel. I was just on the cusp of getting this crap straight in my head. And where was Inanna? Why wasn't she here for all this discussion on a book she wrote? 
TC said, "If you mean after the Familiar mangled the pages? No. That was the same as someone feeding a virus into it. The protections didn't work because Maureen wasn't working for the Ethereals. She is, in her essence, Abysmal, which is why she was able to do what she did."
I made a face. "And Rhonda? The fuck up she managed to do?" 
"Rhonda's energy is chaotic, which is still seen as Abysmal. Or it was." TC made a strange expression as he looked away for a second, as if he were considering several things but not voicing them. "She was able to manipulate things as well. But when Gabriel started poking around inside—" 
I turned to face him on the bed and grabbed at his rather large, rock-hard upper arm. "Is that why Dags didn't remember this whole year? Because the book shut down?" 
"That's what Geist and I assumed happened. And your mom." 
"So it wasn't the page she shoved inside?" 
"The page is still there, and the only thing that page does is give her access to the book. But she can't use it." 
I frowned. "Why do you keep looking like that? What's wrong?" 
"We have reports that," Manuel began. "Dags's been using the Grimoire. He's been casting spells, and he's been able to bring the Sword back." 
My jaw dropped. "So he's remembered? He has access again?"
"No…" Manuel and TC glanced at each other. Oh I hated that. It felt like they had a thing going and I wasn't a part of it. "Well we don't know. He's manifesting magic—and it's a different kind of magic than before. It's more powerful." 
"I don't understand. Are you keeping tabs on him? You got a sneaky snooper or a spy on  him?" 
The little Revenant grinned. "Sneaky snooper? Ah…I don't know about that, but we do have Revenants nearby who've been in contact with a few people around him. So does the Society. Oh don't look so shocked, Zoë. You didn't think an organization as powerful as the Society of Ishamel was going to let a man with a ticking time bomb in his chest just walk out of here without them watching him? Your mom authorized it." 
"She did?" He had a point, though. From everything I knew, as well as the information I'd gotten from Inanna, that book was a repository for more trouble than Pandora's Box. 
Well, Inanna had actually called it Pandora's Box on occasion. 
So who would ask to make a book like that? Hadn't I heard somewhere that some spells just shouldn't be written down? Eh…especially when non-magically-gifted people like me tried to use it to make Coyote Flames? And well damn…that memory made me think of Dags again. That morning had been the first time I'd seen him since I met Joe Halloran. He'd looked so different. So…beautiful. And yet he'd already been through so much and had a book mated to his soul. 
TC spoke up. "Dags's memory since receiving the book is still pretty much non-existent. And apparently, you don't remember much about the past two months." 
"What's there to remember? We fixed Jefferson's arm, and that made Inanna really hungry. And me too. So…I went to sleep and let her take the wheel." I chewed on my lower lip. "She said she had things to do, stuff to take care of before the end of—" 
A vice closed down on my throat. It was as if something wound a rope or something strong several times around my neck and was garroting it tighter and tighter. I grabbed at my throat but couldn't find anything. 
The pressure cut off my air and I made small noises as I slipped off the bed and onto the floor. I could hear and sort of see TC and Manuel bending over me, shouting, pulling at my arms. Why were they pulling at my arms? Couldn't they see there was something wrapping around my neck?! Cotton grew in my ears until I couldn't hear them, and then it grew dark and wooly over my eyes. 
Abruptly I fell forward into a dark room and landed quite painfully on my ass. The motion rattled my backbone and I groaned even as I coughed and sucked in air. 
"Zoë?" 
That voice. 
Oh dear God…that voice! 
I did manage to look up to my right. A light came from somewhere. Not quite a spotlight but sort of a soft stage light that illuminated an all too familiar presence. 
As soon as I could breathe better, I put my hands to my mouth. "Daniel?" 
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It was him! He was here!
But…
Where the hell was here? 
I tried to stand up and would have failed if Daniel hadn't of grabbed hold of me. He not only got me up on my feet, he also pulled me to him and nearly squeezed the crap out of me. And well…I squeezed him back. "Why…what…how are you here?" My voice was muffled against his shirt and his strong chest. He was taller than me, much the way Joe was. My face came to just below his chin. 
Daniel pulled back but he didn't let go. His hands held tight to my shoulders. "I—I don't know. I've been wondering around in the dark for a while. Every now and then Inanna shows up. But I haven't seen her." 
"She shows up? In here?" I looked around and recognized the place. The feel. The dark. "Oh God…we're in that little mind theater."
"The what?"
"That's what I call it. We're in my head, which means I'm not in charge of my body." I looked up at him. "Daniel…what the hell is Inanna doing?"
"Doing? I—I don't know. She never really talked about herself much while we were joined. When…when I died she brought me with her here. To you. And sometimes I'm aware of it like now and sometimes I'm not. But this time…I've been aware for a while." He searched my face with those incredulously blue eyes. "What were you doing to Dags in Savannah?"
Oh.
What…
Huh? I turned my head to the left but kept my gaze focused on his eyes. "What are you talking about. I haven't seen Dags since he—"
I couldn't say it. Not even to Daniel. 
"No, no, don't." He let go of me and put his hands on his face, then pulled them down. "I know what happened. And I'm sorry. I could feel your heart breaking, Zoë. And I'm sorry. I felt so bad and I was so…I'm still so damn angry at him. I could kill him." 
"It's not his fault, you know. Apparently there's a failsafe and when Gabriel screwed around with the Grimoire, it shut down." 
"It didn't just shut down," Daniel said. "And its name is the Grand Grimoire." 
Oh. Really? "It has a name?" This was one hell of a day to rejoin the living. I was learning all kinds of shit that didn't make sense. 
"Yeah. Just…it's something I learned from Inanna. She's been really good about keeping me out of her personal life, but sometimes," he shrugged. "I get through. She wrote it." 
"Yeah I know."
"You know it's not whole, right? That it's still missing pieces?"
"I think I knew that. Or, it seems like I knew that. It sucked up that book I found as if it belonged to it."
"There are still three pieces missing. And she's really…really after them. She said the Tetragrammaton can't be used until the book is complete." 
Oh wait, I knew that word. "The Tetra—I thought that was the name of God. Or one of them." 
"It is. Which is the name of creation and destruction. Look, it's seriously over-complicated and I've had to ask Geist a lot of questions." 
"Geist? You've talked to Geist?" I grabbed his shirt collar. "I want to see Geist!" 
I felt a pressure to my left and the presence of familiarity against my skin. Geist stood in his own small light. He still looked like Barry Stephens. He bowed at his waist. "It is good to see you, Wraith." 
"It's good to see you too, Geist." I wanted to hug him, but I got the idea that wasn't really what he wanted. "Geist…what the hell is going on? Why are we in here? Why is Daniel here?" I glanced at him. "I mean, why is he solidly here? Shouldn't he be more like a memory?" 
The universe's ultimate program opened his mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. "I must process each question in its turn, but I feel I must rearrange their answers in an order that is better suited to the situation at present." 
I got it. I was shocked that I did, but I got it. And I waited as he did this. Daniel put a hand against my back. It was nice. I didn't want him to move it. 
Finally Geist looked ready. He turned to me. "The most pressing answer will be the first one. 'Why are we here' is that the First Born inhabiting your body and soul at the moment has taken ninety two percent control and locked your essence, or rather ninety two percent of it, into this small box in your mind. This place exists in the astral area that you and the First Born share as a part of your joining." 
I uh… I looked over at Daniel. He narrowed his eyes. "Ninety two percent?" 
"Yes. A First Born cannot over take a host at one hundred percent. To do so would destroy the housing soul, and to do that would mean the separation of the two, thus culminating in the end of both First Born and the human soul returning to the Well." 
Okay I was still about twenty steps behind. But I was running to keep up. Mentally. "What eight percent is still connected?" 
Geist pointed to my chest. "Your heart. That is the anchor point for all bonds with the First Borns. Your heart is damaged. This has allowed the First Born to gain more control." 
"I…because my heart's broken, not just metaphorically but physically, she's been able to take more control than she usually would?"
"Yes. A heart does not need to be physically broken for this to occur. Astrally, the heart is a powerful tool for magic, because it is where the realm of intent and will come from, along with the solar plexus." He pointed to just below my chest. "But because you are more than human, because you exist in all planes and can walk the worlds, it took a physical break for her to initiate more control. I would suggest studying the cabbala to understand the power centers of your body." 
"Now now," I said I held up my hand. "You're saying…or are you suggesting…that Inanna knew my use of the Creation Eidolon, that's a part of me, would do this?" 
"Only if you allowed it." 
"Zoë," Daniel interrupted. "Whose idea was it for you to physically use your heart?" 
"Well it was mine. When Dags stomped on it, I wanted to get rid of it. I really wanted to pull it out of my body and burn it. So, Inanna…" the memory of that conversation came back to me. It was after I disappeared from the Society House, after Dags…
I'd gone to my mom's shop…or what was left of it. They were still rebuilding it at the time. The Society had started clearing the rubble, but not after going over it with their team of white suited men. Inanna had stepped out, OOB'd into a form she liked to use. Eshe. Her first host. A queen. 
We watched them work, watched the men go back and forth with their equipment and I'd told her I wanted to die. 
"I'm afraid you can't, Zoë. I can't allow it." 
"Then just…just take what you want. I just want to sleep." 
"Is it guilt? Do you feel guilty?"
"I want to get rid of this," I'd put my hand to my chest and looked at her. "I don't want a heart, Inanna. It…" the crying started again and I couldn't stop it. "…it just hurts. I love him…" I'd put my hands over my face. "And he thinks I'm a monster." 
"Then fix the problem." 
After succumbing to a much needed fit of tears I'd asked her how to fix it. 
"Use your power, the one in the Creation Eidolon, and make that bastard a new arm." 
I remembered the feeling of shock and awe. I'd sniffed and wiped my face on my sleeve. "I…I can do that?" 
"With a physical piece of yourself, you can." 
I came back to the present and looked at Daniel, where we stood in the little mind theater. "It was her idea, to use the Eidolon, but it was my idea to use my heart. She…she told me it would ease my pain." 
Geist tilted his head to the side. "Did it?"
"No. I still hurt, but it's from a distance. I feel like I'm constantly running from it, dodging it, hiding, avoiding it, but that pain follows me no matter where I go. Unless I sleep. So…"
Daniel shifted beside me. "So you slept, while she took control." 
"Yeah. TC woke me up." 
"He woke you because he was afraid this would happen. He had hoped to tell you about his sister before she gained control." 
I looked around the dark. "I guess we're too late?"
"Not necessarily. I have found it is quite possible to manipulate and tweak the events of the outside world, from the inside. We just have to find the tools." 
"Guys," Daniel spoke up. "Can you let me in on a few things? Like…why would Inanna do this? She never tried to take control of me." 
"She did." Geist turned to face Daniel. "Your  heart was already broken when you invited her in. The Horror broke it. And it broke part of your mind. She did not usurp control over you because it was not necessary. You had the same goal." He looked at me. "But you and Inanna are on opposite sides. She knew taking control would be the only way to achieve her goal." 
I thinned my lips. "I'm assuming this is where we get to the next important part of what you need to tell us?"
"Yes. This is the 'what's going on' part of the questions. To explain everything would take several months, but I can boil it all down to the most eminent or pressing issue." 
When Geist didn't continue, Daniel and I glanced at each other. Daniel leaned forward. "Yeah?"
Geist looked at him. "Inanna's present goal is to right a wrong, a wrong she believes put the the universe on the wrong track. This wrong began with the new Seraphim and his ousting of the previous." 
I stared at Geist. Did I know this? "The previous?" 
"Much like Sophia took over the Throne of the Phantasm from her father, the Seraphim Throne once belonged to another." 
Daniel asked, "Who?" 
"Lilith." 
Lilith. A…woman? "I don't know why I thought you were going to say Mary." 
"That is one of her names." Geist clasped his hands behind his back and his face—Barry's face—remained passive as always. "Lilith once ruled on the Thorne of the Seraphim, but when Samael was killed, her grief emotionally removed her from her duty." He looked at me. "Her heart was broken." 
Ah. That power center thing. "So…was she killed so a new Seraphim could take control?"
"No. But she was betrayed by the Choirs, lead by a person who held a convincing argument that Lilith was no longer fit to bring the Choirs of the Ethereal back to their eternal glory." 
Eh…that sounded like a whole bunch of hokum. "So Inanna blames this new Seraphim for all the bad stuff. So…what does that have to do with hijacking my body?"
That's when I heard voices. They were low at first, but then the darkness lightened and we turned to see a screen appear above us. I knew we were looking outside of this place, through my eyes. Like I said, I'd been here before, and no matter how hard I wanted out, it wasn't happening. 
"Hey," Manuel's face came into view. "You okay?"
"What…what happened?" That was my voice, but it wasn't my voice. But it was my voice. I looked at Geist. "How is she using my voice but hers isn't dueling through? I always thought the voices created that two-tone sound when a First Born spoke?"
"Not always. They all possess the ability to hide themselves. The real test for her is whether or not the Phantasm will know the difference." 
"Can't you leave here and tell him?" Daniel said. 
"Yes." 
I frowned at him. "But you won't." 
"No." 
"Why not." 
The image of Barry smiled at me. "Because I agree with Inanna. The new Seraphim and the betrayers must die." 
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"…choking yourself and then you passed out." 
Manuel was talking. I ignored creepy Geist and watched. Geist had betrayed me in the past, having let Rhonda do what she wanted to do because he agreed with her logic. She convinced him that taking Dags away from me would free me to be what I was destined to be, and so he didn't stop her from rewriting the pages of the Grimoire. 
I wanted his information. 
But I didn't trust him. Never would again. Was I worried about the Seraphim? 
Not really. From what I'd seen, he or she was a bastard and tried to kill me once by sending a Cherubim after me. 
Gabriel. 
"I think it was Inanna, trying to keep you quiet." TC put a hand on my forehead. "How do you feel?"
"Tired. And my throat hurts." My arm touched his. "I would love a glass of water." 
The Phantasm smiled and disappeared. 
And Inanna went right to work. She immediately sat up and turned to Manuel. Manuel looked surprised. "Zoë?"
"We have to find Joe if we're going to convince the Coterie not to come after me and convince them the deal with the Seraphim is not in their best interest. We have to gain their trust." 
"Yeah we know that. But how do we—" 
She put my hand on Manuel's. "The only way to find him is to use a Dowsing wand." 
"A Dowsing wand?" He looked confused and it was a cute look on him. "How do you know about one of those? That's like…one of those old stupid spells from the Malleus Maleficarum." 
"I got it from Inanna. She knew the spell because she put it in the Grimoire. So if we can find rowan wood and the right herbs, which I'm sure we can find downtown, then I think we can fashion one and find Joe….why are you smiling like that?"
It was a mischievous smile. "There's no need to make one of those wands—and if I'm not mistaken you are the one person who shouldn't be operating magic." 
He was right. I sucked at magic. 
But Inanna wasn't. 
"What do you mean there's no need to make one?" 
"Because Rhonda Orly has one, remember? When that weird cult guy disappeared…oh what was his name…" he snapped his fingers. 
Rhonda…Orly? Rhonda had one of those wands? I looked at Daniel and he looked as surprised as I felt. 
"Oh right. His name was Francisco Rodriguez. Worked for the Society…kinda. He kidnapped those kids to experiment on them? Nona told me he used one of those wands to find the ones with magic. So I know that wand works. Nona said Rhonda had it." 
Yikes! I knew him! In fact, Rodriguez had been fried from the inside out by TC. He exploded in my mom's bedroom. It was really tragically…messy. 
Rhonda… oh great. Not that I really cared if we saw her again, but if she had something I wanted, there was no way she was going to give it to me, much less hand it over to Inanna parading around in my body. 
Manuel keyed into this as well. "But you know she's not going to give it to you." 
"Then we take it." She stood up and the motion from where we were was a bit dizzying. "Do we know where she is? I'm pretty sure the Society kept up with her." 
"Nona does." Manuel stood and was looking at me kinda funny. "You okay? I mean…you're acting kinda of…"
"Kind of what?" 
I smirked. Careful there, you First Born freak. Your voice is gonna bleed through mine. Manuel is a Revenant same as we are. And he was smart. Damn smart. 
"Geist," I looked at him. "Can't Revenants sense other Revenants? Won't Manuel or Morgan sense that I'm not in control?" 
"Revenants sense each other—but there is no way to tell if one or the other in control of the body unless the First Born wishes to be seen. Morgan sensing Inanna's presence is acceptable, since her bonding with you is well known." 
Dammit. 
Manuel was talking. "I'm pretty sure her address or her whereabouts are on record at the Society House. I don't have access to them." 
"Who does?" 
"Zoë, let's wait till Azrael gets back, okay? He'll know what step to take next." 
Geist moved suddenly at that time and disappeared. Daniel and I glanced at one another. "I wonder what that was about," Daniel muttered. 
TC appeared again and faced me—Inanna—and Manuel. "I have to go. Something's happened. Something… " He looked a little panicked. 
"What is it?" Manuel stepped toward him, but TC backed up. 
"I…you make sure the Society doesn't find or take Zoë. If what I fear has happened, then we're going to need her, and the Guardian." And just like that, he was gone. 
Manuel ran his fingers through his hair. "What was that about?" He looked at me and I felt my shoulders rise. "I don't like seeing the Phantasm worried. So, whatever it is, it's probably going to put the brakes on whatever it was he was going to have us do to find Joe." 
"Manuel please," Inanna reached out to him. "If there's something so wrong it's got the Phantasm preoccupied, then this is the perfect opportunity to find where Rhonda has that wand and find Joe. It means the Society's also going to be preoccupied. So, why not be the ones to present them with Joe when the crisis is over so the Revenants can stand down and not worry about me…or the Guardian?" 
Oh she was good. 
Really good. 
And I wanted to slap the shit out of her. 
Up until now I'd always considered her my friend, my companion, someone that was going to help me get past Daniel's death and Dags's rejection. But now it was becoming glaringly clear that she wasn't there to help, she was there to manipulate. But… "How is finding Joe going to help Inanna get what she's after?" I didn't realize I'd said it out loud until I heard Inanna answer. 
The wand is the way to find anything Ethereal. Witches like Joe Halloran, like Rhonda Orly once was, all bear the blood of the God Mother. And when she lived, she bore the bloodline of the Ethereal Choirs. But that, my dear Wraith, is all you need to know. 
Daniel and I looked around in the dark. "You know TC's going to catch you. Someone's going to notice you're looking at them and not me!" 
Laugher rang in the dark and every hair on my back stood on end. By then, Zoë, it will be too late, and the strings of fate will have been plucked. 
I sort of knew when she wasn't there. There was an emptiness that pervaded the space. We were alone. Isolated. 
"Zoë…" 
I reached out for Daniel the same time he reached out for me. "I know Daniel. I don't have a god damn idea what the fuck she's doing…but I sure as shit ain't gonna let her succeed." 
And that's a fact, Jack. 
Cause broken hearted or not, the Wraith was back. 
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Apparently Manuel still had a bit of clout with the Society House staff. I figured it was because he was a Revenant and no one there wanted to make them mad—especially now that they were assembling their own posse up to catch a Wraith. Best to stay on their good side. 
Daniel and I waited in my body while Inanna did all those things I'd originally wanted to do. Like…take a shower and fix a sandwich. I was shocked at the amount of food Jason kept stored in the kitchen, given that as a Revenant, he really didn't have to eat. Mephistopheles loved a good meal though, and often quelled his culinary appetite by making a gourmet meal. That was Jason wanting to cook. Mephistopheles would be happy going out for just a good glass of wine. 
She made a roast chicken sandwich with a lot of mayo. Gross? Mayo was gross. It was this jelly like substance made of eggs. 
Gross. 
Bibb lettuce, wheat bread, and tomatoes. I wasn't a big fan of tomatoes. I mean…their texture was just…ew? Now fried green tomatoes were the shiz. 
Inanna didn't visit us again, and no matter how hard I tried to take control back, or contact Geist, nothing happened. I wasn't sure if Geist was gone because of whatever it was that pulled TC away, but it was big enough that he wasn't answering me or Daniel. And Daniel insisted he'd always come before. 
In fact, Geist had been the one to greet him when he found himself in this place after his body died. 
"So, did he give you an idea of why you were here? Like this?" We were sitting on the floor, against a black wall not far from where we'd been standing. We still had stage lights on us. Apparently they were a new addition. Kind of like having an eye watching us. And for all I knew it might be. Inanna's eye in the sky. I was leaned up against him and he had an arm around me. I didn't know if the physical sensation was real, but it was enough for me. I'd wanted to be held for weeks…anything to pull me back from that black brink of depression I'd slipped into. 
"He was kinda vague. I knew I'd died. I knew Gabriel had been the one to snap Inanna's connection that kept me sane. She used an Eidolon, didn't she?"
"Yeah. But we don't have to worry about those anymore. Or at least all but one. The destruction stone is still out there. I think." I looked over and up at him. He was still a beautiful man, even in spirit. "What else?"
"He said Inanna managed to grab me after my soul released." 
"So…you're really a soul, a ghost, and not a memory or something?"
He shrugged. "Zoë, I don't know. I'm not a part of this. It's all so new to me. I loved being a part of it…for a while. But somehow I knew…" 
"Knew what?" 
"That it wasn't going to be forever. That…Inanna had other things in mind. It wasn't something she said, just a feeling I couldn't shake."
"Was that why you were always brooding?"
He smiled at me. "Yeah." 
Manuel returned, with Rhonda's address in hand. Well color me shocked. They really had been keeping an eye on her, even though she was no longer in possession of power. The two left Jason's apartment within an hour. 
 
* * *
 
Okay…here's the funny part. Rhonda lived in a house three blocks from mom's old shop in Little Five Points. Originally she'd lived at the Society House, just like the rest of the crazies. But after losing her power she'd disappeared. And all her things with her. At the time I'd been more concerned with Dags and finding out what he remembered.
And hoping he'd remember me. 
Well, we all know how that turned out. 
I spotted the white, windowless van the moment Manuel parked the car. I mean…it looked like what I'd call a kidnap van, but the license plate was a dead give away to those of us who knew the Society's symbol, which they had emblazoned in the center of the tag number. 
 
 
 
We sat in the car a few minutes, watching the van. Manuel looked at me in the passenger's seat. "You think they're watching us?" 
"Hang here a minute and I'll let you know." 
I wasn't sure what Inanna had in mind, but I was pretty sure she didn't want the Society watching her…me…breaking into Rhonda's house. We stepped out of the car and went OOB as Manuel leaned over the front seat and shut the door. Daniel held on to me as we watched the van come closer and then passed through the van's metal. 
It looked like a Scooby van on the inside. Dark with every available wall space covered in electronics. Monitors and what looked like sound equipment lined one wall with two people I didn't recognize sitting in chairs with headphones on. 
I knew what she was going to do. I would have done the same thing. 
In a single sweeping motion, Inanna moved my incorporeal body through the equipment. She walked through it on both sides, then out of the van and back in again, disrupting every magnetic field in the area. Once back in the van Daniel and I saw the equipment spark and power down. I'd learned a long time ago that when I was OOB I could mess up anything electronic. Joe said me passing through or nearby was like shooting off an EMP. 
Electro Magnetic Pulse. 
Once the two technicians were busy avoiding getting shocked and head and shoulders into their machines to get them working again, Inanna shifted her focus on the house and glided back across the street to the front door—
And stopped.
I felt it the second she felt it. A subtle but palpable…
Wrong. 
"What…what is that?" Daniel whispered. 
"You can sense it?" 
"Yeah…but I don't recognize it." He swallowed. "But I get the feeling Inanna does." 
I didn't get that feeling, but I hadn't been connected to the First Born as long as he had. What I got was a slight rise in heart rate and hesitation. She reached out to touch the door, paused, and then pushed through the wood. 
Inanna gasped and went corporeal. I don't think she meant too, but I sensed it when she lost control of my power. And in that second…I had my grasp on it. But the moment was too fast, too fleeting, and was gone. 
But it'd been there. I'd had a second of control. 
It wasn't much, but it was a start. And it showed me that taking control again was possible. If I could repeat what ever it was she felt at that moment and make it last longer…maybe I could kick her in here? 
Then I took a look at what was before us. 
And I gasped. 
The house was in shambles. I was pretty sure, given Rhonda's need for order and organization, she didn't leave it this way. I could also sense that same wrong feeling, only it was stronger in here. The only way I could describe it was…you know when you get out of the shower and your finger nails are soft…and then you bend it backward? 
That's what I was feeling. Only…it was lasting. And it was making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. 
My chest started hurting and Inanna moved to the nearest wall to brace us against it. 
You're much weaker than I thought. 
I smirked. "Noticed, huh? Can't keep my heart working and keep control?"
I can keep control as long as I want. 
I moved away from Daniel and faced the view to the outside world. "Why?" 
Eshe appeared in front of me, but it was a ghostly image of her first host. Because it has to be this way. Your body is the perfect vessel to stop what's being done to the world. To stop her from ever returning. 
Her? I held out my hands. I wanted to choke her…but I didn't think that was really possible. "Her…who? What's being done? Why won't you fill me in on what the fuck you're doing? I mean…did you use Daniel to get to me? Was that it? Was bonding with me your ultimate goal?" 
It was a few seconds before she answered. Yes…and no. 
I wasn't sure she was truthful or not. "Bullshit." 
I loved Daniel. I love him even more now. 
"Then why is here? Why is he in here with me? Why hasn't he moved on?"
Because I needed him to stay with me…to keep you company. 
None of this was making sense and I was getting very…very pissed off. "Tell me who she is." 
Not now. We don't have much time. I'm afraid we're too late for the witch. She's already been here. Eshe looked sad. Your friend is lost. And then she vanished. 
I held out my arms and jumped up and down like a five year old. "What the hell are you talking about?" I shouted at the top of my lungs. 
Nothing. 
Instead we were moving again and Daniel and I were treated to more of the same throughout Rhonda's house. Furniture tossed, torn apart, ripped open. Glass littered the floor. The bathroom mirror had been smashed and huge chunks of glass filled the sink. There was also something brown smeared over the walls, the floor, and in the bathtub. 
"Is that blood?" Daniel moved behind me. 
"Yeah…I think it is." I swallowed. "Was Rhonda attacked? Is she dead?" Now I was afraid of what we might find in the bedroom. I grabbed Daniel's hands and held him close to me. 
Rhonda's bedroom was…
Normal. Nothing inside of it had been disturbed. Her bed was made and covered in a thin layer of dust, a lot like Joe's apartment had been. Inanna looked around the room, opening drawers, two closets. Nothing. Her clothes still hung in the closet, her shoes in neat rows in the floor… 
A wooden cabinet in the corner remained untouched. Inanna opened the single door and stood back. Inside were old books, with titles like Witchcraft Today and An ABC of Witchcraft Past Present and Future. There were bottles of things with hand written labels on the top shelf. Two knifes, one black handled and one white handled. There were cords of white, green and red, and a small box filled with silver jewelry, some of it I recognized. 
On the lowest shelf was a long wooden box. Inanna grabbed it and opened it. Purple velvet lined the inside, but nothing else. The box was empty. 
"Is that it? Or was there where this wand was supposed to be?" I really didn't expect an answer. 
"Yes." Inanna said out loud. "It was here. I can feel the vibration of the rowan wood." 
Ah…so she could hear me when she wanted too. "Can you tell where it went? You think Rhonda was attacked for that wand? When you said she was lost…did you mean someone killed her for it?" 
Eshe appeared again. She doesn't have the wand. 
"Who?"
Charybdis.
Daniel stirred behind me. "Isn't that in a song?" 
I waved him for to stop talking. "Are we talking about another First Born?" 
Yes and no. She is…the daughter of a monster.
I chewed on my lower lip. "Abysmal? Ethereal?" 
Feral. 
Feral? Did that mean this one was wild and untamed? The evidence in Rhonda's house would say so. "So…you think this Charybdis doesn't have the wand. But she came after Rhonda for it?" 
I don't know. 
Great. "Inanna…you have got to tell me what it is you're doing. What's going on?" 
Instead of an answer Eshe vanished and Inanna put the box on the bed. She held out her hand and snapped her fingers. The box ignited in a blue flame. 
What the—
Within the flame a face formed. A tall, thin woman with a no-nonsense haircut. She looked oddly familiar. But I couldn't remember what context I'd seen her in. 
"That's…that's Vanessa Stephens," Daniel said. "Robert Stephens's widow." 
My jaw dropped. "The new Society head?" 
"Yeah. And it looks like she's got the wand." 
What the hell for? 
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Manuel did not want to go to the head of the Society's house. In fact, he made pretty good arguments about going back to the Society House itself, telling Nona what was happening, and then approaching Ms. Stephens with a writ or a warrant or something. 
But Inanna wasn't one for patience and instead told him to drive her there (or he thought I wanted it, not Inanna) or she was going there by herself. Manuel, bless his heart, wasn't going to leave me alone or let me act without some kind of backup. No matter what the majority of the Revenants thought of the Wraith, Manuel believed in me. 
It bruised what was left of my heart knowing it wasn't me, that he was being betrayed, lied to by his own—or rather her own since the First Born was Morgan—sister. 
"I just don't see why he doesn't question this, you know?" I was pacing, very much aware I was doing it dressed in nothing but a hospital gown. In fact I'd been in a hospital gown the whole time and hadn't even noticed…till I caught that backside draft. 
"Maybe because she's acting exactly the way you would?"
I stopped in mid pace and glared at Daniel, who was leaning up against a dark wall. "No she isn't." 
"Yeah, she is." He chuckled. "Zoë, how many times have you gone off, half cocked, with no idea of the danger you were putting yourself in, just because you had a hunch or a lead?" 
I didn't answer. 
He was right. 
And that just…pissed me off more. 
I'd told him about the weakness I'd sensed, about that brief second of control. But we both agreed there might not be another moment. I was pretty sure the realization this Charybdis chick was what caused the first one. So what could made a second break? 
Well…I was going to be ready for it. I just didn't know what I was going to do when it came. Cry treason and let slip the dogs of war? 
Rawr. 
Mental eye roll. 
Vanessa Stephens lived in a mansion—it wasn't as impressive as Rhonda's uncle's had been. You know…the one I broke? But it was big. It took about ten minutes before I realized…
This was Reverend Rollins's house!! 
After nearly two years, here I was, back in the same place I'd been after Tanaka's death, and after meeting Daniel for the first time. Bits and pieces of the front were different. The doors had been replaced, and the chandelier that hung from the awning was gone.  
Vanessa Stephens lived here. 
"Well this is interesting." Daniel put a hand on my shoulder. 
"Interesting? It's creepy." 
Manuel parked the car and got out with Inanna. Or me. Everyone recognized me 'cause all these men in black suits melted out of the surrounding shrubs and trained their guns on me. And Manuel. 
"Hey, hey…" The Revenant held his hands up to show he wasn't carrying. "I'm Manuel Salazar. This is Zoë Martinique." 
"We're well aware who this is," said a stout man in a three piece stood as he stepped through the front door. "We were warned she might show up here so we're all armed." 
By armed I noticed they were all carrying those damned L-6 weapons. I could kill Randall for creating those things. 
"I just want to see Ms. Stephens," Inanna said in my voice. She held out my arms to show she wasn't armed she hadn't shifted. "It's very important." 
"You'll be shipped back to the House, Miss Martinique. Ms Stephens doesn't see freaks." 
"Really? The head of the Society of Ishmael is calling me a freak?" Inanna folded my arms. "Tell Ms Stephens this is about…the slat na ríghe." 
Daniel and I blinked. "What what?"
"I have no idea." 
I tried to see Manuel's face but couldn't. Inanna was too focused on the stout man's expression. He paused and then motioned to the closest guards. "Bring them into the den. Keep a close eye on them." He turned and disappeared inside. 
Walking back into this house was like walking back into my memories. Everything else was the same, right down to the marble floors and right and left upward staircase. We were lead down the same hall that once showed off all of the Reverend's pictures with celebrities and people of power. Pictures still decorated the long walk, but these were images of Vanessa Stephens instead of Rollins. 
The den was obviously the old Rev's office. The glass walls were still there, but the lavish desk with the religious logo was long gone. There was a desk, but it was made of glass and steel and the room had a sort of…blank feel to it. No feeling. No…warmth. 
"Sit." One of the guards pointed to the beige sofas. Inanna sat next to Manuel. 
It didn't take long for the mistress herself to step in and order everyone out of the room. Vanessa Stephens hadn't aged well. In fact, it looked as if she'd aged ten years in two. She wore a well pressed pants suit of gray and faced the two of us from behind her desk. "Well…I never thought she'd convince you to be so reckless Mr. Salazar. You always struck me as one of Jason's more…civilized devils." 
Manuel actually gave a small bow. "The reason we're here isn't recklessness, Ms Stephens. We're here because we were looking for Rhonda Orly. What we found–" 
"Yes I've already been informed of what you and this…abomination have done. You left quite a mess in your wake. And coming straight here was just…stupid." 
Wait…what? What was she insinuating? I felt Inanna's hackles rise along with my own. 
"This doesn't look good," Daniel muttered. 
"Excuse me?" Inanna said, and her tone almost revealed her control. "Ms Stephens, Manuel and I did not cause the catastrophe we encountered in that house. It was already there." 
"Impossible. We've had our men on surveillance there since she moved in and detected nothing. And yet you destroy thousands of dollars of first rate equipment, break in, and then have the nerve to tell me you didn't do it?" She straightened up and put her hands on her hips. "Where is Rhonda Orly? Is she in the same ditch you buried Joe Halloran?" 
Wha….how….oh….that bitch! 
"You stupid piece of mortal flesh," Inanna's voice came through loud and clear as she revealed herself front and center. I was already aware of what Ms Stephens was seeing. Me…ashen skin…lots of black swirls…and very, very black eyes. Oh and don't forget the…wait for it…oh there they go. 
The fangs. 
Vanessa took a step back and bumped into her desk. "You get away from me," she hissed. 
But Inanna was coming forward. "You dare accuse me of killing innocents? Rhonda Orly might have been infected with rage and jealousy but she was just a child. And Halloran…" she sneered. "Joe Halloran is by far the most powerful of his kind and should have been protected by your Society." She pointed a long, sharp talon at the shaking old woman. "But I'm beginning to see the more sinister side. The side Nona Martinique warned us about. The side that isn't here to study the planar worlds to help them, but to destroy them." 
I wasn't sure what Ms Stephens was made of, but it was a greater metal than what I assumed, 'cause she straightened herself up, adjusted her suit jacket and took a step toward Inanna. "Why do you think Abraham Domas created the Society you stupid monster? Huh? Why do you think he risked everything to become  what he is today? So he could help you? He's there to destroy you. You, those damned angels, those demons, everything that threatens this world that God created! He's been studying you for years…" she took another step forward. "Yes years. Learning and taking notes. The Dioscuri files are there to educate us about things like you, Wraith. Things that should not be allowed into the world. Ever!" 
Oh. Dear. God. 
This woman was nothing more than a religious zealot and knew just enough of the right stuff to be dangerous. 
Inanna's arm shot out and grabbed Vanessa Stephens around the neck. She lifted her up as if lifting a basket of biscuits. Vanessa's legs dangled and kicked as she made gurgling noises and tried in vain to pry Inanna's hands away from her windpipe. 
"Zoë!" Manuel jumped in and grabbed at Inanna's arms and tried to pull it down. "You can't do that! This isn't helping you or us. You can't attack the head of the Society!" 
"The head? She's nothing but a puppet. A puppet for something bigger and worse than you can even imagine, Morganna." 
Morganna?
That's when Manuel stopped trying to bring Inanna's arm down or freeing the woman. His dark eyes widened as he looked at me…at Inanna and I saw realization dawn in his face. "Inanna…you're not just borrowing…" He swallowed. "You're owning. No….you can't do that. You know we're forbidden from doing that!" He reached out to touch her. 
Inanna knocked Manuel away with her free hand. Manuel went sprawling backward and landed on his ass. "And why is that, Morganna? Why can't we take back what we lost? Why can't we use these monkeys to get rid of that impostor? Why can't we use all the power I found and spent centuries of my life gathering to set the world back the way it's supposed to be?" 
Manuel's eyes went black and his face changed. So did his voice as his First Born surged forward. He was back on his feet in the blink of an eye, a hand on Inanna's arm. "That's not going to bring our mother back, Inanna. She's gone. That foul, loathsome creature obliterated her." 
"No she still lives," Inanna spoke to Morgan / Manuel but still held Vanessa Stephens in the air. The woman was slowly dying. "Her blood is there, resting within the Children. Even the Irin have it. I can feel mother inside of this body. She's calling to us to bring her back, to destroy the usurper and to release the Tetragrammaton." 
There was that word again. The four letters of God.  
"Killing her and stealing the Wraith's body isn't the way to go. Our mother created the Children in order for the Sentinels to be reborn. They're her children. What are you planning on doing? Using this wand to find them and hunt them down?"
"Yes." She shrugged Morgan / Manuel's hand off my arm. "There is a spell in the Grand Grimoire that will allow me to bring her back. I need her blood. Their blood. And that blood is strongest in five of the Children—" 
"Inanna—" 
"The Twins are here, Morganna." Inanna paused. "They're already in the Physical Plane." 
That got Morgan / Manuel's attention. He stepped back. "That's not possible. That place was sealed. Nothing gets out." 
"She's here. She was in that witch's home. And she was looking for the White Rod." Her attention zeroed in on Vanessa Stephens again. The woman hadn't passed out yet. Apparently Inanna knew exactly how much pressure to apply to immobilize, but not kill. 
Yet. 
"We have to gather the Coterie, Inanna. They have to be told. Zoë's not the problem here. She is." 
"Oh it's worse than that," Inanna shook Ms Stephens. The woman's head rolled around. "She has a host." 
"Oh no… la profecía. Then we have to act now—" 
At that point I wasn't sure what happened because it was fast and Daniel and I were limited to seeing what Inanna saw. 
The first thing she did was toss Vanessa Stephens to the side. The woman flew through the air and slammed into a wall of book shelves. She collapsed in a heap and was still. Next Inanna went Wraith and flew at Morgan / Manuel, catching them off guard. She slammed Manuel's body against the opposite wall and then shoved an entire hand full of my talons into his chest, pinning him to the same wall. Blood poured out over the wounds and pooled on the floor. 
"NO!" I rushed at the view and a wave of anger and rage poured forward. 
Inanna staggered back and released Manuel from the wall. He also fell in a heap to the ground and was still. 
"No…no you don't!" 
Eshe appeared and rushed at me in that dark place, eyes black, fangs long. 
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I wasn't physically prepared for the attack, but I was mentally there because I was already ready to scratch her eyes out. So when she tackled me I held onto her so she couldn't get away. Eshe and I rolled over and over and we were both sucker punching each other with any free hand we had. She caught me in a gut punch but I landed a very nice right hook across her face and a kick to her shin. 
Daniel was the one screaming at me to stop and after a few seconds his words broke through. 
"….it! She's just keep you busy! Dismiss her! She's not really here!" 
Keeping me busy? 
Shit!
He said to dismiss her and so I did by pulling away from her and then turning my back. She vanished. 
But what I was seeing through outside….
"No…" I grabbed Daniel. "She…she can't do that!" 
Inanna laughed. Oh but I can. Who do you think created the spell? 
Manuel was on his back, his eyes open and wide. Inanna was carving familiar symbols over his face with my nails, rending flesh as it curled up underneath. I could see Manuel struggling to move, to get up, but he couldn't. He was trapped. 
"Manuel!" 
But he didn't answer me. There was no sound from Morgan. 
Memories of Aether's body in Lex's lab, nude and covered in those symbols came to me. Aether was gone, but the soul of his host lingered in a decaying body. And then Maureen had done the same to Lex, and her First Born Yamato had vanished. Jason had nearly died from the same ritual but we'd stopped her. 
No one was there to stop Inanna. I cursed and yelled at her, but nothing happened. There wasn't a second of weakness for me to step in. And she was talking to Manuel / Morgan as she carved. "Yes it's really for the best. With the White Rod I can find the other Children and gather them. Then I can take the Guardian and used the Grand Grimoire to bring our mother back, Morganna. Once she's awake once again, we can finally purge Charybdis, her brother and her sister, and then…her mother. Once they're gone, and the Wraith and the Guardian are removed from our path, we can kill the Seraphim and restore order as it should be. Won't it be glorious, sister?" She paused and wiped her nails on the carpet, making long red smears alongside the spreading pool of blood that seeped out from beneath Manuel's body…where my nails had stabbed him. "I am sorry you won't be there to see it. But I have to use your death to get our family mobilized. They have to act…" she looked behind her. "They have to join in the fight to free our mother."
I was on my knees, crying for Manuel. It was as if I could sense his fear. I could sense… my own mortal danger for the first time.
I heard pounding from somewhere but ignored it. 
When Inanna was done with the symbols, she spoke a word that made no sense to me. Manuel's back arched, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head. 
Help! 
I tried to reach out to him. I screamed his name. 
"Manuel!"
Let me in!
But it was no use. As Inanna stood, Manuel's body collapsed and was still. I felt a rush of wings as something moved close to me and lingered just out of reach. I knew Manuel's body was dead, and I knew from the horrible magic of the death that Manuel's soul would still be inside. 
"Now…for you, Ms Stephens." Inanna strolled to the broken old woman by the book case and took her by the shoulders. Vanessa Stephens moaned and coughed as she was propped up against the shelves. "Where is the wand?" 
"Go to hell." 
"I live there. So…" Inanna knelt in front of her. "It hurts doesn't it? I can feel your body slowly giving up. I broke your back, you know." 
Vanessa's eyes widened, if only for a second. She was trying to be strong. But she was afraid. And she was failing. 
"But…you see…for the wand, I can fix you. I can make you whole again."
"No…" I said as I backed away. "Oh no…Inanna don't. Please don't…" 
"What is she doing?" Daniel said. 
He sounded like he was far away, but I couldn't pull my eyes from what I was seeing. "She's going to make her a Ghoul." I looked over at Daniel. He did look dimmer. What was she doing to him. "Daniel?" 
"You really think she'll do that?" He looked at the view. "That'll make Stephens her slave." 
"I think that's her plan. No…" I didn't like the woman. Not even a little bit. But I wouldn't want that kind of control held over anyone. I understood the Ghoul / Revenant relationship between Jason and Nick. That was one of mutual respect. But this wasn't going to be like that. And the best way to punish Vanessa if she disobeyed would be to withhold blood and the pain from that withdrawal would drive her mad with hunger. 
Please… Inanna…don't do that. 
You think I would settle for that kind of control, Wraith? 
Uh oh. 
Wait… 
What did that mean? 
"I'm waiting on your answer, Ms Stephens. I can make the pain go away." 
"And…damn my soul…" 
"No. No damning. In fact, I would make you feel better than you've ever felt." 
"You're…you are exactly the monster I thought you were, Zoë Martinique. And your mother will know this. Your mother will help us destroy you." 
No…oh fuck shit…she still thinks it's me! I closed my eyes and looked into every crevice I could find, searching for some way in or out or through. Anything I could do to take my body back. 
But there was nothing. 
"It's in the desk. There." 
Inanna followed where Vanessa pointed and went to the desk. She opened drawer after drawer but didn't pull anything out. 
"Not that desk. The desk in the house." 
I stopped for a second. The desk in the house? Did she mean the Society House? 
Inanna bent over the woman and put a hand on her jaw and opened her mouth. "You lied to me."
"Monnoo…." Vanessa tried to answer. 
This was it. She was going to give her blood, and then Vanessa Stephens would be locked to Inanna for the rest of her days. 
Inanna released the woman's jaw. "Let me in." 
Vanessa blinked. "What?" 
I blinked. What? 
"Let me in, Vanessa Stephens. Invite me in and I will give you eternal life, and power. That's what you want, isn't it?" She leaned in close. "What you really want." 
I staggered backward. This was….
Let me in! 
She was saying the same thing a First Born asks when they bond with a mortal. The simple ritual that seals the bond. I invited Inanna in the same way. Was she thinking of abandoning me…and jumping to Vanessa? 
Could she do that?
"Zoë—" 
"Y-yes," Vanessa said. "That's what I want. Please…come in." 
I whirled at Daniel's voice and gasped. He was thin. Barely there. Like a transparency over black. "Daniel!" 
He reached out to me and vanished. 
I mean he was just…gone. 
My knees gave on me as I lost control of myself and swirled down into what felt like a psychic drain pipe. Light and dark swirled into a miasma of storm clouds. Lightening lit up the sky and I landed painfully on the ground, on my shoulder. I gasped for air, fought to pull it into my lungs as I rolled onto my front. My arms shook as I tried to push myself up and then failed. I landed on my stomach, my head turned to my right. 
Darkness lightened and blurred as something came into sharp focus on the floor in front of me. A few seconds passed as my breathing slowed. My lungs still burned. I gasped when I recognized the body laying beside me. 
Manuel. 
The carvings all bled in small rivers down to the blood soaked carpet. I was inches from him. 
Help me! 
I realized in that second I was back in control of my body, and my energy was gone. 
"There…all better." 
That was Vanessa's voice. And it was Inanna's. 
Gray pumps appeared on the floor between Manuel and I just before one of them pushed me over onto my back with a quick shove to my shoulder. I looked up to see Vanessa Stephens looking down at me. Her eyes were black, her face haunted, and her teeth… 
"I am sorry, Zoë. But I couldn't stay with you. I know how painful it was for you to hear what Dags said. And I tried to ease your comfort. But it's become too dangerous for me to stay with you. If I linger as part of you, I can't do great works." 
I cleared my throat. All of my energy was gone. I felt like I'd run a marathon on two cups of coffee and no sleep. "D-daniel?"
"Oh yes. I'm afraid he was another casualty. I had to bring his essence with me to prevent a full bond with you—just in case I had to escape quickly." She knelt beside me. She brushed my hair away from my face and tucked it behind my ear. "Wow…by the time this is all over you'll be prematurely gray, won't you?" She smiled. "Writing the Grimoire, Zoë, educated me to all forms of magic, even Abysmal magic. And that's something I won't be sharing. I made sure that piece of the book is well hidden. But it allowed me to know how to create a temporary bond so that I'm not locked into one life for a long period of time. Of course it does mean a soul has to act as my surrogate. And Daniel with his broken mind and heart is a perfect fit."
"Where…"
"He's with me. In here. Keeping this troll of a woman away from me. I had to gain strength in order to take your body from you because you are brethren. You're kin in a strange way. But Vanessa…she's just human and easy to manipulate." She stood and moved away. 
I did manage to turn my head to follow her. She started pulling books down and making an even bigger mess of the room. "Now if you'll excuse me, I need to find that wand and find that cop friend of yours. I don't know who's hiding him or if he's doing it himself. But I will find him. And then I will use him to find the rest." 
"…stop you…mom will…" Jesus… Moving was like traveling through molasses. I pushed forward and did manage to roll onto my other side, away from Manuel's body. 
Invite me in! 
"Nona won't ever know I'm here." 
"But…others will. Jason…and Umaymah…" 
There's not much time! 
She laughed. "No they won't. You forget. I have all the magic of the Grimoire," she said as she pointed to her head. "In here. They won't know I'm here if I don't want them to. Now," she clapped her hands. "I need to set the stage, you see. And soon I'll have to take my book back." 
I reached out for her as she marched out of the office. I heard her talking with her guards and then the door closed. 
Talking outside. The sound of car doors closing. Engines revving. 
I took several deep breaths and slowly pushed myself over and up on my hands and knees. Crawling to Manuel took a bit longer than I thought it would. The feeling of impending danger settled on my shoulders and remained there and I had to fight the overwhelming urge to OOB and get the hell out of there. I knew on an unconscious level I didn't have long to do what I had to do. Every part of what I'd become told me to leave. But who I was, the part of me that was me…Zoë…refused to leave someone in trouble. Not when I could help them, the way I'd helped before. 
Once on my knees I bent forward over Manuel, held out my right hand and forced it incorporeal before I plunged it deep inside of his chest. He didn't move. The body was dead. And as soon as I found and released Manuel's soul, the body was going to turn to goo and I was going to have to find enough strength to get the hell out of there. 
I remembered the cold from before as my arm sank deep. That bone numbing cold and the way it touched off every gross nerve I had. I searched around for Manuel the same way someone would search for a missing bauble inside a vat of crude oil. Blind, with only the sensation of touch available. 
I was about to give up and OOB as two things happened. 
I touched the warmth of a soul. 
And I heard cars screeching to a halt as they parked outside and a lot of people running. 
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Invite me!
I couldn't see through the windows who was now banging on the front door, until a bull horn cracked through the thrumming. 
"This is the police! We know you're in there! Come out with your hands up!" 
The police? Not the Society? Had Inanna triggered some kind of silent alarm to delay me? She hadn't bothered killing me—though I wasn't that sure she could. 
What the fuck ever—I grabbed the warm soul, cut the fetters that bound it in place—Morgan's blood—released it—
And collapsed backward. 
Letting him go and not devouring him was the hardest thing I'd had to fight within myself for a long time. I was starved, robbed of power and strength. Had Inanna taken it? Had she somehow sabotaged me physically just to stop me from going after her? 
Zoë…please help me…
I heard my name. 
Not from the bullhorn outside, but from inside. There in that room. I held my breath and listened again. 
….Zoë…
Yes! It was faint but it held all the resonance of a First Born. I pushed myself up on my elbows and stared at Manuel's body. "Morgan?" 
There was a rush of relief, kind of like the first cool breeze of Fall at the end of Summer. It cooled my skin and I hadn't realized I'd been sweating until that moment. I also hadn't noticed the blood covering my clothing. Again. Even my arm was scarlet red from my elbow to my hand…
And in my hand I held…a heart…
I screamed. Oh man it was the best old fashioned girlie scream I could give as I dropped the heart and scrambled away from it. I made scarlet brushing marks on the carpet as I pressed myself against the desk. 
Whathefuckwhatthefuckwhatthefuck…
Please Zoë…you must consume it…to save me…
I swallowed down bile. "You…you want me to eat Manuel's heart?" My voice had a bit of a shriek to it. 
A voice outside near the window said, "I heard someone inside!" 
Eat…the heart? How…when the hell did I tear it out of his chest?! 
You freed him, Zoë…he's gone. At peace…I will return to the well if you don't consume me. 
"Consume…you? You're in the heart?" Oh gross. Gross. Gross. Gross. 
What is left of me. Please…Inanna must be stopped. I know where the wand is. You have to get to it before she…
When Morgan didn't finish I sat up and leaned toward the bloody lump on the carpet. It quivered and I hiccuped. 
This…this was just too much for me. I couldn't do this…not anymore. Oh dear God…what kind of world was I born into? I clasped my bloodied hands over my mouth to stifle a scream, but that didn't help because I could taste the coppery blood on my lips. That was a flavor I never wanted to experience again. Even when Inanna had fed the smell…the metallic tinge of blood…made me nauseous. 
"Morgan?" 
They were getting ready to hammer the door down. 
She didn't answer. 
Why…why did I have to eat the heart? Why couldn't she just step inside the way Inanna had? 
Zoë! 
The sound of Mephistopheles's voice in my head made me jump. He was here? Close by? 
Zoë…you have to let them in. Is Inanna with you? Is Morgan here? Zoë, we can't sense them. 
Oh God OH GOD! "Morgan…" I whispered. "I'm scared. I'm so….so scared…" 
The heart quivered again. Was she so weak she couldn't talk to me anymore? Was it really possible a being as infinitesimal as a First Born could inhabit…a heart? 
I don't know what possessed me, or why I did it. Maybe it was because I couldn't make up my mind. I crawled quickly to Manuel, closed his staring eyes and pulled what bit of life was left in the cells of his body. As I did I shifted and became the Wraith. I don't think I really needed the added power. I could tap the planes themselves if I wanted too. But I didn't want TC to see…I didn't want anyone to see…
I stood as the door in the front came crashing in. I spread my wings as I knelt down, my knee pressing the blood into the carpet, and carefully scooped the heart into my hands. By the time I stood up, the door to Vanessa Stephens's office opened and a crowd of uniformed men, suited men and women, and a familiar dark haired man in Hugo Boss stood in shocked silence. 
They were regular Atlanta Police Department. Mastiff stood among them. And…they could see me. 
Me. 
The Wraith. 
The Harbinger. 
And…they could see Manuel's body, the chest torn open, the symbols carved on his skin, and his heart…in my hands. 
Zoë…did you kill Manuel? Mephistopheles's voice had an odd tone to it. Bordering on shock and anger. 
"No…" Jason said as he started forward but Mastiff put a hand out to stop him. "That's…this isn't possible." 
"What the fuck is that?" 
"That's one hell of a Halloween costume, bitch. Now put the heart down…and put your hands up." This was one of the larger of the uniformed men in front. Everyone had their weapons drawn. 
And none were L-6. 
I looked at Jason. "I'm…I'm sorry." 
He pulled forward but Mastiff continued holding him back. "You killed Manuel!" 
I knew what it looked like to him. I knew he felt it harder than anyone. He'd been in Manuel's position once—under the knife of Maureen and held by the spell in the markings. Even his flawless skin could reflect the ghost of their magic in the right light. 
"Put the heart down!" The cop said again. 
I spread my wings. 
They fired their weapons. 
But I wasn't solid enough to feel them anymore. To them I'd be little more than a faint image, a faded photograph. 
And then, nothing. 
I sieved through the house, through the ceiling and into the sky, the heart still in my grasp. I didn't know what I was going to do. I just knew I needed to keep the heart alive. 
The Coterie will find you, Wraith. Metphistopheles's voice was no longer gentle and kind, but thick and menacing. There is nowhere for you to hide for what you've done. Two First Borns! There will be nothing left of you by the time we—
I cut off him off. I didn't know I could till I did. Without a First Born inside me, they couldn't track me. 
Two? Did he really believe I'd killed Inanna? Was that what that damn bitch wanted? It made sense as I sailed north to the woods. Misdirection was the art of war. Weaken your enemies from the inside. Turn them upon one another so that when the real battle begins, they are defenseless. 
She was pitting the Revenants against me, as well as the Society, hoping to keep us all busy so she carried out what ever sick, twisted fantasy she had in that warped old mind of hers.
Well…I was pissed now. 
Really pissed. 
And it's really not a good idea to piss off a Wraith. 
I wasn't going to let her succeed, but there wasn't much I could do right then. The damage to my own heart was sapping my strength even as I moved, and if I wasn't careful I was going to end up in a hospital and very easy to find. 
It might have been the pain in my chest, or the delirium that threatened to take me out of the sky, but a really crazy, gross, nasty idea came to me. Something that I had no idea how to pull off…and no real proof it would work. 
I hovered over Red Top Mountain as I looked at the heart. I couldn't hear her. I didn't know if Morgan was still there. But…my heart was damaged. And this heart…
I did what any other desperate, red blooded American Wraith would do when faced with adversity. I made the heart incorporeal and shoved it into my chest. 
And that…was…
Oh my…
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