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      The DarkWorld Universe, currently the SkinWalker Series and the SoulTracker series also includes the Irin Chronicles. The Irin Brotherhood act under a veil of secrecy, and have done so for centuries. The various councils within the DarkWorld are aware of the existence of the Irin operatives but the regular guy on the street has no clue.

      So Kailin and Logan, Melisande and Saleem, and the rest of the characters from the DarkWorld—who you have probably already met—are going about their merry way with no clue that Evie and her team are also working to keep the world safe.

      As yet, their paths have not crossed, but they do later in the series.

      If you haven’t picked up the SkinWalker or SoulTracker books yet, you may want to start with Skin Deep to get a feel for the Universe.

      Alternatively, you could read Irin 1 & 2 and then run through the other DarkWorld books bearing in mind that both the SkinWalker and the SoulTracker series have active crossover scenes.

      There will be more to come in the DarkWorld Universe—DeathTalker and the Iron Queen likely to be one of the first to be released in the next year, telling the characters’ stories from their own points of view, and shining a light on who they are and what their own lives look like.

      

      T.G. Ayer

      The DarkWorld
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      Evangeline ducked into the shadows as Baltazar crossed the street. When he reached the sidewalk, he glanced over his shoulder and stared straight at her. Evie silenced a gasp. For the briefest second, she feared she'd been spotted.

      Then he turned, looked ahead and continued walking.

      Evie remained steeped in darkness until she felt assured he wouldn't be turning around to investigate the shadows.

      The Boston night was cold. Icy enough to snare her breath and weave misty coils with it in the air before her face. But she paid scant attention to the weather. She had followed Marcellus' directions and arrived at the demon's lair. Her search had come up with nothing, so she had followed Baltazar hoping the object the Master was after was on the demon's person. She had tracked him through the warren of old, red-brick Colonial buildings along Acorn Street and its narrow cobbled roads. She was careful to soften the sound of her heels on the smoothed stones. Hugged by fresh green moss, the worn stones shone in the pale moonlight, brightening the street. But the iridescent beauty of the multi-hued, red-and-grey cobblestones was lost on Evie.

      It only put her on edge.

      She kept her eyes on Baltazar's muscle-bound shoulders, stalking him as he loped to the edge of a small tree-lined park which hugged the darkened neighborhood. Old gas lamps cast pale, buttery light on his dark head as he walked the stone pathway that curved through the elms and oaks. He was large with the body of a wrestler and limbs and muscles to match. But that didn't matter to Evie.

      He was no match for her.

      Baltazar slipped through an opening in the tree-line up ahead and disappeared down the hillside without a sound. Evie followed, avoiding branches and shrubbery as adeptly as her quarry. She tailed him until he arrived at a cliff-top clearing that gave a glittering, magical view of the city.

      Tiny pinpricks of lights flickered and blinked in the valley below, like multi-colored diamonds thrown carelessly on the dark surface of the land.

      While the view held his attention, Evie bent and drew her silver dagger from her boot, releasing her Damascus blade from its leather sheath. She held her breath, weighing both blades in her hands, gaining comfort and strength from their familiar weight.

      She was ready.

      Evie, coming up behind him, closed the distance between herself and the demon Baltazar, silent as a leopard stalking its oblivious prey. Her feet whispered over the dew-kissed grass. So light was her step she may as well have floated across the small field.

      Trees sighed behind her in a deceivingly gentle breeze. Evie drew closer—just close enough that an obliging gust would carry her scent to him.

      She counted the seconds under her breath.

      His back stiffened, his neck muscles rigid as he turned so slowly she could almost see the hair on his skin undulate as he moved.

      Her scent evoked similar reactions with all her marks. The perfume of death, their very own Reaper come to call. And she never tarried with them. Social niceties somehow seemed out of place where knives and blood and imminent death were intertwined. Besides, these creatures wallowed so far beneath her on the moral and genetic ladder as to be untouchable, unworthy.

      Baltazar swallowed.

      The tendons in his neck remained taut as bowstrings. Then he drew a ragged breath and opened his mouth. He may have intended to ask her a question. Something typically innocuous. A ridiculous gesture as none of their questions received an answer—if they ever got the chance to ask one.

      The demon didn't.

      In a swift and viciously smooth swipe of her left hand, Evie plunged the silver dagger deep into his chest, so deep only the carved hilt prevented farther penetration. The slim blade embedded itself securely within his heart, flaying open arterial walls, penetrating the center of his demonic soul. Creatures of the Underworld had a seething dislike for anything silver. Perhaps it was the metal's innate ability to end their miserable lives. The accuracy of her aim was helped by the conveniently human location of his heart.

      She followed quickly with her right hand, sweeping the curved blade of the Damascus dagger clean across his throat. The deadly edge slid smoothly through glamor, demon hide, and bone.

      Quick. Clean.

      Landing in a crouch, Evie held her breath and watched him through the strands of her hair, which had escaped its bindings at the back of her head. It happened so fast. Too quickly for the demon to defend himself. His body fell slowly, crumpling awkwardly onto his back until he landed beside her. Evie met his eyes. And sucked in a breath, an unconscious pause as she waited to see the last emotions fly across the demon's face.

      Always, she watched the last light in the eyes of her mark flicker and fade. She'd made herself do that whenever it was possible to be sure she never lost sight of the significance of her job. Evie had witnessed final moments of pure rage and comical disbelief. As a warrior of the Irin, she'd been doing Marcellus' bidding for six months now, and she'd begun to notice a pattern to the behaviors of her targets. They were always pissed when they got caught and always a little more than upset to find their existence about to be permanently terminated.

      This last one was different, though. This time, what she saw planted a tiny seed of doubt within the darkest recesses of her mind. His eyes were the palest of blues. It held anger and annoyance. But she also saw confusion and disbelief that faded as his life dissipated.

      Soon, wracking her mind, trying get a bead on the strange feeling that was so elusive, she stood over dancing amber embers flickering over the grass in the night breeze. The rising ashes and slivers of dust caught the next swift breeze and rode the night wind in silence. If she had learned anything in her long lifetime, she knew better than to ignore her instincts.

      She scowled.

      Something was wrong.

      Baltazar had been too easy to track. And she had taken his ignorance of her presence for arrogance. A nonchalance that spoke of a self-assured killer, but killers often got sloppy in their arrogance. They get careless, cocky. She had paused a few times to wonder if she had mixed up the scents. No. He had been the right mark.

      Now she stared down at the last of the fading embers.

      Soon, there was nothing but the glistening, almost-black blood that marred the slim, deadly beauty of her Damascus blade and the silver face of the dagger that had pierced his heart. As she bent to wipe her blade off on a nearby patch of grass, she neither mourned nor regretted her actions.

      This was just a job.

      The very act of wiping the blood off the blades was purely habit. She knew, as well as any other hunter of her ilk, that the essence of a demon's life force was destroyed when they were killed. For some unknown, and on her part unquestioned, reason, the Creator of these creatures did not wish the world tainted by their lifeless remains. Few people knew where these creatures went in their afterlife.

      These demons she killed, they were nothing. Murderers. Evil.

      Evie just seemed to be in the garbage business lately.

      So why was it bothering her more and more each day. Why did she feel a sense of wrong each time she killed a mark? Was it their human glamors that had gotten to her? That they lived a pretense of normal human lives to hide their true nature? Was it that before Marcellus she'd never belonged to a demon death squad? Or was it that she just missed doing good?

      She stood over the grassy spot where the blades were still bent at unnatural angles, having been crushed beneath Baltazar's weight. Of all the possessions left of him, it was a metal disk which had caught and held her attention. Only moments ago, it had hung on a fat bronze chain around the demon's neck. Thick, heavy and ornately carved with tiny swirls and patterns, its surface gleamed in the moonlight.

      Evie picked up the disc, feeling the solid weight of it in her palm. She frowned, trying to concentrate, but she quickly gritted her teeth, admitting she was unable to identify the language. But even as she did, she knew the script was beyond her knowledge. She'd have to wait to take it home.

      Frustrated, she glanced around the deserted clearing. Nobody would have seen her. She'd cast a glamor around herself and threw angel-light around her—standard protocol on a mission. Hidden within the blanket of her glamor, Evie wasted precious time studying the strange piece.

      Octagonal in shape, the disk bore a small carving on each of the eight corners. A hole bored through the center and inscriptions covered the back. The tiny carvings resembled Greek or Roman, possibly Persian, figures. An impressive relic.

      A sudden sound interrupted her thoughts. She breathed again. Just a car backfiring. But it was enough to remind Evie of her duties.

      Whether demon or human, the dead didn't take anything with them.

      Evie gathered the other solid items from the grass and threw them into a small envelope, which she hurriedly stuffed into her bag. Jewelry, belt buckles, and the odd spur or two needed to be rounded up from the scene. In the past she, would have dumped the remaining trinkets she'd found. Not in the last six months though. Marcellus had given them all strict instructions to ensure every piece of metal be brought to him. No questions. Marcellus certainly had a different method of running the Irin than Patrick. None of the teams enjoyed the feeling of being under his control.

      Most of all Evie.

      She clenched her fist. It was time to leave. Not that she feared being tracked, nor did she waste time worrying over being observed making a kill. She was too good at her job. It just annoyed her that she couldn't put a finger on what bugged her about this whole kill.

      Something feels off.

      Everything in order, she swept her eyes over the scene. One last check didn't hurt. Satisfied, she was about to take off when a ray of light bounced off something in the taller grass at the edge of the clearing. Her night vision was superb, so she admonished herself for not finding it on her first scan of the area.

      But when she looked closer, she saw it had been half hidden by a fallen branch. She strode over to the grass, bent to retrieve the trinket, and felt its weight immediately. The ring that lay in the palm of her hand looked ancient. Possibly Minoan from the carving and the color of the gold. What would a low-life, albeit high-level, demon be doing with an ancient artifact like this? Another little piece to add to the puzzle slowly growing around Baltazar's untimely end.

      Evie sighed and unfolded her wings. They stood a head taller than her, beautiful, pearly white and iridescent under the moonlight. Her angelic heritage had failed to bestow upon her all its glorious abilities, and so she could not disapparate to the Irin HQ, but she needed to calm herself anyway. Flying always gave her a sense of peace she could not find in anything else she did. She strengthened the glamor over herself, making her invisible to any eye that may be cast heavenward.

      Flexing and spreading wide, her wings lifted her up into the night sky. Toward the twinkling stars. Toward peace, silence, and calm.
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        * * *

      

      "It is done!" Daniel Feinstein stared at the list of names inked onto the ancient parchment. The relic lay dry and brittle beneath his sweaty fingers, waiting for the slightest change heralding Evangeline's latest successful termination.

      "She has terminated Baltazar.... This is good. Is it confirmed?" Seated calmly behind the heavy oak desk, Master Marcellus waited for Daniel's confirmation. The Master's black garb, as nondescript as the next Brother, did nothing to mark him as one apart from the group, above the rest in any way. Yet a dark air remained around him, shadowing him. Marking him as different.

      In addition, the previous Master, Patrick had conveniently fallen victim to a long and untimely illness. Despite his immortality, he had been unable to overcome the strangely inexplicable affliction. As Patrick's successor, it made perfect sense for the right hand of the old Master to take his place. Master Marcellus Bactor smiled to himself, taking comfort in his position of power. The Brotherhood still answered to him with the same reverence bestowed upon their previous leader.

      Daniel stared at the name "Baltazar" etched in ageless ink in an ancient and forgotten language. Progress dragged slowly, and it would be a while yet before the rest of the Seals were gathered. Daniel gripped the fragile parchment a little too firmly. The crackle of the paper brought him back and he loosened his grip.

      "Yes, his name has just disappeared from the list." Daniel glanced at Marcellus.

      He considered Marcellus and his position within the Irin. With the power of the Nephilim at their fingertips, they were fast becoming invincible. Half-breed angels from the four corners of the globe. This kind of reach was unimaginable until the Irin Warriors proved their prowess. They were the best tools to obtain the Seals. Even better—they were dispensable.

      Evangeline was on her way back. His eyes flicked toward the curtains framing the balcony. He could almost picture her there, blue eyes flashing, lustrous black hair framing a beautiful face. Yes, she had been blessed with angelic genes, so understandably she would have the face to prove it.

      She always entered through those doors when she returned from a termination. He assumed it was a display of some kind. Power perhaps? To remind the simple humans of what she was. What she was capable of. Ignorant whelp. If she only knew who she was dealing with....

      Daniel longed to teach her exactly where she belonged in the order of things. Sadly, she was the example by which many of the other Warriors marked themselves. She spelled trouble.

      He returned to his desk, a smaller, messier version of the Master's antique.

      A little restraint would go a long way. Alerting the Nephilim would be dangerous. Her vow was to serve the Brotherhood, to aid in wiping away the scourge of Hell seeping through the portals and worming its way into the human world. An unbreakable bond between Nephilim and Brotherhood. The Brotherhood of the Irin—they were Nephilim scouts or human agents who believed they served a higher purpose.

      As did Evangeline.
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      Evie approached the Irin Estate as darkness slipped from the sky and crimson fingers of sunlight scarred the farthest horizon, so red it reminded her of great splotches of blood.

      She shuddered.

      This job must be getting to her. Such morbid thoughts contradicted the exquisite beauty of the night’s star-speckled heavens.

      She dove, wings tucked close, glancing toward a balcony that skirted the roof of the East Wing. She came in for the landing, her pure-white, silver-tipped wings spread wide, slowing herself down as she approached the roof. She flipped her body upright and prepared to land nimbly on the balls of her feet. At the very last minute, she tucked in her wings, allowing her body to free-fall the last few feet. Evie dropped to the edge of the roof, landing in a crouch, ready to defend herself, prepared to fight. She stayed low, resting her elbow on one knee and scanned the rooftop.

      Her feet crunched against gravel. The rooftop was empty. Evie rose and walked to a parapet guarded by a pair of small concrete gargoyles sitting short and squat. They grimaced over the front gardens of the estate, their hooded eyes staring out into the dark, silent night. The estate lights threw little patches of glowing yellow patches outside a multitude of open doors and windows. The gardens beyond lay dark as pitch, though Evie was certain the Irin Night Guard lurked among the trees and shrubs. Yet no sound or movement indicated their presence. They were good.

      A breeze rode the silent air, strong fingers that cooled the heat of her face. To her left, the pint-sized stone gargoyle still stared out across the gardens, indifferent to her presence. Concrete and plaster. A fake. Made to resemble the real thing in a time when people had long forgotten that gargoyles were living, breathing, feeling, and thinking creatures. She knew the gargoyle night watch was serious about security, patrolling the estate religiously. They were around, somewhere.

      Another gust of wind. Awareness rippled along her skin and she turned slowly to her right, staring straight into the dark and watchful eyes of the real thing. The gargoyle guard was silent, his obsidian eyes dark and clear in his ebony face. He inclined his head slightly, acknowledging her, but still watchful, still on guard.

      She was disappointed.

      But she should have expected no more than the courteous greeting she received. She was Nephilim. Warrior of the Irin Brotherhood. Even Evie's friends frowned upon fraternizing with non-angelic beings.

      Do your job. Kill the mark. Go straight home. Don't make friends. Irin monopoly at its very best.

      Life was getting tedious these days. With Patrick ousted and Marcellus playing top dog, the changes wreaked havoc with their lives. The other Warriors became restless too. The new topic of conversation--between the morning's lessons or the afternoon's practice sessions in the armory--was Marcellus.

      Marcellus was a volatile leader. He either instilled mortal fear in his followers or just plain rubbed them the wrong way. In a few short months since he'd taken over, he'd sent them chasing Earth-side demons and scrounging for random pieces of demon metal like a pack of scavenging hellhounds. He'd used genial smiles and subtle manipulation to ensure the Irin, masters and warriors alike, believed nothing but good about him. And the worst of it was many of the Irin masters had fallen for his charm.

      Evie ground her teeth. What a waste of time. But she meant to make her report and get on with her day. She still had to rest and prepare for her morning classes. The Brotherhood ensured each Nephilim of similar age, along with various new recruits, attended the relevant classes. It was Patrick's idea to start the training center. He, more than any of the other Brothers, knew what the Nephilim went through. Because he had raised Evie and because he'd seen too much over his extended lifetime. He was convinced educating the Warriors would help them complete their assignments successfully. Their education covered everything from languages to history to politics. Patrick was nurturing a new breed of Irin Warriors. That was until Marcellus took charge. One of Evie's greatest fears was that the new Master would decide training was unnecessary.

      A long, long lifetime did not necessarily mean a Nephilim received a proper education. In addition, their longevity did not mean they were endowed with adulthood automatically. Most of the Nephilim here at the center experienced tumultuous childhoods. A Nephilim aged in years like a human being from birth to puberty. Once the hormones kicked in, angel and human blood warred within body and mind. Until one won. Many Nephilim reverted to humanity, allowing their angelic natures to wilt like a plant deprived of water, never knowing what they'd missed out on. Never knowing they'd come so dangerously close to immortality.

      For some, like Evie and the Warriors of the Irin, the angelic half won out. From then onward, aging was a wholly different process. Nephilim lived a few hundred years before they aged one human year. For a Nephilim, the teenage years lasted close to a thousand years before full maturity was achieved. For now, Evie was the human equivalent of nineteen, and she would stay nineteen for a good few years more. As long as she retained the company of her fellow Warriors, she could handle it.

      A gust of wind buffeted her as she leapt over the parapet and floated slowly to the stone-tiled surface of the balcony. It ruffled her feathers, lifted and moved them with invisible fingers. She welcomed the touch, the warmth of Mother Nature against her body. Evie chose the balcony entrance for its proximity to the rooftop.

      And because it affected Daniel.

      Evie delighted in the definite wobble of his stiff upper lip whenever she made a balcony entrance. She suspected he didn't like her much. The feeling was certainly mutual.

      Evie flung the doors open, slipping through the parting in the heavy brocade curtain into the dimly lit room. This was the center of operations of the Irin, a Brotherhood whose purpose was to serve the good of mankind, but the room held the air of an animal's den. A cool menace replaced the open care with which Master Patrick had led the teams. The Warriors shared a devotion to a cause they strongly believed in, and Patrick had been the home in which many Nephilim sought refuge. And his office had been their headquarters, their haven.

      Marcellus had made changes. Changes he had intended to be subtle were anything but. He'd closed down offices of the Irin worldwide, put a freeze on new admissions, threatened to expel anyone who went against him and even prohibited the use of the Nephilim's special mind-reading powers. For members of the team who had been together for decades if not centuries, each change marked an end to an unforgettable era.

      But the teams had no choice but to grit their teeth and bear the changes like scars on their skin. Master Patrick would be disappointed should they show any disrespect to his successor. The Brotherhood had conferred the title of leader to him when he had stood forward and claimed the right of Edis. Edis allowed a member of fellowship to place a vote for himself as the next Master, effectively a legal coup.

      Evie steeled her features for the Master.

      "Ah! My dear Evangeline. We've been expecting you." A smile--so near to sincere that the ice dwelling in his eyes could easily have been missed within the jolly creases of his grinning jowls--crossed his face.

      With an expansive wave at an overstuffed couch, he invited her to sit. Evie refused as always.

      Give him the opportunity to tower over me in some misguided sense of authority? Fat chance.

      She stood. Through her lashes, she noticed the slightly raised eyebrows on Daniel's overstressed face. Noticed the barest tightening around the Master's mouth. Just a hint, not enough to reveal his real emotions.

      "I see you have terminated the mark." His eyes grazed the packet she held.

      A flick of her hand and the envelope sailed through the air, landing on the desk with a resounding thunk. He grimaced, and Evie could tell he used every ounce of his willpower to stop from checking for dents or damage to the ancient wood. Evie suppressed a smile. She was not the malicious type, but sometimes, just sometimes, it felt good to torment the Master.

      Now Marcellus was watching her, his expression for a moment revealing a clear dislike, as if he thought of her as nothing more than an insolent brat in need of a good beating. But in that moment, she saw a flash of fear too—as if something held him back from lashing out at her insolence.

      Evie gritted her teeth. This was taking too long. The sooner she left this room, the better for everyone. She suppressed a shudder. The lights were off and only two candles flickered in the darkened office. Marcellus had most likely intended for the shadows to intimidate her, the way they hugged the edges of the room, shielding the corners from easy perusal. Not for Evie though as she used her own personal brand of night-vision. God-given.

      Something tugged at her awareness and she probed back. Yes, there it was in the darkest, farthest corner. A hazy shape wavered, blending into the shadows so well no human eye would ever have seen it.

      A dark creature. Perhaps a shade or spirit of some sort.

      Now what was a man of God doing associating with a creature of the Underworld?

      Not that Evie or any of the Warriors believed there was a single decent bone in their new Master's body. She blinked, keeping her face and body as relaxed and unaffected as possible. They need not know she was onto them, and this was one piece of information to file away for the moment.

      As Evie watched Marcellus, the air thickened with anticipation. His eye twitched in the direction of the night creature. Marcellus glanced back at Evie, drumming his fingers on the arm of his well-stuffed chair. Concerned I may have seen your secret visitor? But Evie feigned ignorance, turning away from the offending creature and inspecting the envelope that minutes ago was the center of the attention of all three of the room's occupants.

      Living occupants, that is.

      "So, another one bites the dust?" Evie commented drily.

      "Well, we have terminated another lowlife and saved humanity from being terrorized by one of Satan's minions, if that's what you mean." Marcellus' words were cool and critical as if he sensed Evie's judgment. "Evangeline, you seem to have doubts, my dear. Let me assure you that we are contributing to the good of humanity. That is, of course, who we serve."

      "You haven't explained the reasons for wanting these." She waved her hand over the buckles and piercings spilling from the now-open envelope. "The possessions of the marks? We used to throw them into the smelter so they can never be used again by another being with evil intentions. You know as well as I do that some demons' possessions retain the owner's power. Hugely unpredictable in the hands of an Innocent." Evie baited him.

      Marcellus' decree that all metal objects found in the possession of any mark must be returned to him during debrief had become a concern for the teams and many of the other council members. The very act of collecting items of demonic power alerted the other Warriors to the possibility that the new Master intentions were questionable. So the Warriors completed each mission as prescribed and metal items returned to him as per instruction, but anything Evie thought was of any value she retained and hid away.

      In the last few months, most of what he had seen were belt buckles, earrings, and boot spurs along with a small pile of tongue and lip piercings. Demons had a fetish for the human art of body piercings. And cowboy boots. Evie had no idea if any of the other Warriors had weakened to Marcellus' demands, but his arrogance was beginning to seep through his refined persona. Now was just such a time. False confidence with his shadow friend, seemingly hidden within the dark corners of the room?

      His forehead bore the slightest of creases as he contemplated his next move. Evie could almost hear his thoughts. Had to concentrate to shut them out. Her power to delve into the minds of humans was an asset. But not here. Amongst the Irin, she was forbidden to listen.

      Part of her vow as an Irin Warrior inhibited her use of her telepathic ability within the grounds of the Brotherhood compound. It was a weak pledge, but for the most part, the Nephilim behaved.

      In light of the circumstances with Baltazar and now the unwelcome, underworldly visitor in the corner, Evie's vow proved very difficult to keep, especially when all she had to do was lift the veil the teensiest bit, just to hear a whisper of his thoughts.

      No. She was stronger than her temptation. She had to find another way. Besides, who knew what magic he may have used to detect mindreading from the Nephilim.

      Marcellus rose, veins pumping at his temple. It seemed the Master was forfeiting this round as he walked to the windows through which she had made her most bothersome entrance. It was his cue that he was done with her, for now.

      Thrilled to leave, Evie exited the room, steeling herself from barging through the doors at a dead run.
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      Evie mulled over the meaning of the metal artifacts she'd retrieved from Baltazar. Barely rested, she headed to join the rest of the younger Nephilim for the morning sessions.

      The sound of her heels on the floor changed from a soft patter on cool marble tile to a hollow clack on solid wood flooring and she found herself taking the main corridor to the West wing. Evie smiled. Her subconscious knew better what she needed. She had to see Master Patrick.

      If the sound of Evie's feet on her journey had not roused her from her reverie, the odor of the Wing itself would have called her attention to direction and destination. The passage, lined with warm wood paneling at least two centuries old, gave off the aroma of "ancient." Mustiness clung from the beveled cornices of the ceilings, to the dust topping the curves of the wrought-iron lamps, and to the cobwebs, which swayed like little grey ghosts watching Evie pass. Ancient paintings of long-dead Irin Masters dotted the wall. Each face bore pained and long-suffering expressions as if they too could smell the odor and disapproved strongly.

      The darkness and shadows oppressed Evie, and no magic was allowed, even to brighten the passage. No outside light reached these halls, which added to the sense of entombment in a warren of dead Masters. Evie shivered. The dark corridors had never seemed oppressive or dank. Not until Marcellus moved in. He'd brought a darkness with him that filled the shadows with suspicion and a hint of evil.

      She walked on, chiding herself for being paranoid, and turned a corner. The West Wing was well loved, well cared for. Except for this almost-forgotten end of it. Evie's heart turned painfully in her chest. And she tasted the bitter bile of hatred.

      She had tried. But opposing Marcellus' new position because of her gut instinct hadn't been enough. Especially when Master Patrick had assured her Marcellus was true to the cause. But nothing sat right in Evie's gut when she looked at the new Master. It was as if even the marrow in her bones rebelled against his authority.

      The tapping of her heels slowed to a halt as she came to the heavy oak door to Master Patrick's chambers. Patrick, relegated to the West Wing to live out the rest of his weak and ailing life, seemed to take it in his stride, with grace and dignity.

      But it was a double blow for the Warriors. Despite the Council member's objections, Marcellus had been adamant that Patrick needed to recuperate in private.

      Evie didn't believe it for one second. The Irin Estate was immense. Plenty of room for Master Patrick. Marcellus had an ulterior motive for hiding his ailing predecessor away from his most loyal followers, within the oldest part of the facility. Evie had to hand it to him. He was a master strategist.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Evie knocked firmly. Turning the heavy brass knob, she pushed the door open a little. With his hearing steadily failing, he didn't always hear her knock. If he was asleep, she'd come back again later. Evie peered around the door at the monstrosity of a bed. She hated the thing about as much as Patrick cherished it. A dark, almost black, polished mahogany four-poster hung with blood-burgundy and green-striped brocade curtains. The bed sucked every bit of the energy from the room.

      Patrick was not in the bed, so she stepped quickly into the room, steeling herself against racing inside to search him out. Heart thumping, she scanned the gathering shadows. And found him sitting at his small writing table within the light of the morning sun. It filtered weakly into the room, pale and golden.

      Dust-fairies swirled around on the sunbeams. Tiny trills of laughter filtered to Evie's ears, and she smiled. They moved around her as she passed from shadow to light and toward her mentor. Patrick looked up as she stepped closer. The fairies watched her as they flitted about, letting her pass. As tiny as weightless grains of sand, they floated on the breeze her shifting body made as she walked through a stream of the laughing creatures. Then they were back to basking in the sunbeams, their attention to the angel only a temporary thing.

      Patrick smiled and it deepened the wrinkles at the corners of his deep, cornflower-blue eyes. Evie teased him mercilessly that he would have made a great Pope since he looked the part. His smile brought life to a face dull and gray with his current illness and with age, which had only recently begun to reveal itself. Evie's heart ached with sadness. He had been the perfect Grand Master, his immortality only helping the success and solidity of the order. His own predecessors had been mortal, just as the rest of the current masters were. Patrick had used that as an excuse, saying perhaps it was time for humans to take charge of the Irin.

      Evie smiled sadly as he held his gnarled, wrinkled hands out to her as she knelt beside him. "How are you, Evangeline?" His words scratched out, dusty, unused like his ink and quills, like the handmade parchment she'd sourced from the rarest suppliers that sat untouched on his desk, lit only by the sun's rays.

      "I am well, Master," Evie answered, hiding a sad smile.

      "Now, Evangeline. You know better than to lie to me." It was too easy to forget that the man who sat, glowing in the now brightening sunlight, had been a father to her. He'd always been able to tell when she was fibbing. They'd spent enough centuries together. Enough to learn more about each other than most normal families could learn in their short lifetimes.

      Now, she dropped her eyes, unable to admit her concerns about Marcellus. "It's nothing, Master. I'll get over it."

      But Patrick wasn't to be misled that easily. Evie watched him study her face. Knew before he opened his mouth what he would say. "Marcellus again?" His eyes were old, but still bright and fearless. His sigh was soft as she nodded. "Child, you have to give Marcellus a chance to prove his strength as a Grand Master. I can't be Master forever."

      He leaned against the soft cushion of his chair back, as if tired of the world itself, and patted her hand. Evie bit her tongue against the accusation teetering at its tip, like a ripened fruit ready to burst. She'd voiced her suspicions to Patrick before. Suspicions about Marcellus' intentions where Patrick himself was concerned. But Patrick had merely batted the accusations away. ‘How would Marcellus kill an Immortal without detection?' Patrick had asked, his disbelief so evident in his question. Patrick had insisted his no longer being Master had no impact on Council decisions and posed no threat to Marcellus' rule of the Brotherhood.

      But Evie had to wonder if those words were just a front and if Patrick was just giving up. Was there something more going on here than what Evie could see? She clenched her jaw. Evie meant to find out no matter what Patrick said.

      For now she studied Patrick's face, her anger rising within her, an unchecked tide. "He's canned your plans to allow Sofia to join the Brotherhood you know," Evie said, bitter and angry again. Sofia was a Nephilim and a friend. She'd applied to join the Irin but had been refused by Marcellus because she'd once worked for the local Demon Chieftains. Patrick had overlooked it as mistakes of the past and had championed her application but Marcellus had felt otherwise and vetoed her entry.

      A shadow of dark color rose in the old man's face and he seemed to war against his emotions for a moment. Evie was glad that at least that piece of information had elicited a deeper emotional reaction from him. Sofia's plight deserved it. Eventually he released his breath and sighed, his face drooping sadly.

      "I changed what I could in my time, Evangeline," he said, shaking his head as he looked at Evie, his eyes cloudy and paler than just moments ago. "The Brotherhood is centuries old. Time moves faster than the Irin."

      "But she was ready to enter the Order before Marcellus found out. He cancelled the ordainment without even telling her. What is she supposed to do now?" Evie took care to ensure she didn't raise her voice. Patrick wasn't the one who deserved her rage.

      "She had petitioned only me and I have done what I can. If the Master of the Irin refuses to ordain her, I am powerless to change anything."

      "That's exactly what I mean, Father." Her dislike for Marcellus was palpable and she had to restrain herself from a more vehement statement. "He has put a halt on as many of your projects as he can. He's even recalled the West Coast Cadre."

      Patrick was startled enough to look at Evie with disbelief. The West Coast division was as important as their headquarters here at the estate. The West Coast Irin were their eyes and ears out there. The old man remained silent for a while, a look of quiet contemplation on his aged features. "He is the new Master, child. I cannot influence his hand in any way. He will change the Brotherhood and mold it as he sees fit. And even if you believe he is not what he seems, it will only be time that will reveal his intentions. In the meantime, all you can do is your job."

      His hand was warm on Evie's head. In essence, she was still very much the child at the father's feet. Her father had chosen with wisdom when he had placed Evie with Patrick. Patrick who'd been a knight in his time, who'd had the knowledge to oversee a Brotherhood, which had grown from a tiny flotilla to an armada of angelic Warriors. He'd fought for the inclusion of all winged Warriors, the Asgardian Valkyries and the Indian Apsaras among others. He'd been tireless in his raising of Evie, so determined, so dedicated.

      Now there were only two things Evie could accuse him of—dismissing his ailing state of health, and refusing to listen to her suspicions of Marcellus. He gave Evie the impression he was strong in his belief that the Council had chosen wisely. He believed, too, that his illness seriously hampered his ability to lead the Irin.

      Evie, on the other hand, was convinced Marcellus had a nefarious plan. Perhaps it was time to confide in Patrick. Tell him about the metal pieces they were constantly hunting for.

      "May I ask one more question, Father?"

      He nodded gravely.

      "Aren't demons unable to take metal with them beyond the Veil?"

      "That's right." He nodded again, a tiny frown of curiosity marring his pale forehead.

      Evie forged ahead. "Would the Irin need the metal the demons hold for any purpose at all?"

      Patrick was already shaking his head. "No. There's nothing the demons possess that can benefit the Brotherhood in any way. Why do you ask?" Now the frown was no longer mildly curious.

      "No reason. Just a question." Evie wanted to think about Patrick's confirmation first. Find out a little more before she confided the whole story to the old Master. The very real possibility that Patrick may soon leave this world was something Evie preferred not to think about. She desperately needed to believe in his longevity. "How are you feeling today? Has Castor been to see you?"

      "No better than yesterday, child. And yes, Castor's been and given me the rubs and the oils and whatever those potions are that he creates." Patrick made a face and Evie smiled. Castor was special to Patrick too. There was a strange silence as he paused, searching her face. "Evie, you must know I do not have much time left."

      His tone was so matter-of-fact that for a moment she was lost for words. And before she found the strength to negate his statement he said, "No point in denying it. I am not long for this world."

      "But why? How is this happening? You are Immortal. Centuries old!" Evie shook her head in disbelief, quivering with impotent rage. "This shouldn't be happening."

      Patrick leaned forward and laid a hand to her cheek. "But it is happening. And I don't know how to stop it." Patrick regarded Evie with helpless eyes, his soft palm with its papery-thin skin cupping her face.

      "Can't we find someone? Isn't there anyone who can help?" She grabbed his hand, careful to not hurt him.

      "My dear child, if there were someone who could help me, they would have done so by now." He sighed, the ragged sound so tired and defeated, so soft Evie wondered if she'd imagined it. "Perhaps the Archangels could have helped. But I sealed my fate a thousand years ago."

      Then he smiled at Evie. A paternal and loving smile that brought tears to her grieving heart. She would not allow herself to cry in front of him. This whole situation was impossible and unacceptable.

      The sun had traveled west on its journey, and Patrick no longer sat basking in its warmth. His face, so recently golden in the warmth of the sunshine, was now pallid and worn.

      "Come, child. Help an old man to his bed." Patrick held out his hand and Evie assisted the frail, almost skeletal man across the floor. The sunshine had warmed the wood and she could almost feel the heat rise up as she crossed the stream of rays. She performed a task which the old man had done for her countless times in the years of her childhood. She couldn't bear the thought that soon she would no longer have him around to comfort and advise her.

      Coming to see him had just reminded her how close she was to losing him forever.
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      Dejected, Evie left Patrick to rest and headed to her first class of the morning.

      The sun was high, spilling warm and bright into the hallways of the Learning Wing. Along the wood-paneled passages, students loitered around, ambled along or rushed headlong toward their classes. Not every Nephilim Warrior cared for learning about the history of mortals. It was uncanny how many Nephilim bore a certain inbred arrogance toward humans despite their role of protectors. But Patrick had insisted they obtain the knowledge in order to better understand the creatures they protected.

      Slowly the halls emptied and Evie breathed easier. She disliked crowds and usually avoided the rush, slipping into her classes at the last minute. Next was Ancient Human History. Brother Remus would be introducing Ancient Rome and its first Emperors. Ancient History had always fascinated her, especially anything which predated her own birth year, 1003 AD. Nephilim received longevity, almost immortality, through the blood of their angelic fathers. Or Angelic mothers, Evie thought with a wry twist to her lips. The Heavenly Army may just have had a preference for male warriors as Evie had heard of so few female angels in her lifetime.

      Although she didn't want to think such blasphemous thoughts, the words "sexist" and "chauvinistic" crawled into her brain. Her eyes darted around before she remembered the Estate was a no-mind-reading-zone as of Marcellus' take-over. She shivered. Not a thing she should forget if she wanted to stay out of trouble.

      She grabbed a seat at the back of the class. In spite of her location, Brother Remus would surely throw any number of questions at her. She didn't mind the stares of the other Nephilim as long as they returned their attention to the front of the class and left her alone once she'd given her answers. Most of the Warriors steered clear of Evie, were intimidated by her. By her power, if not by her guardian.

      Evie was different. A breed apart from the rest of the Nephilim. Stronger, smarter, more powerful. With the uncomfortable tendency of winning every sparring match and shooting every target, she wasn't the most popular angel on the block. It made for a lonely childhood, spent mostly in the company and friendship of humans. An angel relegated to walk the steps of childhood while watching her friends grow old and wither within the clutches of an inevitable death.

      Lately, Evie had begun to question her solitary lifestyle. If Ling and Ash had not joined the Brotherhood, she may have left Patrick's care. She'd had no real friends until the two Nephilim had arrived.

      Usually the lesson absorbed all of Evie's attention, but her conversation with Patrick echoed in her ears. She alternated between simmering anger and aching pain, knowing the only father she had ever known was at death's ddoor-somewhere he should never have been. She heard the names Augustus Caesar and Brutus and her head shot up. Just in time too, as Brother Remus began his usual barrage of questions, sending them randomly at the class.

      This time, Evie sat back deflated, as Brother Remus passed her over. She suppressed a sigh. How she would have loved to live in Ancient Rome. Even Patrick had such romantic things to say about that time in history. The thought sobered her, bringing her thudding back to the reality of not having Patrick around to regale her with tales from his long, long ago youth.

      Patrick had taken on Evangeline as a favor to a friend. But he had treated the task with immense attention and care, showering Evie with everything from education to friendship to genuine affection. Evie could clearly recall a monastery from her childhood. She was perhaps six years old, and the fragrant scent of thyme and rosemary on a warm summer night still teased her nose. She'd been chasing a butterfly around the courtyard, and followed the shimmering insect right into the air as it rose to escape her fat little fingers. Horrified, Patrick had grabbed hold of her feet, almost choking on his scolds as she strained to fly off on tiny, weak wings, wings which had sprouted from her back without any warning, surprising both herself and especially Patrick. That was the day he fully realized his little charge Evangeline was an angel.

      Evie's memories of history from that point on were hazy at best. Patrick had vowed to keep her safe. The vow had translated to being cooped up and hidden away from everything important that had ever happened in the world's history. Evie had missed centuries of important events like the Crusades and the Renaissance. Now she suppressed a sigh. Too many important historical events to dwell on. But Patrick had often said he'd rather give up his mortality than ever allow anything to happen to her, and Evie had conceded that if he were willing to sacrifice that much for her, then she could make him happy by being careful and minding him.

      Evie settled into the lesson and tuned everyone and everything out, now focusing her thoughts on a world she'd been born too late to experience. Too soon she would have to face her reality, but for the moment, she enjoyed losing herself in the all-too intangible past.
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        * * *

      

      The history lesson passed without a hitch, followed closely by Religion Studies.

      At lunch, Evie headed to the Warriors' common room, which doubled as a dining room for the forty-odd Nephilim living on the grounds of Greylock Estate. The last of the morning sun poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows at a steep, slowly-disappearing slant. Evie found her two friends dozing in the lazy sunshine. They'd all had late nights, charging around the Eastern seaboard, eliminating each of their targets on Marcellus' orders. Evie knew exactly how they were feeling, especially since training never stopped in spite of the recent increase in nightly missions.

      Ash looked up as Evie clomped to the nest of couches near the open glass doors. A weak breeze floated inside, doing nothing to relieve the blanket of lethargy that lay upon the two girls.

      "Hey girl!" Ash grinned and wriggled over to clear some space just in time as Evie plonked herself into the soft cushion and closed her eyes. She tilted her face so she got the full brunt of the sun's warmth while she was still in its path. "What's with the long face, Eves?"

      "Humph!" Evie just grunted, not wanting to spoil the luxury of the sun's warm fingers on her skin.

      Ash wriggled beside her, enough to force Evie to crack her eyes open a tiny bit to see what she was up to. Ash turned beside her on the couch and wagged an accusing finger at her.

      "You've been to see Patrick, haven't you?" Ash pinned Evie with a stare that spoke volumes. Evie just got distracted by her friend's eyes. Glossy, black flecks gleamed deep within green and hazel eyes. Ashika Deva was an Apsara, beautiful and powerful, and super smart. And sometimes super bossy. She continued to glare at Evie, then turned out of her accusatory twist to sit straight-backed on the lumpy couch. Not a position easily maintained when in the throes of lethargy. "Well? That face is gonna sour the milk in my latte, so spill. Now!"

      "I don't get it. How does an Immortal die of a mystery illness without someone being able to find out what is going on?" Evangeline's sigh was frustration and desperation all wrapped up in one gigantic shiny layer of suspicion. "Nothing is supposed to be powerful enough to fell an Immortal. He's fading away."

      "Should I even bother to ask if Marcellus has called anyone for help?"

      "He claims he has. He's been required by the council to advise the details of each practitioner who sees Patrick. And maybe there have been a few specialists who have seen him, but really, if Marcellus wants to block the Council from knowing anything, he sure as hell can!" Evie shook her head, anger-filled tears brimming over. "I do know Castor's been to see him for his pains."

      "That lunatic? He'll kill poor Patrick faster than whatever illness the poor man has." Ash's eyebrows teased her unruly bangs. Her dark hair was caught at the back of her head, leaving just those bangs to soften the edge of her perfect, oval face, almond eyes fringed heavily with to-die-for lashes would have been the perfect finish were they not filled with an expression of utter disgust. "Why do you let him get near the old guy?"

      "Because he'd never harm him. And because I couldn't stop him even if I tried. Castor's been with Patrick all his life." Evie threw Ash a disapproving stare. Ash knew Castor's tale as well as anyone else. But it made no impression on her opinion of his talent as a Healer.

      The offspring of a demon and a human, Castor had been cast aside by his horrified mother. Patrick had taken him in, cared for him. Today, he lurked around the estate, acting as healer and shaman to those who dared to call for him, though many of his patients shivered with fear under his ministrations. The poor fellow wasn't unaware of his effect on the general public, so he was always careful to remain hidden within the folds of his hooded garb while he administered his treatment.

      Many were given to wonder what sort of demon magic he infused in the salves or oils he used. But Evie never gave it a second thought. She had the utmost trust in Castor because she knew his heart. None knew better than Evie the gratitude the half-demon felt toward Patrick, and the grief the poor Halfling felt for Patrick's impending demise.

      "Doesn't change the fact that he creeps me out!" Ash affected a delicate shiver, then fell back into the cushions, all pretense of straight-backed primness gone.

      "I'll second that." Evie turned to Ling, whose words were slightly slurred from sleep.

      "Snobs are what you two are."

      Ling shrugged and Evie sensed the same movement next to her. Li Ling's up-tilted almond eyes shouted her Asian heritage.

      "So what's really bothering you? Apart from our distaste in the rabble you associate with?" Ash raised an eyebrow and Evie conceded. She may as well spill her fears to the two girls.

      "I just think there's way more to Patrick's illness than just the tail end of his days. And I think he may be questioning his illness too. He probably doesn't want to worry us." Evie bit her lip, hoping she would not regret this confidence. "Don't you find it strange and convenient that Patrick's illness began when Marcellus first approached the Council with his application for the Mastership? Remember how everyone, including Patrick, was so surprised? And then Patrick began to get sick just when it looked like he would oppose Marcellus' bid?"

      Both girls stared at Evie, finally comprehending the full extent of Evie's worries.

      "But wouldn't you need really powerful magic to kill an Immortal?" Ash scowled, her fine eyebrows scrunched up as she considered the possibility that Evie may be on to something. "Does Marcellus have friends in low places then?"

      "That's what is intriguing. Nobody really knows that much about Marcellus. Except that he's been with the Irin for the last ten years. He served Patrick for a decade without any indication he was unhappy. Then he up and usurped the Mastership. And he has Daniel as his uber-eager, right-hand-man."

      "Oooh, he's delicious!" Ash sighed as if about to swoon.

      Evie jabbed her in the ribs. "Even if he's hot, it doesn't make him any less creepy. And what's with the demands for the metals from the demon kills?"

      "Yeah. You weren't the only one who found that odd. What would Marcellus want demon jewelry for?" Ling asked.

      "Have you given him everything you've found?" Evie looked at both girls.

      "Yeah! What would I need demon stuff for?" It was clear that Ash faced both the demons and the job of dispatching them with equal disgust.

      "Hey, easy! Just wanted to check if any of you guys have kept anything back."

      "Have you?" Ash probed.

      "Er...yes. I have a few things with me. It just seemed so strange that he'd ask such a thing. I can't figure out why he'd need that junk or why he's so desperate to ensure we hand them all over." Evie frowned at Ling, whose eyes were concentrating on the door to the common room and not on the conversation at hand. She was so easily distracted.

      Neither of the other girls had an answer for Evie. The sun had passed overhead and no longer shone directly into the room. Evie was beginning to get frustrated with the feeling of helplessness that seemed to permeate the air around the Warriors these days.

      The girls struggled out of the couch reluctantly, knowing they had to get going. They had uniforms to change and warm-ups to complete before the afternoon classes. Theoretical and Practical Combat including Chinese Martial Arts for this semester. Followed by Daily Debrief.

      "Right then. Back to it!" Ash grabbed the two girls' arms, linked them, and pulled them out of the room. Evie sighed. Perhaps she could just enjoy the afternoon without thinking about doom and gloom and the funny feeling in the pit of her stomach that said something bad was about to happen.
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      Evie shut her room door behind her and locked it. She'd hidden the strange piece of carved metal behind a lose brick in the fireplace and the last thing she needed was for someone to walk in on her while she took another look at the ring. And she needed to change before the afternoon combat sessions. She was keen to have a look at the disk before she left for class.

      She went to the fireplace and ran her hand along the inside of the chimney about two bricks above her shoulder. Where a brick should have sat, was now a hollow, which housed a few of the metal pieces she'd recovered as well as the one special piece that had so caught her eye.

      Her fingers closed around the metal disk and Evie slowly removed it. It clinked against the stone mantelpiece and a sweet ringing echoed around the room. Evie clasped the disk close to her chest, glancing at the door and hoping to stop the ringing as she shielded it with her hands and body. Soon the sound died down and the door remained shut. Only then did Evie feel safe enough to inspect the disk. The metal was engraved with eight different designs, each depicting a different scene.

      The edges of the disk were about an inch in height and the piece filled Evie's open palm. She stared at the disk a few moments more, seeing nothing more than she had seen before. She sighed and dipped her fingers into the little hidey-hole, depositing the disk back into the relative safety of the brick hideaway.

      Evie stepped away from the fireplace and dusted her hands before sitting at the edge of the bed, trying to recall if she'd found anything else with similar markings before. But she came up with nothing. She'd wanted to tell Patrick about the disk, but she'd been terribly afraid to upset him. Patrick was a stickler for the rules and he was sure to blow his top at her for disobeying her Master.

      Evie clenched her fist. This subservient role was getting old fast. It may have been easier while Patrick was her Master because she loved him, but she had neither respect nor affection for her new Master, especially not when he treated all the Nephilim like circus animals. To perform as he bid them. Do as he told, no questions asked.

      At her bedside sat a small heap of random metal pieces she'd also retrieved from her recent kills. They didn't seem as important as the disk. Perhaps she'd pass them on to Marcellus anyway. She made a note to hide them away, just not with the disk in the fireplace. She cast a forlorn eye over the traitorous rocks and yearned for the days when her work was simple and good.

      Combat classes were in a few minutes. And in Debrief, they'd all be getting their next targets. Evie sighed and stared off into space. There must be more to life than killing for Marcellus. Shockingly, Evie found herself considering the possibility of leaving the service of the Irin. But not before she figured out what was going on with Marcellus. And what he had to do with Patrick's illness.
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        * * *

      

      Evie was zipping up her boot, stowing the last of her knives when the door slammed open, crashing so hard against the wall it vibrated as it hit the stone behind it. Evie was sure the brass knob had left a nice enough dent in the wall. She didn't have much time to wonder how the door had opened when she'd been so careful to ensure it was locked tight. The room was suddenly filled with a dozen of Marcellus' new army of bodyguards.

      "What's going on? What are you doing coming in here?" Evie was not overly modest having been around for so many centuries, but she was still young at heart. Had they stormed in just five minutes earlier she would have been very much undressed, and very much pissed off. Right now, she was pretty pissed anyway. "This room is private and off limits."

      She rose to her feet, pulling herself up to her full height. All Nephilim were tall, but she towered over most of the men. Being six foot, she was often taller than most mortals. The group of men held their stance in the face of Evie's height and her boiling anger. Seemed they were not afraid of little old Evie. Perhaps they were misled by her youthful, gamine facade? Evie shivered with anger, slowly losing the battle to contain her fury. Her shoulders pulsated, her bones shifted beneath the skin of her back, and her neck grew heavy. In the next instant, her wings exploded behind her in a rush of white and silver feathers.

      The sudden appearance of her wings did two things. The mini-whirlwind it created startled the band of armed men encircling her. It also instilled the leaden weight of fear in her attackers. The circle around Evie widened as each of the men took a step backward, alarm etched on each separate face.

      A hiss of impatience and annoyance announced the presence of Marcellus somewhere behind the black rank of bodyguards. The very existence of this small army of guards had raised the ire of many members of the Brotherhood. Patrick had overseen the Irin for over a millennia and never did he feel the need to protect his back. Never felt threatened in any way. Perhaps it was true; it was the guilty who feel the need for protection. Marcellus sure had something to hide.

      "Fools!" He shouldered the men aside and placed himself nose-to-chest in front of Evie. For a man whose intention was to rule the ancient Brotherhood of Irin with the hand of fear, he was incongruously diminutive. Despite his lack of stature, he resonated an essence of negative energy. Energy which Evie sensed was black and filled with hate and anger. Evie wanted to step away from him. She felt violated just by sharing personal space with the man.

      But stepping away would acknowledge his authority and confirm her status as a mere servant. Evie was getting tired of her servitude. She stared him down. And he was the first to turn away. He glared hotly at his men. "She won't hurt you, you idiots."

      Now where did he get that idea from? Why would he be so confident that I wouldn't harm him or his men?

      He turned to Evie. His eyes grazed her from the tips of her shiny boots, to the silvery glow on the edges of her wings as they undulated behind her. His gaze remained on her wings a few seconds more, before he dismissed them.

      "Impressive. But so unnecessary." His eyes were cold, flat. None of the usual admiration or respect which Evie was so used to whenever she stood shadowed by the glory of her angelic nature.

      It was possible he wanted her to retract her wings, but with Marcellus, every action had a meaning. And retraction would be tantamount to an admission that he was not only Master of the Irin but Master of Evangeline too. And Evie would die before she fell at his feet.

      "What do you want?" Evie asked softy.

      "I do believe you have been holding something from me?" Marcellus' eyes pierced her, a hawk watching for the slightest twitch.

      Evie brows knitted in confusion. "Huh?"

      He walked around Evie, keeping his distance from the shimmering tips of the feathers behind her. "I have it on good authority that you have been stealing from me?"

      "Stealing? That's the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard." By now Evie's head was hot, her blood simmering with rage at Marcellus' invasion of her privacy and now his accusation.

      He made a circling motion above his head and commanded, "Search the room. Bring me what you find."

      The men fanned out and began searching. A lamp crashed to the ground and Marcellus winced before he could restrain himself. Evie looked straight at him, hot anger still flaring in her eyes. "Anything that is damaged or broken—you will replace. This is my home! And that was a Ming Dynasty authentic piece."

      "Try not to break anything, boys." Marcellus remained in front of Evie's face and crossed his arms while an expression of amusement washed his deep features. The skin on his face was a pasty white, his hair stringy and balding, and the muscles beneath the fabric of his cloak soft and puny. A lot can be said for stature, but Napoleon had long managed to make everyone around him forget that he was often the shortest person in the room. It had to do with personality. And Marcellus' personality seemed to want to pull him down. Probably down to where he belonged—within the fiery depths of the Underworld. Hades, Hell, Patala, he simply had to chose which one.

      A grunt from one of his men and a rush of boot heels on the wood floor—they had discovered the pile of metal she'd scavenged from her last few kills. Evie remained unmoved. His man dropped the collection into Marcellus' open palm. He rifled through them, nonchalant. As if he knew that what he searched for was not there. Immediately Evie thought about the disk. He was after the disk, but there was no way he'd have known she'd anything specific in her possession.

      "Are there any more?"

      She shook her head, her eyes narrowing dangerously. After all the years living with humanity Evie had learned well the art of deceit.

      "Hopefully you will remember this. Ensure you bring me every piece of metal you find."

      He drew so close his face was a mere inch away from hers. She squelched the urged to laugh. She knew he must have raised himself at least to the balls of his feet to get this close. The idea was so comical that his attempt at intimidation fell far short. "Every piece of metal. Do you understand? It is vital. Not only to me, but to the existence of the Irin itself."

      I wonder what that means? Evie thought as she smelled the noxious remnants of Marcellus' lunch on his breath. Stale garlic and weak tea. Awful. She forced herself to stop her nose from wrinkling in his face. But she needn't have bothered.

      He was already turning on his heel and walking out the door. But then he paused abruptly, looking back at Evie with a hand on the doorjamb. "I know you will follow the rules, Evangeline. If not for your loyalty to me, then for your fealty to the old and ailing Master, Patrick."

      That sneering smile stayed with Evie for hours after. The subtle threat stayed longer.
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        * * *

      

      The team usually met in the common room before the afternoon classes. This day was no different, except each of the girls had similar expressions of shock plastered on pale faces. Other Warriors milled around also waiting for the next class. The girls moved to an unoccupied end of the long dining table.

      "They got to you too?" Ash asked Evie as she sat down and dragged her chair closer. Eating was the last thing on her mind. Mainly because her mind was too busy processing her suspicions. Suspicions of what Marcellus wanted with the metal pieces. Suspicions of how he'd known she'd kept back some of the metal pieces. Suspicions of who would have told.

      "Yeah. They came crashing into my room and took whatever I hadn't handed to Marcellus during this past week." Evie's eyes narrowed as she studied the two other girls. Both looked equally shaken, but it could have been either one of them who had ratted her out. They were the only two people she had confided in. "It brings me to the question of how Marcellus had known I still had the pieces with me."

      Knowing she still had the disk tucked away in the fireplace hideout, Evie wasn't terribly angry about losing the other random junk. It was really the knowledge that she had been betrayed that stuck in her gut.

      "If you're trying to accuse us of something, Miss E, come right out and say it, okay?" Ash flashed her baby greens at Evie, tapping her foot while she waited for a response.

      "I'm not accusing anyone. I don't want to accuse anyone of anything. But I told only the two of you. Who else could have known about it?"

      "Kara knew too," Ling announced. "She came in while we were talking. Then she turned fast and went back out. But since she left, I thought that was that. Then she grabbed me in the corridor on the way to my room. She asked if we were also keeping stuff from Marcellus and confided she was too."

      Evie shook her head slowly, her lip twisting, the action both reproachful and regretful. Ling lifted her shoulders sadly. "C'mon, Evie, it's not my fault!"

      Evie, deep in thought, patted Ling's arm distractedly and said, "It doesn't matter, Ling. If Kara ratted us out, we'll just have to find out why."

      Evie wondered what Kara's reason would be to betray the team. Ling awkwardly embraced a worried Evie and said, "Don't stress, sister. I have a surprise for you."

      Evie raised her eyebrows at Ling and said a silent, thankful prayer for the presence of these two girls. Living a long life was only worthwhile if you had decent companions.

      Ling drew an object from her satchel and handed it to Evie. Wrapped in a soft scarf, the weight of the package felt decidedly familiar.

      "No, don't peek. Let's take it somewhere private before you let everyone see it. It's going to be a secret!" Ling grinned.
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      Back in Ling's room, which was closest to the common hall, the girls huddled on the bed and studied the disk which had been hidden within the folds of one of Ling's Pashminas. Only Heaven knew when Ling got the chance to wear things like scarves and gloves, but the girl loved them. Evie would rather have a new sword, and she knew Ash was eyeing a new set of those spinning spears she loved.

      Evie's fingers traced the markings and symbols on the disk. It was identical to the one hidden in her chimney except for one symbol which was more heavily outlined on this particular disk. It's possible that each disk had a particular meaning or signified one particular symbol on the disk. It would so help to know what the symbols meant, though.

      "Wow! That's beautiful. How come I wasn't lucky enough to find one of these?" Ash sighed dramatically.

      "So, what do you reckon I should do? Hand it over to Shortstuff before he attacks me for it?" asked Ling. Ash giggled.

      The memory of Marcellus on tippy-toes coming nose to nose with Evie earlier sent her into her own spasm of giggles. It didn't take long for her to sober up, though.

      As much as Evie wanted to offer to keep it with her, she wanted to ensure the girls had no reason to see her as anything but neutral regarding the disks. “I’d say hold onto it unless it's going to endanger you. We still need to figure out how Marcellus found out about us holding back in the first place. Did either of you have anything like this taken away?"

      Both girls said no. "I had this in the armory," Ling offered.

      "Well, put it back then, and let's find out what the deal is with Kara."

      The girls left Ling's room, hurrying first to the armory and then to their combat class.
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        * * *

      

      Master Marcellus loved to hold court. His daily briefings were held in the largest conference room, which overlooked the entire front garden of the estate. Each of the senior Warriors were seated around a conference table purported to be the largest on the eastern seaboard, carved from a single piece of ancient white oak. As magnificent as the table was, it couldn't hold a candle to the immense crystal chandelier that lit its meticulously polished surface.

      Someone should have to told Shortstuff that all this opulence will take some of the attention off of him, Evie thought. She was not in a magnanimous mood, especially not since the privacy of her room was in serious question. Both Ash and Ling were equally unimpressed.

      Patrick had always held his debriefs in his library at the end of the day with all the members gathered around him in a comfortable circle. He knew how to claim and keep the attention and the passion of the Nephilim who served the Irin. A motley crew, they had shared the desire to assist Patrick in his mission to help those in need. But now, that passion was waning. Marcellus ran the ship with a tight fist, and their love for the job was quickly fading.

      Evie had to force herself to pay attention. Daniel began to hand out folders to each member, puffed with his own importance. Done, he took up position at his Master's right hand, awaiting his next instruction. His subservient demeanor downplayed the hard intelligence that shone from his eyes when he thought nobody was watching. Evie didn't trust him for a second.

      Marcellus' voice broke through her thoughts. "Each of you now have your instructions and your targets. Any questions?"

      No responses from the table.

      "I am sure most of you need not be reminded, again, of my request regarding anything of a metal construct found on any of your marks. It is imperative that each and every item be returned to me immediately upon your return to base." Marcellus turned his head and looked straight at Evie. "There may be those among you who will question that instruction, but let me remind you of this. You serve the Brotherhood. Not the other way around."

      He panned the room with those clear grey eyes.

      Evie felt a wave of dissatisfaction ripple around the table. Marcellus' words were not going down well with the three teams present. Whether he knew it or not, the Grand Master of the Irin had just sown the seeds of rebellion, however miniscule.
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        * * *

      

      Filing out of the room with the rest of the team, Evie gripped the paper folder tightly. She was both keen on knowing who Marcellus needed her to kill, and looking forward to learning more about what he was up to. Perhaps a little demon interrogation might do the trick. But it still angered her that she worked for that madman.

      A voice beside her pulled her out of her thoughts. "What the hell was that all about?" Flash asked, his eyes matching his name. "That sucker's going from bad to worse."

      Evie was uncertain how to handle Flash's question. She had so many questions about Marcellus' intentions that she was beginning to be overly suspicious. To see spies in every friend and traitors around every corner.

      "Not sure, Flash. It seem pretty weird, this new take on our missions."

      "Yeah. Not sure how much more of this I can take." Flash's face was etched with fatigue, his eyes lined with red veins.

      "What you been up to? You look trashed." She frowned, studying his face a little closer.

      "Huh? Oh…Algeria today, the Pyrenees tomorrow, and the Sahara yesterday." His shoulders slumped. "Enough to make a man cry."

      Flash was another Nephilim whose strength and power was unquestioned within the Brotherhood. Clearly why they worked him so hard.

      "You really should slow down. You don't want to have those fabulous wings jam on you while you're thirty miles up in the sky."

      Flash smiled and shook his head, regret clear in his eyes. "Not much of a chance, girl. While I'm here, and while Shortstuff keeps on this metal foraging tack of his, there will be no rest for any of us. Especially not the ones he has already collared like dogs."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "Who do you think ratted you out?" Flash stared at Evie, forcing her to question herself. "Even if you don't want to know, its Kara. He's had her under his thumb for a while now. You might want to have a chat with her before she gets you in trouble big time."

      With a wink he tipped her a tiny salute and shuffled down the hall with the rest of the teams. Ash and Ling had given her some space while she and Flash were talking and were waiting just ahead. Ash raised her eyebrows and produced a silent wolf whistle. Ling just rolled her eyes and pulled her along down the hall. So Flash was a hottie. Evie wasn't interested.

      "You two make a smokin' couple." Ash smiled with a distinct matchmaker gleam.

      "Not interested," Evie answered, her thoughts still on Flash. Why would he give her Kara? Was he helping her or was he just getting her on a different track away from the real traitor—himself?

      "You're kidding, right? You keep playing hard to get, he's gonna take his Flash and sizzle elsewhere."

      "Ash, I keep telling you, he's not interested in me that way. And even if he was, I certainly am not. I don't have the time for a relationship. Besides, I have plenty of years ahead of me to dedicate to a love life."

      "Yeah, we know, your first priority is to find good old Gabe." Ash shook her head. "I feel sorry for you.... You do know you are probably chasing a ghost, right?"

      "I will find him."

      "Yeah... and you'll be looking for him for another few centuries before the trail starts getting warm."

      Evie nodded and met Ling's eyes. Ling raised an eyebrow in question and looked at her hand. Evie took note of the set of three thin acupuncture needles the other girl rolled between her forefinger and thumb. Ling would have at least seven ways to use those needles to incapacitate an opponent. And she wasn't against using it on Ash, especially when she got into one of her random lectures. Evie laughed and shook her head.

      Ash, distracted by the sound, looked from Ling to Evie and then to Ling's hand. She fell into a fit of tickled laughter. "Don't you even think about it, Ling! Gosh you two. I'm gonna have to keep one eye open when I sleep."

      "Only if you continue your little matchmaking plot." Evie waggled a warning finger at the still-giggling Ash.

      "Hhmmm! I'm so afraid." Ash turned around and walked down the passage, knocking her knees together as she went. She looked ridiculous. Evie and Ling fell into step behind her and laughed all the way to dinner.
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        * * *

      

      After the evening meal, the girls parted ways to prepare for the night's work. As of yet, Evie had not admitted to anyone on her team that she was in possession of one of the mysterious disks. She had been tempted to ask Ling to hand her disk over so she could hide it with its partner. But Ling was a possessive creature, and until Evie found out more about the true purpose of these disks, it would be best not to cause further friction within the team. Evie had gone looking for Kara, hoping to have a little chat with the other Nephilim, but oddly she'd been unable to find her. And strangely enough, Marcellus had not remarked on her absence, sent out a search party, or shown any concern about her unexplained absence from the grounds.

      Evie's file had informed her that she'd been assigned to a demon in the Bayou. She wrinkled her nose. She hated swamps, mosquitoes, and humidity. And tramping around in the thick of all three did not sound like fun. She supposed she could stop for beignets on the way back. Make herself feel a tiny bit better.

      The paper crinkled in her hand and Evie scanned the printout.

      Demon, second class. Name: Renfru. The printed sheet contained information as to his exact whereabouts and nothing else.

      Evie sighed. This was not good enough. These new orders were nothing like Patrick's missions. He'd sent them on aid missions. Not that they never had the odd assassination to perform, but they were first and foremost protectors of the people. Since Marcellus took over, the Warriors had become glorified killers, assassins, and Evie wanted it stopped.

      Her first port of call would be Patrick. He'd most likely be less inclined to advise her in any action against the new order, but at least he would be able to give her an opinion on the disks themselves.
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        * * *

      

      Her knock at Patrick's door was firm and loud. She hoped he'd hear her as she entered. Her eyes went straight for the bed and Evie's heart and hopes plunged. Patrick lay upon the white pillows, pale, and wrinkled and grayed. Corpselike. The thought sent Evie flying to his side. She gasped as she gripped his hand and still felt warmth, then berated herself for fearing the worst. She'd expected the icy cold fingers of death.

      Patrick's eyes cracked open and she felt her heartbeat slowly return to normal. She hesitated, guilt stabbing through her as she gazed at his frail form. He barely had the strength to open his eyes and here she was so ready to burden him with her worries.

      "I'm still here, Evangeline. No need to fret." Even his smile was weak and frail.

      She snorted. "Fret? Whatever makes you think I'd fret for you, old man?" She squeezed his hand and sent up a plethora of prayers.

      "What's the matter, child? I can feel the negative energy rolling off you," he asked as he moved himself upward to lean against the pillows piled against the headboard.

      Evie sat beside him on the bed. "I promised I wouldn't bother you with these concerns, but it's gotten so much worse today." She paused, unsure where to begin. "I asked you earlier about metal on the demons and what the Brotherhood may want with them."

      Patrick nodded.

      "Well then, what would Marcellus want with this?" As she posed the question, Evie drew the disk from her pocket. She turned the old man's hand over and laid the metal in the middle of his weathered palm.

      Patrick was silent as he stared at the disk. It was solid metal. Heavy. He lifted the ring to his eyes and studied it closely. He looked quite strange, squinting at the piece from various angles. He'd seemed to have drawn energy from somewhere because he was suddenly lively enough to ask for his pencil and paper. He lay the paper over the disk, then using the pencil, ran the edge over the ridges of the engravings, working slowly, meticulously, taking a copy of it. Somehow, the symbols appeared clearer on the penciled copy.

      "And?" Evie prodded.

      "And nothing," Patrick answered, his voice breaking harshly on the words. He paused to clear his throat. "I'm afraid I cannot help you. It's fascinating and beautiful. But I haven't the faintest idea of its origin or its purpose." He shrugged and laid the disk back into Evie's hand, closing her fingers over the warmed metal. For one fleeting second, she thought she saw his forehead scrunch with worry and fear.

      When she looked again his expression was clear and impassive. “It certainly doesn't look like much, but I'd take good care of it if I were you."

      Patrick's manner seemed unperturbed, and he fell into a solemn silence, looking off into the shadows of the far corner of the room.

      "Patrick," Evie called him softly, but she already knew he was off somewhere in his head, in that place he went where everything probably felt easier to deal with. She couldn't possibly begrudge him that. With a small sigh, she rose and left him there alone with his thoughts.

      At the door she took one last glance at the old man and left feeling unsettled but more sure than ever that Patrick knew more than he was telling.

      The disks were important and Patrick wasn't willing to help.
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      Because of Marcellus, Evie was now flying the thirteen hundred miles to New Orleans. At this height, all she could see of the millions of little lives far, far below her were constant, glimmering specks of light. The air was cool on her cheeks as she flew. Her wings were strong, muscles corded, energy flowing through bones and flesh until the heat of it reached the very tips of her feathers. It still amazed her, the power and strength of those twin appendages of flight.

      They allowed her to rise above humanity in a way that satisfied her deepest need. The need to distance herself from the sameness, the platitudes, the non-individuality of humans. Sure, human blood swam through her veins at this minute, but it seemed to Evie that her angelic blood often warred with and won over the lowly human DNA. She had certainly never consciously chosen a side; her angelic side seemed to win that internal tug-of-war all by itself. Until she’d learned more about humanity and seen the destruction they wrought on their own flesh and blood.

      Now as she flew, Evie succumbed to the peace and serenity of the darkness. The moon was a shameful sliver hanging low in the sky. Not enough light to reveal the Nephilim as she headed to the Mississippi bayou that hid her next mark. Even so, Evie always flew with a glamor, guarding her presence from inadvertent observation. The skies had grown busier in the last century, and she never knew when she'd come across a low-flying plane or be spotted by a satellite.

      Somewhere ahead, New Orleans lay on the horizon, hidden beneath the clouds, steeped in muggy, tepid air. Evie was here for Renfru—a particular demon in a prominent position in the hierarchy of Earth-side Demonica. Renfru. Just a name. Demons were blessed, no surname. Not that they would fit right into human society with such singular titles. Like all aliens living within the borders of the US, demons were forced to make the effort to obtain the necessary paperwork. From social security numbers and driver's licenses to credit cards and passports, they had everything covered to live the ordinary American life.

      Their only problem was if you knew how to look, you'd find them. Evie sniggered. She had the luxury only because she could see right through a demon's glamor, while her own Heaven-powered glamor was impenetrable even to a high-level demon. She could stand right next to one of the brutes without the slightest danger of being discovered. Again she revered her angelic nature.

      The Big Easy drew closer, reminding Evie of her mark's address. She hated swamps with a passion. Not that she was unable to stay dry. It was just the odor of wet sand and standing water, and the presence of so many alligators lurking below the deceptively calm waters. Evie didn't fear an alligator bite. But the possibility of being snapped at by rows of vicious teeth gave her the heebie-jeebies.

      Now above the swamps, she flew lower, hovering over the lonely, darkened wetlands. Somewhere within its murky depths lay the home of the next demon she was required to dispatch. She felt the now familiar jab of her conscience, daring her to question if what she was doing was the right thing. How much longer could she go on doing Marcellus' bidding?

      Evie pushed the thought out of her head and tried to concentrate on her assigned task. She just had the coordinates to work with, but they were enough. Her internal GPS tracking was faultless. Evie flew lower; the hushed whir of her wings doused her with longing. This was the only time she had to herself. The only time not under Marcellus' control.

      As she dropped gently from the sky, a fine layer of moisture bathed her heated skin. The evening still bore the remnants of a hot and sticky day, and even the atmosphere was unable to summon cool and refreshing condensation.

      Evie smiled. If Ash were here, she'd be fretting that the high humidity would destroy that pin-straight style she'd adopted recently. She passed over the city, her ears teased by the strains of grumbling cars and tooting horns. She headed a few miles out to Bayou Sauvage. The weak light of the moon threw the barest layer of gray illumination on the cypress swamp.

      Evie hovered over the skulking river, which travelled so slowly an observer could be excused for assuming it was just a pool of standing water. The surface was littered with moldy leaves, while jerky rustling hinted at the presence of a frog or two. The closer she drew, the more distinct the sound of the bayou night became. Cicadas and frogs threw a symphony of chirps and croaks across the darkened waters. She took a deep breath and tasted musty air.

      Along one of those incredibly tired tributaries, sat a dilapidated wooden house. Such a poor excuse for a home. It would better answer to the name of shack. Evie lowered herself over the building and landed on the aluminum roof with a grimace of distaste. She kept her glamor tightly woven around her as she tested the roof's ability to hold her weight. For all its ramshackle appearance, it was soundly built and the roof held strong beneath her. Evie tensed and retracted her wings, the flutter of it sending her hair into her eyes. She brushed it aside and dropped to her knees, hoping her keen ears would reveal any occupants.

      Nothing.

      Just the frogs and cicadas competing for attention.

      Evie leaped to the ground, landing softly on the balls of her feet. Without her wings she was unable to fly, but short drops were easy as she still retained an essence of anti-gravity. She didn't float, just dropped at a slower rate, allowing her to find her footing more easily. At the entrance of the shack, Evie surveyed the warped wood of the porch that sat lopsided at the front like a dislocated jaw.

      A sound traveled to Evie's wary ears. The splash of water. Regular, like a paddle breaking the surface of the river, a gentle waterfall of droplets, and then a slight plunk, only to repeat itself over and over again. The direction from which the sound originated was distorted, unclear as the dense air played with it before delivering it to Evie's ears. Evie sighed and sought cover despite her glamor. The moon had slipped behind a bank of clouds as black as the sky itself. It was now as dark as pitch. She'd have to wait for the intruder to arrive rather than have him plough straight into her in the pitch darkness. She could see clearly enough, but she'd rather not get caught unawares.

      The splashing stopped and silence lay upon the bayou, dense and thick as the muggy air. Evie waited, wishing she'd had company. Since Marcellus had taken charge, all the old procedures had flown out of the window. No longer did any of the Nephilim go out in pairs. Their jobs had become lonely, and far more lethal than she was comfortable with. Evie's last few kills had left her feeling confused and worried.

      Bushes rustled and moved aside as a dark figure entered the clearing in front of the shack. The figure strode forward, something large and heavy slung over one shoulder weighing him down slightly, injecting a slight roll in his gait. Evie watched him walk to the door, and shove it open with his free shoulder. She followed, careful not to make a sound. She stood at the open door and watched as he dumped the contents of the black bag onto a table that looked like it had seen better days—probably about a century ago. Evie peered around his arm, wanting to reassure herself that the contents of the bag was not some recently deceased wino providing Renfru with his main course for dinner. She was relieved when all she saw was groceries.

      He turned to the door then, as if he'd sensed her presence. His eyes searching the porch and the dark night beyond. Seeing nothing, he returned to his task.

      Now, Evie studied the man. Demon really, but he looked like a man. A glimmer of sorts sheathed his body as if he wore a clear plastic coating. Like a bubble of water, light refracted against its surface and all the colors of the rainbow glowed around him. Rather pretty if you didn't remind yourself that he was a demon who hailed from the fiery bowels of Hell. Evie concentrated and slipped past the shimmer of his glamor, to the real Renfru. She shivered a little. Boy was he ugly. Well, she'd have to consider this another practical lesson in demon appearance. Evie was hoping to avoid the dissection part of the lesson.

      Renfru's outer appearance was human and attractive. In reality, he had deep red skin the same shade as the blood in Evie's veins. His own blood, like all demons, was black, like oil, thick and slick. Deep grooves patterned Renfru's face, as if he'd been cut and scarred some time in his youth. Evie and the rest of her classmates were equally surprised to find that demons had similar childhoods and growth patterns to all the races of Nephilim. Patrick had called them the Black Ones, meaning the Black Nephilim. Ash and Ling were not impressed at being categorized with demons, but were they not all children of the angels anyway? The thought made Evie want to shudder but she controlled the urge and focused on the mark.

      A cupboard door slammed inside a dark corner of the shack. Renfru turned and walked straight at Evie. She spun around just in time to avoid being body-slammed by the marching demon. He headed outside, moving to the left of the house. A pile of firewood sat next to a fat log. A gleaming axe leaned against the log. Renfru returned seconds later with an armful of firewood. Before he could take a step toward the house, Evie pounced.

      A roundhouse kick to his torso had him lying flat on his back, surprise and fear clear on both his human and un-glamored faces. Firewood went flying in a dozen directions. In a smooth move, Evie grabbed the axe from beside the log and sped to Renfru before he could take one step away. She held it at his throat, at the same time slowly removing her glamor. Renfru's face tightened, surprised and shocked at seeing first a magically flying axe and then a girl appearing right in front of his face.

      "Don't move. Don't even blink," Evie whispered, her face an inch from his. "It's your lucky day, Ren. All I want to do is to talk."

      Renfru blinked at her in spite of Evie's instruction. She refrained from killing him for his error and listened to his thoughts. They came to her in erratic bursts. ‘Who is she? What does she want with me? Is it about the groceries?'

      Evie shook her head. "Get up and get inside." She moved off him and allowed him to rise and walk toward the house, all the while holding the blade to his neck. And she was not surprised when he charged away, despite the viciously sharp blade at his neck. She heard the thought before he moved- ‘Stupid bitch. I'll show her-'. Typical male, no matter the species. Always had something to prove. Especially when it came to being beat by a girl.

      Evie thrust upward on a surge of wings, flapping fast to avoid the sweep of the demon's blade-edged fingers. Stupid, she'd been so focused on Marcellus and his motives, she'd forgotten Renfru was a Ciaptus demon, whose fingers and toes were edged with razor-sharp blades, sufficient for self-defense and much easier to carry around than a sword or a pistol. The human glamor he'd used to cover his real demon self also hid those deadly fingers and equally deadly bare feet.

      Any slower and Evie would have had a neat set of five thin, deep cuts on both her legs. Now, just out of reach above Renfru, she was getting impatient.

      Renfru, on the other hand, stood, ten fingers raised in the air, as if deep within a strange trance, staring at her as she hovered above him. She heard him draw in a shocked breath, heard him say ‘Shit, she's a fucking angel'. Evie drew her blade from its sheath at her side and threw it. The blade shimmered through the air and landed on target, on the ground right between the demon's legs. She lowered herself down in front of him, confident he knew any attempt to attack her would not be easy.

      "We can do this the easy way, or the hard way. Your choice." As she spoke, her wings retracted and disappeared behind her.

      "Fine. What do you want?" he answered petulantly, though his eyes flashed and his thoughts were more in line with running for his life.

      Evie was happy to remain outside in spite of the moisture-laden air. The night was peaceful with only the cicadas and frogs for company. Somewhere nearby, the low snore of an alligator's bellow drifted to the pair who faced each other in the centre of the clearing.

      "Today you get a second lease on life, pal. Do you have anything metal on you?"

      "Huh?"

      "Look, I don't have time to play games. You need to listen closely—do you have any metal on you?" Evie repeated the words, slowly enunciating each syllable.

      "Yeah, course I do."

      "Hand it over."

      Renfru looked about to utter another "Huh" then thought better of it. He pulled a cord from his neck on which hung a strangely entwined snake which he flung in Evie's direction. Then he dragged his belt from the loops of his pants and threw it at her feet. Two heavy lead rings followed. All items were glamored and had lain on the real Renfru, invisible to any inquisitive eye. Anyone watching him now would think the sudden appearance of these items was some sort of magic trick.

      "Is that it?" Evie asked. Renfru hesitated. His eyes flicked to the stump of wood where she'd found the axe, his thoughts about something hidden and his hopes she wouldn't find it. Something he'd hidden in plain sight perhaps? "What else?"

      The demon shook his head. "Nothing else." He folded his arms, bulky muscles tightening as if that would convince her to believe him. Evie gave him one last disgusted glance and walked to the stump. She circled it for a moment, studying the footprints around it, the worn patches of grass and the smoothness of the sand in places where it had no business being so smooth.

      Then she walked over to the stump, placed her palms on one worn edge and pushed it over. She'd seen the alarm on his face when she'd studied it. Now, her instinct had paid off. Peering inside, she saw a package, wrapped in black cloth and placed in a hollow beneath the twining roots of the stump. She squatted beside the hollow and retrieving it, looking over at the now stricken demon.

      He moved his weight from one foot to the other as if contemplating running away again. His eyes flicked from the wrapped object within her hands to her face and back again, sweat beginning to bead his forehead. But she couldn't get a hold of any coherent thoughts. Seemed he was too terrified to think.

      Evie rose and walked back to Renfru. She eyed his face, now pinched with his mouth turned down at the corners. He looked like he was about to toss his cookies. Whatever this little package was, so safely hidden in the tree stump, must be quite important. The loss of his jewelry and belt certainly hadn't upset him this much.

      Evie weighed the object in her palm, and the familiarity of it made her stomach tighten. It weighed almost the same as the disk hidden in her fireplace back in Greylock. Just the thought made Evie grab the cloth and throw the folds of fabric open as fast as she could. At last she paused and drew in a breath at what lay tucked within the dark silk.

      Inside lay a twin of the disk she had hidden in her room. The same as the one Ling had tucked away in the armory. Evie's heart clenched. This had to mean something. And in that moment she made a decision and prayed that what she intended to do would not be revealed to Marcellus.

      Renfru scraped his foot on the sandy ground, bringing Evie back to the present. She noted the sick cast to Renfru's face as his eyes flitted between the disk and her face.

      "What is this?" she asked, keeping an eye on his face, his expression.

      "Nothing important." He turned his eyes away from Evie's face.

      "You expect me to believe that? When the look in your eyes tells me you're so sick with fear you might just throw up? What are you so afraid of?"

      "You have no idea what you're dealing with." Renfru's eyes shrunk with fear. They were set too close together anyway, and he ended up looking like a bright red meerkat.

      "Then why not tell me?" She stared at him, determined to get her answer. His shoulders bowed and she sensed him losing a little of his fight.

      "I can't. I don't have clearance." He wrung his hands together and paced a small spot. He was either plotting his escape or worrying about his fast-approaching death at the hands of his boss.

      "Clearance? I take it this trinket is pretty important Down Under?" Evie pointed to the ground.

      He didn't reply. Didn't seem to find it very funny.

      "Look, I was sent here to kill you. Do you understand that? That'd mean going back home, you know?" From what Evie had learned, most Earth-side Demons got the taste for living the Upside life and given the chance to return home, would run screaming to the nearest hills.

      "Do what you have to." He shrugged, but Evie was not convinced of his nonchalance, especially when his thoughts were fearful: ‘If you take that Seal, I'm dead anyway'

      "Seal? Is that what it's called?" Renfru's face filled with shock. He'd be wondering how she knew. But she didn't have time to waste. "Seal for what?"

      "Look, just kill me, okay? Better to die now than to wait for the boss to find out I let the Seal slip through my fingers."

      "What is this Seal for? What does it do?" Evie closed the distance between them. "Listen, Ren, someone wants these Seals badly enough to kill for it. That means you and all your demon buddies are in permanent danger until this guy finds all the Seals. So I could do with some help here."

      "Check with Baltazar. He has the authority to talk if he feels it's necessary."

      Evie's heart sank to her stomach on hearing Baltazar's name. She'd taken the Seal he'd had in his possession after she'd sent him back down to his maker. Seemed she'd just killed a potentially vital source.

      "Baltazar's dead," she said flatly.

      "What? How do I know you aren't lying... to get me to talk?"

      "Because I was the one who killed him. Yesterday." Guilt flooded her veins. Her instinct may have been right. Baltazar may not have been the right demon to terminate.

      "You killed Baltazar?" Disbelief fractured his glamor and now, the demon stood before her in all his gory glory. Looking as if he'd just lost his best friend.

      "Yes. He was my last target." Evie shrugged, trying to pretend it wasn't a big deal.

      ‘And I'm your next.' Renfru's eyes were round with fear.

      "That was before I found out there was something strange about these Seals."

      Ren's fear was palpable but he must have considered her words meant she wasn't going to kill him just yet. "You have Baltazar's Seal?" When Evie nodded, Renfru asked, "How many do you have already?"

      "Does it matter?"

      "Of course, it matters! What do you think you are playing with?" Renfru stared at Evie, outraged.

      "I don't know. That's why I'm asking you," she said patiently.

      "I can't tell you. And now that you've killed Baltazar, you're gonna have to speak to someone higher up than him." Renfru shook his head, his shoulders rounded as if bearing the weight of the world upon them. Evie raised her eyebrows to urge him on. "The only problem is the next guy up is the Boss."

      "How is that a problem?" Evie raised an eyebrow, staring the demon down.

      "Because he doesn't take uninvited guests lightly," he said. ‘Though in your case he might think twice before he kills you.' Renfru thought and managed a sneer.

      Evie smiled and said, "Trust me, I can handle him. I don't want trouble. All I need is information."

      "Fine. It's your head." Renfru smiled. Rows of yellow teeth peeked at Evie, pushing the demon higher up on what Ash would call "the ick list."

      "Look for Baa'ruk in the French Quarter."

      "Does he use his demon name then?" Renfru may have been trying to get her on the wrong track but she was paying attention.

      "Goes by the name of Lacroix, Barry Lacroix." Evie smiled at the play on the demon chieftain's real name.

      "Thanks." She turned to leave. Over her shoulder she said, "Oh, and you might want to move."

      "Why?" Renfru stepped toward her, hands in the air, indignant. Evie wished she could say it was a joke.

      "I was sent here to terminate you. I'm going to have to tell my boss you were gone when I got here. And when he does find out you're still alive, he'll send others to check and to complete the job. So for both your and my sake, you'd better clear out."

      Evie left with the music of Renfru's curses, both demon and English, trailing after her.
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      Evie followed Renfru's information on his Boss's nighttime haunts. Her own sense of smell would confirm his presence anyway, but it helped that she had a general starting point. Lafayette Square was dark, lit only by a few hesitant streetlamps along the main pathway. It didn't take long to pick up his scent. Higher-level demons had a stronger, viler odor than their lackeys.

      Evie also knew that scent meant power. He would not be an easy mark, so she followed with care, keeping an eye out on the path before her. The oaks dotting the park whispered at her as she passed. Perhaps there were secrets they wished to reveal, but Evie was not faery to understand the trees, so she left them to their whispering and walked on.

      Lacroix's scent led her through the trees until the statue of Henry Clay loomed above her. In the darkness, Henry was just a huge metal blob. In the shadow of the towering tribute, Evie paused, searching the gloom. Just before she reached St. Charles Avenue, she saw a flash of white, ghostlike in the edgy shadows. The specter turned and led Evie down the street. Soon the sounds of laughter and nightlife filtered onto the street and Evie found herself entering the French Quarter.

      By now she'd gotten a good look at her target. His human glamor was that of a blond, dreadlocked albino. And when Evie strained to look past that milky outside, she found herself surprised. Baa'ruk must have had a deep respect for his melanin-challenged condition, especially since his demon self was equally as blond as his human persona.

      Evie absorbed this experience as calmly as she could. A visit with an albino demon would be the hottest discussion topic in their Demonology class. But, right now she felt like a lamb trotting to the slaughter as Baa'ruk strode ahead, forcing her to follow him along Bourbon Street, then down a darkened alley.
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      Evie followed the trail which Baa'ruk laid for her. Head of the Earth-side demons for the Southern Zone meant he would have to be one wily fellow. And seeing as she hadn't had the forethought to request an audience, she could hardly expect anything other than an unpleasant welcome. Renfru had been kind enough to warn her that she wouldn't be getting the red-carpet treatment.

      He turned into a small courtyard dominated by a massive marble fountain. Evie followed warily. There were any number of places he could have hidden within the closed-off yard, and he could pounce on her at any moment. She edged into the courtyard, glamor still intact, and saw nothing. She moved farther inside, scanning the balconies overlooking the whispering fountain and seeking his thoughts with her mind. She was startled to find nothing. Seemed this demon was strong enough to block her.

      Interesting.

      When a strong, firm hand closed around her throat, Evie felt no fear. Even when the damned ugly demon came kissing-close to her face and bathed her with his fetid breath. This encounter was what she'd wanted. Although, maybe she hadn't wanted to end up in this particular position—held by the neck against a wall, a foot off the ground while her dead weight cut off the oxygen to her brain.

      The hand at her throat didn't allow her to defend herself. Or speak in her defense. So drastic action was required, or she would be dead before she got any information from her captor. Evie shut her eyes and concentrated. A fullness spread along her back. Her shoulder blades rose and pressed against the skin of her back as her wings poked through the glamored slits in her upper back. In an instant, both Evie and Baa'ruk were enveloped by a pair of shimmering white and silver wings. Foot-long feathers sent wisps of silvery white dust floating around them.

      She had hoped for a strong reaction. Perhaps the fear of God? Or maybe shocked, awed reverence.

      Certainly not an ear-shattering fit of sneezing.

      The head demon now stood, hands over his nose, mouth slightly open, eyes scrunched up in silent expectation of the next bout of ground-shaking sneezes. Little blades of grass peeking out from between the flagstones, shivered in the wake of his thunderous sneezes. Evie flapped her wings, which was unavoidable when folding them up behind her, and in a blink, both magnificent silver-tipped wings were gone.

      Of course, she felt bad that she'd now started another fit of sneezes with a second breeze of wing dust. And of course, the whole thing wasn't really that funny especially when she'd so recently almost met her maker. But Evie couldn't help it. The first giggle that escaped her was tentative, mild. The next second she was having a full-blown giggle-fest.

      At last, both sneezes and giggles faded into a calmer standoff, with Baa'ruk studying her with red, teary, amused eyes. His hand lay on the dagger at his belt, but the action now implied habit rather than threat. The red hue to his face, faded until his complexion returned to a natural milky colorlessness.

      Baa'ruk had lost control of his glamor during his sneeze-fit and for the second time in one evening, Evie saw what truly lay behind a demon's glamor. But this time, what she saw made her feel strange. She'd seen glimpses of his true self when she had tailed him through the city streets, caught snatches of the pure white skin and pale blonde hair. Now, face-to-face with him, she remained amazed. And still uncertain how to assess her reaction. She wasn't repulsed at all.

      Fascinated. That's what she was.

      She reached out again, teasing his mind, trying to find a crack or little opening in his defenses but he was blocked solid. She gritted her teeth, annoyed.

      In the background, the fountain trickled water from an upper bowl into a larger, lower one. The water would be tepid and unrefreshing, but the sound itself was cool.

      Baa'ruk smirked, studying her as she stared at him.

      "So, you got your eyeful. Satisfied?" A demon with self-esteem issues. Evie knew she'd need to tread carefully so she didn't take the bait.

      "Will you let me talk now or would you like to just kill me and get it over with?" She crossed her arms and waited, knowing she was making herself vulnerable. Not that she wouldn't be able to defend herself, no problem there. Just that she'd prefer not to get damaged in the process.

      Great. She was beginning to think like Ash.

      She waited. Baa'ruk was bent over again, one finger under his nose as if he could possibly stop the next sneeze before he uttered it. Evie felt alarm surge thorough her. What would happen if he stalled one of those tremendous sneezes? Wouldn't the pressure explode his brain? Evie wasn't keen on getting sprayed with demon blood and brain. His next sneeze rocked the walls and sent plaster dust floating to the ground.

      "You might as well talk and get out of here. I think I'm allergic to angels." He waved a hand at her to say what she wanted.

      "Nephilim, actually."

      Baa'ruk looked reasonably human again, although he shimmered now and then as if a breeze interfered with his glamor and shifted it a tiny bit, allowing her to see the creature within. Only one other thing stood out on Baa'ruk, more startling than his albinism. And perhaps because of his lack of color.

      A swirling inky tattoo on his neck, which undulated on his skin like a living thing. It was some sort of script, so similar to the writing inscribed on the Seals that Evie shivered.

      He raised a single eyebrow. "Nephilim. Angel. Whatever. You are the one responsible for killing so many of my people. I should actually kill you here and now on principle."

      Evie stepped forward a single pace. Unseen feathers flapped around them and an equally invisible breeze blew silvery dust around them.

      "Okay, okay, I see your point." He conceded, raised his hands in defense, and stepped back. "What is it you want?"

      "What I don't want is to keep killing demons." That got Baa'ruk's attention easily enough. "What? Did you think I was here to eliminate you?"

      "That's what you usually do with my kind." He shrugged, as if he didn't care, but his eyes were on her face, intent, watchful.

      "Not because I want to. And not anymore." Evie scowled. The memory of the Irin Master's treachery still tore at her gut. He'd been using them. Why, she had yet to figure out. But it still pissed her off. "I need some information about a set of Seals inscribed with an unknown script. Funny enough, that script is remarkably similar to the writing on your neck." Evie stepped forward and inspected the demon's tattoo closely. The writing moved of its own accord just beneath his pearl-white skin. Creepy.

      "The Seals." Baa'ruk's voice was a hushed and reverent whisper. He was oblivious to her inspection of his tattoos. But his words brought her back to the reason she was here.

      "These Seals—what exactly are they?" Evie asked, her nose still inches away from Baa'ruk's neck.

      "I can't tell you that." He was shaking his head. As if the very thought of revealing the purpose of the Seals would cause him to burst into a thousand hell-bound flames.

      "You know, if you don't tell me, then more of your boys will bite it. It won't be me. But I don't have any control of it any more than the rest of my team." Evie frowned as she straightened and shook her head, still digesting the reality of the Irin Master's betrayal. She shuddered. Didn't much like the thought she had been his pawn over the last months.

      She could still feel the weight of the Seal in her hand even though it was safely tucked away.

      "Why do you want the Seals?" the demon asked.

      "I don't want them, Barry. Someone else does, and I want to know why. And I want to stop him from getting them. Those Seals have cost too many lives. Demon and ethereal."

      Baa'ruk glared, affronted at Evie's use of his human name. "I still don't think I can tell you just because you say you want to know."

      "Fine, then. Someone I know already has four of your little rocks." Evie picked a number from the air and didn't add that she had two counting Renfru's, and Ling had one. "You can deal with them when they come visit for the rest of the Seals." She turned to leave.

      "Wait." Baa'ruk took a small step toward her and stopped. "Who is it? Who wants the Seals?"

      "First—what are they for?" Evie folded her arms, her eyes remaining on him, hard as obsidian.

      He threw her a resigned glare. "They belong to Hades." He shook his head. "I can't believe I am actually telling you this, especially since you're the killer that's been offing my guys. But it was suspicious that only the Seal-Bearers were being eliminated."

      "Seal-Bearers? So were they guarding the Seals?" Baa'ruk nodded. "How many Seal-Bearers are there?"

      "Twelve, including me. There is only one whose identity I don't know." The demon studied Evie, the half-dreamy expression said he was remembering the majesty of her wings. "The Seals were protected. They cannot fall into the wrong hands. Way too powerful mojo."

      "I had no idea there was a larger purpose until today." Evie could still feel the tingle of the disk in her fingers. "They sing, or have some sort of energy?"

      It was that statement that shocked the demon more than even her wings had.

      "You heard it sing?" At Evie's nod, he continued, "There are twelve Seals in total. Eleven Seals was charged to an Earth-side demon to protect until the Millennium of Service was over."

      "Millennium of Service?" Evie was intrigued.

      Baa'ruk scowled. "If you want me to tell you, then quit the chatter. Ask your questions later if you must." After one last glare, he said, "All twelve Seals are needed to mark the coming of the next Hades."

      Evie opened her mouth to ask another question, then clamped it shut when Baa'ruk threw her a warning glare.

      "The Seals of Hades form the gateway to the Underworld. Every millennium the Underworld becomes unstable. The balance of the Mother is shifted, and the Underworld falls into Chaos. New blood must complete the Rite of Passage, to assume the Throne of Hades for the next millennium. Hades must be good. Hades must be fair to rule the Underworld with heart and balance and justice. The Seals are hidden across the world, charged to the care of soldiers of the Underworld. The Seal-Bearers will guard the Seals with their lives, defend it to their deaths, for the Seals must not be possessed by evil."

      Evie thought that was a bit of a contradiction, considering Hell is supposed to be essentially evil anyway.

      "So only a good guy can be the King of the Underworld. That is so wrong!" Evie laughed. Then belatedly remembered she was supposed to shut up while the demon told his tale.

      A look in Baa'ruk's direction revealed he was in fact finished talking.

      "What about the twelfth Seal-bearer?" Evie asked.

      The demon chief shook his head. "No idea. And it's probably safer that way."

      Evie frowned and studied Baa'ruk's face, then decided he wasn't lying. "Okay, so what happens if a bad guy gets the Seals and become the next Hades?"

      "Er...the shit hits the fan. Armageddon. End of Days. Put it any way you want but it's very, very bad news."

      "What's the big deal?"

      "The big deal, Nephilim, is the King of the Underworld controls the natural geology of the Earth. Volcanoes, earthquakes, tectonic plate activity." Baa'ruk raised his eyebrows. "You get the picture?"

      Evie suppressed a shudder. "Okay, that is a big deal. So I get the job of making sure all the Seals are safe from the bad guy."

      "Do you know who this guy is?" Suddenly Baa'ruk seemed very interested.

      "I think I do, and now it's pretty clear why he's been having those awful tantrums when certain items never made it to him. It's like he knew when the demons were dead and when they got away." Evie frowned, talking more to herself than the demon, thinking back to each kill and Marcellus' urgent reaction to her kill confirmations.

      "It's possible that he has the Tablet," Baa'ruk added, nodding almost to himself.

      "Tablet?" Evie frowned.

      "An ancient parchment with the names of every Earth-side demon inked into it. Each time a demon is killed, the name disappears from the list." The expression on his face said he was not happy revealing that little tidbit either.

      "Like a GPS for demon-kind?" Evie asked.

      Baa'ruk grunted, not appreciating her humor. "Kinda. Specifically, for the Seal-bearers actually."

      This was a lot to take in. Evie felt a bit shell-shocked. Now it sounded very much like Marcellus had every intention of finding all the Seals and claiming the position of King of the Underworld. Evie gritted her teeth. She'd known he'd been bad news all along. This just confirmed it.

      "How do we stop him?" She looked at the albino demon, wondering if just maybe she could trust him.

      "Make sure he doesn't get all the Seals." The demon studied Evie, a thoughtful lien to his features. "Tell me, were you sent to kill me?"

      "No. I was sent by Renfru. He directed me to you. I told him to scram. Someone will come for him, especially now that you say the Tablet will tell the bad guys he's still alive." Renfru's boss grunted. "Cut him some slack. He refused to give me any information until I told him I'd killed Baltazar."

      "You killed Baltazar?" Baa'ruk's eyes were wide with shock, and oddly enough, sorrow.

      "Yes. He was my last target before Renfru. I was just doing my job, but something felt wrong about it." Guilt raised its head again.

      "Probably the fact that Baltazar wouldn't have killed you before at least getting some answers from you." Baa'ruk's words were accusing as his blue veins pulsed beneath the white, almost translucent skin of his neck and face. His fists were clenched so hard the knucklebones were almost visible. It seemed poor Baltazar was going to be sorely missed. Now Evie felt worse than when she had actually killed him.

      "I am truly sorry." Evie couldn't believe she was actually apologizing to Satan's spawn, but she had no choice. And he didn't seem to be very spawn-like either. Everything seemed to be happening around her, forcing her to act with the minimum of control. "If I'd known—"

      The demon cut her off. "You need to collect all the Seals and take them back to Hades."

      "Huh? You mean I need to take the Seals to the Underworld? Hell no!"

      "Very funny." Baa'ruk rebuked her but smiled. At least he had a sense of humor. "It's the only way, unless you give them all to me."

      "Now why would I do that?"

      "I'll take it to Hades for you," he said with a smile.

      "Sorry, but somehow I don't believe that. How do I know you won't take the Seals and make yourself the new King of the Underworld?"

      "You don't. Nephilim, you cannot trust anyone. Not for this." Baa'ruk grabbed Evie by the shoulders and shook her. "Don't trust anybody. Once word gets out that so many of the Seal-Bearers are dead, every demon and his cousin will be looking for the Seals."

      He moved a step back and reached inside his shirt, pulling out a thick lead chain. On its end hung another Seal. He tugged at it, breaking the links and freeing the Seal. "Take it," he said as he placed it in Evie's hands. "Take it and leave. Don't tell anyone that you have any of the Seals with you. Trust no one."

      He squeezed her hands and looked deep into her eyes. Then he turned and began to walk away. He would have disappeared into the hot, humid New Orleans night. If she hadn't remembered something vital.

      "Hey, Barry?"

      He turned and gave her a questioning stare.

      "I'll need a map then."

      Baa'ruk stared at her, confusion knitting his colorless brow.

      "Er...how do I get there? The Underworld?" She raised her eyebrow at him.

      "Oh, yes. Right." Baa'ruk entered the courtyard again and led Evie to a white wooden door, the first of four identical doors on the ground floor of the building.

      Darkness closed in on them within the room, but the demon didn't seem to care. Perhaps he had some power to see in the dark like the Nephilim. Another reminder that they may have more in common than was comfortable to consider. Rummaging in a drawer near the door, he retrieved a fountain pen and a serviette marked with a smudge of something red. Evie hoped it was ketchup.

      When he handed her the napkin, she was surprised to see a cellphone number scrawled in a penmanship which belonged in the middle of the eighteenth century.

      "Call me when you're ready. I'll fetch you. You will need to be ready in time to make it to the entrance by dawn. There is a window open at dusk and at dawn, only twice a day, so if you miss it, you will need to wait the day."

      "Why are you doing this?" She studied his face, searching for a clue as to the reason why he was ready to help her when she'd killed so many of his people. She twisted the napkin in her hand and stared at his face.

      "There's something about you that tells me you are the right one to protect the Seals. You and I still have a few scores to settle for my friends, but that can keep until the Seals are returned. We've hidden them long enough, and if someone out there is so desperate to find the Seals that they are now killing off the Seal-Bearers, then there is something going on here that's way bigger than just you and me." Baa'ruk walked to Evie and stared her straight in her eyes. "If you are the one, then you will succeed. Good luck. I shall await your call."

      He walked Evie out into the courtyard where she left him standing, looking slightly forlorn, bereft of his friends and now his precious Seal.

      Evie rose in a magnificent flourish of wings and angel dust, ensuring she kept a safe distance from the demon. He inclined his head in an elegant, gracious nod and watched her as she hovered over the courtyard.

      Then Evie turned and made for the estate.
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      Back home from the bayou, Evie's head throbbed with a multitude of emotions. Confusion, concern, and suspicion warred within her. But all her thoughts ended up in one place. Why would Marcellus want the Seals of Hades? Did he really want to be Hades? And was that even possible or was the albino demon just messing with her head?

      Evie was certain of only one thing—it was now imperative that she ensured the Master of the Irin did not get his grubby hands on all the Seals. Even if she hid a few of them from him, it would ensure he would be unable to perform the ceremony to transform himself into the new Hades.

      She had to assume that was his goal and plan accordingly.
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        * * *

      

      Knocking at Ling's door, Evie waited impatiently for her friend to open up. Ash answered and shoved it wider for Evie to enter. Ling sat on the bed, which was the only thing in the room that hadn't been turned upside down. The entire room looked much like a tornado had blazed through it. Tables and chairs were on their sides, cushions from the couch were upended and the stuffing ripped from them.

      "What happened?" But Evie figured the question was moot.

      "Marcellus and his army of looters, that's what. It must have happened while I was out." Ling was shaking her head, her face pale, but the skin at the corners of her eyes was tight. Ling appeared shaken but also angry.

      Ash was just as upset. All color had drained from her cheeks so that she looked much like one of the white marble Apsara statues which graced numerous temple walls around India.

      "Well, it's a good thing you didn't keep it here then," Evie said with a soft sigh. It was clear from the events of the last day that the Seals were the object of Marcellus' raids.

      Ling nodded, rather more vehemently than she had intended, but the movement appeared to relax her. "You can say that again." Then she paused and gave Evie an odd look. "I don't know why, but I went to the armory and brought it with me." She patted her side, revealing the outline of a small bag which she'd strapped to her waist under her shirt.

      Evie sighed. "That's good." The soft mattress gave as she sat beside Ling. She felt a bit awkward. It may not be prudent to try to comfort Ling, who had always professed to being anything but an emotional basket case. "Maybe you should keep it on you at all times."

      "What if they search her?" Ash asked.

      "Do you think they would dare?" Ling stood, her eyes flitting anxiously between the other two girls, hoping they'd both laugh off the possibility of a body search.

      But Evie couldn't deny that Marcellus seemed to be getting more desperate. They could hardly rule out the possibility. "Maybe you should find a good hiding place for it. When you find out what it is, you won't be so keen to keep it too close to your body anyway."

      "What is it?" Ling stared at Evie and frowned.

      Evie hesitated.

      "Look, Eves, you'd better tell me right this minute or so help me I might knock you out with the damned thing." Ling's grip tightened on the Seal, but Evie knew she didn't mean what she said.

      "Okay, okay. Threats to my person will get you everything." Evie waved her hands in resignation. "Okay, so these disks are called Seals."

      "Seals for what?" Ash butted in. "What are they for?"

      "They are actually called The Seals of Hades."

      The silence in the room was a palpable and shocked thing. Evie placed a finger beneath Ling's chin and lifted it slowly until the other girl's gaping mouth was closed.

      "You'll start catching flies soon."

      Ling clicked her tongue in annoyance. "What the hell are The Seals of Hades? It had better not be what I think it is."

      "Trust me, it probably is."
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        * * *

      

      Evie brought the two shocked Nephilim up to speed on the Seals, their purpose, the Seal-Bearers and Baa'ruk's offer to help them.

      "What we need is to make sure we have all the Seals and then you can call Barry." Ling confirmed what the other two girls were thinking.

      "How do we find the rest of the Seals?" Ash asked, frowning and glaring at the Seal in Ling's grasp as if it were a coiled viper ready to strike.

      "Marcellus might have them considering he's been sending us to every corner of the world for them. If he does, they may be hidden somewhere in his office." Evie voiced the plan, knowing the other two girls would not like it at all.

      As they argued, Evie rose and began to pile the goose-down stuffing back into the cushions of Ling's couch. She plumped the cushions up and pressed them back into the base of the seat. Two of the gold brocade cushions sported angry slashes on their once-beautiful surface. Evie walked around the room, keeping her hands busy, righting lamps and resetting drawers. There was nothing to be done for the curtains, so she dragged them off broken rods, which were now lying beneath the sill in a crumpled heap. She surveyed the damage, trying to tamp down her rising rage.

      "Well, when you're done, my boots need polishing," remarked Ling.

      Evie smiled and returned to the girls. "Sorry, I think better when I'm moving. So did you come up with a better plan?"

      "Obviously not!" Ash snapped. "So how do we do this, then?"

      "It has to be late. We have to make sure he won't be around. We can use our glamor but it's not a hundred percent. Who knows if he's using anti-glamor magic to ensure we don't break the rules." Evie wouldn't be surprised if he was using dark magic considering the company he kept. She looked at her two friends’ faces, both strained and pale. "So you guys in? Time to back out is now."

      The two girls nodded, then shook their heads in unison.

      Ash and Evie rose to leave, when Ling said, "Hey, hold on."

      Evie turned.

      "Take this thing. I want none of it." She tossed it to Evie as if it were seeping deadly poison into her veins.

      Evie reached out and caught it, already tensing her muscles for its weight. She tucked it beneath her clothes and left with Ash, leaving Ling to stare at the shambles of her room in dismay.
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      Evie, Ling and Ash approached Marcellus' office in the dead of night. In his arrogance, Marcellus had omitted to alarm his office. Perhaps he'd assumed that his lackey Daniel would live within the walls of the room. Perhaps it was his intense sense of self-importance that allowed him to assume that nobody within the Irin would dare to trespass on his property.

      And maybe that would have been the case in the past. But for Evie and her friends, everything changed the day Marcellus crashed into their rooms and violated their privacy.

      "Are you sure he doesn't have an alarm or something?" Ash hissed into Evie's ear. Her friend's hot breath and the disturbance were both equally annoying. Rubbing her ear, she glared at Ash.

      "Shush. What's the point in whispering when it's loud enough for the whole East Wing to hear you?"

      Ash remained unaffected by the scolding merely glaring back at Evie and raising her eyebrows in further annoyance. "You convinced us this was a good idea. What if we get caught?"

      "Ash, if you want to go back, now's your chance. Once we're inside, that's it." Evie looked over at Ling, who leaned against the wall on the other side of the large glass doors. She nodded silently, and Evie smiled and nodded at her, comforted by her friend's support. Now if only Ash would grow some guts. "Make up your mind, Ashika. We can't stand on this balcony forever."

      Ash threw Evie a smoldering stare, tossed her braid over her shoulder, and thrust her shoulders back. "Fine. I'll shut up now."

      Evie grinned and edged toward the doors. Both were closed, and the drapes were drawn. No light flickered from within but lack of it would pose no problem for any of the Nephilim. Evie pressed the handle and pulled the door open with infinite care.

      Nobody breathed.

      Each girl expected some sort of alarm to blare and to be surrounded by Marcellus' thugs.

      Nothing happened.

      The trio exchanged glances and relaxed.

      Evie looked at each of her friends and made a masking motion over her face with her hand. They needed to glamor up. Once inside the glamor would protect them from being seen by any human who might enter the room. Evie hoped they would not be treated with any such intrusion.

      Ready, the girls slid into the room, and plastered themselves against the doors behind the thick, dusty, velvet curtains. Evie parted the drapes and scanned the room.

      Empty.

      They slipped into the room, careful not to open the drapes too wide. Once inside, the girls began their search. All the Nephilim had a feline night-vision—only sharper, clearer. Drawers opened in silence and papers were ruffled as they worked. They edged around the room, methodically searching every drawer, nook and cranny.

      At last, they met in the center of the room and stared at each other in frustration and disappointment. Evie hung her head, upset with herself as well for endangering her friends. Ash grabbed her arm and shook it, pointing at the door the balcony, mouthing the words "Let's go."

      Evie was about to agree when she stiffened with shock and snapped her head back down to look at the floor. Beneath their feet was a round rug, an intricate tapestry woven into it. The images of nine rings were woven within the fabric. Nine, not eight but close enough, A coincidence? Evie shivered. Nine rings. Had it been here right beneath their feet all along, masked by the fading threads?

      Slowly the girls stepped off the carpet, and Evie shoved it aside with her foot. Beneath the carpet, nothing struck them as out of the ordinary—just long panels of oak flooring. Evie pressed the floorboards with her foot, testing the wood for any area that felt different to her weight. The slight squeak of the floorboard announced a loose board, and Evie dropped to her knees. She grasped her knife from its scabbard and slipped its slim blade into the space between two loose boards. A little upward leverage popped the board out to reveal a dark, musty space filled with numerous wrapped objects.

      Evie understood the need to wrap them. They had the tendency to sing a loud musical song if they came into contact with anything hard. Evie could only imagine the noise they would make if two of those Seals touched each other. All three girls quickly sifted through the dark pile. They didn't have the time or the luxury of opening each parcel and confirming it as a Seal. It didn't take long before the space was almost empty. Three packages were much smaller and she felt certain they were not Seals, but she grabbed them anyway. For them to be hidden away with the Seals meant Marcellus believed they were important.

      Ling placed the floorboard back, tucking it into place in utter silence. Evie toed the rug into place turning it so it sat in the same direction she'd first noticed it. No sense in alerting Marcellus or Daniel that something was different.

      No sooner had the rug returned to its original position did the sound of a key in the door's lock reverberate through the room as loud as a gunshot. Hands weighed down with their tiny burdens, the girls scrambled back behind the curtain and out the door. Evie shut it as quietly as she could, using her elbow to depress the handle. They tucked the packages into every available pocket, raced for the balustrade and leaped over, no time to check for the Night Guard. A millisecond later three sets of wings were brandished in a muffled puff of feathers and feather dust. The girls flew west, around the building, remaining below the third floor. Probably Daniel entering the room at this late hour, but Evie preferred not to be the one to find out.
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        * * *

      

      Back in Evie's room, they tipped the contents of each package onto the bed. In total Marcellus had managed to accumulate seven Seals—four large and three smaller ones. Along with Evie's three and Ling's one, they had a total of eleven Seals-eight large and three small. Evie frowned.

      "That's strange. The seals have nine emblems engraved on the surface with each seal having a different emblem engraved much larger than the others. But we have eleven in total." She moved them around on the bed until eight sat in a perfect circle. But there were nine on Marcellus' carpet, the patterns of which were an echo of the engravings on the Seals themselves. Were they missing a Seal?

      Three smaller disks—merely large fat coins—were left. None of these disks had engravings which matched the other eight. One pair bore the engraving of an eye and a hand. The last one had three heads inscribed into it. The first head faced left, the middle one looked straight ahead and the third faced to the right.

      "How odd." Ling was the first to remark on the three Seals' strangeness.

      Evie sat on the bed and moved her hand to push aside her knife only to find the scabbard light . . . and empty.

      "Shit. Shit . . . ." Evie swore and stamped her foot. "Idiot. Stupid, foolish idiot."

      The other two girls stared at Evie in confusion.

      "What?" Evie barely heard Ling's questions, so engrossed was she in her self-recrimination. "Evie, shut up."

      Evie groaned. "My knife... ]I must have left it on the floor when I levered the floorboard open. Damn it. It must have been right at my feet and we probably threw the rug over it. Damn. Whoever entered the room when we left is going to see it soon enough. I have to go back for it."

      "Are you crazy?" Ash stood up and grabbed Evie by both arms. "That's suicide. If you get caught, Marcellus will have the right to banish you, or worse."

      "I have to at least try to get it back. If anyone finds it, I'll be in deep trouble anyway. I can't believe I was so stupid. I never set my knife down, ever."

      "You were preoccupied. We all were." Ling tried to reassure Evie. "Look, you do need to get it back. What do we do with these Seals in the meantime?"

      Evie's eyes fell on the bed, which now seemed weighed down by the gleaming Seals.

      "Leave them, I'll find a place to stash them." Evie's first thoughts were of the warning issued by Baa'ruk. He'd been so insistent, so urgent that fear trilled through her at the very thought of anyone finding out that they were now in possession of all the Seals.

      But while Evie spoke, Ling's eyes remained trained on the Seals, almost entranced. Ash and Evie both looked at each other. Ash moved toward Ling, linking arms with her friend and dragging her to the door. "C'mon. We'd better head off to bed and get some rest. If we pitch up to morning classes looking like we've been partying hard all night, someone will get super suspicious as soon as Marcellus finds he's been robbed."

      Ling nodded and walked out. Ash's eyes were lined with worry as she closed the door behind her.

      Evie wasted no time in re-wrapping each Seal and taking the packages to the chimney. She felt for the space and tested the bricks on either side of the little cavity. Only one was slightly loose. After a few minutes of gently jimmying the brick, it finally dropped out, a shower of brick dust raining down on the wood arranged below. Evie packed the Seals in tightly, thankful they fit well enough not to threaten to fall out of their hidey-hole. She was tempted to keep the three smaller coins with her but thought better of it.

      Evie reached for her phone, sending a quick text to tell Baa'ruk she was ready. Seconds later she got a response, confirming their meeting at three thirty. She raced back to the Master's office. Evie had wasted enough time stashing the Seals. For all she knew, Daniel and Marcellus had discovered the robbery and were both going berserk.
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      Evie hurried back to Marcellus' office, using the same route they'd used to get in earlier. On the balcony, she listened at the glass, straining to catch even the faintest sounds. She heard nothing.

      She threw a cloak of glamor over her, and cracked open the door, hoping to slide in quickly. Footsteps drew close to the curtain and Evie held her breath, shutting the door as quietly as possible. She plastered herself against the wall. Someone walked to the curtain and thrust the two drapes aside, reaching for the handle and shoving open the door.

      Marcellus stepped out onto the balcony and walked to the edge, looking left and right furtively. He was looking for something or someone.

      Evie's heart clenched.

      Did he know the Seals were gone?

      If not, what could he be looking for?

      Evie shook away the paranoia and used the opportunity to enter the room while the curtain flapped from the disturbance. Keeping to the wall beside the balcony door, Evie scanned the floor near the rug, desperation making her stomach roll with nausea.

      There. Under Marcellus' desk, the knife lay gleaming.

      A silent, shiny threat to Evie's very life.

      One of them must have kicked it in their hurry to leave. A step forward and she had to halt in her tracks as Marcellus bustled into the office and pulled the door shut behind him. Evie's heart sank when he withdrew a key from his pocket and locked the door.

      Damn.

      Now her escape route was officially out of service. First things first. Evie had to retrieve the dagger, then think about how she was going to escape from the room. Marcellus went to his desk and seated himself, a cunning, cold smile wrapped around his face. He opened a large, ancient tome and began to read, making notes as he went.

      Evie moved forward an inch at a time, taking pains to avoid the rug, which hid the now empty hole in the floor. She managed to stay off the squeaky floorboard beneath the round rug.

      Then her foot came down on another loose board and the wood squealed like a pig, the sound loud and coarse in the silent room. Marcellus' head snapped up. He looked straight at Evie, and it creeped her out. She had to reassure herself that he couldn't see her. The glamor was strong.

      Calm down.

      As he rose, she took a few steps forward toward his desk and the dagger.

      She'd been paying attention to her distance to the dagger, and when the floorboard creaked again behind her, she turned in slowest of motion. To come nose-to-nose with Marcellus.

      He can't see you. Calm down.

      "Who's there?" Marcellus voice now held a hint of steel.

      Evie didn't answer.

      She had enough potential troubles. Now she held her breath. If she breathed on him, he'd know he had company. The warmth of her breath would be clue enough that someone was with him in the room. He seemed to sense Evie as he scanned the room and came back to the spot in front of him. Only when he stepped forward again did Evie realized he was standing on the spot of the creaking board. Evie stood a foot away from her dagger.

      Almost there. Patience.

      Marcellus stood in silence. Listening. Waiting. Evie stayed still right in front of him.

      He tested the board a few times, then eventually returned to his desk, having tired of his vigil at the squeaky board. Evie took that opportunity to grab the blade and slip it silently back into the scabbard at her side.

      Now to find another way out of the room.

      Evie's breaths came in short silent puffs as she watched Marcellus at his desk. He looked up intermittently, scanning the room then returning to his reading. He'd have to have been dead not to feel Evie's eyes on him. The large room felt the size of a toilet stall, and Evie clamped down on spasms deep within her lungs. Hyperventilating now would be a very bad thing. He couldn't see her. That was enough.

      She had made her way to about ten steps away from the door so far. Each step was agonizing, muscles tightening and cramping as she took one slow-motion step at a time. Ball to heel, ball to heel, slowly does it. Thankfully, no more floorboards creaked as she made progress to the door. Never mind what she would need to do once she got to the door. Evie concentrated on getting there first.

      Worry about the hard stuff later.

      She turned to check on Marcellus. And stared straight into his eyes. His face was inches from hers. In fact, he was so close her chest would have touched his if he moved the tiniest step forward. She would have gasped in shock if he hadn't put a hand out. She took a few steps back, her heart thudding. Like a blind man searching for an impediment, he reached into the air in front of him, fingers outstretched and skeletal.

      He swiped wide and missed Evie's face by a finger’s breadth. The added shock of his hand moving toward her cut off any sound from her throat. She ducked slowly, dropping into a crouch, careful not to make any fast movements which would disturb the air in any way. The guy must have some amazing senses to still be bugged by Evie's invisible presence in the room. He stood there, hands now on his hips, scanned the air, a frown marring his pale forehead.

      "What are you doing staring into space?" Daniel's voice rang out. Marcellus and Evie turned to Daniel, who stood in the open doorway, surprise and curiosity filling his face. Evie, from her position at ankle level, was hidden from the doorway by a bank of filing cabinets. She craned her head to watch Marcellus—just in case he decided to trample her to death.

      "Just daydreaming." Marcellus covered his gaffe.

      "There are better things to do with your time, don't you think?" Daniel said coldly. But Evie was puzzled. His voice lacked any of his usual kowtowing deference to Marcellus. In fact, the table seemed strangely reversed with Marcellus the one affecting the respectful tone.

      How very interesting.

      But Evie could waste no time contemplating their strange behavior. With the door wide open, she saw her opportunity for freedom right in front of her. She moved, silent as a cat, rounding the wooden cabinets and heading for the door still in a crouch. As luck would have it, Daniel decided at that particular second to join Marcellus where he stood still contemplating the empty air in front of his face.

      Evie was forced to dive out of Daniel's way to avoid a collision with him. She missed him by an inch, overcompensated and almost tipped herself onto the floor. Thankfully, she was close to the floor and placed a supporting hand on the carpet. Daniel turned and seemed to lock eyes with Evie, whose heart thundered with fear.

      Can he see me? No, silly, He can't. No human can see a Nephilim in glamor. Calm down.

      A closer look and it was clear he couldn't see her. His eyes were slightly unfocussed, as if he was looking at something behind Evie.

      "It is done." Marcellus' voice broke their concentration and Daniel's attention was redirected to the Master. Evie took the opportunity to hightail it out of the room. Once outside she paused and waited.

      What was done?

      "Good. Did you make it look natural?" Evie imagined Marcellus nodding in the silence that followed. "At last that particular obstacle has been removed. Now we can get on with it."

      "We just need the rest of the Seals—" The door slammed shut, cutting off the rest of the conversation. The room must have been soundproofed as Evie was unable to hear what they were saying no matter how close she thrust her ear to the door.

      Frustrated, she backed away. At least she had the Seals and they'd soon get the surprise of their lives when they discover they now needed eleven Seals.

      She hurried to see Patrick. What would he say about her discoveries? She hoped he wouldn't be too disappointed in her.
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      Evie ached for some kind of release from her confusion. Yesterday, Patrick had refused to acknowledge anything was wrong even though she had seen his face, seen the disk had been of grave concern to him. But he'd remained so calm about it.

      What could possibly be his reason for not helping her find out more about Marcellus and his plans for the Brotherhood? He was ill, but she'd never known Patrick to back down from a challenge. And now that she had the Seals in her possession, all she wanted was for Patrick to tell her she'd done the right thing. But what if he thought it was a bad idea?

      Not that she could return the Seals anyway.

      She'd slowed her pace on the way to speak to him. Would it be too late to talk to him? But it was just on three in the morning and her rendezvous with Barry was not far off. Patrick's immortality had not lessened the requirements of the human body, he still needed sleep and food like any normal person. As did Evie and the other Nephilim.

      Unlike angels, their humanity demanded they care for their fragile bodies. If their bodies gave out, they had no option to find another one. Although most Nephilim were long-lived, it was a common misconception that nothing could kill them.

      Evie tapped her knuckles on the door, but the knock sounded flat as the door swung open with the pressure. Why was Patrick's room door left open? He valued his privacy, especially now that he was so frail. He rarely accepted visits from the students either.

      Alarm lifted the hairs on the back of her neck.

      She pushed the door open with her toe as her hand went to her side to retrieve her blade, glad she had taken the time to retrieve the weapon. Evie stepped quietly into the room, pulling her glamor over her to conceal her presence. In case an intruder still lurked within Patrick's room, she'd be able to catch them in the act.

      She wasn't sure what she expected to see, but when her eyes fell on Patrick she knew what she had sensed even before she'd entered the room.

      An icy cold filtered through Evie as she stepped toward the bed, fingers of grief closing slowly around her heart.

      Death's pallor had touched the room throughout Patrick's convalescence, but tonight it hung thick and suffocating within the room. Fingers of moonlight snaked across the room and stopped at the foot of the bed as if afraid to reach any farther, leaving the hideous four-poster in murky shadows.

      Even before she reached his bedside, Evie knew the hand she touched would be cold and lifeless. Her fingers grazed his knuckles. Ice bled into her blood. She gulped down a grief-ridden sob. Cold seeped into her body as if the simplest touch of Patrick's flesh soaked up the iciness of his skin, progressing through her limbs and turning her blood to shards of ice.

      She turned her attention to the room then, eyes hot, vengeance brimming in her soul. Evie searched every nook and cranny, even inside the closets. Lastly, she opened the glass doors and checked the length of the balcony. Only after she was certain there was nobody in the room did she slumped down beside her father, teacher, and friend.

      This time he didn't sneak a peek at her through half-shut eyes. Didn't smile that benevolent smile he reserved for only her.

      Tears burned her throat and ran unchecked down Evie's cheeks. Though she made no sound as she sobbed, Evie was screaming inside. The terrible, wailing, heart-wrenching scream of familial loss and despair.
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      Evie sat next to Patrick's body in the silence and the shadows. She felt the bleak cold of the encroaching morning seep into her. The icy touch of Patrick's hand within hers seeped all the way to her heart. Although his health had been steadily getting worse, Evie had never allowed herself to contemplate what she would do when his illness finally conquered him.

      She stared at his face through a sheen of tears. He didn't have anything to tell her after all. No advice, no reprimands. And worst of all, no goodbyes.

      At last, when her fingers were cramped and as cold as Patrick's, and when her shoulders began to burn, she moved. Evie laid Patrick's hands on his chest and smoothed the covers around him. His eyes were closed. He'd always joked about the coins. Always kept the two confederate silver coins in his bedside drawer just in case.

      He'd laughed about it and so had Evie. Now they would come in handy.

      Although it had been bandied about as a joke, Evie suspected that Patrick really did believe in the tradition. He would want her to place the coins on his eyes—his payment to Charon.

      She leaned over, pulled open the drawer and rifled around for the silver pieces. Coins in hand, she nudged the drawer closed and turned to place them on Patrick's eyelids when she stiffened with shock. The rubbing of the Seal was gone. Patrick had taken the copy on the piece of fine paper, folded it carefully and placed it on the table beside his water glass. Now it was nowhere to be seen.

      Something glinted on the floor between the table and the bed. Evie fell to her knees and peered closer. Patrick's crystal water glass now lay on the floor, half hidden by the bed-covers. Puzzled, she gripped the lip with two fingers and dragged it toward her. Sitting back, she turned the glass around in her hand and hissed with pain. She withdrew her hand sharply as blood welled from the edge of her fingers. The shattered lip had sliced into two of Evie's fingers leaving her with a pair of deep, jagged cuts.

      She rose and rifled through Patrick's closet for a handkerchief, quickly wrapping it around the cuts. She pressed down hard to stem the flow of blood, then sat on the bed to contemplate the discovery of the broken glass.

      What had happened to cause him to drop the glass with such force that the crystal would shatter at the lip? Had it fallen from Patrick's hand, it would have fallen heavy-bottom side down. Naturally the bottom of the glass would have been damaged, not the lip.

      Further searching and Evie came up empty. No sign of the rubbing and no further clues about the broken glass. She'd searched a second time, more for reassurance than thoroughness. She hoped to find the chipped piece of crystal. That at least would have given her a clue as to how the glass had broken. She stood at the foot of the bed, staring at Patrick's unmoving body, feeling hopeless and helpless. Everyone had said Patrick was coming to the natural end of his life. And here—

      Evie gasped.

      Did you make it look natural?

      She'd heard that phrase not so long ago. Not long ago, Daniel had asked Marcellus if he'd made "something" look natural. Could they have had something to do with Patrick's death?

      Evie's gut spasmed, and her instinct screamed. She'd known all along Marcellus was instrumental in Patrick's illness. This just confirmed it. But what could she possibly do about it? It wasn't as if she could bang their door down and have them thrown in jail for murder. Here in the Brotherhood, Marcellus was judge, jury, and executioner.

      The room faded into darkness. A cloud hid the weak moon on the horizon and took away the bare light. Evie stood still in the darkness and made a decision.

      She could do nothing here. But she could make sure the bastard never sets his eyes on the Seals.

      There had been a niggling doubt about whether she was doing the right thing taking the Seals but now, sitting on Patrick's bed, beside his cold corpse, she was sure. Baa'ruk would be waiting to take her to the entrance to Hades.

      She was now the Guardian of the Seals of Hades. And she had to protect them with her life.

      Patrick would approve. She had to believe he would approve. Had to believe he would give her his blessing. Before the cloud-cover receded, Evie left the room, leaving the door ajar as she'd found it.

      She had a demon waiting.

      She had work to do and now there was no reason to wait.
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        * * *

      

      Back in her room, Evie retrieved the Seals from their hiding place and stuffed them into her backpack, taking extra care to ensure that each disk was well wrapped. The last thing she wanted was to have the Seals knock against each other and announce to the world that she had the dreaded things in her possession.

      The room lay silent behind her. Empty. Her eyes filled with tears. For Patrick. For herself. For everything she was likely to lose. Friends. Her purpose with the Irin.

      Evie felt like she was saying good-bye. It wasn't as if she was leaving for good, though. She just had no idea what was in store for her. Maybe they wouldn't find the entrance, or maybe she wouldn't need to cross the River. Maybe she could return the Seals to Hades and come home, and everything would be okay. For now, she had to get a move on.

      But what if Barry didn't come?

      Pull yourself together. He'll be there, and all this will be over soon.

      Evie's laugh was silent and bitter. When it was all over she'd be back under Marcellus' thumb and back to normal. Back to being without Patrick and to watching Marcellus control the Warriors. But there was no turning back now. Best to get out before Daniel and the Master find they were missing their Seals.

      Not to mention missing a Nephilim.

      There'd be hell to pay and Evie intended to be as far away from the fireworks as possible. She shut the door and tiptoed past the other rooms. Ling and Ash would be asleep and snoring their way to dawn. The temptation to rouse them from their beds and take them with her was almost overwhelming. She would have loved the company. But she conceded it was safer to leave her friends at home. She'd never be able to live with herself if anything happened to them. They would have been just as eager as she was to take this journey, especially since it meant thumbing a nose at Marcellus.

      But Evie had to do this herself. By killing Patrick, Marcellus had taken this beyond the line. Marcellus had attacked her family and for Nephilim, vengeance overpowered all else.

      This was her fight.

      Return the Seals, come back, and hold Marcellus and Daniel accountable for the death of her family.

      Slipping out through the darkened kitchen, Evie watched for the guards. A dark, imposing figure tramped past and Evie held her breath until he disappeared around the far corner of the building. With the coast clear she scrambled through the herb garden and fruit trees which grew all the way to the back end of the estate. The pungent scent of thyme, rosemary, and chives assaulted her nostrils as her jogging feet broke leaves and released the aromas to the silent morning air.

      Every few seconds she paused behind a tree trunk, listening for footsteps. Expecting any minute to hear the crashing of booted feet on the soft ground—Marcellus' mob in pursuit of the Seal thief.

      The grounds were large, taking her at least fifteen minutes to make her way to the electric fence that wrapped around the Irin land. At the fence Evie thrust out her wings in a flash of feathers and flew over. It was more of a winged leap rather than a short flight and she landed on the other side in a swoosh of retracting wings.

      A deep, soft cough echoed among a copse a few feet in front of Evie. The bushes rustled and blond dreads poked through the branches. Relief cooled Evie's heated brow.

      "Hi," she whispered and crouched down beside him. She kept her personal space clear around her, still slightly unnerved with Barry the albino demon, secretly relieved that he'd actually kept his word.

      "Hi. You're in the clear." He nodded at the darkened estate. "Nobody followed you. We'd better get going."

      Evie took one last forlorn look at her home, before Baa'ruk led her to the other side of the copse. Hidden beneath a fall of branches and dead leaves, was a sleek, black motorcycle.

      Evie's eyebrows shot up into her hairline. "What in Heaven's name are you doing with a Ducati?" She was in awe.

      "Heaven had nothing to do with it." Baa'ruk smiled at her and tossed a shiny black helmet at her. "We have to make a living while Earth-side. And the boss prefers we stay away from illegal stuff. I'm a mechanic."

      Evie's fingers stuck to the helmet in hands suddenly slick with sweat. There was only one bike. How do you ride any motorcycle without holding onto the driver? She suppressed the urge to shudder, grateful for the darkness which cloaked her prejudice.

      "We'd better get going." Baa'ruk tossed a booted, leather-clad leg over the bike and sat, waiting for Evie to hop on behind him.

      "How come you just don't disapparate there?" she asked. Anything else besides this.

      "Because within the Underworld, all forms of magic which do not belong to Hades have no power."

      "Oh," was all Evie could manage while intensely aware of the demon's thickset body right in front of her. The machine roared to life and jerked forward. Evie—with no choice left—clung to Baa'ruk's padded jacket, thankful for its thickness. She gripped the fabric instead of hugging his torso to hold on.

      With the helmet snug around her head, she was unable to ask where exactly they were going. The bike implied it would be nearby. Well, nearby for someone who could easily traverse the length of the US in one night. She considered the very possible option of flying Baa'ruk to the location. But she was stumped again. Flying meant she'd have to hold on to the demon, hold him far too close for her liking.

      She'd rather make out with Flash than be that close to a demon.

      Evie smiled, slightly ashamed. Flash was a good guy, nothing wrong with him in the make-out department, either. She was being unfair to bring him into the equation. And although she was far from interested in Flash as a canoodling partner, he would be a fairly nicely packaged, good-looking option.

      She concentrated on holding on.

      Holding on meant getting away. For now, Evie just wanted to be as far away from Greylock as possible when the disappearance of the Seals was discovered.
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      Baa'ruk the demon rider sped into the Appalachians. The only sound on the quiet morning road was the voluptuous roar of the engine. They hung a right and sped into the foothills. Soon they were surrounded by trees and greenery, a good place to hide especially since the sun would soon make its appearance over the horizon. Evie scanned the clear skies. It was going to be a glorious day.

      As the bike sped away from Greylock, taking Evie farther away from her dead mentor, she thought her pain would get easier. But grief still twisted its knife deep into Evie's heart. Would someone have found Patrick by now? Probably Castor. Evie could almost hear Castor's keening cry. Her heart ached for him. Another thing they would both share.

      Now they would both be alone again.

      And hour later Barry slowed, turning off the road into a stand of trees. He parked the bike out of sight of the road and said, "Let's have something to eat. It's been one helluva morning."

      Evie was amazed that the demon had the forethought to pack a bag of food for the trip. Amazing that he had been so thoughtful. More amazing that she herself had totally forgotten her own stomach. Food had been the last thing on Evie's mind.

      Barry's stale beignets filled the emptiness in her stomach, taking away the gnawing hunger, but leaving behind a queasiness that made Evie wonder if she would be able to keep the food down. She flailed about for something to think about other than Patrick, and Castor's lonely grief.

      "You coming with me?" she asked Baa'ruk as she tidied away the remnants and crumbs, throwing her paper cups into a nearby trashcan.

      "What? Are you kidding? Not to Hades—no way!" The demon laughed, his pale eyes crinkled and white teeth glittered in the weak dawn light. He had no need for his glamor this morning. Had shed it in totality.

      "Why not? Don't you want to visit home? Or do you Earth-side demons have a no-return policy?" she jibed.

      "Don't you know anything about the Underworld?" he asked in disbelief.

      "Why would I be an expert on the Underworld? I have no interest in Hell as a vacation spot, thanks much!" Her lips twisted wryly.

      "Hades, the Underworld, is the world of the dead. The shades. The spirits. The accursed. Demons live in Hell. We are very much alive in case you haven't noticed, that is until you kill us...."

      Baa'ruk smiled, taking the edge off the accusation. Nevertheless, it did hurt. Her whole Warrior life had been based on the tenet of "shoot now ask questions later." The problem was she was a crack shot. None ever survived long enough to answer any questions.

      "We are children of the darkness, not of the dead."

      "Yeah, I know. You are children of the Angels just like me." She laughed drily, unable to keep the distaste from her voice.

      "Laugh all you want. It's the truth. You think appearances make you what you are?" Evie blushed, ashamed that she sounded like a superficial airhead. "A good few of us were Earth-side for centuries, guarding the Seals."

      "Why not just hide them someplace together?"

      "Because together, the Seals generate a power. Like a beacon. Certain interested parties have the tools to find them. That's why we need to keep moving and get you to the entrance fast." Baa'ruk had kept one eye on the road through the entire conversation.

      "Fine with me. The sooner I hand them over to his Lordship, the sooner I can get back home to my life." Evie dusted her hands on her butt and pulled her helmet back on, fastening the buckle under her chin. This time, when she jumped on behind Baa'ruk, she forgot that she should have been totally grossed out at being so close to a demon.
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      The Ducati purred, then grumbled to a stop. Evie tugged off the helmet and ran her fingers through her hair as she slid off the motorcycle. They were standing at the base of a mountain in the middle of the Appalachians. Rocks spilled down it as if a giant's kid had tossed their marbles onto the side of the mountain, letting them fall haphazardly to the ground.

      Baa'ruk began to walk up the incline and Evie followed. She considered hovering, giving her wings a turn. Then thought better of it. The last time she'd shucked her wings out in the vicinity of her demon companion, he'd gone into a sneezing fit. A demon engrossed in a fit of sneezes would be of no real use to her. Better not to incapacitate her guide.

      They had climbed a few yards up the hill when Baa'ruk stopped. Evie stopped short of walking right into his back. She peered over his shoulder. The dark mouth of a cave beckoned, set into the rock face so strategically that unless you knew where to find it, you would pass it by a hundred times without seeing it.

      "You can't see it from the ground at all." Evie huffed, only slightly out of breath from the climb.

      "No. You can't see it at all unless you know what you're looking for. It's glamored as well." Evie wasn't surprised. It didn't hurt to take precautions. Besides, she didn't think Hades would appreciate unsuspecting hikers tumbling down into his world uninvited.

      As much as she herself was uninvited, she came to Hades bearing gifts. Though he may not want the Seals back, at least he'd know what to do with them.

      "Okay, so once I get through the cave, where am I going?" Evie felt her heart rate spike now that the time to descend into the bowels of the Earth was finally at hand.

      "A small river will lead you out of the cave and will take you to the Styx. The underground river beneath this cave feeds the Styx."

      "Still not coming?" Evie tried one last time, smiling at Baa'ruk. He shook his head. "So will you be in deep crap with your boss?"

      "The boss will understand once I explain what happened." He nodded, clearly trying to convince himself with his words. Evie hoped he would be okay. One stray thought ran through her mind. What if this was just a huge plot to kidnap a Nephilim? And she would have walked right into it.

      Evie shook her head and her doubts dissipated.

      "Oh, before I forget. Could you get a message to someone for me?" When Baa'ruk nodded she asked him to let Castor know where she was going and why. She hated the thought of him worrying about her. The demon chieftain seemed happy to help her and Evie smiled at him, still finding it strange that she couldn't put Barry in a neat little box called ‘Evil murderous hell-born creature'. Somewhere along the way he'd become a person to her. How strange.

      Evie blinked and brought herself to the present. She held out her hand and said, "Thanks, Barry. For everything." The demon took it, giving it a brisk, embarrassed shake.

      "Off you go now, and remember what I said. And be careful. Don't talk to the shades and don't stop to help anyone. Get to Charon and cross the river. Eat nothing, drink nothing, and stay out of the water. And be safe." Baa'ruk's spiel came to a sudden stop as if he'd run out of gas.

      "Thanks." Evie set off with a wave at the pale demon who stood at the mouth of the cave like a ghost, shimmering like a mirage. He had a strange look on his face, a mix of worry and pride, a father sending his kid off to war or something. Evie shook her head. She must have been seeing things.

      In the bright morning light, it was easy to ignore the stark truth. Evie was about to descend into the depths of the Underworld. Back home, in her room, this reality had been a mere possibility.

      Now she stood at the threshold, literally and figuratively.

      The cave mouth yawned ahead of her. The entrance, the size of the average doorway, was carved out of the rock. Closer inspection made it clear that the job was not natural. Too neat, the edges too smooth. In reality, the cave was a tunnel just high enough to accommodate Evie's height and probably wide enough to allow the robust Baa'ruk to pass.

      Evie called her angel-light instinctively. It flickered for a moment then faded, plunging the tunnel back into suffocating darkness. Evie groaned.

      No magic allowed in Hades.

      Then she grinned. Fortunately, she had come prepared. She pulled her bag from her shoulder and rummaged inside until her fingers touched the rubber casing of her flashlight. It had never been used, always there just in case.

      Now the bright light glowed ahead of her, sufficient to guide her slowly along the tunnel as it gradually widened into a cave. The walls soon grew slick with moisture and the air dense and thick. The floor of the tunnel took on a steady downward slope.

      Evie walked for a long time without any change in her surroundings. The floor still sloped down. Only her ears felt the pressure of the descent as they began to pop. After what seemed like a couple hours of walking, the track leveled off and opened into a wider cave than the one she'd entered through.

      Water trickled somewhere in the cavern and Evie looked around, seeking the source of the eerily disembodied sound. At her left, a thin stream fell over a rocky outcrop, tumbling into a small pond. From the pond, the water cut a path in the rock and snaked out of the cave along the wall. Evie followed it, her boot-heels echoing on the hard stone as she walked. The stream meandered into a dull light at the cave's entrance.

      Outside again, Evie shaded her eyes automatically. She needn't have bothered. The light was not from any kind of sun. The sky above was dark, strangely similar to the average Earth-side night sky.

      Just no stars.

      And although the sky was dark, and no moon shone its light upon Evie, a dull light glowed and lit the narrow exit of the cave. It also threw stark light onto the barren valley below.
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      Evie tucked the flashlight back into her bag and picked her way carefully down the hillside. Barry's words echoed in her ears as she stumbled down the rocky embankment. The slope spilled down the rugged bank to a valley split in two by the formidable River Styx. The stream originating in the cave now ran alongside Evie, bubbling cheerfully, clearly not understanding it was making its way down to the river of the dead.

      The landscape was a curious combination of black waters, red shale, and iron-gray rocks. At the horizon, gray and murky blue hinted at an impending dawn.

      What kind of dawn would it be without the sun?

      Evie suppressed a shiver. She was alone down here and had to be super careful. One wrong move and she'd never see her friends again, let alone another real sunrise.

      The path proved precipitous and Evie slowed down to a shuffle as she made her way to the valley below. It was slow going and she paused. From her position, the panoramic view should have been breathtaking.

      But the river ran morosely by, almost black and insidious, like a slimy black viper, slithering along the valley floor. Evie would not have been surprised to learn the blood of the dead gave the river its dismal hue.

      The entire valley lay barren. No plants, no bushes. Just trees which may have died centuries ago and now stood waving bare, gray-brown arms, an air of solitude and menace so incongruous yet so appropriate.

      Desolation weighed her down, slowed her steps. An inexplicable foreboding shriveled her tongue to a sandpaper crisp. The barren land was frigid. No breeze blew, no sun warmed the rocks and stones carpeting the valley. Evie's thigh muscles clenched.

      A silent urge to turn and run.

      To leave this place. Perhaps someone else would sort this whole mess out and she could go back to her normal life. But Marcellus' words echoed in her head.

      It is done.

      Her gut twisted. Patrick was dead and Marcellus had orchestrated it. What else did he have in store for the followers of the Brotherhood? And more importantly, what would he do if he were in possession of the Seals? Marcellus would not make a good ruler of the Underworld. Barry's eloquent statement was more than enough confirmation.

      Hades must be a good guy.

      Momentum and Evie's feet pulled her down the slope until she was standing and staring at the river running thick and dark past her. The depths of the water swirled with color. Here and there splotches of brown, white, and gray slid past as fast as the river could take them. It took precious minutes for Evie to accept the strange shapes were bodies. Eyes staring, mouths screaming in silence, they floated by, arms raised forever—pleading for release from their own endless death. A pale hand broke the surface of the water with a splash. A wizened, ancient face followed the hand which grabbed onto the bank with bitter, gnarled fingers.

      "Help me! Help me please!" Those eyes glistened, and even though Evie knew he'd just risen from the water, she was convinced they were filled with tears.

      The water stank. Of putrid flesh and death. Despite the stench, the odor of decay and rot attracted not a single fly.

      Drawn to his pleas, she leaned forward. Her fingers reached out to grasp the man's hand and pull him free from the imprisoning water.

      The loud caw of a raven snapped her back to reality and she fell back, aware again of her surroundings. A surge of despair swept over her. How easily she'd been entranced by the man's pleas. How easily she had lost her sense of self-preservation.

      Evie steeled her mind and heart against the cries and forced herself to walk along the bank, away from the pleading man and toward a small stone outcropping pretending to be a pier. She stood silently, watching as the man floated past, pulled roughly by the strength of the current. In the distance, a tiny boat rocked on the waves. If this was the Ferryman, he certainly wasn't blessed with an impressive craft. Evie shaded her eyes against the bleak light and squinted at the floating speck. He was headed to the other shore, perhaps just now ferrying another soul to the Underworld.

      Around her, the keening of the lost souls trapped within the waters of the Styx rose and fell like a song in the distance, distorted by the wind. Pale hands broke the surface every now and then accompanied by a sad wail, which rose to a crescendo and then fell to silence. Only to begin again.

      Endless. Futile.

      Creatures desperate for release.

      Evie's heart clenched each time the sounds grew louder. She gritted her teeth and fought her every instinct, reminding herself every second that the Seals were the most important thing, here and now. Nothing else mattered.

      A voice spoke nearby. Familiar and endearing. Another trick? Another shade testing her with Patrick's voice? Evie squeezed her eyes shut, refusing to turn around.

      "It is me, my child. Do not be afraid." Patrick spoke from close behind her. She turned. Her heart knocked against her ribs. He was standing right in front of her, a benevolent smile across his face. He held out a hand and Evie reached for it. But she hesitated.

      Was she walking right into danger? This could be another trick. But her heart called to her and she placed her hand within his. His fingers felt strange, soft but in a vague way, as if she touched him in a dream.

      He was there, but not there.

      "What's happening? Why are you here so quickly? I thought the dead would only come to the river when they are buried and ready for the crossing?" Evie's heart jumped into her throat. What had Marcellus done?

      "Time moves slower in the Underworld, child. This is now the third day after my death and the second since my burial."

      "You've been here for a whole day? Why have you not crossed over yet?"

      "I am stuck on this side of the river, Evangeline." His words were soft and gentle.

      "Why? What's wrong?"

      "I do not have the payment for my passage." Patrick looked at Evie, a knowing smile on his endearing face.

      Evie stilled with shock. She'd had the silver coins in her hand when she'd been distracted by the broken glass.

      "Oh no. I'm so sorry. I was going to place them on your eyes...I'm sure I..." Evie patted her pockets and retrieved the two coins from her back pocket. She placed the coins in Patrick's open palm. "It's not too late, is it?"

      "No, no. It's not too late. I just need the coins to pay my friend Charon."

      Evie laughed. Trust Patrick to make friends with the man who ferries the dead across the Styx. "You have been busy, I see." Once the words were out, she remembered it was her own fault he was stuck on this side of the river longer than was necessary. "I'm really sorry. I shouldn't have forgotten the coins."

      "It doesn't matter now, child. I have the payment for my passage. And you had good reason to forget."

      "You know?"

      Patrick nodded. His spirit would have lingered for a while in the room after his demise. He would have witnessed her most intimate moments of grief and strangely, she didn't feel uncomfortable or exposed. The memory of her discovery of his body brought Evie back to the cause of his death.

      "It was Marcellus, wasn't it?" Evie asked as anger spurted out with the words.

      Patrick smiled.

      "How?"

      "Does it matter now?" He turned and stared out over the water.

      "Yes, it matters. Why do you think I'm here?" Evie touched his arm, turning his attention back to her.

      "I'm not sure.... I'm a little fuzzy on the specifics."

      "It's the Seals he's after."

      "The Seals of Hades?" Patrick's attention was focused again. He seemed to be having trouble concentrating on the conversation.

      "Why didn't you tell me what they were?" Evie regarded Patrick, her face filled with disappointment. He had not trusted her enough.

      "I didn't mean to put you in harm's way. I wanted to—" Patrick said softly before she cut him off.

      "We were in danger as soon as Marcellus began to send us on the new missions," she said, eyebrows curved in accusation.

      He laid a comforting hand on her arm. She ached for his arms to enfold her in a bear-hug like he used to do when she was little. He'd tended her scrapes and taught her the intricacies of life. This was the last time she would ever have a conversation with him, the last time he would provide much-needed advice.

      "If I'd known his intention was to find the Seals and take the throne of the Underworld, I would have done everything possible to stop him."

      "Precisely my point. You would have gone barreling in without thinking. You think with your heart, Evangeline. You must now learn to use this." Patrick tapped Evie at her temple.

      "I could have done with some guidance," Evie grumbled.

      "Tell me how you got here," Patrick said, sadness deepening the creases at the corners of his eyes as he ignored her petulance.

      "I found a Seal. So did Ling. After Marcellus raided our rooms, we suspected something was up. My next assignment, Renfru, was a high-level demon. I managed to persuade him to give me his Seal and he led me to Baa'ruk."

      "The Demon Overlord?" Patrick's eyebrows rose.

      Evie nodded. "Barry filled me in on the finer points of the twelve Seals. There was no way I could allow Marcellus to attain such a powerful position."

      While they were talking, Charon had made his way back from the other side of the river. Up close the boat was no longer just a plain wooden craft, but a vessel large enough to hold fifty men seated five across. The oars, twice as long as Charon's height, were hitched along the edge of the boat. Charon moored the craft and waited in silence.

      Patrick squeezed Evie's hand in a last farewell and moved silently to the boat. He handed a coin to Charon who twirled it between his fingers then bit down hard on the silver. Satisfied, he motioned for Patrick to climb on board.

      "Why did you give him only one coin, Patrick?" Evie had noticed Patrick held onto the second coin.

      "Charon requires payment of one coin only. The second is for the trip back. If you ever get to leave." Patrick smiled at Evie and winked. The coin glinted in his hand.

      "Wait. I need to cross too."

      Charon stared at Evie, then motioned for her to step aboard. One step into the craft and Evie knew it wouldn't work. The boat rocked, straining against her weight. Why would her weight be enough to tip over such a large vessel?

      "I will return for you." Charon's voice came out flat and unemotional.

      Evie looked at Patrick with raised eyebrows. "The dead weigh almost nothing, Evie. The living are still as solid here in Hades as they are Earth-side."

      "I guess I'll wait then." She shrugged, hiding her disappointment behind a smile.

      Charon tipped Evie a small bow and pushed off. The slow slap of the oars against the water brought tears to her eyes. Patrick faced his destination, firmly choosing his fate. Evie settled down to wait for the Ferryman.

      Now alone, she was at the mercy of the cries of the dead calling for her help. Soon, Evie's eyes filled with tears, this time none were for Patrick. Her body tensed and muscles hardened so much they were almost cramping. Something brushed Evie's shoulder and she whirled around, her heart thumping against her breastbone.

      A young boy, hair a tousled blond mat, looked up at her, resignation deepening the lines of his young face. Evie steeled herself, trying not to permit the child's earnest face to bend her will. His voice was faint and garbled, as if he spoke into a gusting wind which grabbed his words and flung them to the ether. He held his hand out, palms outstretched, begging her for something. She couldn't hear what he called out, what he pleaded for. She was eager to step away from those bleak gray eyes, and the outstretched hand, which she imagined would grasp at her any second.

      Her heart thudded in her chest, driving her to free herself. Behind her, white and silver wings smacked the air, snapped into place and lifted her off the ground. Magic may not work within the realms of the Underworld, but Evie's wings were not magic, they were part of her, life and soul.

      Evie flew to a large rock, safe from the shades who would traverse the waters of the Styx for eternity. Evie's grasp of classic Greek mythology was fairly good. These were the wraiths of the wicked and the cursed. The souls of those who died an unworthy death or who took their own lives. The gods were a jealous lot. They guarded the gift of life, punishing those who spurned such a precious boon by casting the souls of those unworthy to the waters of the River of the Dead.

      But there were holes in the theories. And no mention of the Seals had ever been made, either in the textbooks or by the teachers. Charon's name had been tossed to the students, but no one was told how to pay the Ferryman without money, just that those without the coin were cursed to walk the shore for a hundred years.

      Evie's satchel hung tight around her neck and torso. She ached to put it down but was too afraid of losing the precious seals. She was sure they'd now left a bunch of bruises on her hip. Patrick had paid Charon with one silver coin and kept the other with him. He'd joked about needing it for his return journey. Evie had first thought he wasn't making sense but now it was clear. A journey into Hades means two crossings, one into Hades, and one to return home provided you entered alive.

      Two crossings meant two coins. Evie ripped the satchel open and felt for the three smaller disks she'd tucked into a small side pocket. She spread them on her lap and studied each one. There were one set and a single coin. The pair bore the engravings of a boat, oars on its face, and coins on the flip side. How had she not made the connection?

      The lone coin, with the three faces, had engravings of loaves of bread on its back. Baffled, Evie slid the single coin back into the bag and held onto the coins meant for the Ferryman. Almost an eternity passed while Evie waited for Charon to slap his paddle into the black waters and surge against the rush of the waves to return. She watched the boat bob on the misty water. Time was a strange and fickle thing while one was stuck in the Underworld. Where minutes passed for Evie, hours probably sped by for the Warriors of Irin.

      The slap of Charon's paddle on the water grew louder and Evie scrambled to her feet to jog down to the water's edge. He moved faster than she expected and was already mooring the lines when she got to the boat. Charon's face was still devoid of emotion. Evie kind of understood his lack of feeling. Anyone charged with ferrying the dead day-in, day-out would surely go berserk if they were affected by the cries of those he was unable to take across.

      She climbed aboard, and again, the boat shivered. But this time it held, and Evie passed one of the coins to Charon. She waited as he studied the disk. Amazement and wonder shone from the face she'd thought unable to express any emotion.

      "It is you?"

      "I'm Evangeline, if that's what you mean." Evie was puzzled. Who was she supposed to be then?

      She frowned and kept a close eye on the Ferryman as he set off across the water. Every few minutes, he would glance back at her, an odd smile on his lips, as if he knew a great secret and was bursting to tell someone. Evie chose to ignore him. Otherwise, she'd be shaking the man senseless until he confessed the secret.

      The trip across the river seemed long as Evie had watched Charon's progress from the hill. In actuality it was interminable. It took close to an hour to reach the other shoreline. Evie was nodding off when the boat nudged the dock and Charon brushed past her to tie the mooring lines.

      Evie rose on wooden legs and stumbled off the boat. As she passed Charon, he grasped her hand and squeezed it between his own strong palms.

      "Welcome to Erebus." He nodded and smiled a toothless grin, pumping her hand. "Go with the Gods."

      Evie smiled back and nodded, backing away onto solid ground. Charon disappeared across the lake, evaporating into a strange mist that floated on the surface of the black water.

      Evie looked around and sighed. So this was all real.
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      The other shore was as different to the rocky barren land she'd come from as night was to day. Sand crunched beneath her bootheels. The path up to the trees was peppered with crushed seashells, then lined with long grass as it led deep into the trees, trees which were green and hung heavy with fruit, so succulent and ripe her mouth watered as she imagined the thick juices running down her chin as she sank her teeth into the soft flesh.

      Evie jerked out of her reverie—the cawing of another errant raven stung her eardrums. She looked up and could only see a black fleck circling high up in the sky. Hard to comprehend they were beneath the Earth, deep within its bowels.

      Baa'ruk's warning still rang hot in her ears. Eat nothing, drink nothing. So, no matter how tempting the fruit might be, no food of the Underworld would satiate the cravings now building within her.

      She stared longingly at the heavily laden peach tree. Hunger gripped Evie's gut, and she recalled her last meal hours ago. Dragging her attention from the fruit, she sighed and checked her watch to confirm the time, then swallowed a gasp. Her watch had stopped at seven this morning as she'd crossed the threshold of the cave to begin her journey.

      Now Evie began to worry. About how long she'd been down in the Underworld. Whether Baa'ruk was safe or if his boss had punished him by sending him back to the underworlds of Hell. If Marcellus had discovered his collection of Seals was gone.

      Evie sighed, helpless despite her angelic nature. Usually she felt imbued with a power that made her stronger, faster, and smarter than the next Joe. Today, she felt far from the savior Nephilim.

      Evie walked through a large orchard that ran along the shore in both directions as far as the eye could see. The trees were filled with shining fruit, varieties of every fruit available to mankind and some she'd never seen before. She passed strange and unusual creatures. A two-headed peacock wailed and honked as she passed.

      Don't stop, don't dally.

      Evie had no control of her legs. They seemingly took her where she needed to go. How did she really know where to go, which path to take, which ones to avoid?

      Forward was good.

      At last, she came to a clearing, Grass padded the ground, thick and green. It opened out onto the mouth of another cave so like the one she'd taken to arrive here that she felt slightly dizzy with déjà vu. Her steps faltered as she approached the dark maw of the cave and Evie wished she were back home, far from these deadly dilemmas.

      Water trickled from the walls of the damp, cool cave as if the rocks were alive and perspiring with the effort of keeping the tunnel open so she could pass. Evie entered the tunnel and made her way deeper inside. Soon she felt as if she were walking for miles in the semi-darkness when she suddenly reached the end.

      The tunnel opened into a large cave and Evie turned slowly on her heel to study the five entrances which now lay before her.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end seconds before a roar reverberated through the tunnel, rippling the sand on the floor and sending showers of rock-dust to the ground and onto Evie's bare head. She tensed for the collapse of the tunnel or for something large and dangerous to fall onto her head.

      When nothing happened, she relaxed and strained to discover the origin of the howling bellow. Another roar and the offending tunnel was clearly identified as it shook with the sound. Slivers of shale fell to the ground, striking the stone floor and shattering into fine shards.

      Evie entered the cave and walked on tiptoe toward the sound. Intermittent and irregular, the next howls made Evie pause often to allow her to track the cry through the darkness. The tunnel ended, and Evie came face-to-face with a hideously strange creature.

      Cerberus. The Cerberus.

      He pawed the ground at Evie's feet and stared at her with each of his three grotesque heads. His roar chilled the bones down Evie's spine. Confronted by a creature which thus far had only existed in myth, she was ready to choose flight if it came to it. The dog was larger than anything she could have imagined. Much larger. The top of Evie's head barely reached his shoulder and she had to crane her neck to get the full view of his dripping jaws.

      Despite the cool air flowing through the chamber, eau-de-wet-dog hung in the cavern and coated her throat as she breathed. That, combined with the fetid stench of Cerberus' bad breath, and Evie was ready to hurl. Now she was looking at her empty stomach with a more positive note.

      Evie was partly grateful that the animal was tied, tethered by a chain with links as large as her wrists. The problem was the length of the chain gave the creature the run of the small cave, ensuring nobody could pass without becoming Cerberus chow.

      He roared again. Or was it they? Evie was confused as the cacophony of three simultaneous howls slowly died down. He tugged at the chain, veins turgid at his neck, bulging. Was it possible for a mythical creature to burst a blood vessel?

      It may have been the sound of the blood rushing from Evie's over active heart, but all three heads turned to her at the same time. Six eyes examined her head to foot followed by another bone-quivering roar. Each head faced Evie, jowls open, saliva dripping in great globs to one common set of paws. Their teeth sent shudders of fear through her body. Three sets of vicious canines glinted at her.

      Cerberus rushed at her, and even though Evie knew he was tied, she still screamed and stumbled backward, landing on her rear with a thud. Her feet were two inches from him and she watched in a complex mix of amusement and fear as the three heads fought for the chance to sniff at her boots.

      Evie plucked her foot away from the searching muzzles and jumped up.

      Now what?

      "You are wasting your time, little one."

      The rough, deep voice was so unexpected, Evie jumped with shock. She turned around and faced the speaker who was currently lounging against the rough wall, uncaring that the moisture seeped into the soft silk of his shirt. Arms crossed and foot supporting himself on the rock behind him, the stranger shook his head. His dark curly hair moved around his shoulders like a mane of a lion.

      "Well, I have to pass him." Evie spoke, wondering if he was an apparition or another shade. She was sure she hadn't been followed when she left the river's edge.

      "As I said, you really don't have much of a chance."

      "Can you explain what you mean by that?" Evie felt her face heat up in anger, sure there were two bright spots on her cheekbones revealing her annoyance. Who was this mysterious naysayer? And where did he come from? More than ever, Evie wished for guidance. But Patrick was dead, probably completing his journey as she stood shivering in her boots. As for Baa'ruk, he wasn't even allowed to be here. "And who exactly are you?"

      "You won't have much chance getting past the terrible trio here. They will eat you alive. Besides, many better travelers have come this far and turned back."

      His arrogance spiked Evie's annoyance. "How would you know?"

      "Because I have been around a good long while. Long enough to know that only the deserving get to pass Cerberus." The stranger grinned, pleased to have stumped Evie.

      "I'm here to see Hades. I have to get past." She was losing her patience with his cocky arrogance.

      "Oh, you have an appointment to see His Highness?" He curved an eyebrow.

      "No. But it's important," she assured him, but immediately felt deflated on seeing his grin widen.

      "That's what they all say. And that's why you need to get Cerberus to let you pass. Which is not going to happen."

      Evie ignored his jibe and turned on him, asking, "Who are you?"

      "Oh, I don't think we've met before, but Ares is the name." There was a ringing in Evie's ears, accompanied but the sudden intense need to faint. Ares was the bloody God of War. "Nothing to say?" Ares smiled, apparently enjoying Evie's discomfort.

      "Why do you care if I pass or not?" He was beginning to get on her nerves, God of War or not.

      "It's the blood, you see. I am drawn to this place. I quite enjoy the way Cerberus rips his victims apart. It's especially fun to see the three of them fight for the good parts." Ares grinned and Evie wasn't certain he was kidding. His eyes were devoid of emotion as he spoke, uncaring of the agony of the creature's victims.

      "And you think he's going to eat me?" she asked, her voice dry.

      "Oh, I'm certain of it." Cocky, arrogant and provocative. Perhaps he got away with it because of his looks, but Evie was not entranced by this god.

      Ares' confidence unsettled Evie. Made her jittery and uncertain that she would actually get past the creature. The huge hulking dog paced before her, turning around twice before coming back to look straight at her. The three heads each looked in a different direction, and for an instant, their position brought to mind the lone coin.

      Evie slipped her hand into the satchel at her side, out of Ares' line of sight, and withdrew the gleaming disk inscribed with the three heads. She hadn't immediately made the link because the heads on the coin were human, but there were loaves of bread inscribed on the back. If Evie recalled the myths properly, then it was food she needed to get past the beast.

      She was stumped. With three heads, which one would she give the coin to? Cowardice won out and she placed the coin on the floor and kicked it toward Cerberus. Let the three fight over who grabs up the coin.

      Meanwhile, Ares craned his neck to get a better look at the coin.

      "Where did you get that?" Shock and anger simmered in his voice. "Who gave you that?"

      "Nobody gave it to me. I found it." Evie backed away from the infuriated god. She'd never had a conversation with a deity before and speaking with one whose fury alone was potentially lethal, Evie silently begged for divine assistance. A few seconds later when no help arrived, she cast a quick glance at the dog. The middle head had grasped the coin within its teeth and tossed its head side to side. The other two nudged him, each trying and failing to get him to release it.

      At last it fell to the stone floor with a clang, which echoed all the way along the tunnels and came back again, hauntingly beautiful. But the reverberations did not stop. Cerberus moved to hover over the now glowing disk.

      "Told you it won't be that easy." Ares chuckled behind Evie, clearly enjoying her initial failure.

      "What now?" she snapped.

      "Be nice, or I won't help you." Evie wanted ask him how his sneering would be helping her but she clamped her mouth shut. "You have to answer a question."

      She raised her eyebrows, waiting.

      "Cerberus had three heads. What purpose do they serve?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "Are you slow or something?" Ares asked, his voice slick with ice as he pushed off the wall and drew closer. "What do each of Cerberus' three heads represent?"

      Evie scanned the panting dog, who now lay on all fours, staring at the shimmering disk with longing. Long strings of drool dripped from all three jaws and all three pink tongues. Each head was identical to the next.

      Evie paused before the disk, afraid to pick it up, but knowing she should have a good look at it. Maybe it held a clue. The side facing upward was the one engraved with the loaves of bread. She tried to picture the engraving on the other side. Three human heads. Evie recalled that she'd been initially confused as the heads were human, but the coin was for the three-headed dog.

      She pictured the heads, one facing left, one forward and the last one facing right. What would that mean? Hades looking three different ways. Four directions. Four seasons. She recalled a trick question about the seasons of a man's life, but that didn't apply. Day and night were two.

      Evie strained to recall anything that Patrick may have told her for clues. Patrick had so loved learning. Had always maintained that people could learn so much from the past because the past shaped the future.

      Evie stiffened. The past and the future.

      That was it.

      She turned to Ares. "Past, present and future?"

      Ares stared, aghast and slowly turning pink. Evie hoped it wasn't anger.

      "Close, but no cigar!"

      "What do you mean? What else is there?" Evie was flabbergasted.

      "The answer must be exactly as it is meant to be spoken. Only then will Cerberus be tamed to your hand and allow you to pass." Ares’ smile was triumphant, as if he knew it was impossible for her to get the answer right. As far as Evie knew there were only a few ways to say past, present and future.

      "What has been, what is, and what shall be?" Evie took a chance, hoping she was right. She had no other options left.

      Ares' face turned bright red as Cerberus’s chains began clinking. Evie turned to see the dog walking to her, dragging the long chain behind him. When he reached her, he nudged her hip with the nearest head, urging her to walk toward the other side of the cavern.

      Ares, the epitome of the angry god, lashed out, charging at Evie with an angry roar. Cerberus turned and head-butted the god just as he reached her. The God of War lost the battle as his head bounced against the rock wall and he slumped unconscious to the floor.

      Evie walked on, moving only because Cerberus was pushing at her back. But she continued to look over her shoulder every so often, not sure whether she was concerned Ares would revive and chase after her or if she was worried that he may be dead. Only when she lost sight of him was she able to think about her mission. She just hoped coming to Hades wasn't a huge mistake.
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      Evie walked with Cerberus, who trotted alongside her, his great haunches bumping against her shoulders. The dog's three heads repeatedly turned to look behind him. Was he keeping an eye—or six—out for Ares? Thankfully, there was no sound from the unconscious god. Hopefully he wouldn't be there on her way out. She hitched the satchel around her, feeling its comforting weight against her hip.

      She'd used two disks so far, and she'd need to keep the remaining coin for Charon on her trip home. That left her with eight of the actual Seals. She hoped Hades would be happy to receive this gift. Hoped too that he would find a better place to hide the Seals. Whoever thought of charging a bunch of demons with the job of guarding the Ascension Seals needed to get their head checked.

      The dog led Evie deeper into the warren of caves. Water leaked from the stone as if crying for Evie on her journey. The tunnel was marked every so often by a small stream of water which ran across the floor and Evie had to keep a close eye on the ground to ensure she didn't wade into a crossing stream. Cerberus was happy enough and stopped regularly to lap at a trickle of water with one or all of his pink tongues.

      At last, the passage opened out onto another large cavern and Cerberus stopped. When she turned to the dog, he whined, the sound coming simultaneously from each of the three throats. The creature barked at Evie, spraying globs of saliva onto her. Evie hid her head behind her arms.

      As Cerberus turned and loped off into the darkness of the passage, his tail swung around and hit Evie full on the side of her head. So hard was the blow that she lost her balance and ended up on her rear for the second time since she entered these tunnels.

      Cerberus pounded through the tunnel. Evie could hear his paws slamming the ground as he returned to his post to guard the entrance to the Underworld.

      Evie stood in the huge cavern where the ceiling was so high she could barely see it in the darkness pooled above. A number of tunnels led off the open space. How would she know which tunnel to follow? The Seals held no clues.

      A cool breeze blew, snaking through the maze of tunnels. Evie shivered. When would she see the sun again? The last time she'd felt the warm rays of the sun on her skin was that morning as she ate stale beignets with a blond, dreadlocked albino demon.

      Now, standing around would do no good. She had to make a decision—which way to go? One of the tunnels beckoned, wider, larger and brighter than the rest. If it looked welcoming, it might just be so. She walked down the tunnel, following its meandering path.

      There had been other tunnels to choose from, but all of the other gaping holes in the rock were cold and uninviting. Her footsteps were dulled by a fine layer of black moss which clung to the stone beneath her feet like a luxurious carpet.

      As she travelled farther along the passageway, various tokens of comfort began to appear. Small, elegant metal torches were fixed to the walls, throwing soft, yellow light into the passage. The walls were straighter, drier, and smoother—less cave-like than the rest of the tunnels throughout her journey.

      Her travels were taking her deeper and deeper into the bowels of the Earth, and Evie felt the ground drop as the tunnel sloped slightly.

      Evie reached a doorway sealed off by a solid stone door. The lintel towered above her, almost twice her height. Great hinges on the door, thick as her arms, were constructed of solid black metal. Evie's fingers lingered on the rough metal.

      A doorknob as large as her fist sat in the middle of the door right in front of her nose. She laid her palm on the stone. Through the thickness of the stone, Evie felt a pulsing, like a heart throbbing softly within the door. Or behind it.

      Evie tried to turn the knob, tugging and pulling to no avail. Angry and tired, she pushed, the door hard. The shove was all the door needed as it swung open, so smooth and quiet Evie barely took notice.

      Her eyes were fixed on a table at the center of the room. It sat there, large and heavy and seemingly cold. But Evie felt drawn to it. Some power throbbed within the stone. Her ears felt it pulsating; her heart beat in tandem with it.

      Before she knew it, she was beside the table. When her fingers touched the surface, Evie pulled back, startled. How she got there she did not know. It seemed to have a strange power over her, so strong she was unable to control her own body.

      The room was cold, stone walls and floor. Nothing adorned any of the room's surfaces.

      The table took pride of place. At each of the eight corners of the octagonal table, a circular depression was carved into the stone. Evie walked around the table, touching the hollows, feeling the stone, entranced. As she took the last corner to complete the circuit, her satchel knocked the stone corner and the Seals began to sing.

      The sweet sound of the Seals rang around the room, each ring echoing into each other as it bounced against the walls. A hundred bells clanged with haunting beauty and Evie's entire body sang with it. Her back tingled and her wings burgeoned, pressing against flesh and bone to answer the magical call, but she tamped back the urge to release them.

      She tugged the strap of the satchel over her head and laid it on the table. Opening the flap, she was greeted by an extraordinary sight. Evie stood in slack-jawed awe staring at the Seals inside it.

      All eight Seals lay free of their wrappings. Each Seal glowed golden while it sang with its sisters. Scripts once engraved upon each Seal's surface now swirled around as if alive as black, indecipherable words danced on the edges of the disks. The eight Seal engravings spun clockwise inside the swirling script. At the center of the disks, a single symbol now stood out, glowing with a yellow intensity, which burned against the back of Evie's eyes.

      Evie's heart jumped with shock.

      Nine mini-Seals engraved upon each Seal. But after retrieving the Seals from Marcellus' hiding-place they'd ended up with eight Seals and three large coins. Although she was still amped with the energy of the table and the Seal-Song combined, Evie's heart was heavy with disappointment. In desperation, Evie emptied the Seals onto the stone table and spread them out, counting as she went.

      Eight, still only eight.

      What did you think? That counting would make eight into nine?

      The next instant, a force stronger than all her Nephilim power buffeted Evie. The shockwave was so strong she staggered backward, struggling to stay on her feet. Just as suddenly, the force of the power reversed and began to pull Evie toward the table.

      Out of her line of sight, the Seals were skimming the surface of the table, swirling around the table as if they had a mind of their own. The Seals found individual little homes for themselves at the depressions at the eight corners. The Seals spun within the cells as if excited to be home. Evie's ears hummed and breathing was becoming a problem.

      The mysterious force tugged and pulled at her, insistent, unbreakable. Evie's progress was halted sharply as she slid, spread-eagled over the edge of the table. Her belt buckle caught at the lip at the edge of the table, straining against the magnetic pull.

      Just when she suspected there was a chance to break out of this demonic control, the metal of the buckle bent abruptly and Evie slid forward. She grasped at the smooth rock, scrabbling to dig her fingers into anything that might halt her progress.

      Evie was too shocked to scream. She watched as blood from her broken fingernails smeared the table. Invisible hands jerked her upward and she found herself flat on her back, hovering a foot above the table. She flailed in the air. Her wings pushed for freedom, and though she wanted to release them, she was unable to summon them.

      There was no time to be afraid.

      Evie turned her head, eager to find a way out. The Seals sang their haunting lullaby, glowing golden and spinning clockwise. Light flowed like a beacon from each seal, shooting to the stone ceiling. They still sang, louder, more beautiful, more haunting than ever.

      The sound penetrated the haze, which encased Evie like a silken cocoon. The music enchanted her. The sound of heavenly song. A slow vibration tapped at her breast, slowly increasing speed until it knocked crazily against her sternum. It sang through her bones and her blood, ramming her chest in a tattoo.

      Evie, alarmed at the rapid succession of the pounding on her chest, craned her neck to see what was stomping on her breastbone like a shaman doing a war dance. The leather thong around her neck was pulled taut, rubbing her neck raw. At the end of the thong, her medallion jumped in a wild frenzy.

      The medallion was a gift from her father, Gabriel. He left the pendant with Patrick for safekeeping until she'd reached her Turn—the time when a Nephilim embraces either the human or angel side. Evie kept the medallion close to her—much like she kept the memory of her father.

      Gabriel had entrusted Evie to Patrick's care when she was an infant. And though she understood his reasons, there were times when she wallowed in self-pity at her abandonment. Now she feared the very thing which held her to her father.

      The medallion rose above Evie until the thong pulled hard on her neck. Evie desperately tilted her head forward, hoping to give it a chance to slip off her neck. The thong was pulled off her head, lifting her hair with it as it was sent spinning upward. It hovered just out of her reach.

      Evie was spellbound as streams of light from each of the eight Seals began to bend and move toward the medallion. At last, all eight questing rays of light joined, forming a conical cage around Evie.

      Now the Nephilim was very afraid.

      Evie's wings pushed against her back, so painful she felt faint. Cool stone touched her back with a small thump. She was now lying on the table. The word altar may be more appropriate as she felt very much like a living sacrifice.

      A flash of white light and energy passed through Evie's body and blackness claimed her.
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      Julian looked up from the book lying open on his lap, certain some strange sound had penetrated his concentration. There weren't many things able to distract him from a reading of Horace.

      There, he heard it again. The ringing of a bell, so sweet and delicate it could easily be mistaken for the light, airy song of a lyre. He sat upright and closed the book. He did not need to mark his page, as he knew exactly where he was in his reading. In fact, he knew the text by heart, having read it repeatedly for two thousand years.

      Julian swung open the door to his living area and tilted his head, keen to pinpoint the origin of the sound. The chimes rang through the walls of rock, up the soles of his feet. Most distracting. He followed the tunnel toward the Hall of Judgment, forced to hazard a guess as to the direction.

      Perhaps Persephone had arranged some entertainment in another attempt at winning his affections. Julian shook his head. When would she realize he had zero affection for her? That she had zero hope of gaining even one iota of his affection no matter what foolish attempt she made? He may have succeeded Hades in his role, but it certainly didn't mean he had to take Persephone as a wife.

      A frown marred his strong forehead as he followed the sound in the direction of the Ascension Hall. He began to compare the sound he heard reverberating around him now to the sound of the Seals on that day, two millennia ago, when Hades, God of the Underworld, had chosen a lucky young Roman as his replacement.

      Temporary, he'd said. Because he needed time to think, he'd said.

      Now, two thousand years later, one would think Hades would have had enough of his thinking. But the sounds of those Seals certainly didn't herald Hades’ return. Julian was sure it meant something entirely worse than the old king returning to take back his throne. Because the Seals did not make a god into a king.

      They made a human into a god.

      When he reached the huge stone door, Julian stopped in his tracks. The door was shut, as tight as it had always been. But a weak light shone from the gaps around the edges, as if even the beveled edges of the door had no power to stop the light from bending on its way out of the room.

      He grasped the knob and pushed the door with all his might, putting his shoulder into it. It swung open, slowly and silently. The room was the source of the ringing. Lilting chimes bounced back and forth against the hard stone walls, filling the room with music.

      Julian gasped, horrified. The hair on his body stood on end. Yes, the Seals had called him. And coming here, following the sound, had been a very, very bad idea. A girl lay prone and still upon the Ascension Table. A very beautiful girl surrounded by a golden, angelic glow. For the briefest second, Julian saw a pair of magnificent white and silver wings spread out beneath her, as she lay entranced by the Magic of the Seals. Julian blinked and the vision of the wings disappeared. He must have imagined it.

      The magic held the girl within a pyramid of eight streams of light and Julian wondered if it had looked like this when he received the throne of Hades. He had been just as unconscious as this girl, oblivious to his surroundings, as his entire life was wiped away and a new, never-ending existence was thrust upon him against his will.

      Now it was her turn.
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        * * *

      

      Evie sensed a presence in the room. She remained frozen on the table, unable to move her head to see who had entered. The dreaded sense of being so vulnerable surged through her limbs. Fresh air skimmed her body and she registered its light touch in spite of the hold which the Seals and their music had on her. The single medallion hovered above her hung like an all-seeing eye.

      Her medallion, which had lain against her heart for so many years. Evie felt the slight tug of betrayal on her soul. Did Gabriel know what it was that he'd left for her? And did he know the danger he'd put her in?

      Evie would have shuddered with anger if she had been able to move. She hoped she was wrong, hoped Gabriel had not been aware of how important the relic was.

      Evie blinked and felt the moisture in the hair above her ears. She had shed her first tears. The medallion had been an object loved and treasured for so long. Now, as she had no choice but to stare at it, she acknowledged that all along it had possessed a purpose beyond her tiny existence. The medallion was octagonal like the stone table. Each point held a small circle clearly meant to hold the stream of light which now passed through it. All eight beacons met above the medallion in one shimmering cone of glowing white.

      Her medallion seemed to be acting as the key to this entire—what was she supposed to call this whole thing anyway? Evie wasn't sure at all what had just happened. Perhaps it had a whole lot more to do with the Seals than it did with her. She hoped it did.

      She tried to remain calm, but it was a tiny bit difficult since she was trapped in this invisible pool of energy. That was a terrifying thought. With the luxury of her angelic blood gifting her with an indefinite lifespan, Evie had never before contemplated her death.

      The thought of meeting a permanent end thrust a sharp knife of pain into her gut. She still had so many things to do before she met her maker. There was Gabriel. And saving the Irin from Marcellus.

      And finding Hades to return his Seals.

      Of course, Hades might not be a very happy dude once he found out about this whole Seal-singing light display.

      Evie struggled to move her head but—nothing. She had to know who had entered the room. What did they want? Fear coursed through her veins. She was unable to move, and a total stranger stood there with her.

      A sudden surge of energy caught Evie's attention as the Seals ceased their song in one burst of dead silence. The air grew heavy, dense, pressing on her lungs. Even the thin strobes of light which shone from each Seal fell back into itself like a fountain of white waves.

      As suddenly as the chimes fell into silence, so did they spring to life again, more urgent, this time. Out of each Seal rose a dark mass that resembled the Seal itself. Each splotch of black rose, spinning and swirling on its journey toward Evie. She stiffened. The destination of the eight spinning splotches was her.

      She struggled against the invisible field that still held her prisoner. As they floated to her, they grew darker and more defined and Evie recognized them as the script engraved on the rim of each Seal. The crazy spinning increased, until Evie began to feel queasy just looking at them.

      They swirled around her body, hovering as if uncertain of their final destination. At last, they pooled around her right arm, lowering slowly while still spinning in an almost uncontrollable dance. Just when they got to within an inch of Evie's arm, all eight oscillating dark orbs disappeared. Evie sighed, relieved and hoping that was the last she would see of them. But as she relaxed, sharp, agonizing, burning pain shafted through her forearm, so full and intense it struck her right to the bone.

      Dear God, let the pain end.

      And when it didn't, Evie went to grasp the edge of her leather jacket to pull it off her before she realized she could move. A deep sense of foreboding enveloped her. The burning and the absence of the Seals' song didn't mean anything good. Finally, she was able to move. She tore the jacket off and she rolled up the sleeve of her shirt.

      Evie couldn't breathe when she saw her forearm. In spite of the agony blistering her skin, the sight of the angelic script engraved into her very skin filled her with a deep sense of peace and tranquility.

      Until she saw who'd entered the room.

      She needn't have feared his presence. One look at his face and it was clear he meant her no harm. But the look in his eyes made her stomach twist. He held his forearm in exactly the same place Evie now felt the strange burn biting into her skin.

      She watched him, entranced by the strangely compelling expression on his face and his odd movements. He rolled up his sleeve, the cream silk folding over softly, to reveal his own strong, muscular marked forearm.

      His markings were faint lines of scars rather than a tattoo, while hers were dark and prominent.
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      Julian stared at his forearm, shocked, worried and terrified. Who was this girl and what had she just done?

      The Marks of Hades which had been emblazoned upon his skin for the last two millennia had faded. Much more like an old tattoo rather than the deep, dark angelic script he'd been so used to seeing for all these years. Julian's eyes were drawn to the girl's own slim, almost fragile forearm where thick, black scrawls swirled and curved around her pale skin. The pain, creasing the corners of her eyes and washing out the color from her skin, confirmed his greatest fear.

      The mantle of the Ruler of the Underworld had just been passed to this young girl. A girl whose eyes seemed to call to him, whose pain made him want to reach out and caress her cheek, to promise her it would soon get better.

      "Who are you? What are you doing here?" Julian's voice shook. He was unsure which was stronger—his anger, his attraction or his fear. How would a mere girl survive the turmoil of the living hell he had undergone for so many centuries? And, even worse, how would he be able to adjust to a mortal life now? After all these centuries? Would he soon shrivel up and die? Would he not soon turn into a pile of dust?

      The girl sat on the cold stone. Despite the strength and courage in her face, her slim arms quivered. She didn't answer his question. Just sat there dazed, in shock. Julian closed the distance between them and stood in front of her until she was forced to lift her face and look at him.

      When she did, he was mesmerized. Even from within the depths of his confusion and fear, Julian felt himself caught up in something much bigger and stronger than he was. A whirlpool of emotions that he'd sworn had died hundreds of years before swirled within him.

      Her eyes were a clear, bright blue like the sea on a sun-drenched day. Her hair fell from its tie, thick and black and luxurious. Although fear filled those eyes, he also recognized strength and confusion. She felt very much the same as he did.

      "How did you get here?" This time his tone was softer, thinking more about her feelings than his own potential mortality.

      "I came to find Hades." She cast her eyes about as if she still searched for him.

      "What do you want with him?" Julian's eyes narrowed. This was not a common occurrence. Hades had not had a guest in what…forever now?

      "I had to give him something… but…" She hesitated and looked at the stone table, brow furrowed. "But…I think I may be too late."

      "So what was it you were bringing m—him?" Julian stumbled on the words, wanting to eke out a bit more information before he confirmed his identity.

      "His damned Seals. Now look at the mess those damned things have gotten me into." She waved her hand at the Seals, which lay quiet and innocent in each corner of the octagonal table. She looked down at her arm and her lips quivered.

      Julian feared she would cry, and having no idea what he would do with a crying woman, he said quickly, "Who are you?"

      "My name is Evangeline. I work for…someone who wants the Seals for himself. I thought it was better to bring them here rather than let an evil man take possession of them. I think they are powerful." She looked up at Julian and swung her feet around to jump off the table. "Can you help me find him?"

      She swayed on her feet and then winced as she caught the edge of the table with her tattooed arm. Julian understood her pain. Remembered the agony from when he'd first received the marks. And admired her strength. For a girl, she endured the burning quite courageously.

      "So, can you take me to him? Hades?" She stood almost as tall as Julian, and waited for his answer.

      "Er, that's easier than you may think."

      "Why is that?"

      "Because, my dear, you are Hades."
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        * * *

      

      "Are you insane?" Evie stared at him, unable to accept his words. He must be a bit soft in the head, albeit super hot. Maybe lack of sunshine's been affecting his brain cells?

      "Not really. In fact, I believe I am quite sane." His smile was calm, almost serene. Too serene.

      "Certainly does not seem that way to me. Now can you find this Hades dude and tell him I need to speak to him?"

      "I told you who Hades was, but since you won't believe me, maybe you can explain how you came to be in possession of the Seals? They were supposed to be hidden away a thousand years ago." He didn't move, just folded his arms and waited for her to respond.

      Evie narrowed her eyes. He was all sexy, hard strength that called wildly to something deep inside her. Honey blond hair with pale streaks so incongruous on someone who lived in the dark holes of the earth.

      Perhaps he was not from around here? Muscles where he needed them and none where he didn't. His biceps bulged beneath the soft silk of his sleeves. Strong chin, keen eyes, aristocratic Roman nose. Evie's pulse raced. She liked what she saw far too much.

      "How come you know so much about where Hades hid the Seals?"

      "Because he told me himself," he answered, the smile disappearing from his lips, the hard lines on his face making him appear much older.

      "So where is he?"

      "I'm afraid I have no idea. He said he needed time to think. But he has been gone for two millennia. And I haven't even received a postcard." A hint of sadness touched his eyes as he spoke. Perhaps he was a friend of Hades? This whole idea was preposterous. Hades gone for two thousand years?

      "So who's been looking after the place since he's been gone?" Evie stared him down, daring him to hold back. She had questions he would not be able to avoid.

      He sighed then. "I have."

      "Huh? You?" Evie swallowed hard.

      "Yes. That's what I have been trying to tell you. I was the last Ruler of the Underworld. Chosen by Hades."

      "What do you mean the last ruler?" Evie felt like she was one of those dumb, vacuous girls who only ever thought about guys and the size of their boobs.

      "You are the new Ruler. That"—he pointed at the table, now silent and still as if nothing strange had just happened—"what just happened…that made you the new Hades."

      Evie, for once, was unable to find anything to say. She'd brought the Seals here to return them to Hades. The last thing she'd wanted was to be transformed into the new Ruler of the Underworld.

      "No, no, no, no, no." She laughed, uncertain and a bit scared as she shook her head vehemently. He had to be kidding. "That's not possible. No. This is some kind of sick joke, right?"

      "I don't joke. The Seals chose you and made you the next ruler. Which means I am now mortal." Evie did a double take.

      Words expressed with an odd mixture of relief and fear.

      "Mortal?" Evie recalled his words a few minutes before. "Right, Hades chose you, so you were mortal...two thousand years ago?"

      "That is right. Well deduced. You have quite a scholarly mind, Evangeline."

      "Yeah," she said.

      Being around a thousand years will do that to a girl.
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      The silence in the room was a stark and painful contrast to the humming ringing which had so recently pierced Evie's ears.

      "Come, there is nothing left to do here." He had a hand to her back, gently guiding her out of the room. His palm seared her skin as heat sizzled through her, making her knees weak. Evie swallowed hard, trying to tamp down her traitorous heartbeat.

      She really needed to keep her mind on her current catastrophe. Evie looked back at the Seals sunk so deep and solid into the stone she was fairly certain there was not much beyond total destruction that could remove them.

      For now, they were safe.

      Metal bit into her hands and she looked down to see the medallion in her palm. She must have grabbed it at some point, though she could not remember doing anything remotely as energetic as that. She slid it into her jacket pocket and blinked back tears.

      Red hot sparks of panic threatened to erupt into full-blown hysteria. Not a common reaction for an Irin Warrior. Patrick would be proud. Evie breathed, then made a tight fist and tried to channel her hysteria.

      Didn't work.

      "No. You have to do something. Can't you change it?"

      She looked at his hard profile as they walked, not slowing a single step. He walked with a lethal grace that made Evie's mouth suddenly dry. She shook her head. What was the matter with her?

      She forced herself to pay attention to his words. "Not until twenty-eight days have passed."

      "You mean I have a whole month to enjoy this?"

      Evie thrust her arm out at Julian, almost punching him in the ribs. He avoided the blow and placed a hand on her arm, which she shrugged off far too quickly. And although she wanted to ignore it, she could not deny that it was the simmering heat where his flesh touched hers that set her on edge.

      Off balance.

      "Don't touch me. I don't even know who you are." He removed his hand and Evie suddenly felt bereft. She gritted her teeth. She really needed to get a hold of herself. She was going to be stuck here with him for a month after all.

      Evie stiffened. Twenty-eight Hades days meant about three months of earth days. Too long. Who knew what havoc Marcellus would wreak in that time. But right now, there was nothing she could do about it.

      "My name is Julian Tiberius," Julian said, giving her a low bow and bringing her attention back to him.

      "Tiberius, like Emperor Tiberius?"

      Julian shrugged. "Common enough name."

      "Okay, Julian, so what am I supposed to do here for the next month?" She scanned the passage as they began to walk. "It's not as if you need a re-decorator. Pretty snazzy place for the Underworld."

      She'd made a decision before he had spoken his first word. Somewhere between his first shocked look and their exit of the cursed room, Evie had decided not to reveal her true Immortal Nephilim nature. Whether it was instinct or survival, it seemed best to keep it under wraps for as long as possible. If she could go home without revealing that particular tidbit, she would be quite satisfied.

      "I've been down here for a long time. One needs to live with a few comforts to make life worthwhile."

      Julian guided Evie into another room, larger and airier than the previous one. A lot more comfortable too. The room was littered with sofas, tables and bookshelves filled to the brim with books of every age, shape, and size. A warmth and personality drew Evie into the room, whispering of comfort and relaxation and peace.

      Evie looked around in silence, trying to understand the position Julian had been in. She sat on the nearest couch, not sure what to do with her hands so she folded them in her lap. Her forearm still stung, but the pain no longer pierced her as deeply as before. She'd tugged her sleeve over it and now left it covered, still a bit afraid to see the black script which confirmed that all of this was not a dream.

      "Haven't you been lonely?" Then Evie remembered Hades’ consort, feeling a cold stab of jealousy spike through her. Then she asked hopefully, "Hey, did Hades take Persephone with him on his travels?"

      Evie twisted in her seat to watch Julian as he poured her a drink. The sight of the drink made her aware that her throat was parched, and her body was screaming for rest. The sight of his hands, fingers long and elegant, made her stomach twist uncomfortably.

      "No. He left her here in my care. She hasn't been too happy about that." Julian spoke softly, eyes far away as if contemplating that relationship.

      "I take it Persephone hasn't made you feel welcome?" Evie arched an eyebrow, trying to remain impartial.

      "Oh, she's made me feel welcome." Julian smiled uncomfortably. "Perhaps a little too welcome."

      "Mmhh, she got the hots for you?" Evie asked, smiling as twin spots of heat touched his cheeks. Then she chastised herself. What was wrong with her? How dare she be so familiar with the Ruler of the Underworld?

      Julian continued, unaware of Evie's sudden discomfort. "Something like that. I guess she's lonely without him."

      "You like her?" Somehow the thought of Julian in love with Persephone made Evie feel slightly ill.

      "No. I believe that has been a problem for her." He gave a wry smile.

      "Ooh, won't take no for answer?" When he shook his head, she said, "Where I come from that's call sexual harassment."

      Julian laughed. "I know about your sexual harassment, and yes, it probably fits. But I do feel sorry for her. Being deserted by one's husband is probably not an easy thing to get used to. I have tried to help her. But I don't think I've done the right things."

      "What's wrong with saying no?" Evie had to force herself to calm her rapid heartbeat.

      What was the matter with her? She just couldn't keep her stupid mouth shut. She wanted to tear out Persephone's eyes for even looking at Julian. But this man-god was nobody to her.

      "Maybe when you say it over and over again for two thousand years?" Julian smiled ruefully as he handed Evie a glass filled with a lemon drink, complete with muddled mint and a slice of lemon for garnish. Nice.

      Their fingers touched, and her skin absorbed the virile heat of his as fire sparked and raced up her arm. She cleared her throat. "Well then, there you have it. She should have given up after about…oh…two hundred years?" Evie smiled as serenely as she could.

      He sat across from her and asked, "There is something I need to know about the Seals. There were eight Seals hidden Earth-side. How did you find the ninth Seal?"

      "I didn't find it." He stared at her, his brow furrowed in confusion. "I had it with me all along." Evie frowned. She felt the weight of the medallion in her pocket, but she didn't care so much about it now, in spite of it being a gift from Gabriel. That gift had turned out to be not so good, after all.

      "Had it with you?" Julian stared at Evie, perplexed.

      "My father gave it to my caregiver. He kept it for me until I came of age. I've had it with me for most of my life." Evie considered revealing to Julian how old she really was and immediately quashed the thought. Bad idea.

      "Strange. It doesn't seem to be likely that the main Seal would be in the possession of a human."

      "Are you saying I'm lying?" Evie was incensed, and yet it wasn't lost on her that she wasn't actually human, so she managed to calm down a little.

      "No. No, I'm not. It's just that all the Seals should have been left in the care of a non-human."

      "That I did find out." Evie nodded. "All the Seals were left in the care of demons."

      "How did you end up with the Seals?"

      Evie related the tale to Julian, leaving out any Nephilim-related information as well as not mentioning exactly who she worked for. What would she tell him if he asked? Evie decided to contend with that issue when the time came.

      "That is an incredible story. And before you get upset, I do believe you."

      Evie shut her mouth on the question she was about to ask him and smiled.

      Just then the door swung open and a furiously beautiful woman entered the room.

      Persephone.

      "What is going on here?" Persephone fairly shook with fury.

      Glowing blond ringlets fell to her waist. Topaz eyes glittered, and unblemished white cheeks glowed with violent anger. Evie stared at this fiery ball of fury and wondered if Julian knew what he was talking about. This could not be Persephone, beautiful daughter of Ceres, doomed to be the consort of Black Hades and live half her life in the Underworld as his Queen.

      Persephone, also known as Goddess of Springtime. Yeah right! There was nothing in her demeanor that even implied she was the bringer of fresh clean rains, the one who raised the new crops from the land, and melted icy rivers.

      The silence within the room hung like a nuclear cloud. Dangerous in more ways than one. Perhaps, it was dangerous to breathe? She had the air of a jealous and possessive wife, yet Julian's expression was bored at best.

      "Evangeline and I are getting to know each other better." His words were innocuous enough, but Persephone didn't find them so. From the color of her face, Persephone felt he was betraying her by merely talking to someone else.

      Possessive much?

      "I can see that!" Topaz flashed and acid dripped. "Who is she?" Persephone flicked Evie a glance, gave her a fleeting once-over, then promptly dismissed her, not deigning to even meet her eyes. As if Evie were something to be scraped of her shoe.

      "Oh, Evangeline? She is the new Ruler of the Underworld." Julian's cheek dimpled. He was enjoying needling his ex-consort. Enjoying it very much.

      "What? Stop being stupid, Julian. I can't abide these jokes." She flicked her hand at him, ruby nails gleaming in the torchlight. Her cheeks remained rosy with frustration.

      "Not a joke at all. I am being perfectly serious, Persephone. Evangeline had a bit of an accident and she is now the lady in charge." Julian sketched a bow and peeked at Persephone through thick lashes.

      Persephone even managed to make the shocked expression on her face look elegant and beautiful. She sat heavily on the edge of the nearest chair, holding onto the stuffed arm as if she was being swept away by a strong tide.

      Evie stared at the goddess. Her reaction was a bit over-dramatic, but technically Persephone was now Evie's consort, and Evie was the one in control of Persephone.

      Evie shivered at the thought. Hopefully Persephone would not turn the affections she'd lavished upon Julian onto her now that she was the big cheese.

      Ick.

      When Evie looked at Persephone, she didn't see much chance of that at all. The woman was devastated. Beautifully devastated. Tears filled her blue eyes, glittering on her lashes like tiny little diamonds. For the briefest of seconds, those eyes flicked at Evie and the angel shivered. If the stories she learned about Persephone—her nature and her purpose were actually God's truth—then this ain't the same Persephone.

      The Goddess of the Seasons was a seasoned manipulator.

      "Julian. Oh, dear god, Julian." Grief marred her features, tightening the lines in her face. She looked pretty good for her age. What? Three millennia, maybe more?

      Evie raised her eyebrows at the object of Persephone's keening. He shrugged, clearly as befuddled as Evie. "What's the matter now, Persephone? Don't you think you are being a bit overdramatic?"

      She rose and went to him, holding his hands in hers. "Julian, you don't understand. This means you are now mortal. You will die!" Then Persephone began to cry great big, hiccupping sobs. Evie wriggled in her seat. Julian cringed in her grasp as she fell against him still sobbing. He pushed her away and held her at arms' length.

      "Persephone, get a hold of yourself. I was mortal to begin with." He spoke quietly and with intense calm. But Evie could tell from the strain at the corners of his eyes that he had realized what exactly Evie's change would mean for him.

      Persephone's expression changed as she glanced back at Evie. "Well, who is she then? And how did she end up taking your place? How did she find all the Seals?" Persephone knew enough about the Seals to know how the transformation took place.

      Evie shifted, uncomfortable as both Persephone and Julian regarded her. One stare cold and flinty, the other amused. Trust Julian to be amused at a time like this.

      Evie caught herself short at the thought. What made her think she knew Julian at all? She certainly liked what she was looking at but that didn't mean anything. These people were strangers to her, and here she was lounging about while her friends still sat in the clutches of Marcellus. Those thoughts sobered Evie and she sat straight up.

      When Julian didn't answer, Persephone glanced at him, venom flashing from her eyes. Some invisible battle waged between them, neither of them moving for a few moments. Evie held her breath and waited. At last the goddess took a step back, made a disgusted sound somewhere between a growl and a choke, turned on her heel, and left the room.

      Evie watched the door as it shut behind the furious goddess. This is so wrong. Persephone is a bitch? Evie found she was actually upset at this newly discovered fact.
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      Evie stared at the closed door, enjoying the almost awkward silence the goddess had left in her wake. Then she glanced at Julian and grinned. "Come, Julian, tell me more about you."

      Julian smiled, awarding the closed door one glance of his own before taking a seat in a wide armchair. He picked up an overly large, well-worn book and seemed to fall straight into the text in a way that made Evie quite jealous.

      "Come on," Evie urged. "I think it's pretty fascinating to be born at such an amazing time. So you have to tell me more. Otherwise, I might assume you are Caesar's son and that you knew Jesus personally." Evie smiled at Julian as he frowned at his book. But when he looked up, the pained expression on his regal face made her wonder if she'd been right.

      Was it Caesar or Jesus he'd known?

      "You are partly right, Evangeline. I am related to Caesar." Evie looked back at him so sharply she almost sprained her neck. "Close your mouth. You will catch flies."

      "Silly." Evie laughed, waving her hand at him in a mock smack. Odd for him to use such a familiar expression. "I don't think the Underworld possesses such things as flies."

      "You'd be surprised."

      Julian's enigmatic answer and the very heated look in his eyes as he stared at her lips made Evie feel slightly uncomfortable, so she shut her mouth and waited. She'd tried hard to stop thinking of home, so what better way than to concentrate on the hunky pin-up she was stuck with for the next month?

      Nothing wrong with looking, nothing at all.

      "Okay, where do I begin?"

      "This may sound strange, but the beginning is usually the best place." Evie kept a straight face, but her eyebrow managed to curve of its own accord.

      Julian grinned. "My mother was Julia Caesaris, daughter to Augustus Caesar." His eyes remained on Evie's face as she paled at his revelation. "I was her youngest child by Tiberius. Yes, he was the Emperor Tiberius, as you asked. I never knew my parents. My father's first wife, who also happened to be my mother's step-daughter, stole me away when I was an infant. She led everyone to believe I was dead. It was her way of dissolving the relationship between my parents. She wanted my father back. You see, my father so wanted to be Emperor he was willing to cast off the woman he loved for it. And Agrippina disliked my mother with a deep passion. Not only for marrying the man she loved, but for the way my mother treated her father."

      Julian sighed, brushing his hand through his hair. "You see, everyone was a pawn. Everyone was used by someone. And Agrippina knew if I were to live in that household, I would be a pawn too. The only living grandchild of the Great Caesar. So she stole me away and replaced me with the body of a dead infant. One of the servants had just delivered a stillborn babe, and Agrippina saw her opportunity to give me a second chance at life. She swapped the babes and took me away to a wealthy family she knew. She cared enough to want to ensure I received a good education as well as a good life."

      Evie was shocked at the words coming from Julian's mouth. Hard to believe that the young man she saw before her, so beautiful and strong, was actually the grandson and the son of emperors of Rome. He seemed far too down-to-Earth to be royalty. She wanted to hear more, wanted to ask a thousand questions. But she held her tongue. More because Julian's eyes held a faraway look that said he was in a place deep within his past. Filled with childhood wonder and memories of love and learning.

      Evie's heart ached for the young boy taken away from his family by the arrogant God of the Underworld, to take his place while he was off god knows where, trying to find himself.

      How hard was it for a god to find himself? And how long did it take, really?

      "She came to see me, you know? I never knew it, only found out years later that she had visited with her friends regularly to see how I was doing. She often came bearing gifts and food. My foster-mother, Claudia, remained on good terms with Agrippina. She once said that Agrippina was a good woman at heart who had done a few wrong things in her life for the right reasons. I never knew what she meant until the history books and a few letters filled me in. You see, I was born in ten BC. I was twenty when Hades took me away. Julia was still alive and my real father, Tiberius, was Emperor. Perhaps it was a good thing Hades took me away. Who knows, I may have eventually succumbed to the typical Roman political maneuvering. Perhaps I may have tried to take the throne, may have succeeded had Agrippina ever admitted who I was. Not that I believed she would admit it. It would have defeated the purpose of everything she'd done."

      Evie knew Julian would see the sorrow and sympathy on her face, but she didn't care. She watched his face as he spoke. "I had a blessed childhood. I was loved, healthy, well cared for. I could ask for no more than that. My foster father, Marcus, sent me away to school to be well educated. I must admit I was a rebellious and headstrong child. I was sent home from school. I was far too rambunctious to handle. Marcus relented and had me educated by his friend Horace."

      Julian smiled when Evie's jaw dropped for the second time. "That's who you've been reading, isn't it?" She rose and picked up the book, flipping through the pages with extra care. The book looked ancient. "It's in Greek?" She raised her eyebrows in question.

      "Horace wrote for me in at least five languages. It was his way of making me learn. I'd always thought they were stories, fictional tales to get me interested because they were always about a young and lonely boy or girl."

      "Did he know your parents?"

      "If you mean Tiberius and Julia, then yes. Even if he didn't know them personally, he moved in many circles that overlapped theirs."

      "I bet. Wow, you knew Horace. And Virgil? And Ovid?" Julian nodded.

      "Horace was my teacher for a while. And all three gave me many different lessons." Julian scrubbed his head again. "Horace died when I was nine. I was devastated. Little did I know that Hades had already chosen me. That Horace had a hand in the choosing."

      Evie was silent, absorbing Julian's words. Was she really listening to the voice of a man from Horace's time? It should seem unbelievable, yet she believed him. She'd sunk back into the soft couch, and at some point she had curled her feet up under her, boots and all. Stricken, she sat up, putting her feet back on the ground where they belonged.

      Julian laughed. "We don't stand on ceremony here, Evangeline. I want you to be comfortable while you are here." Then he closed his book and placed it on the arm of the chair again. "Speaking of which, perhaps it is time to show you to your rooms."

      Evie blinked. "My rooms? I have rooms?"

      "Well, as the Ruler of the Underworld, it is befitting that you should have rooms. You can have mine, but I think you will be more comfortable with your own." Julian grinned as he teased her and she flushed. The door opened. "Evangeline, I'd like you to meet Pollo. Pollo, this is Evangeline, your new boss."

      Evie listened to the steady clip-clop of what sounded distinctly like hooves as it moved from the stone at the entrance of the room to the carpet where it faltered at Julian's introduction but continued again, approaching her steadily.

      A man came into her line of sight. Evie caught herself when she saw the horns, the sight of which drew her gaze downward to his legs—no, not legs, furred hindquarters and hooves. He was half a man and half a goat.

      Evie blinked as he bowed before her. "A pleasure to meet you, my lady."

      "Likewise, Pollo," was all she could manage as she swallowed and tried hard not to stare at the satyr.

      "Pollo, please show Evangeline to the spare chambers."

      The satyr nodded at the instruction without so much as a blink. "As you wish, my lord." Then he turned to Evie and inclined his head, his dark brown eyes kind and unassuming. "As soon as you are ready, my lady."

      Evie sat up. "Oh, sure. I'm ready now." A bath and a nap sounded pretty good to her right now. She turned to leave when she remembered her bag. Evie glanced back at Julian. "I need a small favor."

      Julian smiled, his eyes twinkling. "Name it."

      "I need to go back to the room with the table. I left my bag there." She ran her fingers over her forearms, feeling an answering tingle beneath her skin, as if the dark tattoos knew she was thinking of them.

      Julian's face darkened, and Evie felt a corresponding worry filter through her. "Of course. Pollo will take you." She was surprised he hadn't just said he'd have her bag brought to her. Instead, he'd given her permission to return to the room.

      Evie followed a silent Pollo, who walked a few feet ahead, his pointed ears flicking every now and then as if he was listening up and down the tunnels for traffic. At last he slowed, and Evie recognized the inscribed mantel of the room in which she'd been ordained Queen of the Underworld.

      Wordlessly, the satyr pushed open the heavy stone door and stood aside, allowing Evie to enter and retrieve her bag. As she hitched it on her shoulder, she glanced at the Seals.

      Still embedded in the stone.

      Pollo didn't even raise an eyebrow. Evie glanced at him as he closed the door and led her off, unperturbed.

      Her mind ran in circles around medallions, Seals, and tattoos, so much so that when the satyr stopped to usher her into her room, she almost walked right into him. He stepped aside just in time and pretended she'd done nothing untoward, just gave her a small bow.

      "Your rooms, my lady. Refreshments will be served in a few moments. Is there any particular food you prefer not to consume?"

      "No, thank you, Pollo. I'm happy with anything." Evie nodded and Pollo bowed and left, closing the stone door softly behind him.

      She had a sudden worrying thought as she studied the closed door. What kind of food would they serve down here in the Underworld? With a twist of her lips, she turned and shucked her bag onto the foot of the large four-poster bed.

      Guess she would just have to wait and see.

      Evie suddenly felt tired to the bone, an aching fatigue that seemed to want to drag her straight to her knees. Her thighs quivered and she sank onto the mattress, heaving a sigh. One that spoke of grief and loneliness, of vengeance and impatience, and of exhaustion.

      She was about to allow her body to drop back onto the bed when she caught sight of tendrils of steam drifting from the wall in front of her. Her forehead scrunched and she rose, tiredness forgotten. She followed the steam around the wall and gasped.

      Evie stood before a pool of water so clear she could see the stone floor and the seats carved out along the side walls. Steam rose from the surface and Evie bent to dip her fingers into the welcome warmth. She made her decision as soon as she felt the calming heat on her skin.

      Within minutes, her clothing, weapons, and boots were off and she was soaking within the pool, giving no further thought to anything else but its soothing heat.
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      A couple of hours later, Evie sat on the bed, refreshed after a refreshing meal and a long nap. A light knock sounded on the door and a faun entered the room.

      She paused just inside the room. "His Highness wishes to see you, Miss Evangeline." The girl sketched a quick curtsey, which Evie could see would be uncomfortable in her hoofed feet.

      Hades had preferred the fauns as his servants, and as Evie could see, it remained the status quo. The faun smiled, although it appeared a mere courtesy as it never reached her eyes.

      Guess she has chosen Persephone in this unspoken war.

      Why she should have anything against Evie was a mystery, especially when Evie was adamant her stay would be as short as she could make it.

      "What is your name?" Evie asked.

      "Flavia, my lady."

      "Thank you, Flavia. Where am I to meet him?" The faun hesitated, a cloud of confusion crossing her dull, brown eyes.

      "Come, I will show you." She smiled and turned, her hooves making no sound on the carpet of moss.

      Evie followed, glad she'd had a chance to eat and have a good nap before Julian thought to summon her. Why is he being so mysterious, anyway? Perhaps he had arranged a surprise? No. Evie shook head. It made no sense to presume what Julian's intentions were.

      Flavia weaved through the warren of tunnels, this way and that until Evie was certain she'd never find her way back without help.

      At last, Flavia stopped. "I have to leave you here. It's not far. Just follow the tunnel to the end. You will come to a large room."

      Flavia stumbled a curtsey and left in a hurry. Evie stared at the disappearing faun in shock and disappointment. If she got lost inside these tunnels, no one would find her for days.

      She turned to face the passage ahead and sighed. There wasn't much of a choice. Walk on or stand around helplessly like a fool.

      The farther Evie walked down the passageway, the more she became certain that Flavia's message may not have been from Julian. Why would he want her to traipse around dark tunnels just to meet him? Either he had something pretty amazing to show her or she had just been royally duped.

      Evie had her money on Persephone.

      An archway on her left opened onto a small cavern. The entire floor of the room was a pool of dark water. Steam rose from the surface and a comfortable warmth exuded from the space. It would have made a marvelous hot tub had it not been for the floating splotches of red-hot flames which littered the surface.

      Ouch.

      Evie walked on, confident that this was not where Flavia had directed her. The smirk on the servant's face had alerted Evie to the possibility this was a hoax, but she could not assume it and ignore Julian's request. What if it was really Julian's request?

      Evie passed another entrance to a large room on her right and then stopped in her tracks. Flavia had said to follow the passage until she came to the largest room. There she would find Julian.

      None had been this large. None were this dark either. And it was the darkness which made Evie all the more nervous.

      She entered the room slowly, searching for a torch to light up, anything to illuminate the room. A low rumbling echoed within the room, like the sound a fast-moving river made across a stretch of rapids, or the flowing of an underground river. The sound didn't concern her. She was seeing the depths of the Earth with a new light these days.

      The room was large and airy, its ceiling higher than the entrance cavern. The acrid smell of burnt flesh lingered in the air along with the dry warmth of a burning fire. But no light shone within the cave, and though Evie could sense a solid presence in the room, she could see nothing yet. Not even a darker shadow to imply the presence of someone.

      Even her angel-sight was doing nothing for her.

      Evie hesitated, lingering just inside the threshold. When her lungs could no longer hold the air inside, she was forced to expel her breath. She'd been holding her breath in silent trepidation. Something within the room had begun to kindle fear deep within her gut.

      A light flared in the corner, red flame flecked with yellow. Something large and angry raced at her with a roar that rippled around the room and entwined itself around her eardrums. The reverberations fed the fire of her fear.

      Evie stumbled out of the room, but it was too late. Something long and scaled snaked out of the room and wrapped around her waist. It swung her back into the cave and tossed her straight onto the stone floor.

      Evie tried to get up, but she was held firmly in place. In this position, she was unable to use her wings to flee, unable to free herself at all. She stared into the thick darkness. What fate lay ahead for her?

      Slowly, Evie's eyes adjusted to the blackness and she managed to get a better picture of what it was that held her down, saw the enormous softly padded paw that held her down, the sharp-as-daggers claws that rested on her chest so near to Evie's heart that a deep breath would surely slice open her skin.

      She lifted her chin to gaze into the eyes of a lioness whose golden pelt was both beautiful and astonishingly terrifying. The lioness's golden eyes scanned Evie, much like she would examine a carcass looking for the best place to rip it apart.

      Prey. That's what Evie felt like.

      The lioness bent her golden head to Evie and drew in a breath, sniffing at Evie's neck with interest. Evie felt the rush of warm air against her skin and tensed. She was paralyzed, unable to do much else besides wait for the crunch of teeth against bone.

      None came.

      The lioness continued to sniff her, butting her ear with a wet nose. Then Evie felt the seeking, scaly tail entwine itself around her leg and squeeze. Her eyes now fully adjusted to the darkness, and Evie took a deep breath, expecting to find it difficult with a huge lion's paw pressing down on her chest. But the paw had already been removed. And the owner of said paw walked around her, sniffing and staring.

      It was then that Evie saw the head of a goat which sprung from the center of the lioness's back. She was face-to-face with a real live chimera. She got to her feet slowly, afraid to scare the chimera into an attack. She still circumnavigated Evie, seeming distressed. Evie's legs felt like rubber as she tested her weight, knowing she'd need to run when the creature next charged.

      Her wings were ready to unfurl at any minute and Evie wasn't afraid to use them. The lioness's face was filled with sadness, while the goat stared at Evie with distrust. When Evie took a step toward the doorway, the lioness roared as if she was in deepest pain, and the goat bleated shrill and painful to Evie's ears.

      It was the cacophony of animal sounds which stopped Evie from hearing someone approach.

      The intruder rushed at her and in a breath, she was pushed gently against a wall. She gasped and looked up, ready to lash out at her attacker, when she met Julian's eyes.

      "What are you doing here?" Julian face lay close to hers, worry creasing his brow. "Do you want to be killed?"

      "Oh sure, it's so my favorite pastime," Evie said, swallowing hard. Her heart was beating a mile a minute at Julian's proximity—their bodies lay against each other touching from chest to hip.

      The sound of her voice called to the tail of the chimera; it weaved, snaking through the air, attracted to Evie's voice. Julian moved in front of her and she felt strangely bereft. He guided her from the wall and walked backward with Evie behind him until they reached the safety of the passage.

      "I was in no danger, you know."

      "What exactly are you doing here?" Julian turned to Evie, an edge to his voice.

      She backed away and ended up against the wall again. "Ask yourself that."

      "What's that supposed to mean?" He took another step closer leaving not an inch of space between them.

      Evie's breath came in short bursts. Her hands went to his chest and she felt the steady strong beat of his heart. She wanted to push him off but more than anything she wanted him closer.

      Her body hummed with awareness, but she forced herself to concentrate on answering him. "Just that it was you who got me down here in the first place. If you're trying to kill me, I'm sure there are better ways than sending me to be chimera-chow."

      "I didn't ask you to come here." Julian was frowning. The beating beneath her fingers sped up.

      "Flavia said you did. Covering your tracks now, are you?" She raised an eyebrow, trying not to think about the heat that simmered between them. From Julian's rapid breath, it was clear he wasn't immune.

      "Don't be silly. This reeks of Persephone."

      When he spoke, his lips were so close she just had to lift her head a fraction of an inch for them to touch hers. The heated brush of his breath called to her. Instead, she remained motionless while trying to force her heart to return to a more decent rate. "I thought so too."

      "Then why did you accuse me?" Julian glared at her, although she was sure she saw amusement in his eyes.

      Evie lifted her chin, even though the action brought her mouth way too close to his. "How was I to know you wouldn't defend her and think I'm making all of this up? And how am I to be sure it wasn't really you in the first place?"

      Evie's eyes narrowed as she met his eyes. He stared back at her, blinking so slowly, so lazily that she wondered how it was possible when his heart raced wildly beneath her fingers.

      It was inevitable that their lips touched.

      Evie breathed and leaned into Julian as his hands went around her waist. Just one kiss made her world turn on its head. They dragged apart just for air, while Julian took her lip between his teeth. Evie shivered as her body answered, her need hot and visceral.

      "Julian." His lips took hers again. He kissed her deeply, wildly and she drowned in the intoxicating scent of him.

      His lips released hers and he gripped his fingers into her hair, forcing them apart. "This isn't right." He shook his head and Evie watched him, a strange dread filling her. "No, don't look like that. This…you…it's perfect. But you are Hades now and I am mortal. And I'm dying. You have no idea what it's like to watch the people you love wither away and die right before your eyes. I just can't…"

      Evie shook her head. She almost told him that she knew exactly what it was like, but she didn't. She just leaned forward and kissed him.

      Heat flared at her lips and he claimed her mouth, devouring her with a ferocious need. He kissed her, wild heated kisses filled with simmering need. His hands moved, slipped under her shirt. His fingers sizzled on her bare skin as he pressed her to him.

      She wanted more and so did he, the need between them a blazing inferno. She moaned into his mouth and he kissed her harder, his hand moving to her breast, his thumb caressing sensitive skin.

      And then he groaned and moved away, the air a cold blast of reality. Julian shook his head, his eyes one moment burning with need and the next black with iron fury. "Let's get out of here before I throw you to the chimera myself." Julian grabbed her arm and began to lead her out of the passage.

      Evie pulled her elbow out of his grasp. Twin spots of anger rode high on her cheekbones. She hated being manhandled, especially right after he'd just kissed her senseless.

      "Look, sorry." Julian held his hands up in surrender, his jaw tightening "I won't drag you there, okay? Just let's get out of here and find out exactly how you ended up here."

      "Well, I have a feeling you won't need to look very far," Evie snapped, trying to get her emotions under control.

      "If it is Persephone, she won't give up easily. You have to be careful, and not so trusting."

      "I don't have to be anything. What I want to do is go home." Evie knew she sounded petulant, but at this point she didn't particularly care. She was tired and missed home too much. She had to watch her back, and now she had to watch her heart as well.

      "Sorry, can't make that wish come true. The Binding holds you here for a month. No more, no less."

      "No prizes for why it's called The Binding."

      Evie kept her eyes off Julian as she walked. She had the tendency to get all riled up over nothing just because she was looking at his face. She heard him chuckle and felt a tiny bit better. Enough that by the time they got back to the living area, she was considerably calmer and considerably less embarrassed.

      "If you try to leave, it will keep you here forever, Evangeline." Julian's eyes were filled with worry. He'd been watching her.

      Had he seen her emotional upheaval? Did he know he'd sent all her emotions into a frenzy with those heavenly kisses? Did he know her heart had broken for him?

      Now she stared at him. She'd forgotten he was now mortal, and that he would begin to age. Something his body would not have experienced since he'd been brought here two thousand years ago.

      "I thought I would be here forever. Never thought I would ever have the opportunity to return home."

      "Do you ever go up?" Evie pointed upward to Earth-side, trying to keep the conversation light, trying to forget.

      Julian nodded, his eyes shadowed. "I used to go, a long time ago. But when my parents died, I had no one to visit. What would I do up there?"

      "Sightsee?"

      "I see enough. One trip away shows me more about how awful people are to each other than I can handle."

      "It's not that bad, you know." Evie tried and failed to make him feel better. It was clear he was weighed down by a melancholy that he couldn't shake.

      And she wondered how much of it was her fault.
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      Evie's run-in with the chimera, and Julian's super-sizzling kiss, stayed with her until the next day. She could not unravel her twisted emotions. So many things were so very wrong with her life.

      She was accidentally Ruler of the Underworld, now stuck down in Hades for the next month, with no one for company but a too-hot-to-handle Julian and a bitter Persephone. Granted Cerberus provided her with some companionship, but it wasn't the same.

      She missed her friends, missed home, missed her job too.

      She did her best to avoid the company of the beautiful Persephone. Funny how the myths of the daughter of Ceres made her seem rather the damsel-in-distress. Nothing like the shrew she really was.

      Evie cringed at the memory of her last run-in with the woman. Sure, Persephone had a problem with the fact her master was a woman. But it wasn't as if Evie was celebrating the fact.

      So Sef had the hots for Julian. Evie had no intention on crashing that party. All she wanted was to get back home and find out how she was going to get Marcellus back for killing Patrick.

      She did her best to avoid Julian too, her mind still a jumble of emotions when she thought of him and his lips and his body.

      Evie shook her head then snorted. As if shaking her head would throw those thoughts out of it. It wouldn't work. Not when something deep inside her twisted with need every time she thought about Julian.

      She found her feet taking her down the passageway into a part of the tunnels that she'd never been to before. She knew her way around enough not to be fazed by the new passages. Evie decided she would just enjoy the new places she saw while Julian was busy doing some earthquake management. Whatever that meant. He was still hedgy about what exactly he did when he disappeared so often.

      The sound of water dripping onto stone rang clear as a bell through the tunnel. A shivering light called her to inspect the room up ahead. The walls were engraved with markings that glowed when she ran her fingertips over them.

      Strange. That didn't happen around Julian's quarters. She made a note to double check when she got back.

      A low groaning trailed the tunnel toward Evie. She hurried to the room and peered in. Not a good idea to go barging into dark places. The room was similar to so many other cells around here.

      Only in this one, the walls and floor were covered in symbols which resembled the ones engraved on the Seals, and more importantly, like the ones on her arms. There were many more, and in so many combinations that Evie could tell the writer had told a story on the hard stone.

      Her searching gaze found the source of the groaning.

      There, in the center of the room, bound by chains which glowed red, as if living flames resided within each link, sat a man. Four chains bound him, each embedded deep within the ceiling, running along the floor and joining glowing brackets that hugged both wrists and ankles.

      The man was filthy and haggard. Evie knew then and there that she would be doing something about the condition in which he lived. How could Julian allow this to happen? Prisoner or no prisoner, surely he deserved better. She had thought Julian would have more compassion than this.

      Then she remembered where she was. Hades. Anyone imprisoned here, didn't get that way leading the perfect life. Who was he and what had he done?

      When Evie stepped into the room, fire flared at her feet, sending her darting backward to avoid toasting her toes. Her gasp of surprise drew the man's attention away from his cupped palms to Evie's face.

      When their eyes met, Evie was certain she'd seen a flash of emotion so deep it hurt for her to look at it. He rose to his feet, his movement so smooth and clean it was hard to believe he looked like he'd been confined to a cell with his movements restricted by so many chains.

      Bits of dust drifted across the floor as Evie watched him. A feather grazed her cheek and Evie brushed it off her face unconsciously. She was so fascinated by this enigmatic man she remained fixed to the spot, waiting for him to speak. But she could not move farther into the room without being chargrilled.

      "You should not be here," the man admonished her, which seemed incongruous as he stood clothed in rags and smeared with the dirt and sweat of days, if not months. It was a miracle the cell—there was no denying the man was a prisoner—didn't reek. Instead, there was a hint of frankincense in the air. Just a hint, and just enough to make Evie think it was her imagination.

      He took several steps toward her then stopped, groaning again. He hunched over, his spine bent, his jaw clenched hard. A vein throbbed at his temple. All the signs she saw confirmed he was in incredible pain.

      "Are you okay?" Evie asked. "Do you need help?"

      "You should go. Leave me be." The man seemed intensely upset and desperate for Evie to leave.

      "You're hurt. Can I call someone for you?"

      "Bah. Call someone? So they can hurt me more?" His words held an edge of anger.

      "Who did this to you? Let me speak to Julian—"

      "What? Can you not see I'm a prisoner here?"

      "Excuse me for trying to help." Evie's eyes narrowed at the man who did not even have the grace to be ashamed for his rudeness.

      "I did not ask you for your help, did I?"

      "Point taken. I will leave you to your solitude then."

      It was possibly the word "solitude" that had been the straw that broke this prisoner's back because he looked about to apologize, or at least call her back. But at that moment, Pollo clacked in with another guard, possibly to check on the prisoner.

      "Miss Evangeline! You should not be here." Evie turned to Pollo who stared at her—surprise and shock widening his eyes.

      Evie thought she imagined the gasp she heard behind her. She glanced behind her at the prisoner who now had his head down. Perhaps he had hurt himself again, such was the depth of that intake of breath.

      "I am fine, Pollo. I will return to keep the prisoner company."

      "That might not be such a good idea, Miss Evangeline. I will have to check with His Lordship if it is okay."

      "You go right ahead, Pollo. He is not going to change my mind."

      This time the sound behind her sounded distinctly like a snigger. And this time, she did not look back. She turned and walked out of the room.

      As she walked along the passage, a feather drifted onto her arm. Evie plucked it from her sleeve where it clung with static fingers. Holding it up to the light of a dismal torch, Evie was struck by its unique make-up. So beautiful.

      And not unlike her own wings.

      A wash of icy cold flowed over Evie as she turned on her heel and entered the room again.

      This time, the prisoner had his back to the doorway. The neck of his ragged cloak was pulled down behind him to reveal his back all the way to the base of his spine. At the crown of each shoulder blade Evie saw the shattered, bloody remnants of a pair of wings.

      Wings which looked like they had recently been hacked off. Congealed blood still clung to the shattered pieces of bone. Feathers stuck to the bloody gore that dotted the wound.

      Evie's hand went to her mouth in horror. It did not stop her from crying in empathetic agony. What pain he would have endured when those beautiful things had been removed. Evie shuddered as the tears of horror slipped from her eyes. How could anything like this be condoned by Julian?

      "Pollo, what is going on here?" Pollo stood at the prisoner's back, wiping the wounds and cleaning them. Hearing Evie's horrified voice, he turned and looked at her, his expression not unlike a little boy caught stealing cookies.

      Guilty, but not sorry.

      "I am doing my job, Miss Evangeline. That is what His Majesty will say too."

      Evie, knowing it was better to stop banging her head against the brick wall of Pollo's stubbornness, turned and started down the passage.

      "Wait."

      The voice which spoke was gravelly and hesitant. Not Pollo's at all.

      Evie returned to the room to see the abused and battered angel facing her.

      "Julian cannot do anything about my wings or my incarceration." His voice echoed against the stone walls, gentle and soothing, as if his only care was to ease her pain.

      "I would think he should be able to, considering he is the one keeping you here," Evie said dryly.

      "It is not Julian who keeps me here. I have been here for almost a thousand years. And this is what I deserve." Now his voice held an edge of iron that frightened Evie. That seemed to reach deep into her heart and twist hard.

      "Well, if you say you deserved it, then maybe you do, but I don't see why they need to mutilate you like this."

      "They are not the ones doing it."

      "Who is doing this to you then?" Evie frowned, confused.

      "I am."

      "What? Are you soft in the head or something?" Evie shook her head, a smile bordering on pity curving her lips.

      "While I have my wings, I hear the bells of Heaven sing and it is more than I can bear." He sounded so sad that tears welled up in Evie's eyes without her even realizing. "When the wings are gone, I get some peace. When they grow back, I start to hear those bells again. The sound is so beautiful, I long for my home. It drives me insane."

      "Er, you've got to be insane to do that to yourself. And look at the mess you make. Giving Pollo all this work."

      Pollo raised his eyebrows in consternation. Evie was scolding the prisoner. "It's no trouble, Miss Evangeline. Gavriel is a good man although he had to take the punishment his God has commanded he receive. I am happy to tend his wounds."

      "Well, Pollo, I hate to tell you this, but you belong in the loony bin right next to our de-winged friend, Gavriel, here." Evie could not understand how anyone, human or otherwise, would willing mutilate themselves like this. It was the same as cutting off one's arm. But neither Pollo nor Gavriel paid her any further attention.

      "What did you do anyway? To end up here?"

      "I disobeyed. You could say I chose the wrong side, or spoke my mind. It does not really matter now, does it?"

      "Of course, it matters—even a one-year prison sentence must have a pretty good crime behind it for the law to hold it up. What did you do? Decimate entire cities? Kill innocent babes while they slept?"

      Evie knew she was being a bit dramatic, but his situation was affecting her more than she expected it to. She was not sure why but this man's—no, this angel's—treatment made her incredibly angry.

      "Who sent you here?" Evie demanded an answer, would not allow him to evade her probing.

      "It was so judged by Heaven that I be sent here."

      "God sent you here?" Evie asked, disbelief etched in the lines in her face.

      "In a way, yes."

      "Why would He do such a thing?"

      "I fell in love," Gavriel responded with a tender smile lighting the craggy edges of his face.

      Now that was a response she did not expect.

      "Why would God punish anyone for love?" she asked, shaking her head.

      "You could say that I defied my Father, and I had to pay the highest price for it."

      "What price?"

      "I fell from Heaven."

      "More like thrown," Evie added dryly.

      "That's one way of looking at it." Gavriel smiled and turned his head away.

      Evie stared at Gavriel. She tried to force fresh breath through her lungs. It hurt to see those broken, bloody bones and torn wings whose feathers never ceased to float on the invisible currents of air which swirled within his cell. Hurt to imagine the agony Gavriel must have experienced, the deep and excruciating agony akin to having a limb cut off slowly.

      And worst of all, it hurt to know he'd done that to himself.

      Could the heavenly song be so agonizing for him that it would be necessary to hack those things of beauty off all by himself? Self-flagellation was not unheard of, but self-mutilation was a whole new ballgame for Evie to contemplate. Just the thought of holding a knife in her hand with the intention of carving off her wings was beyond imagining.

      She backed away and leaned her weight against the wall beside the doorway, breathing hard. She had no energy to run. Even though that was what she wanted most. To be able to just run away from this place as fast as she possibly could.

      She still had so many things to do. Her father was as elusive as ever. She'd lost the last lead on him centuries ago. But she forced herself to think about the here and now.

      About the mutilated angel behind the wall.

      She had two problems now. The pressure of her own wings at her shoulders bore her down as she empathized with the angel. And the weight of anger was pressing on her gut.

      She was furious with Julian for participating in such a heinous activity—even after she reminded herself that Gavriel himself believed he deserved his punishment, but how could he when his reason was love? Evie glanced at the angel but Gavriel was shielded from her sight by Pollo as he cleaned the raw wounds.

      She couldn't bear to watch anymore and turned to leave. But the carvings on the lintel caught her eye. Again, angelic script engraved deep into the stone. That was not unusual.

      What made Evie's heart beat all the faster was the strange light that glowed within the engravings when she passed her fingers over them. As if her fingers gave the writing the power to glow from within the hard rock.

      Her fingers lay against the rough stone as Evie contemplated its meaning. Just as she was about to withdraw her hand, a pulse of white-hot energy surged through it and travelled through her entire body.

      She shuddered. Visions flitted through her mind's eye.

      A valley spread below her, filled with bodies and blood and broken wings. A bright light bathed the bloodshed below, uncaring that such carnage should remain hidden.

      Evie shut her eyes, but the vision did not cease.

      Two warriors rose, battered and almost broken. They advanced on each other, circling, stepping over the bodies of fallen friends and comrades.

      When their swords clashed, an almighty crash sounded through the valley and through Evie's mind and body. The sound was vicious thunder, roaring with anger. Evie wanted to block her ears. She was on her knees, unable to stop the sound from piercing her mind.

      Light flashed, and the storm of the battle became more vicious.

      As suddenly as it began, the vision ceased and Evie became aware she was on her knees, her forehead against the cool stone. She got up, her legs shivering, threatening to give way beneath her. She turned to see Gavriel and Pollo staring at her as if she'd just lost her mind.

      How was she to tell them she suspected exactly that?

      Before Pollo could leave his ministrations to check on Evie, she said a hasty good-bye to the pair and rushed out of the cell.

      Evie stumbled through the tunnels to the rooms assigned to her. They were not very far away from both Julian's and Persephone's quarters, and Evie preferred neither of them were alerted to her presence for the moment—she could not bear the thought of a visitor.

      Her head pounded, and the smallest bit of light hurt her eyes so badly that nausea gripped her. She retched as she opened her room door, then lifted her chin, hoping that would stem the rising tide. She leaned her head against the door and breathed rapidly until the tight band around her head began to release.

      Evie lay down on her bed, deciding to rest and tackle the problem of Julian later. For now she needed rest.

      Evie fell asleep and dreamed of angels battling to the death, of rivers of nectar running red with blood and a furious god who made the earth shiver with his anger.
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      Restless, Evie went for a walk, allowing her feet to lead her and ended up in an auditorium. Carved out of the rock, the circular room could only have been modelled on the galleries of the Parthenon. The center of the room lay bare, awaiting its next occupants who would act out a scene from the Aeneid or the Iliad.

      Evie sat on the highest level, close to the roof of the cave. She brought her knees to her chin and sat staring into space, desperately wanting to go home, desperately missing Patrick. But leaving meant she would forfeit the right to reverse the curse of those damned Seals.

      That's what she thought of what the Seals had done to her. A curse. How did she hope to help her friends or the rest of the members of the Irin when she was stuck here?

      Footsteps sounded in the hallway outside the auditorium. The long, slow, shuffling gait was so familiar that Evie's heart began to race in anticipation. But she tamped it down. It was hardly likely that Castor would be taking a stroll down the tunnels of Hades any time soon. Evie sighed and leaned her head on her knees glumly.

      When Castor walked into the auditorium, she almost died with shock and joy.

      "Castor." Evie rose and scrambled down the large steps. "Oh, you have no idea how happy I am to see you." Castor submitted to Evangeline's hugs and returned them with equal affection. "How are you? What happened after I left? Did Barry give you my message? What did Marcellus do when he found the Seals were gone?"

      "Yes, Baa'ruk gave me your message. I was worried about you, so I am glad you sent him. And as for Marcellus, he is why I have come to find you, Angel."

      Castor caressed Evie's hair and face, his eyes blank as his thoughts went to what he needed to say. Castor's pallid skin was lined with red whorls and lines, the curse of his demon blood. But it was his eyes which freaked most people out. Castor's pupils were a blood red, a sight that made the hair on most human's necks raise in bone-chilling fear. Evie couldn't understand that fear at all. Castor wouldn't hurt a fly.

      "Marcellus...he doesn't know who helped you. He thought it was me. That's why I came."

      A chill settled on Evie's chest. What had she done? "I'm so sorry, Castor. I put you in danger."

      "No, Angel. Marcellus...he killed Father." Tears glinted in Castor's strange eyes.

      Evie frowned and stared at the half-demon, curious now how he would know of the Master's involvement in Patrick's death. "How do you know that?"

      But Castor's eyes remained a little out of focus and he shook his head. "He is a very bad man. Barry told me Marcellus wants to become Hades, Lord of the Underworld, and we have to stop him." Castor began to shake his head and looked much like he wouldn't stop. Evie knew this behavior. Had seen it many times before. He was agitated, worried, and grieving. And her heart ached for him.

      She placed a palm on either side of his face and forced him to stop shaking his head. At last, he stopped and looked at her, his expression sad and forlorn. This is also what Marcellus had done—taken Patrick away from Castor and left him alone in the world.

      For now, Castor had to focus on why he'd come. And how he'd gotten here.

      "Baa'ruk helped you get here, didn't he?"

      "Yes. He was good to me. Showed me where the cave was and told me to take the coin for the boatman and he told me to take something of yours with me. He was right, Angel. The big scary dog smelled your scarf and let me go through."

      Evie was so grateful to have someone familiar with her that she didn't care how Castor got there. But she did care what Marcellus was up to. "Come. Tell me about Marcellus." Evie sat down and patted the stone seat next to her.

      Castor sat heavily, massaged his club foot, and sighed. Evie's heart ached to think he'd walked all that way just to find her.

      "Marcellus knows how to enter the Underworld. And now that he has discovered the Seals are gone, he is furious. He searched everywhere. And he thinks it was me that took them. He burned my house, Angel."

      Castor fell forward into Evie's arms, tears seeping from his red-rimmed eyes. Evie gasped, shocked. Tears built up in her throat and threatened to overflow. Castor's house was his most special place; it gave him a purpose and a meaning to his life.

      He had lived most of his life in solitude. Most people gave him a wide berth, and more people just didn't have the time for him. How could Marcellus do such a thing? It seemed he was as thoughtless and evil as Evie had suspected.

      Evie cradled the half-demon in her arms as he grieved for the loss of his home. "So what is Marcellus doing now?" she asked, more to distract Castor than anything else.

      "He is coming to find you, Angel." Castor sat up and stared at Evie with wet eyes. "He is coming to Hades."

      How did Marcellus know I took the Seals? How did he know where I was? Evie's mind went to the dark creature that had lurked within the shadows of Marcellus' office. It made sense that the Master would know more than he should, considering he had the help of dark magic.

      "Let him come, Castor. There is nothing he can do to me," Evie assured him, but Castor shook his head urgently.

      "He is coming to take back the Seals."

      "Castor, don't worry. Even if he takes the Seals, there is nothing he can do to make himself Hades, at least not for the next month."

      "So you are safe?" He stared at her, eyes filled with worry.

      "Yes, dear Castor. You need not worry about me." At least not for now. "Now, there is something you need to know."

      "What is it, Angel?" he whispered.

      "Two things, Castor. One. Please do not mention the Nephilim to anyone while you are here in the Underworld. Do you understand?" Castor nodded, his face serious. "Two—something happened when I brought the Seals to Hades. An accident, Castor. The Seals made me the ruler of the Underworld."

      Castor uttered a cry of horror, bringing both hands to his mouth. "Oh no. Angel, you cannot be Hades. A Nephilim as the Ruler of the Underworld? If they find out, they might kill you." Castor still whispered. Horror lurked in his voice.

      "Don't worry. Nobody knows, and I have no intention of telling anyone."

      "Telling anyone what?" Julian stood in the doorway, his eyes dark and watchful, making her think of something dangerous.

      Something lethal.

      He'd overheard the last bit of their conversation and Evie had no idea how to get out of answering his question. There was an uncomfortable pause in which Evie flailed around for something to say.

      "About me." Castor stood up and drew the hood of his cloak off his head to reveal his face in the weak light of the auditorium. Julian met his eyes, and Evie was glad to see his expression did not reflect disgust or dislike in any way. Glad he was the type of person she would happily associate with. "I do not wish for anyone to know about my bloodline. Is it not true that demons are not welcome here in the Underworld?"

      Julian shook his head in disagreement. "It is clear you are not a full demon, Castor. Thus, there is none who can claim you are demon for you are half human too." Julian met Evie's eyes over Castor's head and smiled in understanding.

      Evie, although relieved, felt a spasm of guilt. She gave Julian a grateful nod and lowered her head as she supported Castor, walking with him across the uneven stone floor of the gallery toward Julian. He surprised her again by taking Castor by the forearm, an ancient respectful greeting that had the half-demon's eyes widen in surprise and pleasure.

      "Castor, know that you are as welcome here as Evangeline is. This is your home and you are safe here. Whatever your needs, they will be met." Julian's tone was firm, as if someone was listening.

      Then, Julian walked to the doorway and leaned outside. He called out to someone, probably one of his wait-staff, Evie suspected. Seconds later a short, wiry faun trotted to Julian and leaned forward to catch his master's instructions. He glanced as Castor with curious eyes, then beckoned to the half-demon.

      Castor glanced at Evie, frowning. She patted his arm. "Don't worry. Go with him. He'll look after you." When Castor didn't move, she gave him a small shove. "Go on. You'll be safe. Right, Julian?" She looked over at Julian who nodded and smiled.

      At last, Castor seemed convinced. His frown relaxed a little and he followed the faun. At the door he paused, a look of fear filling his eyes. "Evie? What about Marcellus?"

      Evie smiled, hiding the hard edge to her anger. "Don't worry about Marcellus. I'll deal with him."

      Castor smiled, apparently satisfied that Evie would fix everything. And he and the faun disappeared down the passage.

      "So, who is Castor?" Julian asked after a short silence.

      For a moment Evie wanted to refuse to talk about Castor—her protective instinct kicking in automatically, but what would be the use? Besides, she'd seen the understanding and acceptance in Julian's eyes.

      "He is one of my mentor's charges. Castor was born to a human woman. She discarded the child when she discovered what he was. Patrick took him in and brought him up as one of his own. Now the new head of my organization—the one who wants the Seals—thinks that Castor had something to do with them disappearing from his office."

      "But you stole them from his office." Julian laughed, his eyes sparkling and oh-so-sexy. "You know, you would have done well in the Roman Army. No doubt you would have been the first female general in the history of the Roman Army."

      Evie liked Julian's smile, and she smiled back. Only, on the inside she was no longer smiling. A deep sadness entwined itself around her heart, threading itself through her soul. She had made Julian mortal and it was all because of her own stupidity. Her own foolish need to be a heroine and stop Marcellus.

      And so, she had sentenced Julian to death.

      Evie's own immortality would not be jeopardized whether she was ruler of Hades or not. But in Julian's case, Persephone was right. This was the beginning of the end of Julian's life. From the day she took his place, he would grow old. And if Evie was unable to find a way to get herself out of the imprisonment of the job of King of the Underworld, she would be sentenced to watch the beautiful Julian age day by day, only to see him die.

      Evie grieved somewhere deep inside herself ,where tears could not express her deepest emotion.

      "So when do you expect to see this Master of yours?"

      "No idea. Castor means well. But he can be unclear at times. He is a bit simple-minded but he's also fairly competent." Evie eyed Julian, trying not to think of the both of them in certain compromising positions. "Why are you so accepting of him?"

      "I am a Roman," Julian answered simply, his eyes not leaving her face. "When I was growing up, there were many lepers on the streets and leprosy sometimes appeared among the slaves. Even among the wealthy too. One of the servants in Marcus's household contracted the disease. He was a playmate of mine. And I was with him until his last hour. Even when Claudia forbade me from seeing him, I still went. I had no understanding of the disease then. Only later did I realize how I had endangered my own health. The experience taught me to appreciate the suffering and needs of those less fortunate."

      I nodded at Julian, understanding a little more now of what Julian Ceasaris was about.
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      As soon as Julian left the auditorium Evie hurried to her room. Marcellus would not be far behind Castor. Knowing him, he would have had Castor followed. She needed to be ready for him. She shut the door, her heart thudding at the prospect of meeting Marcellus head on in a fight. But from what Castor had said she didn't seem to have any other choice.

      The Master was coming to Hades to get her.

      She rummaged through her bag and strapped on her weapons. At last she grabbed her sword and rang her bell for service. A faun arrived within minutes, leaving hurriedly with a message from her to Castor to meet her in her room.

      Minutes later, Castor arrived out of breath. "You didn't have to run, Castor," she said gently.

      "But your message said it was urgent," he answered simply, an expression of dismay darkening his demon coloring.

      Evie smiled. "That's all right, Castor. You did fine." Evie tucked her hand into his and drew him to the doorway. "Now, come with me. I have someone I think you would like to meet."

      Evie led Castor all the way to the entrance to the Underworld. Chains clinked in the cave and the sound of ragged breathing reached their ears. The three-headed dog jumped forward, lowering himself on his forepaws, wagging his tail and staring at Castor.

      Castor let out a shout of laughter at seeing Cerberus again and went straight to him. "Castor, this is Cerberus. Cerberus, this is my friend Castor. Make sure you look after him." The gigantic dog stared at Evie and snuffed as if agreeing to her instruction.

      After they were properly introduced, Evie said, "Castor, I need you to do something for me."

      Castor turned to her, a huge grin on his face as he rubbed the ears of one of the dogs while another head licked the side of his face. The third whined, clearly unhappy that he couldn't get to Castor.

      Evie shuddered and prayed they wouldn't lick him to death. "I need you to take Cerberus into the tunnel. Just a little bit away from here so I don't disturb him."

      Castor nodded and obeyed without question, taking the dog away from the entrance to Hades. Castor had a way with animals and it seemed he was just as good with the three-headed monster. Evie had to admit the creature had wormed its way into her own affections too.

      Now Evie stood at the center of the cavern, waiting for Marcellus. The air was cool on her face, as if it knew she was overheated with thoughts of anger and revenge. But it was unable to douse the fire and rage inside her.

      She stood stock still, hand at her weapons, staring into the dark maw of the tunnel leading to Cerberus, waiting for the treacherous creep to arrive. She had come prepared, strapped with her scimitar and her daggers. And she had even brought her short-sword, carrying it at her waist just in case.

      Hatred built within Evie, overflowing as her mind focused on the burning fact that Marcellus was responsible for the death of her beloved father and mentor. Her heart thudded against her ribs as fury sent blood rushing through her veins.

      Faint sounds travelled to her through the warren of the passages. Booted feet splashed into small streams of water, rushing toward her. Somebody was making their way down the tunnels toward her. Someone who had brought company.

      If it was Marcellus she was more than ready for him.

      At last, the darkness blended together into the diminutive shape of Marcellus as he walked toward Evie, so confident, so arrogant. His contingent of guards followed, gathering behind him, ready to fight his battles for him.

      Coward.

      "Ah, Evangeline. I didn't expect to find you so easily." He looked around, made a face of distaste before his eyes alighted on her again. "Nice place you found to hide out in."

      "Thought you would appreciate a welcome party." Evie strengthened her stance, clenching thigh and arm muscles in anticipation of kicking his sorry ass.

      His face darkened with anger, his eyes narrowing on Evie's face. "You know what I'm here for, Evangeline. Now, hand over my Seals." Marcellus had the gall to open his palm and waggle his fingers at Evie.

      She was barely able to keep herself from laughing at him. Instead, she shook her head and answered him coldly. "Even if I do, they won't do you much good." The Seals were still tightly set into the stone table and would remain right there until her twenty-eight days were over.

      Not something she planned on telling Marcellus though.

      "Why is that?" Marcellus moved slowly, his boots rasping on the stone floor as he circled Evie. She kept her eyes on him as he went. A vein throbbed at his temple. "What have you done with my Seals?"

      "I haven't done anything with them. The Seals have chosen the new Ruler of the Underworld all by themselves."

      "Really? I don't think I believe you, my dear. You cannot think I'm that gullible. Do you really think I will listen to you prattle and leave that easily?"

      Evie tugged her sleeve up and thrust her forearm at Marcellus. His eyes widened and he double-stepped backward to avoid being punched. The script on her arm began to glow, iridescent gold. At the same time, the faint chimes of the Seals rang around the chamber, racing down the tunnels and returning on the echoes.

      Marcellus straightened in shock, his face eked of all blood. "What have you done?" His entire body vibrated with fury. Marcellus roared, spittle flying from his mouth as he closed in on her. His rage contained a volatile violence that made her shiver. "You have no idea what you have done.... What you've done to me." Marcellus, his fury taking control, lunged for Evie.

      He hadn't planned his strategy well and Evie saw her opportunity and swung backward, side-swiping him across his face with the hilt of her sword. The short man went sprawling and sliding across the stone floor coming to a stop in an undignified heap against the far wall.

      He lifted his head, putting his hand to his lip and staring furiously at the blood. "Get her, you imbeciles!" He screamed at his guards, who were still standing and watching, not interfering in the least.

      Now, they advanced in unison, their swords at the ready. Evie sank lower on her knees, finding her center of gravity, weighing the sword within her hand. She waited. Six against one was not an even fight. But Evie had been trained well. They were clumsy and afraid. Easy pickings.

      Because even six human Irin Warriors against one Nephilim was a fight favoring the Nephilim.

      Although she knew she was taking a huge chance, Evie let her wings burst through. White and silver feathers flapped out behind her and filled the room. Silver dust floated daintily to the ground every time her wings shuddered behind her. Evie's wingspan rose twice her height and just a flick of a single wing sent two of Marcellus' guards tumbling into the stone walls, out like the proverbial light.

      Two down, four to go.

      They circled, their eyes hard and predatory, while Marcellus sat back and wiped more blood from his lip. His face was filled with malice and an expression of victory he was likely to regret soon. Perhaps it was her youthful looks and demeanor that made him forget her experience in combat. She preferred to leave him to his ignorance.

      They came again in one wave and Evie was forced to launch herself into the air. She hovered above them for a moment, watching them, feeling her skin tingle, knowing the tattoos would be glowing golden. She could see the fear in their eyes.

      Most humans feared or revered the Nephilim and Marcellus' lackeys stank of fear. Evie drew her sword as she hovered over them. A sword-wielding angel would be a terrifying sight. She smiled coldly as all four guards fled to the sound of their master's curses.

      Evie turned to Marcellus who had risen, his hand fisted, his anger still almost palpable, his diminutive state even more prominent from her height.

      "Marcellus, you have done enough damage to the Brotherhood." Evie advanced on him and he backed away.

      Marcellus turned and raced down the tunnel directly behind him with Evie close on his heels. He was so predictable. She had known he would run.

      Evie guided his flight down long passages until he almost reached his destination. She kept a bead on him up ahead as he almost entered an empty cave on his left. Marcellus stared inside the room, then sent a furtive look back down the passage in Evie's direction, a deer-in-the-headlights expression paralyzing the muscles of his face.

      She wasn't going anywhere, and he knew it. He turned and gave her one last desperate glance before stumbling into the next cave entrance.

      Evie heard the groan and sneeze of the disturbed creature within the darkness. The chimera must have been close to the entrance, clearly visible to Marcellus. The back of his head and coat came into view as he began to edge out slowly, dragging in his next breath. Then he stopped dead.

      She heard the silence which followed in which she imagined Marcellus and his executioner staring each other down, one in fear, the other in lip-smacking anticipation. Then she heard Marcellus' fear-filled scream. She listened with a hardened heart to the sounds emanating from the cave as the chimera tore him to pieces.

      And while she listened, her eyes filled with tears as her life with Patrick played before her eyes, as his love filled her heart. As she remembered his hand in her life, his guidance and the years of training and teaching he had invested in her.

      She still had to find a way out of Hades, still had to figure out how to restore Julian's immortality.

      And then there was Daniel.

      And not forgetting the whole Ruler-of-the-Underworld thing—no way could she accept that role, which meant finding a way to reverse it.

      But for now, she was at peace.
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      Evie stared at her hands and wondered, not for the first time, why they didn't shine with the blood she'd spilled a few days ago. She flexed her fingers, turning her hands over to study them in the light of the blazing fire. Long lean fingers, neatly manicured nails. Elegant hands for a cold-blooded killer. Only the slightly darker calluses on the inside of her fingers hinted at the hours of weapons-practice, hours of using weapons to kill.

      She was used to being the executioner, although never guilty of ending an undeserving life. Not until the insidiously evil Marcellus Bactor had taken over as the Master of the Brotherhood of the Irin. As a warrior under the Brotherhood she'd performed missions of charity, missions of freedom, and of course missions of death. But under Marcellus death had become the sole function of the Irin.

      Breakfast had not appealed to her at all. She hadn't expected to feel so strange after dispatching Marcellus. He'd been running the Brotherhood, his own needs more important than those of the humans whom they were all meant to protect. And, now she knew he'd killed her guardian, Patrick, and robbed her of the only father she'd ever known.

      And yet here she was, feeling as though she ought to receive some sort of punishment for murdering the Master of the Irin. And for the first time she wondered what the Brotherhood and all her fellow Nephilim were doing right now. Choosing another Master? Perhaps Daniel? She shuddered at the thought. What was that saying? Frying pan and fire.

      She sighed and shifted in the sofa, moving her cheek away from the warm flames of the fire. Julian's study was warm and cozy, and modern. Unlike anything she'd ever expected to see deep within the bowels of the earth. Dark wood shelves covered the walls filled to overflowing with books from every age, in every language. Comfortable sofas in earthy tones were scattered around the space, convenient spots for curling up with an interesting read. She tossed her dark hair over her shoulder and away from the heat from the fireplace.

      She smiled at the memory of Castor's reaction to Marcellus' death just hours ago. He'd barely blinked on seeing the bloody remains of their old Master. Not that she should have expected tears considering Castor had borne the brunt of Marcellus's fury when Evie had left Greylock Estate in search of the Underworld. Evie's stomach tightened when she thought of Castor's little home on the grounds of the estate. A place the half demon had loved, a place now burnt to ash. But Castor's woes didn't seem to worry him too much right now. He was being well entertained by Pollo and his eclectic band of servants.

      Julian had gone off on an errand in a bit of a hurry; something about a volcanic eruption in the South Pacific. That left Evie to her own devices, which wouldn't have been so bad if she had not needed to worry about Persephone. Evie was constantly on guard where the cold-hearted goddess was concerned, what with Persephone having already tried once to kill her. But so far she didn't seem to want to repeat the attempt. Maybe she was concerned about what Julian would do to her should she succeed. Evie snorted. No chance she'd let her guard down though.

      Evie's skin tingled and she glanced at the shifting letters tattooed into her skin. They seemed alive, twisting and writhing beneath the surface of her pale skin like living things. Something Evie was yet to get accustomed to. She studied the markings then returned her attention to the pages of the ancient book lying open on her lap.

      A book of dead languages, scripts from a time long gone. Perhaps a source of information, perhaps a way to undo this curse that she'd brought upon herself. Twelve seals to make a god. Not a bad way to turn an angel into the King of the Underworld.

      She suppressed another sigh and rubbed her forehead. Suddenly the room seemed to close in on her and she felt desperate to leave the confining comfort of the study. She'd been on edge for hours now. What she probably needed was a sparring session. Something she wasn't likely to get down here.

      She shut the book and left it on the sofa, heading for the door on feet that seemed to think she was in a hurry to be somewhere. Outside, the cool air from the shadowed tunnels teased her overly warm cheeks. She glanced up and down the passage listening for the sounds of approaching feet or hooves. Nothing. Torches shone at both ends of the tunnel, their flickering yellow light dancing and reflecting against the ominous jagged black stone of the tunnel walls.

      Evie let her feet guide her, although part of her knew exactly where they were leading her.
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      Uneven black stone gave way to a carved lintel, the three sides engraved with glowing letters in a language similar to those that marked Evie's forearm. Blue flames flared at her feet as she paused in the doorway, flickering at her. She didn't fear them now, knowing she could walk through them at will. Yet she waited because they seemed to be a way for the angel to retain a little privacy, what with not even having a door to his cell.

      She herself could not keep away. She was drawn to him, had to speak to Gavriel again despite his own reluctance to talk. Gabriel. Gavriel. The names were so close. Had Patrick made a mistake. Could the two possible be that same person?

      A thousand questions contorted Evie's dreaming and waking thoughts and not even her post-murder mood had affected her need to see the angel again.

      She watched him now. He knelt in the center of the circular cell, his hands hidden in his lap. He had his back to her, the muscles taut and wiry, revealing the strength he tried to hide. Tears pricked her eyes. The wounds were still red and gory. And white where splintered bone stuck out like icy thorns. Only a few hours had passed but already there were visible signs of healing. Congealed blood crusted the edges of the wounds surrounding the shattered bones where magnificent wings had once joined with his body. The tightening of his neck, the slight tilt of his head told her Gavriel knew she was there.

      "Come inside, Evangeline." His voice was raspy, husky, as if he barely used it. "Walk right through. The fire is an illusion," he said and she could almost picture a smile on his face.

      Evie stepped through the line of twisting fire, making it past the flames, still very impressed by the illusion.

      "So what's the point of having it there if it isn't real?"

      Gavriel turned to Evie, giving his bare shoulder a tiny shrug. She almost cringed thinking any movement of his shoulder must hurt like hell. "It keeps away the curious. Some of the inhabitants of Hades realm think I am an oddity." His mouth curved in a self-deprecating smile.

      Evie bristled. "You're not a freak show," she said, biting the words out with tamped down fury. She was incensed at the thought that anybody would come here just to get a look at the tortured angel, as if he were in a circus or a zoo, to be stared at and pointed at. She shuddered at the thought.

      "I am an angel, cast forth from the bosoms of Heaven, now suitably incarcerated in the realms of the Underworld where I belong," Gavriel said, scorn dripped from the words as he uttered them. His gaunt features seemed more sunken than the last time she'd seen him, his cheekbones two stark points on his face. Remarkable how good he looked for an unkempt prisoner. "Who would not be curious?" he asked, with a small tilt of an eyebrow. It galled her to think that he accepted the idea of such an audience.

      Evie felt a stab of guilt. Wasn't she herself one of the gawkers he was referring to? Hadn't she been unable to control the unspoken need to keep coming back to see him? Was she just like the mindless masses here to see the freak?

      "But you are different, are you not?" Gavriel's voice broke through her thoughts, as if he could hear her inner conflict.

      "What do you mean?" she asked, glancing at the angel's shadowed features. The torches on the walls around them jittered on an unseen breeze and Evie wondered why they hadn't provided Gavriel with a little warmth at least. A fire maybe? Or clothing more suited to the temperature of the stone cell. Wasn't hell supposed to be all fire and flame anyway?

      Gavriel's voice drew her attention back. "Until recently, I had assumed I was the only angel in this hellish place." He stared at her face, his pale grey eyes gleaming in the torchlight.

      "You know?" The words came out in a soft whisper. She looked away, unable to hold his penetrating gaze. When she met his eyes again she saw no judgment. Not that it made her feel any better. "How?" she asked, curious how he'd found out about her true nature. Not even Julian knew what she really was and she wasn't looking forward to breaking the news to him.

      Gavriel smiled, the expression almost fatherly. And a little indulgent. "Angels have a sense of smell that goes deeper than just the scent of the body. We can smell those just like us. And those not so much like us." He paused and gave Evie a smile. "And angels have the power to see through all glamor."

      A chill slid through Evie and she stiffened. She'd thought her glamor protected her but she'd forgotten that angels had Sight. "I am not an angel. I am Nephilim." Evie lifted her chin as a rush on anger filtered through her. She felt slightly ashamed to admit her half-breed status to a full-blooded angel and she didn't like feeling that way. There wasn't anything about being Nephilim to be ashamed of. But though she knew it, she still felt the prickle of unease, the tiniest sense of being second rate.

      Not good enough.

      "Yes," said the angel, clearly unaware of her inner war. "That explains the strength of your scent and why I took that much longer to figure out what you were. What are you doing here?" He scanned her face as he posed the question. She returned his keen gaze accepting that lying to him was not an option.

      "It was an accident." She gripped her hands before her, twisting her fingers together.

      "And accident? What kind of accident results in an angel falling to hell?"

      "An Alice in Wonderland type of accident?" she offered with a smile only moments before realizing he might not understand what she meant.

      But he responded with a smile. "I see. So you fell through a hole in the ground, and ended up in Hades."

      "Something like that." Evie smiled at the analogy. The only difference was she had come willingly with both eyes open.

      "And why are you still here?"

      "Because Alice is stuck here until she can turn back into herself."

      He regarded her, a quizzical smile plastered across his face.

      "So how much time do you have left?"

      "A couple of weeks. What about you? How long are you supposed to stay here for?" Evie was desperate to change the subject.

      "Oh, let's see... eight centuries and ... well... forever." His expression was serious and Evie didn't like it one bit.

      "Forever?" She frowned, finding herself slightly annoyed with him. She wouldn't appreciate it if he was being facetious, but his expression remained serious. "I still don't think the time fits the crime."

      "Oh, it fits. The law is the law. And I broke the law." A strange sadness tinged his words and he looked off into the distance, perhaps all the way to the past.

      "What law was that?" Evie snapped. "Just because you serve Heaven does that mean you are banned from loving? I thought love was the whole point to Heaven's purpose?"

      The angel raised his hand. "You don't understand ..."

      His expression was so sad Evie felt the physical pain of it course through her heart. "Then make me understand. Tell me." Evie's muscles stiffened with anger as she stared Gavriel down, waiting for an answer. How could he be accepting of such a punishment, despite being in such pain because of it?

      The angel sighed, his shoulder bowing forward slightly. "I made the greatest mistake - to fall in love with a Human. Worse yet - our union produced a child." Evie heart lurched. Her own mother had been human, had died in childbirth as all human women do when birthing an angel's child.

      "She died." Evie's whispered words echoed around the angels cell, reflecting back on her the sad inevitability of a human woman's life should she chose to love an angel.

      "No." He got to his feet and shook his head, a smile curving his lips. In that smile she saw a little of the happiness given him by the woman he'd loved. "It happens sometimes. The woman survives. She was weak after the birth, but alive. We went away, thought we could hide our little family. But they found us. They came for us. They killed her and took the child. And I fled. I searched for her. All over the world. But I never did find her. I searched until I was captured and brought here." His words came out short and hesitant, as if telling the story hurt him deeply, as if just speaking it out loud ripped open the old scars of loss and pain. During their conversation, Gavriel had kept moving around, his chains clinking as he shuffling along on dirty bare feet.

      But Evie was no stranger to loss and pain. "I think I can understand some of that. My father left me with a friend. My guardian was good to me, told me much about my own father and his deeds. He didn't know my mother though. I've searched too. But my father seems to have disappeared. I'm so afraid he's dead and I may never know who my mother was. Or what kind of a person she was." Evie was unable to hold back the raw pain in her voice. But strangely enough it didn't embarrass her to reveal this part of her heart to Gavriel. He was the only person around that could understand what she felt.

      The angel lifted a rickety broom from the ground and busied himself, sweeping up most of the feathers which littered the floor, gathering them into a small metal dustpan. Gavriel glanced up at Evie, his hooded eyes seemed darker as he spoke, "What is his name? I may have an idea of where he might be, provided I know his name."

      Gavriel was busy tipping a dustpan filled with feathers into a black bag. Evie hesitated only a moment before answering. "Gabriel. That's the only name I have." At Evie's words, he froze, the muscles in his back stiffening, the cords in his neck tight. The angel turned to Evie as she spoke her father's name.

      "What did you say?" He hesitated as he met Evie's eyes then tried to downplay his surprise by concentrating on sweeping up a far corner of the cell.

      Evie repeated the name a little louder and kept a solid eye on the angel's expression. The muscles in his face remained relaxed, giving away nothing. He hid his emotion well, but not well enough for Evie to miss the expression that flickered in his eyes.

      "Who is he? Your foster father ... what is his name?" His cleaning task all but forgotten, Gavriel stared at Evie, his voice filled with a desperation unlike any she'd heard before.

      "Patrick Duarte. He was an Immortal."

      "The Grand Master of the Irin. Yes, I remember Patrick. He is good man. You are lucky to have him as a guardian."

      "Was," Evie said flatly the loss of Patrick still easily striking her to the core.

      "Was what?"

      "Patrick was a good man. He's dead." The words fell from her lips, each one weighed deeply with her loss. Evie felt tears fill her eyes as memories of her good friend and mentor visited her.

      "Patrick is dead?" The angel whispered, the pain in his voice clear to Evie. So he'd known Patrick well enough to care that he'd died. She watched as Gavriel frowned, then asked, "How?"

      Evie blinked back her tears. "Marcellus Bactor is how. He was the new master of the Irin. He ousted Patrick in what seemed like a 'peaceful' coupe," Evie said, forming quotation marks with her fingers when she said the word peaceful. "I'd suspected he had something to do with Patrick's death, but nobody believed me. Just before I discovered Patrick's body I overheard Marcellus tell his assistant that the deed was done. Only later did I realize the deed was murder." The single word echoed around the cell like an accusation. "Now, with Patrick dead, I'm totally alone. I'm more sure than ever that I want to find my parents. I need to know who they were as people..." Evie trailed off into silence.

      Gavriel sighed. "What did Patrick tell you about your father?"

      Evie twisted her fingers again. "That he was an angel who had fallen when Lucifer made his stand. That he longed to go back home, and had to adapt to living on Earth because of that longing. That he dedicated himself to eradicating the evil spawn of angels and humans, as part of his penance. And that he fell victim to the same emotion he despised in other angels. Patrick told me my father brought me to him because he was certain that my life was in danger. That was the last he heard of him."

      When Evie looked up she saw the angel's expression and her stomach twisted. She recognized pain and grief on Gavriel's face.

      "Did you know my father? He was also an angel. You may have known him." Evie looked at him hopefully, her gaze urging him to tell her something, anything she could hold on to.

      But Gavriel just shook his head and said nothing, his eyes now devoid of any emotion. Maybe the armies of angels were too numerous for everyone to know each other, Evie thought. Or maybe Gavriel had other reasons for not admitting he knew her father.

      She straightened, throwing her shoulders back despite the weight of her glamored wings. It didn't matter that he refused to help her. It didn't change her purpose. "I will find him. Even if I have to search my whole life, I will find him." She clenched her jaw, tamping down the strangest need to burst into tears. She'd always considered herself strong, stronger than most, if not all, her fellow Nephilim in the brotherhood. But now she felt helpless, nothing more than a lost child.

      "That is a whole lot of years to spend searching. What if he does not want to be found?" he asked, challenging her with his pale eyes.

      "That's preposterous. Why would he not want his daughter to find him?" Evie was incensed at the thought. More than that she was furious with Gavriel for even suggesting such a thing.

      But he seemed oblivious to her fury as he shrugged a bare shoulder and said, "Things happen, sometimes people want different things. Have you thought about what you would do if you did find him and he wanted nothing to do with you? You need to be prepared for all possible scenarios."

      Evie shook her head, every cell in her body denying the possibility that he'd just voiced. But even as she denied it she recognized the truth he spoke. She didn't have to like it but he was right, although the thought that her own parents would not want her was too hard to accept, especially now that she was feeling exceptionally lonely in the wake of Patrick's death.

      She stared at Gavriel but there wasn't even a hint of apology in his eyes. She tried to cover the hurt she felt with a small smile.

      "I know it is difficult to accept but you must be prepared for anything. Those who search may not always find exactly what they are looking for."

      Evie nodded then mumbled an excuse about having to see Julian before she hurried out of the icy cell.

      Hurrying away from the one place that had drawn her so many times. She didn't think she'd want to visit with Gavriel again any time soon.
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      Evie made her way back to Julian's study, suddenly looking forward to sitting in front of the fire, looking forward to forgetting everything for a while. Gavriel's words had sown a frigid seed in her heart, for the first time making her feel unsettled about her relentless search for her parents.

      She pushed the door open and smiled when she saw Julian pouring himself a drink, standing beside a cart laden with the lunch spread. "Hey. You're back." When the words left her mouth she blushed and felt a little stupid.

      Talk about stating the obvious.

      Julian returned her smile. Leaving his drink on the bar he walked slowly toward her. They stopped within inches of each other, Julian's eyes staring at Evie's face, as if he'd hungered just to see her. "How are you?" he asked softly his gaze flitting over her lips.

      "Bored," she said with a grin. She felt awkward standing there in front of him. Until he rested his hand on her arm. The touch of his skin to hers set off a million tiny sparks, sending a shiver of anticipation up and down her spine.

      She moved forward and so did Julian, until their lips were a hairs-breadth from meeting. Electricity sizzled between them and for a moment Evie's legs wobbled. She tipped forward toward him, reaching for Julian's shoulder to help steady her. Only touching his hard, muscled arm didn't help to steady her in any way.

      Touching him set her body on fire, and she felt him shift, move toward her. He cupped the back of her head, tilting her face, giving him access to her lips.

      And then he kissed her.

      This time his exploration was not tentative. He kissed her hard, with a pent-up passion that felt dangerous and delicious all at the same time. Evie's heart thundered against her ribs as she kissed him back. She curled her arm around his neck and pulled him closer.

      Julian’s lips pulled away and Evie was about to protest when she felt him kiss her just below her ear. The warmth of his lips and the heat of his breath sent electric sparks surging through her limbs.

      The door slammed open, the sound thrusting Julian and Evie apart. Pollo rushed into the study. In his excitement he'd thrown the door open without knocking. An oversight he didn't seem to notice.

      "Trespassers, Your Highness." He took great big wheezing breaths and bent over, looking like he was about to fall flat on his face. He stuck his fingers into his side, poking at a stitch while trying to get his breathing under control.

      "Trespassers? Pollo, Hades does not have trespassers. Everyone has a reason for being here," Julian said with a smile as he touched Evie's back tenderly, a silent apology for the intrusion. Evie hoped the rosiness of her cheeks was not obvious. Then Julian stepped away from her to face Pollo's agitation.

      Pollo shook his head as if to shake off his fatigue. The fiery thatch of his hair fell away from the pair of dark brown filed-off horns that sat on either side of his head. The faun's excitement was infectious and Evie had to admit she was now dying to know who'd managed to enter the Underworld and get Pollo's knickers in such a knot.

      "Very well, Pollo. Lead the way so that we can see these intruders for ourselves." Julian waved a hand at Pollo who blinked then nodded before spinning on one hoof and trotting out the door.

      Julian followed the faun, giving Evie a conspiratorial smile over his shoulder. Evie stayed close to him, her footsteps adding to the urgent sound of hooves and shoes on the smoothed stone floor of the tunnels.

      Up ahead, Pollo's ears twitched and he glanced over his shoulder at Evie. He threw her an odd look, one she wasn't sure how to define. Was he irritated with her? Of course, technically she was the interloper. Was Pollo one of Persephone's sympathizers? She wasn't sure about that. He'd never shown the goddess more than the required respect. And besides, Sef had her own minions willing enough to do her dirty work. Perhaps Pollo was judging her for her friendship with Gavriel?

      Evie's jaw tightened. She reminded herself that in the greater scheme of things the faun and his loyalties were the least of her concerns. Getting back topside was the most important thing to her. That and surviving the next two weeks.

      They followed Pollo back through the warren of tunnels while Evie tried not to spend too much time studying a certain shapely rear end just in front of her. Tried and failed.

      She hid a smile as the walked out into the central cavern where Cerberus had left Evie her first day in the Underworld. The same place she'd received the news from her half-demon half-human friend Caster that led to the death of Marcellus, Master of the Irin.

      Evie stiffened at the sight. Huddled and chained together in the center of the cavern sat two girls, surrounded by a quartet of guards whose spears were aimed directly at the pair. A little spurt of joy trilled through her, followed suitably quickly by a wave of worry. Both black haired and fiery eyes, the girls glared at their captors, their eyes promising vengeance as soon as their bonds were untied.

      None of the guards knew the power they faced as they pointed their weapons at two very powerful, and now very angry, Nephilim. Evie was both shocked and overjoyed to set eyes on them though.

      "Evie. Oh my, Evie. We thought you were dead." Ling struggled ferociously against her bindings only pausing when the sharp end of a spear was pointed perilously close to her eye by an over-enthusiastic faun guard. Way too close for Ling's comfort. And Evie's. A burst of irritation at the guards rippled through Evie. She was beginning to lose patience with the bumbling idiots.

      Ling threw Evie a questioning look, waggling her eyebrows at the pointy bit hovering near her cheek. Ash on the other hand, sat still and stiff beside the struggling Ling. Uh-oh. Evie knew the guards wouldn't have much chance if she didn't prevent Ash from taking her fury out on them for her imprisonment, however short it was.

      Ash stared down the fauns, her nostrils flaring as if they hadn't bathed in days and she found the odor revolting. Bound as they both were they'd been unable to shuck out their wings to escape the faun's clutches. A good thing as far as Evie was concerned. She rushed to their side. And when the spears were turned onto her in unison, she brushed them aside just as she heard Julian bark his orders to the guards to hold off.

      Julian moved forward as Evie made quick work of the rope, releasing both girls within seconds. She helped them to their feet to a chorus of groans and massaged butts and knees. Hugs were exchanged before the two harassed Nephilim turned dangerous glares at their former captors.

      Evie smiled and ignored the tension simmering between Nephilim and slightly embarrassed guards. "Julian, these are my friends, Ling Han, and Ashika Deva." Although the girls bowed their heads, neither offered their hands to Julian. That may have been construed as bad manners had they not so recently been abused at the hands of his own guards.

      He smiled at them, not in the least bit offended. "I see Evie's friends are as industrious as she is."

      "We try," Ash said dryly, giving Evie the my-what-a-hunk look behind his back. Ling's lips just turned up in a silly, infatuated smile that brought an answering grin to Evie's lips.

      A burst of joy filled her now that they were both here. The last thing she'd have thought possible was to have company while stuck in Hades. And at last she could share some of her fear and worry with her closest friends.

      Julian cleared his throat and said, "Come, you must have some refreshments. I fear our hospitality leaves a lot to be desired." He threw a furious glare at Pollo and his guards who all had the grace to stare at the ground. "Pollo, follow me. I'll deal with you once the ladies are safely in my rooms."

      Julian walked ahead and Evie followed with her two friends bringing up the rear. They said nothing as they traveled through the tunnels and Evie was aware that this would be a new experience for the girls.

      At last they reached the study and Julian shoved the door open and waved them inside. "Pollo, I trust you will ensure that sufficient refreshments will be provided for our visitors. Immediately." Julian's tone was clipped and cool as he stared at the faun, whose face remained implacable now.

      Julian left the room with Pollo in tow and Evie suspected the faun would be getting a solid telling off very soon.

      Ling sighed and snuggled into the cushions at her back. Ash cleared her throat. "So, that is the reason we haven't heard from you in two months?" Her tone dripped ice but the look in her friend's eyes told Evie that Ash had missed her. And been worried.

      "Two months? But I've been a little over two weeks," Evie protested, but even as she spoke she knew the Ash was right. Time moved slower down here in the underworld. Evie clenched her hands, curling them into fists. She'd wasted so much time.

      "Nuh-uh. It's been two whole months. And we couldn't take it anymore. Marcellus was getting out of hand and then he up and disappeared a few days ago. We had no idea if he'd found you and killed you."

      Though tempted to tell the girls of Marcellus' happy demise she wanted more information out of them first. "How did you guys know where to find me?"

      "Did you see Castor yet?" Evie understood.

      "You followed Castor? He will be hurt if he thinks you didn't trust him," said Evie wondering where the half-demon had gotten to. She made a note to send him a message so he could meet the girls.

      "Trust is not an issue," Ling said shaking her head. "Marcellus' fury was something to behold. He focused on Castor for some reason and shocked the entire Brotherhood when he burned the poor guy's hut down. Castor was acting a bit strangely, and mentioned something about Marcellus coming for you. So Ash and I kept an eye out on him because we knew you'd want us to. Then we saw him run off to meet a certain albino demon. A little bit of prodding later we had the location to the entrance to this underground resort." She waved a hand airily around her head.

      "I hope you left him in one piece," I said, grinning.

      Ash snorted. "Don't worry, he still has all his parts. And for the record I do have eyes. That's a pretty hot demon if you don't count the albino part. And the demon part."

      "That's good. I kinda need him in possession of all his parts. Or else I risk losing his cooperation."

      "My pleasure. Although you should be happy we didn't have the old kill first ask questions later rule," said Ash as she studied her manicure.

      Ling snorted. "More importantly, we've found you. We knew it wouldn't be long before Marcellus got to you too. That imp is too unpredictable for my liking. We needed to do something. I couldn't stand sitting around on my butt anymore."

      "So... new rules? What about your missions?"

      "What missions? Once Marcellus found the Seals gone he ceased the seek and destroy missions and all we've been doing is school and nothing." Ling twisted her lips in distaste. "We aren't even allowed to leave the compound.

      "Not even the Humanitarian missions?" I asked hopefully.

      "Discontinued. Don't look at me like that. You have no idea what that pygmy has put us through. He knew he couldn't touch us, but we've been moved out of our rooms into dormitories in the old wing."

      Evie had to choke on her laughter. Marcellus, the pygmy? Too funny.

      "Co-ed dorms too." Ash wrinkled her nose in disgust. "Not that there is even a decent guy to be found. Just Flash but he has the hots for anything that smiles at him."

      "And you are in danger," Ling said.

      "Marcellus decided to pin the whole thing on you. He told the council that you blamed him for Patrick's death and wanted revenge. That's why you apparently stole his treasures and left Greylock. He vowed to follow you."

      "The council ... did they believe him?" I asked, curious as to where the Brotherhood's loyalties lay. How strong was their faith in their rabid new leader?

      "Some do, some don't. So we thought it was best we find you. He's got his dogs looking for you and I think they may have tracked Castor here already."

      "No. They didn't need to follow Castor. They would have already known I was here."

      "How would they know where you were headed?" Ling asked, confused.

      "Because of the Seals," Evie said, watching the girls' expressions.

      Ling's eyes widened. "So you found out what the Seals were for?" she asked.

      "Yeah, I found out," Evie said dryly as she slumped into the back of the sofa. She was still angry with herself for walking right into the mess she was now stuck in.

      "What's that supposed to mean? We didn't come all this way to get one of your vague answers Eves." Ash sat up, glaring at Evie.

      "Okay, calm down. I'll tell you." Evie pulled back her sleeve to reveal the angelic script engraved into her skin. The dark markings shimmered in the rooms cool light. At least they had the sense not to writhe around on her hand and freak the girls out. Both her friends stared at the engravings in dead silence.

      "What the hell are those?" Ash breathed the question out raggedly.

      "The Mark of Hades." Julian's voice rang out with Evie's intended words.

      "What is the Mark of Hades?" Ling spoke the name emphasizing the words in an irreverently mocking tone.

      Julian merely smiled at her tone. "It means you now address the Ruler of the Underworld."

      Both girls stared at Evie as if she's just grown another head.

      "What the hell is he talking about?" Ash whispered her eyes so dark that Evie began to worry. Glamor faded under extreme stress. And this pretty much counted as extreme stress.

      "No need to whisper Ash, this is Julian. Or rather, this is Hades." Evie looked at Julian as she spoke, and he stared back as if daring her to tell her story. "Julian has been ruler of Hades for the last two thousand years."

      The girls were silent, which didn't happen often. Ash was pale, and her wings began to shimmer in the air behind her. Ash, for all her projected badness, always reacted like this in times of serious stress. Now it meant Evie had to get them away from Julian immediately, if only to prevent him from seeing the Apsara's wings. Evie also had to ensure the girls both knew that no-one in the Underworld must know they were Nephilim.

      She grabbed their arms and ushered them out of the room. "Sorry, Julian. They both look like they need to rest. I'll take them to my room."

      Julian nodded although a frown marred his brow. "I understand. This must be a lot to process." Evie glanced over her shoulder as they left the room to see Julian staring at them, a strange look on his face.

      She shuddered, hoping he hadn't seen Ash's glamored wings.
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      Once the girls were safely ensconced in Evie's rooms, she guided them to a set of sofas arranged beside her gigantic bed. She sat with them, until she was sure Ash had calmed down.

      A few minutes later a knock sounded at the door and it swung open. Two fauns entered bearing trays of food and drink, which they lay on the low table in front of the sofas. Only when they left did the stiff silence dissipate.

      "Food," said Ling.

      "Is it safe?" asked Ash, ever the wary one.

      "Of course it is. I'm still alive aren't I?"

      The girls hesitated only a moment more before descending on the trays. Finger sandwiches, egg and mayo, tuna, ham, and a variety of small cakes and biscuits. And tea, coffee and juice. Pollo had thought of everything. She ought to thank him and decided she would as soon as she ceased being pissed off at him.

      Their hunger sated, the girls turned their attention to Evie.

      "What's the hot guy talking about you being the Ruler of the Underworld?" Ling asked sharply.

      I looked at her and sighed, not bothering to remind her that Julian had a name. "Something happened when I brought the Seals to the Underworld. Before I got to Julian I ended up in a room with a huge stone table. Then the seals began to sing and spin around the table and all of a sudden I'm dragged onto the table with the symbols being seared into my skin. To cut a long story short there was some kind of transformation ritual and the Markings ended up engraved on my arm."

      "But how can something like that just happen? Just because you were carrying the Seals shouldn't mean you get bloody job of the head honcho."

      I snorted. "There is a safeguard. One final piece that acted as a key to the whole process. Julian was certain they had hidden the final piece to ensure the Seals could not accidentally be used to transfer the mantle. Just my luck I had the final piece with me."

      "What?"

      "You have the most amazing luck, don't you?" snapped Ash, finally pulling out of her subdued state.

      "The piece was around my neck. Has been for hundreds of years. It was the medallion my father left for me." Evie pulled the thong out of the neck of her shirt and showed the girls the medallion. It was the most drab and unassuming piece, a dull metal circle inscribed with glyphs. Hard to understand it had been so vital to the transformation. "It closed the deal. Julian found me when it was over. I had almost passed out."

      "So you were the key?" asked Ling in disbelief. "You're saying the next King of Hades would have needed that last piece to complete the transformation." When Evie nodded, Ling scoffed and shook her head. "So I take it the pygmy knew nothing about that?"

      Evie shook her head. "The only problem now is that Julian is no longer Hades."

      "What's the big deal about that?"

      Evie sighed. "He is now mortal."

      "This is just perfect." Ling managed to sound both angry and sad at the same time. Evie knew exactly how she felt.

      "I have no idea how to get out of this apart from patiently biding my time until the Ascension Ceremony."

      "Why would you want to?" asked Ash.

      "Do you have any idea what I've been through and what's in store for me if I don't find a way out?"

      Ash just glared at her with a raised eyebrow implying she was over-reacting.

      Ling held up a hand. "Hey, calm down. At least we've found out who is really after the Seals…"

      Evie raised her eyebrows and waited. "Who could it be besides Marcellus?" But even as Evie spoke she knew the answer.

      "Daniel," said Ling. She sat back, a satisfied smile on her face.

      Evie wasn't shocked. Daniel had been the most unlikely possibility. But on hearing his name her thoughts went right back to the night she'd been stuck in his office and overheard Marcellus confirm he had just killed Patrick. She'd found it odd then that the roles seemed to have been reversed but it had not struck her in any way besides being unusual.

      "You know, that might not be so unbelievable. For a long time Daniel maintained the bumbling assistant facade, but when I overheard them speak the tone of voice he used with Marcellus was definitely one of authority." Evie nodded, turning the idea around and around in her head.

      "And Daniel is after the Seals because he wants to be the next Hades?" asked Ash, her tone confirming she didn't think it so plausible.

      "You are a smart cookie, you know that?" Ling remarked. Ash just mouthed 'Whatever' at her.

      "That's why you guys raced here? To tell me about your suspicions concerning Daniel?"

      "Yes, and about Marcellus." Ash replied as she got to her feet and inspected the room. She seemed to be drawn toward the tendrils of steam sneaking around the wall to the hot-pool.

      Evie smiled. "Well, Marcellus is no longer a problem. He won't be bothering anyone anytime soon."

      That got both girls attention. "What do you mean?" asked Ash. She spun around and stared at Evie. "What happened to him?"

      "Let's just say he got his just desserts." Evie snickered.

      "You're holding back." Ling tugged her arm, her eyes threatening Evie with dire consequences. As usual Ling loved drama.

      "Okay, okay," Evie raised her hands in mock defense. "If you must know, he came down here to kill me and get the Seals but became Chimera chow instead."

      "A Chimera ate him?" Ling's eyebrows greeted her hairline. "Eh, you mean he's dead?"

      "You mean the Chimera is real?" asked Ash, her face a bit too pale to be healthy for a girl with her dusky complexion.

      At Ash's question all three girls burst out laughing.

      "Look, I'll have to tell you the whole story. Right now I have to speak to Julian about Daniel. He needs to know that someone is so dead set on getting the Seals that he is actually coming down to the Underworld. You girls get some rest."
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      The news that Daniel was on the way to claim the Seals did not send Julian into a mad panic. Instead he sat down beside Evie and said, "We need to find a way to get you out of the hold of the spell." His forehead was marred by the ripples of a worried frown.

      "I thought you said there wasn't a way to do that." Evie gave Julian her full attention, especially now that he was suggesting a possible way out from this fiasco.

      "I have been thinking, especially since Sef's been so upset with you being the new Ruler." He rose and went to a glass-fronted bookshelf which he unlocked with a tiny gold key. He retrieved a book, so heavy he had to carry it in both his arms. When he sat he balanced the weight of it on his lap.

      I snorted. "She's only upset because you’re now mortal, and she can't legitimately get her claws into you since she is no longer your consort. With Hades out of the picture you were obviously her next choice." Evie knew she was taking a huge chance by voicing her opinions to Julian about Persephone. A few kisses didn't mean she had the right to challenge him on his relationship choices. They were close but not there yet. But she was curious about Julian's emotional attachment to Hade's scorned Queen.

      "She will have a very long wait if that is her goal," said Julian without even glancing up from his tome. "There is no way, in this hell or others, that I would want to take Persephone as a consort. Or to have to face the music when Hades does finally return. I am here only on a temporary basis anyway."

      Evie's stomach tightened at his words. He was saying he had no interest in the goddess and Evie hoped he spoke the truth. "I've been reading up as much as I can. There is almost nothing about this kind of spell or binding. Except this-" Julian turned the book toward her so she could read the ancient script. Evie looked at the mess of words and then back at Julian, wanting to laugh. The writing was ancient Greek or something close.

      "Translation please?" She raised an eyebrow at him, softening it with a small smile.

      "Oh. Sorry about that." He turned the book around and flipped a page, shifting close to Evie to study it. "I keep forgetting that not everyone else speaks eighteen languages."

      "Showoff," Evie muttered.

      "What?" Julian glanced up at her, the blank look in his eyes making it clear he was already deep within the words of the book.

      "Oh, nothing," she responded. Turning her gaze to the page she pretended to be deep into the script too. He'd see right through that but she didn't care.

      Julian continued, oblivious to her fake examination of the words. "What I have found is that the power of the mantle can be transferred to a willing recipient only if the giver- that will be you- and the receiver - a suitable other person- are in mutual understanding."

      Silence fell upon Evie's ears and for a moment she couldn't believe what she was hearing. "Is this for real?" she breathed the question softly, as if afraid saying it out loud may destroy the fragile glimmer of a possibility of freedom.

      "Yes, it says it right here." He nodded stabbing an elegantly sexy finger at the aged paper.

      Evie's eyes went from word to finger to Julian's face. "But how can we be sure?" She knew she was hesitant, just in case reality was on its way to douse her with the truth. "Hades used this once on you and I'm only the second person to receive the mantle. How can we be sure it is safe?"

      Julian shrugged. But from the look in his eyes Evie could tell he was worried too. "We can't. But trust this book; it is one of the Books of Fate. Many were said to be destroyed but I saved a few and brought them with me. There are mysteries explained in these books that make them extremely dangerous in the hands of the wrong person."

      "Is that why so many of the books were destroyed?" The thought of the destruction of any book galled her.

      "Yes. Humans are notorious for their greed. And their vanity."

      "Like Marcellus and Daniel," said Evie scorn dripping from her words.

      "Exactly. We both know where Marcellus is so that sorts one of your problems out."

      "Yeah. That." Evie cringed at the memory of Marcellus's last screams before the Chimera had killed him.

      Julian didn't seem in the least bit concerned that he sat beside a killer. "We just need to be in the right place at the right time when Daniel arrives."

      "I'm still curious as to why Daniel desires the mantle." Evie frowned. "He's always seemed the underling, but it's clear now that he has another agenda."

      Julian grunted. "The job of ruling the Underworld is all-encompassing. The myths about Hades made it look like it was a simple task encompassing stealing young maidens and tricking the sons of the Gods into remaining here forever. Most of those tales were just that, tales." He shook his head in disgust.

      "So you didn't think about those issues when you started your ... role?"

      Julian nodded, his eyes dark and serious as his memories traced his past. "Yes, I did. And that's what made it all the more shocking. Hades didn't have the time to be a playboy."

      "So Sef may have been disappointed?" Evie felt slightly sorry for the goddess. Only very slightly.

      "Disappointed?" Julian asked, his confusion evident in his twisted brow.

      "Yeah. Carried off, swooning in the arms of a gorgeous hunk of a God only to become a trophy wife to a Ruler who had other things on his mind." Evie shook her head and clicked her tongue in mock sympathy.

      "I think you may be more right than you realize," Julian mused. "This job is terribly responsible. Hades controls, or rather, tries to achieve a balance to Earthly disasters. Volcanoes, earthquakes, plate movements, geothermal activity, seabed earthquakes, landslides, the list goes on."

      "So, anything to do with the underground is your deal?" asked Evie.

      "Yes. Even when its under the sea. Poseidon doesn't like it when I use his waters to inspect seabed activity, but it can't be avoided. He just has to accept my trespass when it is needed. I guess you could say that he puts up with me."

      "You sound like you know a lot about geology."

      Yeah, another dumber question, Evie.

      But she had to admit she was fascinated now that Julian had revealed exactly what he'd been up to whenever he'd run off on his sudden errands.

      He nodded. "I had to learn. I didn't want to be like Hades and think that everything that happened underground was because some God sneezed or burped." Julian looked disgusted.

      Evie laughed and stared at him, finding it hard to believe. "Did Hades really think that?"

      "Yes. And so did many Gods and people at that time. Everything changed with science and even Gods had to relearn how the Earth really worked. Its a lot like living on a live creature. We have to learn how the planet works to adapt to its changes."

      Evie was impressed at Julian's description of the interaction of gods and the planet Earth. An interesting way to put it and one that made immense sense. "Guess you'll be in charge of mining materials won't you?" she asked.

      "You are smart." Julian nodded in approval. "All solid and liquid mined materials from diamonds to oil - that's my territory. I do my best to ensure Humans miss the deposits as much as possible. No use in letting them take everything now. Before long there will be nothing left for the future generations. And people are yet to learn the true value of diamonds and oil."

      For a moment Evie was silent as she wrapped her head around Julian's role. "So it is possible that Daniel has a bigger plan than we thought. Do you think he is making a play for control of gold or oil?"

      "Quite possible. Even probable."

      "But how would he have found out about the real role of Hades when the myths have done such an excellent job of hiding it?"

      "It's not a secret. You just have to be smart and industrious and reach the right conclusions. If you know what you are looking for you are bound to find some of the truth if not all of it. Even the old philosophers and poets told the truth in many of their works. Although they often glamorized it or downplayed it, depending on their moods of course."

      "Or their political leanings?" Evie suggested.

      "Yes. That too. So our only solution is the transfer of the mantle."

      "Who will be willing to take that responsibility? Surely not Persephone?" Evie fairly gagged at the thought. The shrewish female as the Ruler of the Underworld? Not a very palatable thought.

      "I know someone suitable for the job. Someone with previous experience."

      "Er, there are only two people with previous experience and one of them hasn't found himself yet. The other, I think, is officially crazy to think I would agree." She sat back and folded her arms, staring straight ahead, her body stiff.

      "Come now, Evangeline. This is the most sensible option." Julian leaned forward and pulled her around to face him.

      She looked at him reluctantly, her arms tensed. "What's so sensible about it?" she demanded. "It would mean banishing you to the Underworld again for heaven knows how many more millennia." Evie shook her head, not liking the idea at all. "Probably the only good thing would come of it is you would get you immortality back." Hearing those words made Evie feel like what Julian was suggesting may be worth it. Still, it made him Hades again, stuck down here in the Netherworld. She had to admit she was being selfish; how did one have a relationship with the God of the Underworld while maintain ones own life? Maybe that just wasn't an option.

      Julian tilted his head and grinned. "I'd also get Persephone back too." Evie had to smile back at him. At least he had a sense of humor. But she couldn't find anything amusing about the prospect of exiling Julian again.

      "But you lost so much when Hades took you."

      "I gained so much too," he replied. "Tell me, where will you be in a thousand years?"

      Evie didn't answer.

      "If I were mortal I would have been dead for more than nine hundred of those years, Evangeline. If I were immortal I'd still be here." It was a sobering thought. All Evie had been thinking about was the unfairness of the young Julian being taken from the only family he had ever known. He'd missed his chance to take back a throne that had belonged to him, missed the chance of a reunion with his mother Julia.

      Evie had been so absorbed in the hurt of his past, she had not thought about his future. A future for him as a newly changed mortal meant he would have to die a slow death in a world so alien from his own. And she would have willingly given him that choice. But she wasn't ready to admit she was being convinced.

      Julian closed the book and returned it to the glassed-in shelf. Then he came to stand in front of her, holding out both his hands he waited for her to take them. "Let's go for a walk. I have something I think you would like to see." When she placed her hands in his he lifted her to her feet and ushered her toward the door.
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      Julian walked through the warren of tunnels with Evie at his side. Their silence was companionable. Evie, meanwhile, had her thoughts fairly divided between Gavriel's agonies in body and Julian's agonies in mind.

      They'd traveled through the dark passageways until the stone ground gave way to softly packed sand that made Evie think of the seaside. Up ahead the tunnel grew gradually brighter and Evie recognized sunlight, bright beams alternating wide and thin, streaming its warmth into the rocky passage. The tunnel led upwards to surface in the middle of a valley.

      When she glanced around, Evie did a double take. The valley was nature’s most beauteous bounty, beautiful and filled with life.

      Julian led the way, taking hold of Evie's hand. He curled his fingers between hers and walked at a slow pace, allowing her to enjoy the sights she passed in such awe.

      Trees bearing fruit she'd never seen before, their leaves unusually shaped, their trunks covered in barks of a hundreds of different earthy shades. Evie saw plants and flowers few humans would have touched or smelled. She felt so blessed that hot tears singed her eyes. This sight was so far from the dead and barren valley she'd seen on entering the Underworld. It was like a totally different world altogether.

      "What is this place?" she whispered.

      "The Garden of Ep. The place of the pure souls. After judgment, every soul seen to be of pure goodness comes to this field. This is where they spend the rest of their lives.

      "My kind of Hell, I think," she said with a smile. A warmth bathed her cheeks and she looked up, expecting sunlight but there was of course none. The area above them glowed with a twisting swirling light from what looked like a far off galaxy. Orange and red and purple smoky brightness bathed the Orchard.

      She glanced over at Julian who gave her an indulgent smile. "There are many of these havens all over the world. They are like small countries actually. And they exist for the same reason - to house the souls of the good."

      "Thank you for showing me this." As entranced as Evie was she was also grateful for Julian's thoughtfulness. He'd showed her that banishment to Hades was not as bad as it looked. That for the good souls there was still the opportunity to enter a heavenly space to live out eternity.

      "I wanted you to see that being the Ruler of the Underworld is not so bad a card to be dealt. If you want to keep the mantle I will understand but I owe it to you and to myself to show you the real Hades. Most people only know vaguely about the beauty we have here."

      Evie nodded. "Thank you for showing me this place."

      "I had hoped that it would help."

      "It did." She smiled.
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      The next few hours were a tense amalgamation of minutes and seconds of fear and worry.

      Julian had the whole place on high alert since Ling and Ash had brought the news of Daniel's intention to retrieve the Seals himself. Julian saw it as a threat to Evie's life, especially since she was the one who was bound by the Seals. But Evie considered Daniel a threat to Julian's life because of his lack of immortality and the role he'd played in the past two millennia. He may not be the current holder of the title, but it didn't make his power any less.

      The problem was they had no idea when Daniel would decide to pitch up and stake his claim on the Seals. Julian was still insistent on his proposal to take the title again but Evie was yet to agree.

      Evie walked into Julian's study to find a sullen Persephone, arms folded and face flaming, sitting opposite a darkly silent Julian. Her blond hair fell in ringlets around her face, hiding her expression although Evie knew it would not be pretty.

      "Well, Evangeline, your timing is just impeccable isn't it?" The goddess lifted her eyes and glared icily at Evie.

      "What did I do now?" Evie responded dryly. She was so tired of Sef's patronizing, cold manner. But there was no changing the iciness of the Bringer of Springtime. That was a bit of a joke in itself. It didn't seem logical that the goddess who was responsible for the season that brings life to the world was the same bitter, shrewish woman who'd been making Evie's life a perfect hell these past weeks.

      "It is not what you are doing that is the problem. It is what you are not doing." Persephone clipped the words out, each one dropping like a sharp ice crystal.

      "Which is?" Evie raised an eyebrow in question, the action and her question drawing twin spots of pink anger to Sef's cheekbones. Had it not been for the livid expression in her eyes she would have looked quite attractive.

      "Leaving." Persephone rose to her full height, which though a good head shorter than Evie, was still impressive. Or would have been had the person she was confronting was one of her simpering slaves. Evie was not.

      "As you well know, I can't leave, not until the Bonding has completed."

      Julian shifted in his seat opposite the goddess. "Sef, I've already told you that this is not an easy decision to make. And it is not one you have any involvement in." Julian stared Persephone down, and although he used her affectionate name, his face held nothing to indicate he had a soft spot for her at all.

      She watched his face for a moment and Evie wondered if she was hoping to see some expression on his face that would tell her that he cared about her opinion. Then her face hardened, her jaw clenching tightly. "Well, if you don't do anything about it, I certainly will." She lifted her chin defiantly.

      "What do you propose to do then?" Julian asked, the vein at his temple throbbing. He too masked his fury and impatience with the goddess very well. Evie had to laugh at the civilized fury of the conversation.

      "Escort the creature back to the gates," snapped Persephone before she turned her head abruptly to look away from him and directly at Evie.

      "And what do you suppose that would get you?" Julian asked, his tone even, not once belying how laughable the goddesses plan was. Evie was getting annoyed with his patience.

      "Rid us of her?" She threw Evie a dirty glance.

      "Let me explain this to you, Persephone. The Binding is a spell that Hades cast over the seals." Julian spoke with the patience of a father to an especially unruly child. The mere mention of Hades name cast a grey pall over Persephone's face. If Evie didn't know the woman was a heartless viper, she would have thought the expression looked like longing. "The Binding holds the newly inducted ruler within the boundaries of Hades, in which time they are expected to learn what they can and decide if they wish to stay. I may not have received that luxury but Evangeline has. She will have to decide what she wishes to do. Remain as ruler, or leave."

      "If she wasn't so selfish she would leave. Then you can take back the throne and your immortality too." The goddess cast Evie a glance that would have frozen Evie's blood in her veins had she been a frightened docile female. Good thing she was no such thing.

      "It is not for you to decide," snapped Julian, at last giving in to the pent up frustration of the conversation. He took a deep breath before he continued. "And Evie has to wait out the full twenty-eight days of the Binding time."

      Evie decided that silence would win her more points in this argument. Besides, there seemed to be something else that was bothering Persephone, something more than just vying for Julian's attention.

      The Goddess of Spring knew when she had lost the battle. At Julian's words she got to her feet, turned and stalked out of the room in subdued fury. She had the air of an animal departing the fight, but not slinking away. She moved with purpose as if already planning her return. Evie didn't like it one bit and planned not to be around when Persephone regrouped for round two.

      "How do you put up with her?" Evie asked as she stared at the empty doorway.

      "You will be the one putting up with her soon enough." Evie's head turned sharply and she stared at Julian in realization that those words weighted the decision she needed to make.

      "That means I'd be throwing you to that she-wolf again for another few thousand years," she said raising an eyebrow.

      "Why does that worry you at all? Besides she is another man's wife. Older woman hold little interest for me." Julian smiled and closed the distance, drawing Evie to the sofa. "Evangeline, should you decide to exchange places with me I promise to try and find a way to make you immortal. That is what you have been worried about, is it not?"

      His words made Evie aware that she had managed to keep her angelic identity a secret for so long. She wasn't sure how much longer she could get away with it, though. Not with Daniel's arrival looming. Evie also suspected that there were many people would be unhappy to see a child of Heaven running the black halls of Hell.

      Slowly she realized she had made her decision. The spasm in the pit of her stomach had ended her doubt. The mere thought of seeing Julian die over the next few decades terrified her. At least if he regained his throne he would rule here. Perhaps she could return to visit.

      "So, tell me, if I relinquish this right, could I still return to Hades?" She watched his face half afraid he would say she'd never be allowed to set foot in Hades again.

      Julian smiled and Evie felt her tension ease. "Yes, absolutely. These markings on your arm-" Julian pushed back her sleeve and ran fingers of fire over her engraved skin. "They are the keys to the kingdom. You will no longer require the coins for Charon, nor will Cerberus need to be consoled to allow you to pass."

      "And I can come back whenever I like?" Evie asked.

      "Yes." Julian nodded and smiled, as if reassuring a child.

      Evie looked down and studied the markings etched into the soft flesh of her arm, her own fingers tracing them, so close to Julian's, larger, sturdier digits. She'd been so concerned about the life he'd once lost so very long ago, had been so against throwing him back into servitude to Hades, that she'd completely forgotten that Julian may have his own opinion on the matter. It was clear from his argument that he had no qualms about taking the role on again. He'd sounded like he enjoyed the responsibility as well.

      "Okay." She spoke softly, head still bent, staring at their hands just a breath apart.

      "Mmh?" Julian bent his head closer. Evie nodded.

      "Okay. I'll do it. But only if you want to. Only if you are sure." She searched his face, ready to withdraw her offer at the slightest hint of doubt.

      "Good. I'm glad." He patted her hand again, this time holding on a tad bit longer than was entirely necessary. Which to Evie was entirely too nice for words. Heat rose in her cheeks and she hoped he didn't notice. "It's for the best. It will take me a while to find a way to make you immortal too."

      Evie shook her head, almost spoke but no sound came from her throat.

      Julian had no knowledge that she didn't need his immortality spells, and she didn't want him wasting his time finding one. The difficult thing was to avoid the topic of immortality. At least until she'd transferred the power back to him. Then she would be free to tell him exactly what she was.

      "What?" Julian's face fell, disappointment clouding his eyes. "Don't you want me to find a way to make you immortal?"

      "It's not that. There is something we need to talk ab-" Evie was saved by the sound of his hooves clip-clopping randomly first on hard stone and then, dully on the soft carpet as Pollo darted into the room.

      "Intruder alert," Evie said softly.

      They both faced Pollo who stood bent over, tufts of white hair quivering at his ears, in stark contrast to his rosy red cheeks.

      "Where is he?" asked Julian as he bounded out of his seat. Evie's stomach did a somersault of fear.

      Daniel.

      "Cerberus." The faun wheezed out the word and pointed at the door. As if on command, an angry roar echoed through the tunnels. Goosebumps pebbled Evie's skin at the sound.

      "Make sure that dog is unharmed. The last thing we need is for Cerberus to be hurt in the middle of all this mess."

      Evie nodded in total agreement, feeling the same guarded affection for the three-headed pooch as Julian.

      "Ready?" asked Julian.

      "As I will ever be."
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      Evie kept pace with Julian as they raced to the cavern, the sound of their pounding feet echoing louder as they approached the open space. Her sword clinked against her hip, an assuring reminder that whatever happened she would be able to defend herself and Julian. Evie suspected that Daniel was much more cunning than they'd given him credit for. He would very likely have found a way to get past Cerberus by now. And he'd be well on his way to reaching the Cavern.

      Where they would soon meet him.

      All the tunnels led to the centrally located Cavern which sat like a fat little spider with twelve skinny legs leading off it, spreading into the depths of the rock palace of Hades. It wasn't what she had imagined at all. Evie wasn't sure what she'd expected, though it was certainly not as grand as a Palace should be.

      The Cavern was the Hall of Judgment, and it made sense that it was central to the structure of Hade's home.

      Greek Mythology was Evie's worst subject and she was grateful to Patrick that she knew enough to get by. He'd always had a way of making things come alive. Evie recalled snippets of a conversation about the Underworld and Judgment.

      She found herself delving far too deeply into faraway memories and pulled herself short.

      For now her concentration should lie with the enemy. It was best to meet an enemy head on. And if there was ever a place so well suited to a fight it was the Cavern. Its high ceiling was at least fifteen feet off the ground, its sloped walls smooth and shiny. The bones of the original natural cavern had only been enhanced by the inhabitants of this world. The stone walls were carved in relief, scenes from Persephone's first arrival, and of Hade's meeting with Hercules. The frescoes brought with them the reality that Evie was very much out of her depth.

      The entrances to each of the twelve tunnels were lit by a pair of burning torches. Errant waves of air rushed through the cavern and caused the torch-flames to flicker. Ghastly shadows danced beside the carved figures on the stone walls. Those breezes always un-nerved Evie as she was never very sure which tunnel provided the air and what mythical creature would follow the breeze. Cerberus and the Chimera were enough for anyone to deal with in the space of two weeks.

      As they rushed into the Cavern, the flickering light fooled Evie's eyes into thinking the carvings were real. Her heart raced from both the headlong run to the Cavern and the eerie images which now surrounded them. Julian appeared unperturbed. Pollo's hooves clacked against the stone floor as he rushed in behind them. The faun's face gleamed bright red. That and his rapid breathing and it wasn't hard to guess he was frightened out of his wits. Evie had to assume threatening intruders were a rare occurrence in Hades. More often than not the threat of Hades itself would be a million times scarier than anything that would enter the underworld.

      A rush of footsteps echoed from one of the tunnels snaking toward the Cavern; the one leading straight to Cerberus's lair. Daniel would be unaware Evie had been fore-warned and his apparent lack of care to soften his footsteps confirmed his overconfident arrival.

      Dark shadows spewed forth Daniel's gangly shape.

      Daniel.

      Daniel Feinstein, assistant to the Master of the Irin for almost a decade. He'd blended into the background, remained below the radar. Intentionally. Nobody had ever really known this man who had lived among them for a whole decade.

      Now, the once mild-mannered, scholarly man stood before her, a passionate, feral gleam in his eyes.

      Despite his rapid pace through the tunnels his breathing remained even and unaffected as if he'd merely taken a calm stroll along the beach. Evidently he was much stronger that his skinny frame implied. He stopped just inside the entrance and looked at Evie, giving Julian a transitory glance.

      "Evangeline." He said her name, shaking his head as if she were an errant child caught in the middle of mischief. She remained silent, not at all sure what she was supposed to respond with.

      "Daniel." She inclined her head determined to remain on a sure footing with him.

      "I have come for the Seals, Evangeline." He spoke patiently, again as if convincing a wayward child. But his expression was unnerving, and Evie's heart tripped. A frightening darkness swam in his eyes, and Evie tasted fear in her throat. He muscles tightened, and power emanated from his body. Evie frowned and stared at Daniel. Something wasn't right. Fear rippled through her followed quickly by unease. Something inside her screamed at her but she couldn't understand what it was saying. Frustrated she clenched her fists then opened them, keeping her hand ready to reach for her sword. She was ready to fight him. He clenched his teeth then said, "I have waited far too long for this, you will not stand in my way any longer."

      "Daniel, you are wasting your time here." Evie spoke, keeping her voice even, trying not to reflect the tumult of emotion within her. Not an easy task since she was slowly beginning to fear his fury. Something inside her sensed the depth of his anger. Knew she may have just taken on more than she could deal with. Even with Julian at her side, Evie guessed the winner may just be this once unassuming Grigori. "Marcellus has already tried, and failed to retrieve the Seals." She gained a deep sense of satisfaction to see the confusion in his expression.

      "Where is Marcellus, now?" he asked, his hand also at the ready not a breath away from the hilt of his sword. "His men said when they'd left, he'd been with you?" Evie gritted her teeth. She refused to be guilty for Marcellus's death, and the last thing she wanted to do was doubt her actions just because Daniel expected it.

      "What were you expecting me to do, Daniel? Provide him with five star entertainment?" Evie lifted her chin, but didn't miss Daniel's hesitation. She continued, "He got what was coming to him."

      "What have you done with him?" Daniels voice vibrated on the question, the tremor in his voice indicating a deeper dark anger.

      "Marcellus got what he deserved, Daniel. He had a lot to pay for. Including Patrick. You didn't think he would get away with it, did you? Sorry, but your Master is not coming back from where he is now." There was a certain satisfaction to those words that Evie enjoyed far too much. She tamped it down, ashamed.

      "He was not my master." Daniel denied his servitude shaking with anger. "The only Master I have ever bowed to has forsaken me."

      Evie scoffed. "So what are you going to tell me? That you were Marcellus's Master?" Daniel regarded her, his brow rising, impressed.

      "You catch on fast for a half-breed." Evie glanced at him sharply, surprised at the denigrating tone of the words. If he disliked Nephilim he’d certainly gotten the wrong job working among them for so many years. And if the roles of Master and servant were indeed in reverse to what the Brotherhood had understood, they'd kept that fact well under wraps. Memories of Daniel's constant presence when Marcellus was around flitted through Evie's mind. He'd never been far from Marcellus, that much was true. The pair had managed to pull the wool over everyone's eyes. The entire Brotherhood had believed a well-fashioned lie.

      "Half-breed, not half-wit," spat Evie. "I see your true colors are finally showing, Daniel."

      "You have no idea, little Nephilim." He laughed, the name of her kind rolling off his tongue like a vile profanity.

      "Actually, we have a pretty good idea. We would have realized what you were up to soon enough." She lifted her chin, challenging him to deny it.

      But he just shook his head. "And, naturally you would have been too late," Daniel sneered. "In fact, I think in your case you were too late for Patrick, weren't you?"

      Evie's jaw tightened, her teeth jamming against each other. He was goading her and in spite of knowing that, every instinct screamed at her to race at him and claw his eyes out. But she didn't. She wouldn't allow her anger and grief to cloud her judgment. Daniel had proved to be smarter than them all. Now, she needed to be at the top of her game if she wanted to defeat him.

      Evie circled Daniel. He smiled, not at all intimidated by her movement. He held his ground, turning his head to follow her movement. This was not his turf and yet he exuded a confidence which made Evie quake. There was something raw and powerful about Daniel. Something that warned Evie to back off. But she could not afford to listen to her instinct.

      "Evie, stay away from him." Julian's voice rang out, tossed back and forth across the stone walls.

      "Who is your guard dog, Evangeline?" asked Daniel, his lip curling in a nasty sneer.

      "Julian is the guy in charge down here." Evie doubted that it mattered at all that Julian was the Ruler of the Underworld. To Daniel nothing mattered except for the Seals themselves. And, as if he'd heard her thoughts, Daniel spoke, "Why don't you just tell me where the Seals are and we can be done with all this nonsense."

      "You aren't getting the seals Daniel. They belong to Hades, not you."

      "So do you plan to stop me?" His fingers tightened around the handle of his sword.

      "You know I can, Daniel."

      "Evie, you are not seriously thinking of fighting this man are you?" Julian was shocked, and in that moment, looking at his narrowed eyes and flushed face, Evie realized there was one issue that could make this whole thing go straight down the tubes. During her time down here, she had kept the secret of her angelic nature from Julian.

      In the beginning it had been a precaution in case her angelic nature would be a reason to be a target in the Underworld. And then it had been too late, too late to reveal her nature to Julian who had begun to trust her. Now it was too late to take those steps back to the beginning when she should have told him in the first place.

      But hindsight was a wonderful tool for clarity. Not that it helped her now. All it did was mess with her mind and add to her fear and guilt.
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      Evie's other hand hovered over her knife while her eyes remained fixed on Daniel's face. She didn't like the smirk that twisted his lips. Neither did she like the way Julian hovered in her line of vision. He wanted to protect her but this was certainly not the time. He was more of a distraction, what with his mortality posing a problem for both Julian and Evie.

      Wounded, Julian was very likely to die, while Evie would live through anything Daniel could throw at her. He'd have to rip her to pieces to kill her. But Julian knew none of this. And the guilt twisted in her gut.

      Daniel brandished a monstrous sword from his side and in that moment Julian stepped smoothly in front of Evie. The weapon gleamed an evil black and made Evie recall the vision she'd seen outside Gavriel's cell. For a moment she tasted blood and smelled it too. Just as it had smelled in the vision, pungent and visceral. There was something about the sword too that turned her gut and made her want to scream in agony.

      Evie moved forward intending to get past Julian but he elbowed Evie out of the way. Daniel watched them, tossing the evil instrument back and forth between both hands. His skill with the weapon was clear to Evie; he handled the weapon as if it weighed as much as a toothpick but Evie knew it was brutally heavy. If it was really obsidian.

      Evie's eyes settled on the bulge of muscles on his arms and shoulders, usually hidden beneath his unassuming Grigori cloak. Muscles that confirmed her opponent was strong and trained. Daniel had managed to keep a lot hidden these past years.

      "Well, Ruler of Hades, show me what you got, then." Daniel lunged toward Julian who side-stepped him neatly and returned swiftly to his ready stance. He had no weapon. Pollo watched from the edge of the Cavern, prancing from one hoof to another his eyes flitting from his Master to the intruder and back again. The tap-tap of his hooves echoed eerily around the cavern, like a distant clock counting down Julian's last moments.

      "A weapon for Julian, Pollo," Evie shouted at the frightened faun. Pollo's head shot up as her voice reverberated around the room, louder than it should be, louder than was natural for a normal girl. Stirred into action, Pollo raced off, his hooves clipping a serious pace down the nearest tunnel.

      As Evie watched his tail disappear into the shadows of the tune she prayed he would return before Daniel ended his master's life.

      Meanwhile, Daniel and Julian circled each other like a pair of bull elephants in must. She would not be surprised at all if they began stamping their feet and trumpeting.

      "Julian, leave it. It's my fight not yours," Evie called out hoping he would listen.

      "How do you expect to fight him? He could kill you," Julian yelled back at her, not taking his eyes of his opponent.

      "And I could kill him right back," Evie snapped, her patience depleted.

      Daniel waited, watching their conversation as if biding his time. Evie just wanted Julian safe. She kept a full eye on Daniel who did a slow dance, foot to foot, waiting for either Julian or Evie to make the next move.

      "Wait. Daniel. This is not Julian's fight." Evie shouted the words hoping Daniel wouldn't turn a deaf ear just to spite her.

      Daniel cackled and maintained his wary posture, eyes forever watching Julian. "Then tell him to be gone. You and I have to finish this fight. Now." His voice was low and dangerous and Evie sensed he was losing patience.

      "No," Julian growled. "Stay back Evie, this is dangerous."

      "I can handle it, Julian," she said She was beginning to tire of the lies.

      "But, he will kill you." Evie heard the desperation in Julian's voice. He would let himself be killed if it meant saving her life.

      "No, he can't kill me," she said softly. And in that instant she knew she'd already made a crucial decision. The deception ended now. "Julian, he can't kill me. For two reasons. One, I am trained to fight, with or without my sword. And two - I am a Nephilim. Nothing can stand in my way."

      Evie thrust out her wings. A soft whirring echoed around her like the tumultuous flapping of a hundred hummingbird's wings. She rose two feet off the ground and hovered in a singularly majestic way that was hers and hers alone. Her wings glittered glossy white and silver behind her, rising high at her back, the highest point of its curve almost reaching the height of the ceiling of the cavern. It was clear that the Cavern was not made for a battling warrior angel.

      Julian stood below her, too stunned to do much else besides stare at her in utter amazement. Evie met his eyes, and saw in its depths the hurt that she had put there. It answered the hurt she felt in her heart. She only hoped that someday he would forgive her.

      For now though she needed to concentrate on Daniel, who had stood aside and watched her revelation as if it were an art house movie to be studied in depth. His sword still gleamed in his hand, like a living force filled with evil. The evil gleam matched his smile as he leered at her. Evie's gut hardened. Something was seriously wrong here. Why would Daniel be so sure of himself? What was he hiding? Evie was certain she had missed a vital clue, and with no time on her hands to reconsider what her instincts were telling her, she focused on the task of defeating Daniel.

      Her opponent tossed his demonic sword between his hands again, as if it were too hot to hold within one grasp for long. Then he straightened to his full height and Evie's heart sank to the pit of her stomach.

      She heard the dull whip and flap behind Daniel.

      Wings, as white as the first snows, whiter the Evie's own wings, thrust out about him. The sound of his wings filled the Cavern, now overcrowded with two winged angels.

      Evie's stomach twisted with horror as she absorbed the sight before her.

      Daniel.

      The angel, Daniel.
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      Daniel's wings spread out behind him, impressive and dangerous, inspiring a little spark of fear in Evie's gut. He remained on the ground and regarded Evie as if considering his choices. She didn't see that he had many left at all. It was now a fight or die situation. And Daniel didn't give her the impression that he was about to back down. In fact he looked pretty confident.

      Too confident.

      Daniel. How had he lurked among the halls of Greylock all these years and managed to hide is angelic nature from everyone? Was angelic glamor that much more powerful than a Nephilim's? So powerful that none of the half-angels in the Brotherhood were unable to see through it?

      Evie wished she'd listened to the screams of her instinct. Even her recollection of the strange vision of dying angels shedding rivers of glistening blood had not set off her alarms bells. Perhaps she'd been too occupied with thoughts of Julian and his mortality to pay attention to Daniel. She had underestimated him. And that was dangerous.

      Daniel lunged toward her, swiping at her with his broad black sword. Evie ducked, paying more attention to the sharp edge of the weapon than what was going on around her.
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        * * *

      

      The clatter of hooves drew Julian's attention from the battle above him. Pollo came running into the Cavern, bearing a sword like a spear. Julian snorted at the sight of the faun trotting in hefting a weapon much taller than he was. Pollo leaned his body forward, balancing out the weight of the angelic sword but despite his compensation it still looked likely to tip him on his rear at any moment.

      Julian gritted his teeth at the sight of Gavriel's sword, and instead of showing his attendant the appreciation he deserved, let out a bark of anger. "Pollo. What in Hades name are you doing?"

      Pollo's eyes flicked to Julian's furious face, and his mouth quivered. "We had to bring him, Sire. He is our only hope."

      "Where is he, Pollo?"

      "Er . . . he is coming. He . . . needed his wings. "As he spoke Pollo's attention was drawn slowly away to the sight of the two angels clashing swords in the cavern above. His eyes grew wide with horror, flitting nervously between Daniel and Evie. When his gaze settled on her, Julian saw shock, admiration and hurt in the faun's eyes. Another person who judged her for her great omission.

      Not that she didn't deserve it.

      Julian broke Pollo's concentration as he spoke. "Pollo, no. You have no idea what you are doing."

      The faun shook his head, short shark jerks to negate Julian's words. "He has promised to return to his cell after the battle, no matter what happens. The worst that can happen is he dies," Pollo added dryly. But Julian could tell it was an act. A slight twitch of his brow disclosed his utter fear of Julian's wrath.

      But they were wasting time. And distracting Evie, which was a dangerous thing considering the determined, dangerous angel she faced.

      "What's going on?" she yelled down at Julian, daring to flick a glance at him before ducking another powerful blow.

      Julian grabbed the sword from Pollo and tilted it up at her. Evie glanced at the sword and Julian could see her face pale as her gaze settled on the sword.

      An angel's sword.
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        * * *

      

      Evie blinked at the sight of the weapon.

      "No. He can't." Evie breathed hard trying to calm herself.

      "That's what I've been trying to tell this imp of a servant," Julian hollered.

      "And what I've been trying to tell you is that he has said yes and he is already on his way. Sire, if you choose to punish me you can do so afterward." Pollo thrust his shoulders backward, as if steeling himself for another barrage of remonstration from his ruler. When no scolding came he relaxed, but only slightly.

      Evie, hovering above the furious Julian, snapped her attention back to Daniel who had circled her again. The span of his wings now turned the vast cavern space into a mere birdcage. A thrust of her own wings and Evie felt them brush against the sloping walls behind her. The space was too small to fight and fight well. Evie's heart thudded as she defended herself against another set of lunges. Tired of playing defense she knew she had to get on the front foot here.

      Better get this over and done with.

      Daniel moved left and Evie struck, her sword glancing off the angel's belt leaving a small slice of leather in its wake. He glared her then lunge at her, swirling his sword above his head, he grabbed the hilt with both hands and plunged it at Evie. If he'd hoped for a kill shot he was sorely mistaken. Evie, having seen the direction of the blow, had used the wall behind her to boost off, then somersaulted over Daniel's head to land behind him, unhurt.

      Better get it over before Gavriel arrived.

      His injuries would have already weakened him far too much. He'd be unable to withstand a battle with another angel. Especially an angel who looked to Evie to be infinitely stronger and much more confident than the damaged Gavriel.

      Evie had last seen him a few hours ago. Would his wings have grown back to their full glory so quickly? Even so, his strength and stamina would surely have suffered from the intense pain of the removal of those wings. And considering the energy involved in reproducing those wings Evie wasn't confident in Gavriel's strength to fight any angel, let alone Daniel.

      Daniel turned to face her, his fury twisting his face into something unrecognizable. Evie set her jaw, lifted her sword and charged at Daniel.
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      Daniel was ready. He parried the shot, his face hard, jaw clenched. The defensive blow sent Evie tumbling to his right, slamming her headlong into the curved slope of the ceiling.

      Daniel laughed, deep and arrogant, the sound echoing along the walls, taunting Evie. She set herself right, turning her attention back to him. She watched his body language, watched for the first opening. Daniel advanced, thrusting the sword at her, with his full weight behind the deadly weapon. Evie ducked, then dove below him. She was lighter, more nimble than Daniel, who didn't realize what she was about to do. Unable to stop his charge, Daniel smashed into the rock wall in front of him. His sword connected with stone and the sound the collision made was like thunder, only a hundred times louder. Evie wanted to cover her ears but realized the action would not ease the pain.

      The sound rang both outside her ears and within her mind.

      Evie winced, hoping the angel had injured himself severely. But he righted himself, barely flinching as he lifted the sword and turned his thunderous gaze back to her. He roared his anger. She felt it in her bones, in her muscles and behind her eyes as if her brain would explode. But she stiffened her resolve despite the ripple of fear that coursed through her. She reminded herself that she was angelic in nature too and that he was just a big bully.

      But Daniel wasn't your average bully. Being an angel made him a bigger threat. But she wasn't about to let him off lightly. As he flew at her, she kept her eyes on him, ready to parry even his smartest side-swipe. Evie braced herself for impact.

      Then she was rammed in her side by a force the size of a bus.

      The impact sent her spinning off course, away from Daniel, and unable to right herself fast enough. She felt herself falling toward Julian, straight to the ground below. The shock of the blow caused Evie's wings to retract. Now wingless she fell faster and faster through the air. Her stomach tightened. There wouldn't be enough time to concentrate on bringing her wings back. Her last thought was whether or not Julian would bother to catch her. She'd seen the hurt and disappointment on his face when she had revealed her angelic nature. And she expected nothing from him.

      Still ...

      She closed her eyes and waited for the impact with cold hard stone. The next second, warm arms enveloped her, taking her full weight and halting her dead fall. Evie sighed and opened her eyes. She stared straight into Julian's worried eyes feeling slightly uncomfortable. She'd never been carried this way before, not since she'd grown into an adult. More importantly, not many people could bear the full weight of an angel. But Julian bore the mantle of a god, even if he was mortal right now. He held her gaze, a tiny spark of relief ran through her. Someday he would forgive her. Someday, when he had forgotten the pain of her betrayal.

      She could deal with that.

      "Well, well, well. Look what we have here." Daniel laughed, in the familiar yet condescending way of longtime friends with a history between them. Evie looked up, the tone of his voice making her worry for Gavriel who now hovered above them, his pearly white wings shimmering in the undulating light of the cavern. He'd been responsible for blindsiding her, and she wasn't sure she could forgive him anytime soon. Daniel's expression was far from kind. Hatred shadowed his eyes and his fist clenched the handle of his sword, harder, tighter. They had bad history. Then his lip curled in an angry sneer. "Where have you been for all these years, Gavriel?"

      "Around." Gavriel's tone was sharp and short. It didn't sound like he wanted to indulge in idle chit-chat.

      "I understand, Gavriel, I really do. You have been accommodated here in the realms of the underworld. A fair trade I would say. Better than Hell's hot arms wouldn't you agree?" Daniel closed the distance between himself and Gavriel, but remained just out of sword reach. Evie saw that Gavriel held the sword Pollo had brought with him. Now it didn't look so large at all. In fact it looked just right within Gavriel's hand.

      And Gavriel himself had taken on an other-worldly glow.

      "Stop showing off, Gavriel. We all know you still bear His Blessed Grace. But it won't scare me off. You are not invincible."

      "Neither are you," came Gavriel's even response.

      "But ... as I recall it is I who is stronger in body and in mind." Daniel gloated, the darkness in his eyes spreading thick through his eyes.

      Gavriel's glow seemed to brighten, as he hovered before the dark angel. "Indifference does not equal strength, Daniel. It is a failing. Especially when it means you can so unfeelingly discard those who are your loved ones."

      "Are you still on that rant, brother? Sorcha loved me, and I ... well I quite liked spending time with her." Daniel tilted his head, as if contemplating a thought. Then he asked, "Just what is love anyway?"

      Gavriel's jaw tightened and Evie sensed a deep anger resonate from him. "You spent time with her and fathered a child on her. And then you so willingly sacrificed both mother and child so easily. Your own flesh and blood? You would have destroyed your own child."

      "Yes, yes, I know the story," said Daniel impatiently, made a rolling motion with his hand, urging Gavriel to be done with it. "I was there you know. And you had to butt in where you were not required. It was not your business to save them. It was your job to eliminate her and the half-breed."

      "You mean your wife and your child?" Gavriel's said coldly. Evie strained to see his expression. She all but felt the pain in his voice that simmered beneath his anger.

      "Does it really matter, brother?"

      "Do not call me that. I am not your brother," Gavriel snapped at the dark angel.

      "Even when you are forsaken you still think you are better than the rest, don't you?" Daniel scoffed. "Perhaps you need to be taught a lesson once and for all."

      And then, as suddenly as the conversation began it ended.

      The battle began.

      Eve stood huddled next to Julian who watched the fight above them amazed at what they were witnessing.

      A battle of Angels.

      Only this one was much more personal than a painting on a church wall; personal to Evie who had grown to care for Gavriel. The angel had taken Patrick's place in way, with his advice and guidance. And now there was a distinct possibility that Daniel may well take another person from her. Evie stiffened, angry and afraid and feeling decidedly helpless.

      "Hush," said Julian as Evie tightened her grip on his arm. "You are only half an angel. That makes you only half as strong as either of them. Don't even think you can make a difference to him in this fight."

      "He's there because of me." Evie struggled against Julian’s hold, glaring at him hotly.

      "Not everything is about you, Evangeline," said Julian softly. And Evie supposed she deserved that little dig.

      She sighed. "How can you say that when the only reason Gavriel is fighting that monster is because Daniel is here for the Seals?"

      "There is much you do not know about Gavriel," Said Julian, his gaze still fixed above them. "Would you prefer to leave?"

      "Not a chance," Evie snapped. Then she sighed. "I feel so helpless."

      "He can handle it. So don't feel like you owe him anything."

      "I thought you didn't want him to fight," she said dryly.

      "I didn't want him to fight such a powerful angel when he's been chained in his cell for centuries. He isn't exactly in prime fighting condition."

      Evie's attention remained on the hovering angels. Light flashed as their swords connected when they slashed and parried each other's blows. There was a strange rhythm to their battle, as if they knew each other well enough to predict the other's next move.

      The battle was a dance.

      A deadly dance.
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      A slashing sword connected with the cave wall and a small avalanche of rocks, dust and vicious stone chips rained down to the stone floor, narrowly missing Evie and Julian. They coughed and spluttered as they inhaled fine dust which floated on the air around them. Despite their discomfort they both peered through the screen of dust to watch the angels battling high above.

      One good thing was that Gavriel's strength didn't seem in the least affected by his incarceration. He had his wings and he had his strength. And neither Daniel nor Gavriel seemed to tire and Evie soon began to wonder if they would fight until the cavern fell down around their ears.

      "We can go on for a long time like this, Daniel. Just tell me what it is that you want and we can get this over with." Gavriel bit the words out been lunges as parries.

      "I am here for the Seals of Hades, like I told the half-breed." Daniel nodded at Evie. "Too much time and effort has gone into locating the Seals for me to return empty-handed. You know how it is, brother," he said as he shrugged.

      Gavriel snorted. "Well, this time you will have to return without what you came for."

      "That is not an option." Daniel's words reverberated around the cavern. His voice contained a hard edge, an edge that seemed imbued with a dark power. Evie felt the evil in her bones and shuddered.

      "Why do you need the Seals so desperately?" Gavriel asked, drawing away, just out of reach of Daniel's sword. "Of what importance could they possibly be to you? You are an angel and the Seals cannot be bestowed to a Heavenly being. The Seals themselves will not accept you as worthy to bear the Marks. You know that."

      "Who said I would be the one to bear the Markings. I am not stupid, Gavriel. I have my plans."

      "So, what? You intend to place a person of your choosing to possess the mark, a person whom will do your bidding? Ruling through another, Daniel? I did not think you would stoop so low."

      "You are so narrow in your thinking, dear brother." Daniel laughed. "If you look at the big picture you will realize the vast power Hades has on this planet, the amount of resources that the Underworld controls. Resources that will or will not create chaos on the surface. Of course, that choice belongs entirely with Hades. Or whoever Hades is." Daniel smiled coldly.

      "So your intent is to create mayhem using natural disasters?"

      "That and more," Daniel responded impatiently. "The end of the world is long overdue, Gavriel. And it is past time that humans learned what it is like to reap the rewards of millennia of hatred."

      "So you plan to kill millions of innocent people?"

      "Gavriel, you have to understand. They are like flies. Insignificant. They have overrun the Earth and destroyed so much." Daniel shook his head impatient with his angel brother. "How is it that you do not see, brother?"

      Gavriel shook his head, his brow furrowed with fury. "It is not our place to do this, Daniel."

      "Your problem is you think too small, brother." Daniel laughed and sound was so loud Evie had to block her ears. "It is our duty to rid God's Earth of all pestilence. Including the half-breed. And I have a plan. I shall start with the Brotherhood."

      Evie gasped and Daniel turned his eyes on her. "Yes, half-breed, you and your little half-demon friend will be the first ones I shall wipe from this earth."

      Evie watched the two magnificent creatures engaged in furious mid-air battle. The air moved and she felt like she was dreaming. The scene before her was too real, too evocative. And it reminded her way too much of those strange death-filled images she'd seen while she stood at the threshold of Gavriel's cell.

      Both Gavriel and Daniel were immensely strong, and sadly they also appeared to be equally matched. Muscles heaved and blood pounded amid the fury of beating wings and the clanging din of almighty swords. The ferocity of their combat was beyond anything Evie had ever seen. Beyond anything she was likely to ever see again.

      The muscles in Evie's neck strained against the stress of staring heavenward for so long, but she remained so enthralled that despite the discomfort, she would continue watching as long as the battle lasted.

      And that was another concern altogether. With their super-human stamina it was clear that both angels could battle for a long, long time.

      Daniel growled, slamming his sword into Gavriel's. Sparks flew as he grunted, "The Seals, Gavriel." His words were ground through gritted teeth, spittle flying from his clenched jaw. "I want the Seals."

      "They are not mine to give. Brother," Gavriel shouted above the clamor of metal, spitting out the word 'brother' as if it were a live viper.

      "Give them to me and I shall leave you in peace - or whatever peace it is that you can get down here among these creatures." Daniel sneered, eyes roiling blackness.

      Gavriel swept his sword around him and aimed a blow straight at Daniel. The swords connected again with a resounding crash. As they connected, Gavriel shoved the dark angel back using the force of his momentum. "I cannot give them to you." He bit out as he pushed against the other angel.

      "Why not?" Daniel shrieked, fury raising the veins in his face, mottling his cheeks with blood. "You will protect these ... humans?"

      "The Seals have been taken." Gavriel circled, just out of reach from the deathly point of Daniel's ancient sword. "Another has been bound and will have to be released before you can have them."

      "The Seals have been taken?" Daniel bellowed, his brow twisted in fury. "Why did you not tell me? Who has taken them? Who do I have to kill to claim the Seals?"

      Gavriel glanced at Evie, and she saw his forehead crease with worry. He hung in the air, surrounded by swirling stone-dust. The fine particles floated around his body on eddies of air created by the bunched feathers of his wings.

      With his head turned to Evie, he failed to see Daniel close in on him. But he must have felt the draft from Daniel's wings, or perhaps he heard the soft rush of feathers at his side. Either way he was too late. He could only stare, a look of confusion pulling his face into a white grimace as Daniel's sword pierced the flesh of his side.

      Daniel hovered close to Gavriel, close enough that his face was an inch away from the injured angel. "Ah! I have you now, Brother. Though I shall not kill you." Daniels voice was a triumphant whisper which rang around the cavern and chilled the blood in Evie's veins. He shoved the sword deeper and said, "You must tell me where I can find the Seals, Gavriel. Or the point of this sword will be the least of your woes. I shall have to flay every inch of flesh from your bones." His voice was soothing, comforting and yet so threatening that Evie shivered.

      Evie watched as blood spread, slick and red, along Gavriel's shirt. Unlike Daniel he wore no armor for protection. Her blood burned at the unfairness of this fight. It had been weighted in Daniels favor from the beginning. Protected by angelic metal, bearing that beautifully ghastly heavenly sword, he was a mighty opponent.

      Impossible to defeat.

      Evie's heart sank and an enormous weight seemed to bear down on her. A decision had to be made.
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      Evie ears thrummed as she took a deep breath and stepped forward. "I have the Seals," she yelled, her voice shrill and almost hysterical. "Leave him alone and I'll give them to you."

      Gavriel paid no heed having learned the danger of taking his eye off Daniel's sword. Daniel on the other hand stared at Evie from above, slowly comprehending what she said.

      "You have the Seals?" he growled, his face black with fury.

      Without a word, Evie thrust her sleeve up her arm, not caring that the fabric ripped at the seams. She bared the dark twisting markings of the Seals, and shook her arm up at the murderous angel.

      With a crow of success, Daniel turned from Gavriel and flew at Evie, wings clamped tight at his back. His eyes glittered black and triumphant. Perhaps he'd intended to run her through with his sword or throw her down to the ground to struggle with her for the Seals. Perhaps he thought that killing her would mean he could claim possession of the Seals.

      Evie never knew.

      From the corner of her eye she watched Gavriel bear down on Daniel, his face resolute and angry. Daniel's attention was focused on Evie who still held her arm up above her head. The swirling marks of the Seals were clearly visible, writhing and turning at the surface as if dark creatures lived within her golden skin. She took a fearful step backward, as terror coursed through her veins, but that was all the cowardice she allowed herself.

      Gavriel charged headlong at Daniel, diving like an eagle at his prey. Quiet. Deadly. Precise. Daniel's attention remained focused on Evie's forearm. His eyes glowed with unadulterated lust. Even Angels fell victim to desire and the Seals were his obsession.

      He'd put so many years of his life into obtaining them and now thought he would finally have them in his possession. Evie felt her fury rise at Daniels presumption. Who did he think he was? Just because he wanted the Seal's didn't mean he should get them. He seemed driven by his obsession and that was his undoing. He didn't see Gavriel coming at him from above. He didn't see the other angel raise his sword, the point facing downward as he descended. Nor did he see his Brother plunge the great sword into his ribs. Daniel went still as the sharp metal pierced his side, tore flesh and cracked ribs as it was thrust into his body. Only when he felt his body thrown did his attention shift from Evie's out-flung arm.

      He hovered not far off the ground and swiveled his head, staring horrified at Gavriel just above him. "You have killed me?"

      "No, not killed you." Gavriel shook his head regretfully. "Just stopped you from hurting Evie."

      The dark angel pressed his hand to the wound, which pulsed rich warm blood between his fingers. His hand came away thick with blood and he studied it, perplexed. Evie frowned. Daniel seemed to be a powerful angel, beyond destruction, beyond even death. Why did he look like he was shocked to see his own blood. Or was it that he was more shocked that his 'brother' had drawn that blood from his flesh?

      "I know you, Daniel. You would have killed her just to get a glimpse of the Seals." Gavriel's words broke Daniel's concentrated inspection of his bloodied hand. Then Daniel looked up.

      "You know me well Brother," he admitted sadly as his body fell a few inches, his strength slowly failing him. "Why is she so important to you that you would slay your own brother to save her pathetic half-breed life?" He struggled to breathe as he asked the question, still studying Gavriel's face as if hurt but his actions.

      "You have no idea how important she is. Or who she is." Gavriel clamped his jaw shut. Clearly he had been about to spill vital information to Daniel that he believed would be dangerous to Evie. She assumed he did not want to reveal to Daniel that they had developed a friendship, but she made a mental note to double check with him when this was all over. He'd bloody better survive to have that conversation if he knew what was good for him.

      She was amazed that Gavriel had been so fortunate. That he had actually defeated the dark angel. Gavriel must have struck him deep because in the next moment Daniel lurched backward, and plunged the few yards remaining, landing on the stone floor with a resounding thump. He gazed up at Gavriel, a stunned expression on his face, his wings in disarray behind him.

      No longer the mighty killer angel.

      Gavriel grunted, hunched over with pain. His own wound had begun to sap his energy and he no longer had the strength to remain airborne. He slowly descended, while his great white wings shivered, creating various tiny hurricanes around the cavern. Evie watched in horror as he lowered himself until his feet touched the stone floor, then he crumpled into an unruly heap. But before she could run to his aid he raised his head, a determined expression on his face. He pushed himself to his feet and moved toward Daniel.

      Gavriel had followed his opponent to the ground and now stood over him unmoving, his face inscrutable.
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        * * *

      

      "Gavriel! Have you killed him?" She gasped as she ran to him. Evie threw an arm around him for support, though he barely leaned on her.

      "No, he is not mortally wounded," Gavriel said resignedly. "He will be fully healed. Eventually."

      Evie studied Gavriel's face, recalling the look of agony which had twisted his classic features when he'd sawn off his wings the evening she had first met him. Her gut wrenched as she realized he must be in the worst kind of agony. Those accursed bells of Heaven would be ringing in his head, causing him no end of pain. And yet he had paid it no mind while he fought to defend her life.

      She should be grateful. Gavriel had just saved her life, but a tiny part of her had wanted to be the one to end his sorry life. Especially since he was responsible for Patrick's death. If he died he would deserve his end, for everything he'd done. For allowing his poor family to be killed. But was mere vengeance enough. Shouldn't he have to pay for what he'd done?

      "Should we get him some medical attention?" She looked at the fallen angel as he lay crumpled on the ground. It was most certainly fitting that he lay right where he would be judged by the Gods.

      Gavriel laughed and behind her she heard Julian's soft voice. "Daniel was trying his best to separate your head from your shoulders and here you are worrying about his health. Why should it bother you at all if I died right now?"

      Evie considered Julian's question. Perhaps it was Daniel's angelic origin that pulled at her conscience. Not the best way to receive Heavenly blessing, killing an angel. But he had pulled the first punch. Infiltrated the Irin, guided Marcellus to use the Nephilim for his own purpose. He had come down to Hades to kill Evie. And he would have succeeded had Gavriel not saved her ungrateful ass.

      The last thing Daniel deserved was Evie's pity.

      "Guess he does deserve to be punished," said Evie still confused as to the words coming out of her mouth. She looked up to see both Julian and Gavriel staring at her, shaking their heads in disbelief while the subject of their conversation lay before them, all arrogance, pride and defiance.

      "The great demon slayer is afraid of killing an angel?" Daniel stared up at her and laughed through his anger and pain. His eyes were a strange black, none of the whites visible.

      At her side Julian stiffened at the words. A reminder that he was still sensitive to any mention of what she really was.

      But Julian ignored the angel. "We have to get him to a cell. Pollo," Julian called the faun over his shoulder. "Get the guards to help you take him to Gavriel's cell. He shall remain there to await Judgment in the comfort and luxury befitting of his crime. And send word to the Gods that a case is at hand. I am sure they would want to dispense of Daniel as soon as possible. Within a few hours this angel will be residing in Tartarus."

      Evie wanted to snort. The same comfort and luxury had been afforded to Gavriel whose crime certainly had not fitted his punishment. She followed Julian's gaze as he waited for Pollo.

      But the faun hesitated and Evie saw the fear and trepidation in his eyes. He was very afraid of the heavenly creature, even in Daniel's injured state. Pollo hovered, the guards at his back mimicking his actions, clearly distressed.

      Julian sighed wearily and bent to grab Daniel by the arm. The action caused Pollo and the guards to rush forward. Evie smiled to herself. Julian had just achieved his desire without ranting and raving at his disobedient servants. But Evie understood their fear. The angel instilled in her a similar dread, like a snake entwining its way along the bones of her spine.

      She watched as the faun led the entourage away, their footsteps echoing down the dark tunnel and away from the now ruined cavern. The once beautifully decorated space was now filled with broken columns. There were holes in the stone walls where swords had slashed chunks out of the once smoothed surface. Dust filled the air, hovering like a cloud.

      The smoothed stone floor was veined with cracks in so many places it looked like an earthquake had just abused the cavern.

      At that moment Cerberus howled, the long mournful sound echoing in triplicate along the tunnels. Fitting. It suited the feeling of mourning than settled over Evie like a heavy, unmovable weight.
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      The Cavern emptied slowly as Julian left to check on Daniel, leaving just Gavriel and Evie alone and drained.

      "I really think we should have your wounds looked at," said Evie, eying his blood drenched shirt.

      The angel shook his head. "It will be fine. It is already healing." And when Evie studied the bloodstain she realized that very little of it shone fresh. She felt somewhat happier although not entirely confident in his health.

      "Fine but if you do decide to keel over and die please ensure I am not around to see it. I don't think I can handle it right now." She spoke sharply but her voice didn't disguise her weariness.

      "Do not worry, Evangeline. I will try my best to stay alive." Gavriel smiled and Evie studied his face. A countenance free of the lines and shadows of concern.

      "What's wrong?" she asked him, her levels of patience at an all time low.

      Gavriel seemed to sense she would not appreciate being given the runaround. He cleared his throat. "There is something you should know. I fear it will cause you much pain to hear this news but I believe I owe it to you to tell you the truth."

      Evie's heart thudded. Was he about to tell her what she'd begun to suspect since she last spoke to him. Could he really be who she thought he was? Every fiber of her soul prayed that he was. "Tell me," she said leaning forward slight, eager to hear his words.

      "It is about your father."

      "Did you know him?" Evie figured she should play along, make it easy for him to get it all off his chest.

      Gavriel stared at her for a moment. "Yes, I did know him. In fact I know him even now." Evie stopped herself from frowning. That was an odd thing for him to say if he was about to admit he was really her father. She felt a little drop of disappointment taint her happy expectation.

      "What do you mean?" she asked, her throat tightening on the words. "Who is my father?"

      "I have to warn you, Evie. You are not going to like it." Gavriel said, pausing to swallow hard. He pressed his fingers to his forehead and waited a moment. "Your father is an angel, that much is true. He is one of the fallen, very much like me. Cast out for spawning Nephilim on a human woman. The only difference with him was he felt little loss for the family he created, no remorse for his hand in their deaths."

      Evie blinked. Memories of words filtered through to her.

      She shoved the memories away. No. It was not what Gavriel was talking about.

      Gavriel continued, unaware of Evie's inner struggle. "He had little regard for human life. His life revolved around himself and himself only." Gavriel sighed. "I am sorry Evie. I did not want to hurt you with this knowledge."

      "You have told me nothing yet." She looked up at him, her expression hard as she mentally shut her ears to the words

      "I fear it is more difficult for me than I expected. I have come to care a great deal about you Evangeline. As much as I would my own child. I do not wish to break your heart."

      "Can you just tell me? I can take it." Evie was touched that he cared but he'd already broken her heart. He was not her father and nothing would make her feel better about that. "Who is my father, Gavriel?"

      She tensed as Gavriel took a breath and spoke. "I am afraid it is Daniel." He didn't say anything more. And Evie just listened to the name of her father as it echoed in her ears over and over again, in a voice just like the dark angel too.

      Words floated to Evie.

      Sorcha loved me, and I ... well I quite like spending time with her... Just what is love anyway?

      It was not your business to save them. It was your job to eliminate her and the half-breed.

      You mean your wife and your child?

      Does it really matter, brother?

      Mocking laughter followed and Evie jerked out of her shock, looking around, searching the cavern for Daniel.

      "And how did I end up with Patrick?" she asked although she already suspected she knew.

      "I took you to Patrick and left you in his care."

      "Did you tell him who my father was?"

      "I didn't have time. He assumed you were mine but I didn't have the time to correct him." He fell silent and Evie couldn't think of a response. She just stared at the far wall, studying a fresco shattered to pieces.

      She must have been silent far too long as Gavriel cleared his throat and asked, "Are you alright, Evangeline?"

      Evie glanced at Gavriel having half forgotten he was still there, still waiting, still concerned how she would take the news.

      "Don't worry, Gavriel. I am fine. I am not going to fall apart on you."

      "I am very glad."

      Evie nodded. "Right now I think I need a rest. Now that your cell is occupied where will you go?"

      "That is a good question. I will go and find out." Gavriel began to walk off, then stopped to glance back at Evie, his eyes filled with concern. "Are you going to be alright? I know it is not what you wanted to hear."

      Evie managed a weak smile. "I will be fine. He may be my father but he has no claim on me apart from a genetic one. I feel nothing for him."

      Gavriel gave Evie one last look, then turned and left her to her thoughts.

      She'd lied. She didn't feel nothing for Daniel.

      What she felt was fury and a deep-seated need for vengeance.
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      Evie returned to her room, her mind filled with thoughts of Daniel and Gavriel, thoughts that she didn't want swimming around in her head right now.

      She pushed the door open to find her two friends on the sofa laughing over some obscure joke. When Evie entered they fell silent but it was her face that was their cause for concern.

      "Evie." Ling rose and came to Evie as she reached the foot of her bed and found she could go no further. Evie sank onto the bed. "What's wrong? What happened?"

      Ash hurried over and sat beside Evie. "Eves. What's the matter?"

      Evie took in a shuddering breath. "You two need to get back to the estate ASAP."

      "Why?" Both girls asked in unison.

      "Because, Daniel came to Hades and had a huge fight with one of the Angels here."

      "There's an angel here in Hades?"

      "Daniel's here?"

      Evie held up her hands. "One question at a time," she said as she sighed. "Only one question allowed at a time please." Evie fell onto her back, enjoying the feel of the soft mattress beneath her aching back.

      "Okay," said Ling. "Talk."

      Evie cleared her throat. "Daniel came to Hades to get the Seals. Then he wanted to fight me but Gavriel wouldn't allow it so they had this all out battle in the Cavern. Then Daniel was about to kill Gavriel for the Seals and I told him I had it so he wanted to kill me. So Gavriel stabs him and they threw him in Hades." Evie turned over, closed her eyes and snuggled her pillow. "Man, I need some rest."

      The girls were silent. Too silent.

      Evie cracked open one eye to find both Ling and Ash standing in front of her, arms folded. "What?" she asked although she suspected she already knew what they were thinking.

      "How do you get yourself mixed up in stuff like this?" asked Ash shaking her head.

      "No idea. Wish I knew so I could avoid it." Evie sighed again. "You two must go back home. Who knows what the brotherhood is doing without their Master and without Daniel. You have to tell them what happened."

      "Fine. But we’re coming right back." Ling's voice was calm, reasonable and brooked no argument.

      But it didn't matter to Evie. Right now her friends had to get out of Hades. The Brotherhood needed them more than Evie did. "No. Go and take care of things there. I have a few loose ends to tie up and then I'll be on my way back. Oh, and you must take Castor with you."

      "He's not going to like it," said Ling.

      "He doesn't have a choice," Evie said firmly. They both stared at her for a moment. "What?"

      "Should we go now?" asked Ling, with an almost petulant pout.

      "That would be for the best."

      "Fine," said Ling as Evie swung her feet to the floor and rose to hug the girls. "Evie, you must take care of yourself. Promise us that you won't do anything risky?"

      "I promise."

      "Or stupid?" asked Ash.

      "I promise."

      "Do you believe her?" Ash asked Ling, raising and eyebrow.

      "I never believe anything she says," Ling responded, giving Evie a dirty look.

      Evie laughed. "Get going you two." She grabbed them each by the arm and dragged them to her door. "Ask Pollo to fetch Castor and don't let him convince you to leave Castor behind. I want all of you home. Castor would do better tending what few patients he still has. He needs to make himself useful." Evie sensed her argument may be weak but she realized that between the walk from the Cavern to her rooms, she'd made the decision to go to Tartarus and see Daniel face to face. Which meant she wasn't going to be around the palace for a while. Seemed pointless having her friends here, hanging around and waiting for her return. They were better off doing their jobs.

      At the door the girls nodded solemnly then headed off down the passage. In the end the Nephilim always did what was needed, despite their personal opinions.

      Once the door closed Evie's world returned to its recent state of shatter and ruin.

      She eyed the bed, then stalked to the hot pool, tugged off her boots and tore off her clothes. She slid into the steaming hot water and leaned against the edge of the pool. Heat rose off the surface and Evie released a sigh that came from somewhere deep within her soul.
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      Evie was about to step into Julian's study when she caught movement just inside the door. From where she stood she could see Persephone slink into the room mere seconds ahead of Evie. The goddess took a seat beside Julian, a contemplative smile on her face. Julian's jaw clenched tight as he examined her face, his fingers clenching tightly on the small leather-bound book in his hand.

      Now what does she want? That smile could only mean she had some plan whirling about in that twisted brain of hers.

      Julian had far too much on his mind to be distracted by the goddess.

      Persephone took a deep, husky breath and reached over to pat Julian's thigh. "Julian, Julian. What are we going to do about you?"

      "What do you mean?" he asked, taking hold of her hand by her slim wrist and moving it off his leg. He dropped her hand back into her own lap, then opened the book onto his legs. Sef's face lost a few shades of color. "I don't have time for your games, so speak or leave."

      "Ooh," she breathed, ignoring his recent insult. "So very harsh with your consort, dear one."

      Julian snorted. "You and I, and not to mention the entire population of Hades, know very well you are not and never were my consort Persephone. What are you up to?"

      "Me?" she asked, feigning innocence. Evie noted she feigned it too well. "I'm not up to anything. All I'm concerned with now is the hold that girl has on you."

      "It is not a hold on me, it is a hold on the throne of Hades. Would you prefer she become the ruler, then? How would you like to be her consort?" Julian smiled at Persephone as he asked the question and Evie was sure he enjoyed putting that question to the goddess.

      "That is preposterous and you know it." Persephone spoke with the ice of winter and yet a little tremor belied her nerves.

      "Not preposterous at all. Should Evangeline keep the throne then by her right as Hades you shall be her consort. And as per the terms of your marriage you are beholden to her in every way as you would be to your husband."

      Persephone's face had now lost all color and Evie was enjoying her reaction as much as Julian was. "I will never allow that to happen." She spat the words at Julian. "I have my ways. I can get rid of her if I wanted to."

      "Not while she has the Mark." Julian smiled, speaking softly, almost lovingly he said, "And not if you want to reap the consequences. Touch one hair on her head and you will have me to deal with."

      The temperature in the room dropped to below Arctic despite the crackling fire.

      Persephone rose stiffly and headed for the door. When she saw Evie standing there her eyes glittered, hatred clear in her vicious stare. The goddesses didn't miss a step, moving straight toward Evie, and brushing past as she stormed off down the tunnel. Evie stared after her, wondering what had gone wrong in the cosmos to turn Persephone so nasty.

      When Evie turned to face the door she saw Julian watching her. His face was inscrutable.

      She forced herself to enter the room and head to the sofa directly opposite him. A part of her was a little afraid to be too near him. Afraid to feel his rejection. She drew in a shuddering breath and pushed those thoughts out of her head.

      When she sat she placed her hands on her lap and studied them. "I'm so sorry." Julian examined her face, his eyes dark. She'd hurt him with her secrets and wondered now if she was too late. "I wanted to tell you the truth, but I never found the right time. It's just seemed like something too hard to discuss."

      "Why would the truth be too hard?" he asked, his tone still holding an edge of ice that stabbed at Evie's heart.

      "Before I entered Hades, I was told not to reveal my species. That being a Nephilim in the Underworld was dangerous in itself. And when I received the Seals I assumed that a Nephilim bearing the Seals would be more dangerous."

      Evie paused for a moment, then swallowed as Julian closed his book and placed it on the arm of the sofa. "You could have trusted me, Evangeline." There was a hint of accusation in his voice that Evie understood. She'd feel the same way if she were in his place.

      "I'm sorry. There was never a right time." The shadows shifted on the planes and hollows of his face, but his expression did soften. It gave Evie hope. "Can you forgive me?" she asked hopefully.

      Julian shifted so he was facing her. "I would think that we should be able to resolve any issues between us." He leaned forward and ran a hand along her cheek. Evie suppressed a shiver. "We have … something. I'm not sure what it is yet but I care for you. More than I have cared for anyone in a very long time. I don't want to lose that. But I do need to know that I can trust you."

      Evie nodded, her heart beating wildly. "You can trust me. And this thing …" she moved her hand between Julian's chest and hers. "These feelings … they mean a lot to me. And I don't want to lose it either. There's just so much going on right now."

      Julian nodded. "I know. Nothing's easy right now, is it." He smiled.

      A moment passed that felt strangely comfortably and a little too domestic for Evie's liking. She looked at her hands again and cleared her throat. "I want to see Daniel," Evie said softly. She didn't look up at Julian. She knew she'd see those dark eyebrows raised, disbelief and exasperation in those beautiful black eyes. She was pretty sure she felt his tension thickening the air easing through the space between them like a winter cold front.

      Dead silence greeted her.

      Evie looked up slowly, steeling herself to face him. Julian's eyes glittered, anger accenting both coal-black orbs. "You must be insane." The words were clipped and cold, sending ripples of hurt deep into Evie's heart.

      She gazed at him, and hesitated. Then she took a deep breath and said, "I have to see him, Julian. Please try and understand." She paused. Swallowed. "He is my father."

      Julian paled. "Who told you this?" His tone was harsh and disbelieving.

      "Gavriel. He told me the truth after they took Daniel to his cell."

      Julian was silent for a long time. A nerve throbbed at his temple, his eyes grew darker. There was no way to tell what he was thinking and Evie didn't dare to ask.

      At last he answered. "Father or not, do you really believe it’s worth the effort. He didn't exactly seem the loving father type to me. Especially when you recall that he wanted to kill you." His voice came out harsh, grating.

      "No," Evie said slowly, pain fisting within her chest. "No, I don't think he would want to see me. I don't really think he would care either way."

      "Then why do you want to do this to yourself?"

      "Because all my life I wanted to find the angel who was my father. I spent my life thinking he was an angel called Gabriel. And when I met Gavriel and learned of his past and got to know him better, a small part of me hoped it was him. It should have been Gavriel. It should have." Evie's voice broke as she sank against the back of the couch and rested her head in her hands. That head felt too heavy to hold up. Suddenly, Evie rose and paced the floor, rubbing her palms against her pants. "It should have been Gavriel," she whispered to herself. Julian would hear her pained words but she didn't care. He didn't move, didn't say anything. He seemed to sense that despite her pain, Evie wouldn't want hugs and soothing words. And he was right. She needed strength.

      Evie stopped pacing and looked at Julian just as he looked up. "I have to see him face to face. Tell him who I am. I want him to answer for my mother's death." Evie's eyes shone, moist with a kaleidoscope of anger and grief.

      "I still don't think it's a very good idea, Evie." Julian shook his head. "Tartarus is a dangerous place. And the way there is treacherous."

      She shrugged. "I'll have your blessing, the King's blessing."

      Julian sighed, frustration furrowing his brow. He scrubbed his head, mussing his hair. And Evie smiled, though she hid the happy expression. Julian could wring a smile from her on her bleakest day. His fingers sent his hair poking off into twenty different directions; quite endearing actually.

      Too endearing.

      "Then let Gavriel come with me-"

      "Where is Gavriel going with you?" Gavriel walked in the study, crisp white shirt tucked into a pair of dulled black leather trousers. He pulled off the look, managing to exude a calm that Evie knew was a mere facade. The sharp jut of his jaw below his left ear, and the stiff rise of his shoulder confirmed he was still in pain. Naturally his physical agony would have disappeared to where-ever it was that archangels sent their pain - unlike mere Nephilim who healed slower and hurt longer.

      "To Tartarus," Evie said, staring at his face, her own bright with defiance.

      "No, no, no, no, no." Gavriel shook his head while wagging his finger at her remonstrating at her as he spoke each 'no'. "Tartarus is no place for Nephilim. Dangerous... fire....Lots of mean and ugly prisoners."

      Evie huffed. "Stop making fun of me - this is serious."

      "What? You really want to go to Tartarus? Next you will be saying you want to speak to Dan..." he trailed off staring at her as if she had grown two heads more grotesque than poor Cerberus.

      Evie folded her arms and raised an eyebrow while Gavriel's jaw tightened, the muscles of his neck taut. He didn't like it but that was his choice.

      "Evie's insisting on meeting with him. I don't think it's a good idea." Julian now stood at the mantelpiece, and stared at the flames behind the grate, as if they would jump out and bite him if he dared blink.

      "I have to go. And I told you why." Evie folded her arms her shoulders tight. Then she faced Gavriel, her eyes narrowed. "And how come Gavriel's walking around a free man if he's supposed to be in his cell, paying for his sins?" She hadn't meant to sound ungrateful but she found it odd that he suddenly seemed to have the run of the place.

      Julian cleared his throat. "Gavriel has done Hades a great service. He saved your life and the Seals from Daniel. I thought he deserved a small reprieve. And I've discussed it with the Council of Judgment- they agree."

      "So he will return to his prison eventually?"

      "Evangeline, you sound like you want me back in my cell?" Gavriel teased but she didn't even look in his direction.

      Julian nodded and Evie realized she didn't like the idea very much. "I don't think its fair."

      "To be honest, I agree. But there is little that I can do about it. Unless Gavriel escapes I have to send him back to his prison." A wave of ice dashed into Evie. Escape? Was that what Julian and Gavriel had planned? If so she wasn't going to disagree. Gavriel didn't belong in an eternity of Hell even if he'd been relegated to Hades and not the burning depths of Tartarus.

      Evie nodded, then turned her thoughts back to her current task. "So when can I leave? Am I allowed to fly? Can you show me a map or something so I can find Tartarus?"

      "You are insane." Gavriel was fairly vibrating with anger. His face had taken on a distinctly uncomfortable shade of blue. Evie swallowed. "Why in Heaven's name would you want to even talk to him? He tried to kill you. Would have killed you if I had not stopped him."

      "Don't you think I know that?" Evie asked, her eyes icy? "But I do need to see him face-to-face. Say my piece. And I need answers."

      Gavriel regarded Evie, his forehead contorted in a scowl, as if attempting to solve the puzzle of her craziness. "Why are you doing this to yourself, Evangeline?"

      "Can't you understand that it's something I need to do? He let my mother die. He left me for dead. He killed Patrick. He has to be held accountable."

      "That's what Tartarus is for," said Julian wearily. "He will get his punishment."

      Evie sensed she was going nowhere fast. Neither man would relent.

      She gritted her teeth, impatience making her fingers curl into fists. Julian was in charge, she would give him that. But, Evie had one last card to play. "If you don't allow me to see Daniel I will not release the Vows of Ascension. That way I will be Ruler and no-one can stop me from seeing him," she finished carefully, knowing her words would hit home. Hard.

      Both men stared at her, flabbergasted at her audacity.

      Gavriel shook his head.

      Julian just blinked.

      The room fell into an ominous silence. Neither men would appreciate being pushed into a corner but Evie had the upper hand. And they both knew it. Julian's jaw tightened.

      "Evie, I only want to protect you, but if it means that much to you then I can't object. You are, as the New Ruler, in control. You may do as you wish." From the look on his face those words must have been very hard to say. He looked stiff as if he was trying to keep his emotions out of his expression. He took a breath before saying, "Gavriel should accompany you though. Having been there before, Gavriel knows the way."

      "Thank you," was all Evie could manage.

      Julian nodded abruptly. "When do you wish to leave?"

      "I have a little less than two weeks left of my decision time. The sooner we leave and return the sooner we can get the Ascension Ceremony completed."

      "Do you know how long it will take you to get to Tartarus? The route is treacherous, thus making the trip longer."

      "That's why I have Gavriel," Evie cut in quickly, still sensitive about mentioning her true nature to Julian. Gavriel nodded.

      Julian, outvoted, acquiesced. He rose and walked to Gavriel. "Unfortunately, it is not as easy as going straight to Tartarus. You will need to meet the Gods of Judgment and obtain permission." Then Julian turned to face Evie, his brow furrowed. "Should the gods request you to perform a task, you do so at your own peril. Understand that there is nothing certain about entering the prison of uncountable souls of evil."

      Evie nodded. Nothing she heard him say had done anything to change her mind.

      Julian turned to Gavriel. "And Gavriel?" The archangel looked at the king of the underworld a curious expression to his face. His features tightened when Julian spoke. "If she is hurt I will hold you responsible."

      Gavriel nodded. "I will guard her like my own kin, Julian. You need not doubt my intentions. She is like my very own child."

      Evie and Gavriel left the room. Only the sound of their heels on the softened moss-carpet broke the silence of the halls.
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      Evie and Gavriel picked their way down a rock path outside the warren of black tunnels that was the royal palace. The path that would take them to the Temple of Judgment. Gavriel seemed to know his way around, moving down passageways unerringly until he reached the exit that led to the pathway. Evie hung back a little and refrained from asking him any further questions. He still gave off an aura of seething anger, although it had simmered down a few notches from potent fury.

      So he was angry that she wanted to see Daniel.

      That was really his own problem - it had nothing to do with Evie. In fact, the way she saw it, it was all a bit of Gavriel's fault anyway. If it hadn't been for him she wouldn't be alive. And it was with his falsehoods that he'd given her to Patrick to raise. His lies, which she had been brought up on.

      What a sham! To grow up worshiping a man who wasn't really yours to worship. Evie wanted so desperately to destroy every particle of Daniel's blood which ran in her veins. But she couldn't deny her parentage any more than she could deny her wings. She sighed.

      Daniel was just her sire.

      That was all he was to her. All he would ever be.

      Now she followed Gavriel as he led her lower and lower into the bowels of Hades. They followed a gritty path peppered with shards of fine black stone and uneven black gravel. A tiny river of molten lava hugged their gritty path. The angry stream spat red sparks of super-heated rock as it traveled lazily beside them. Heat licked at her, from her thigh to her arms to her cheeks. Beads of perspiration dotted her skin, running down her spine until she felt a wet patch at the waistband of her pants.

      Gavriel walked on, unaffected. No sweat, no discomfort, not even the slightest sheen of cession on his angelic forehead. Coarse black sand rustled beneath their feet. Gleaming black rocks littered their path, slowing them down as they made their way around the obstacles. Evie slid left, the incline to the fiery river a little too steep for comfort. She scrambled up the steep rise sending a fall of rocks splashing into the molten stream, wishing she could just fly where they needed to go.

      Then Gavriel took a sharp right, and Evie gasped.

      The path rose, up a steep incline, bordered by twenty foot rock plinths. Lights flickered beyond the path, shivering shadows beckoned.

      "Is that the Temple of Judgment?" asked Evie.

      "No. It is merely the entrance to the path. It is a long way," said Gavriel before he hurried off.

      Gavriel and Evie followed the path in silence, not even their feet daring to break the peace and quiet. A small mountain blocked their path, split by a set of stone steps cut out of the ebony, grey-streaked rock-face. The path glowed, lit by red flames reaching and twisting from iron torches fixed to the walls.

      Evie titled her head, following the path further up ahead. At the peak of the mountain sat a small temple. A few columns had pitched over, spilling broken white stone across torn marble tiles. The gleaming columns that remained standing tilted precariously, threatening to topple over any second. The gods of this tiny temple was surely nowhere to be found. The place felt forsaken, the dull ache of it echoing in Evie's gut.

      In silence they began their climb, avoiding the cracks in the steps. It didn't take long for them to reach the top of the steep staircase. Gavriel stopped before her and Evie moved forward to get a better look. The center of the black marble floor rose and fell, ripped open by an enormous crack, as if the ground had decided it didn't like the ancient Greek architecture, then decided half-way through it wasn't worth the effort.

      The gash in the floor snaked ahead, veining into the dark depths of the temple. They followed as the crack grew into a gaping maw, and followed even further until they saw how it ended; into a deep, bottomless ravine.

      Evie glanced up at Gavriel. "Now what?" Gavriel raised an eyebrow and nodded in the direction of the shadowy pit.

      "That's where we're headed?" She asked eying the pit dubiously. "Does it even go anywhere?"

      Gavriel snorted. "Come Evangeline, we'd better get going." He thrust his wings into the darkness surrounding them. They hovered above him, almost disembodied in the thick blackness. Evie sighed and shucked her own wings out.

      "Is there any other way in?" she asked hopefully, recalling Baaruk's warning about angels in the underworld.

      "Sorry Evie. This is it." He rose off the ground and glided over the edge, hovering over the gaping pit.

      Evie swallowed as ripples of fear undulated through her gut. She clenched her jaw shut. If Gavriel thought it was the best way then who was she to disagree.

      With wings fluttering and sending wavelets of hot air surging around them, Gavriel and Evie descended, further into the belly of Hades. Down there somewhere within those fiery depths was Tartarus.
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        * * *

      

      The darkness was surreal. Evie had never before experienced the utter lack of light which greeted her as she sank deeper into the gaping maw of the earth. She wasn't afraid, just disconcerted by the sheer blackness around her. She wasn't comfortable with being unable to see where she was going. Soon, the faint glow of Gavriel's wings below her caught her frantic eye.

      She breathed a sigh of relief, reaching out so that her fingertips traced the rock wall as they dropped lower and lower. They didn't speak much during their descent.

      What could they talk about? Why he lied to Patrick about being her father? A lie by omission is still a lie. Why he'd saved her? Besides, conversation itself was difficult in the dark. All she had to do was hover and lower herself a little at a time.

      Mostly they fell slowly. And it was the slow part that was hard. Left alone in the dark with just her thoughts for company was not a healthy thing for Evie, not right now, when so many facets of her world were tumbling down around her feet.

      She cleared her throat. "Gavriel?"

      From below his voice rose, disembodied and strange, and sharp. "Pay attention to the walls of the hole Evie, they are dangerous. One wrong move and you could be seriously hurt. Here in the Underworld both our abilities to heal are slowed to an almost human rate. You won't die, but you would jeopardize your chances of reaching Tartarus." That was all he said. Then he fell into silence again and Evie figured there was no point in talking to him again if he was going to bite her head off like that.

      Her entire life had taken a turn for the crazy. Julian's beautiful face had touched her heart. He'd been angry, and disappointed in her. Of course, he would be. Lies did that to people. He would forgive her with time. He seemed like he'd wanted it to work out between them.

      Before she'd entered the Underworld, Baaruk, the albino demon friend she'd made had been adamant that Evie keep her angelic identity a secret. Adamant that her very life depended on that secrecy. She had trusted his advice and rightly so. Persephone would have had a field day with that information given that she'd already tried to terminate Evie once during her stay in Hades.

      Right now she had to concentrate on what she would say once she met her father. Evie shuddered. She bit her lip, pressing into the soft flesh. Seeing him, meeting him face to face, it was the right thing to do. She was sure if it. The air moved hot and angry around her, ruffling her hair and throwing strands around with wild flair.

      Truthfully, she was being selfish. This was all about Evie.

      She wanted to look into his eyes when she told him who she was. She wanted to see his reaction, to know for herself what he thought of her revelation. Perhaps she would see some flicker of regret or remorse in those eyes.

      Evie shook her head. No, she wasn't going to see Daniel for a family reunion. She just wanted him to be accountable. To acknowledge he was responsible for her mother's death. It was better than leaving Hades without any sort of closure.

      She gritted her teeth. Again, the memory of Daniel walking the halls of Greylock for this past decade, twisted within her like a hot knife. She'd been face to face with him countless times in the last few years. But, that was the strangest thing- face to face and never the slightest knowledge or awareness of who he really was.

      Without Gavriel's angel light - anjelo lumino, they would have seen nothing below them. Maybe they would have seen the eerie vein-thin lines of red lava within the rock-face, but that would have been where their ability to see would have ended.

      The point of the depths of hell was to be as dark as the depths of hell. Evie's lips curled into a small smile. Until she remembered where she was.

      Gavriel lit their way revealing the reality of the tubes shape and design. It did not descend straight down into the earth. It curved and twisted in a cruel and ungainly fashion. As if some molten snake had slithered its way deep into the core of the earth, twisting and turning as it went.

      Resigned, Evie lowered herself after Gavriel in silence.
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        * * *

      

      After what seemed like hours had gone by, Evie heard Gavriel speak. "Hold up there, Evangeline," He called as he slowed down. He'd finally stopped his rapid descent. Evie lowered herself faster until she was level with Gavriel. He turned and regarded her with his hooded eyes.

      "I hate to sound like a ten year old, but how much further? We've been going at this pace for hours now," Evie asked. She suspected she already knew the answer. It can't be an easy place to get to - not the best spot for a vacation.

      "A while more. Perhaps you should ask less questions and think more on what you are going to say to your - to Daniel." His voice was edged in bitterness.

      Evie grunted silently.
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      Evie gritted her teeth, biting her tongue on the words which teetered at its edge. Gavriel, was infuriatingly quiet. Gavriel. Should she now call him by his rightful name - The Archangel Gavriel? Or was it better to just continue as if he was still Gabriel, the father she had thought was hers but whom she never truly had?

      Heat rose up from below Evie's feet, seeping through the thick soles of her boots. The further they sank into the belly of Hades the hotter it became. Sweat dripped from Evie's brow and trickled down her back as she went down, down, down. Below her Gavriel was unaffected by the heat. No perspiration dampened his brow, nor did his shirt stick to his body like limp seaweed. Evie snorted, reminded that she had only received the gifts of flight and glamor. Her search for her only living relative was meant to result in connecting with her family and finding out more about herself. Seems like she pretty much owned the short straw throughout her life, then. She huffed silently, it would not pay to alert Gavriel to her little pity-party.

      The heat now burned her skin, as if she stood mere inches away from a blazing fire. Evie glanced around. The tunnel through which they now sank was lined with oily, black rock. Red veins of lava gleamed in tiny tributaries within the rock-face. They moved like skinny caterpillars, glowing bright and hot in squiggly lines set deep within the black glistening rock. Beauty in Hell, thought Evie. Who would have thought that possible?

      The trip had taken the better part of the day, and Evie didn't feel like they'd made much progress though, considering they were hovering rather than flying down the rock tube.

      Sinners were hurled down this tube, sent falling to their eternal punishment. Falling down this pitch black hole would be punishment enough for Evie, considering it wasn't exactly a wide space. Evie shuddered and shivered. In her mind's eyes she saw a punished soul falling in the darkness, hitting and bouncing off the rock-faces with every bend and turn of the tunnel. A person would be seriously damaged by the time they reached the bottom. If not seriously dead. But they'd be dead before they got here ... Evie frowned in confusion then put the thoughts out of her head.

      The heat battered her hard. Immortal or not, the heat that could certainly have melted the feathers off her wings considering she wasn't as powerful as an Archangel. Flying too fast toward the heat would allow the molten air to penetrate her silken feathers to the tender skin covering the bones of her wings. In all its elegant and angelic glory, a Nephilim's wings were still a biological structure, functioning not much different to the wings of a bird. A slower descent prevented the heated air from reaching the skin where feather met pore, where the feathers could melt right off their wings.

      Gavriel, straight-backed and silent, showed no sign of tiring on his reluctant journey. Heat burned her already parched skin, drying out her eyes and making it difficult to blink. Even her throat was gritty and sand-paper-like. Swallowing did nothing to moisten her mouth and throat. The heat seemed to suck every drop of moisture from her entire body. She was breathing hot air- in and out as if she was within the heart of a volcano.

      At last Gavriel slowed his pace to a stop and Evie lowered herself to him. The hole had widened enough to allow Evie to reach eye-level with him. And to see that they had reached the ground, not a few feet below her heels.

      They dropped to the stone floor and Gavriel walked off, leaving Evie to hurry after him. Casting desiccated eyes around she confirmed what her instinct had been insisting. They were standing beside a pool of boiling lava that spat and spluttered red molten rock.

      Evie blinked, and was surprised that her eyelashes and eyebrows weren't singed off her face by now. A tortured howling scream echoed on the darkened air, the sound twisting and turning around her. Evie did not scare easily. She killed demons and bad guys for a living. But that scream scraped a sharpened nail along a deeper visceral nerve, bringing a cold film to her skin.

      She stayed close behind Gavriel. He seemed invulnerable here. Head held high, so sure of himself in a place no angel should ever set foot. In the distance, scorched mountains rose, hiding the black valley from whatever it was that lay beyond.

      To their right rose a hill. A man made his way up the incline, bare feet streaked with blood as they slipped against polished black sand. His arms bulged, muscles quivering as he pushed an enormous boulder up the mountain, and struggled to maintain his footing. His body was covered with a film of moisture, whether from his exertions or the current climate of Tartarus it didn't matter.

      He grunted as he pushed, a vein at his temple throbbed threateningly as the boulder moved a foot, then two. Then it stopped and so did the man, who turned around, supporting the rock at his back with his body as he rested. His face was overgrown with a beard as long as he was tall. A beard which hid skin darkened by smudges of soot and black sand. He dragged a muscle-bound arm across his forehead, re-distributing the soot on his face and wiping off the beads of sweat which had collected there. The man sighed and turned to face his burden. The muscles in his limbs bunched and the veins on his arms distended as he pushed the rock again.

      "Don't make a sound." Gavriel spoke softly, clearly loath to disturb the poor man. The empathy in Gavriel's face was enough to shut her up. So she kept her silence and watched.

      As the man turned his head, Evie caught a glimpse of his eyes. In those grey orbs she saw despair, exhaustion, hopelessness. She gasped at the anguish painted clearly upon his strained features. He hissed as he breathed out, pushing with all his might, the vein at his temple throbbing harder. At last, after what seemed an eternity, the man reached the summit and sank to the ground, the muscles in his arms and legs quivering with exhaustion.

      After a few minutes he rose, casting his eyes about for something, one arm supporting the rock. Just then the ground trembled. And with it the boulder. It rolled back and forth, rocking with the quake. That was all it took for the rock to be sent over the edge and roll, ever faster down the hill. At the peak, the man stared helplessly after the tumbling rock, tears of despair filling his slate-like eyes.

      He made a slight motion with one shoulder that Evie would have thought was a tired impression of a shrug, then made his way down the hill, resignation bowing his shoulders and thinning his eyes. At the foot of the hill he faced the boulder like an opponent in battle, steeling himself as he began to push the boulder back up the hillside.

      "Why is he doing that?" Evie could no longer contain her curiosity and spoke in hushed tones.

      "Do you not know who he is?" Gavriel raised an eyebrow. When Evie shook her head he continued, "That is Sisyphus, who for his arrogance has been punished with pushing this boulder up that hill for all eternity. And for all eternity, as soon as he reaches his destination, the boulder will be sent rolling back down the hill for him to repeat his task."

      Evie was slack jawed. "Harsh."

      "It pays never to be arrogant toward the gods then, doesn't it?" Gavriel countered. Evie wanted to counter with her current opinion of the gods but thought it best to keep quiet given her current location.

      They left Sisyphus to his eternal punishment and walked on. Gavriel skirted a bubbling lava pool and strode toward a cave just ahead. The entrance rose before them like the black mouth of some evil monster. The edges of the entry-way were even trimmed with sharp stalactites, huge terrifyingly sharp teeth from a nightmare best forgotten. A cacophony of shrill screams and hopeless moans rose and fell within the warren of caves as they stepped inside the evil mouth. The sound echoed back and forth so mournfully it raised the hairs on Evie's neck.

      Evie leaned toward Gavriel and asked softly, "So where do we find him?" It wasn't as if the corridor of black rock was marked with room numbers in fluorescent red.

      Gavriel walked ahead in silence, and Evie clenched her jaw shut. He didn't want her here so he certainly wasn't going to make things easy on her. Best to just leave things as they were. The last thing she wanted to do was piss him off badly enough for him to change his mind and take her right back to Hades. This needed to be done and soon.

      Before she lost her nerve.
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      Gavriel led Evie through another warren of passageways, so similar to those of Hades palace, and yet so different. The heat was all-encompassing. Every breath Evie took was heavily laced with warm moisture. Her lungs were sure to rebel soon but she followed in silence.

      Despite the chilling wails, Evie continued moving forward in the darkness. Their feet fell on stone, carved into a smooth passage by thousands of doomed feet. The walls were close on either side of them and Evie marveled at the carvings. The stone was black as the midnight sky, uneven throughout, and carved into the surface were the faces of a thousand men. Could that be a tribute of sorts to specific souls? Evie's feet slowed in their trotting to keep up with Gavriel. Her fascinated eyes remained trained on the realistic workmanships of the craft-men who had hewn such lifelike faces from rough rock.

      Evie drew closer to the face of the wall. Closer to one carving, rendered at eye level. If she touched it the dull, grey skin would be leathery, hanging wrinkled from high cheekbones. As if it belonged to a man used to generous second helpings, who of a sudden was forced to starve. Skin folded at the corners of his eyes and wrinkled at his forehead, doubled below his chin. He looked in Evie's direction as if caught in the act of watching them pass.

      Evie stood transfixed, staring at the carvings eyes. Both were shut while every wrinkled and pore was visible. Even the individual hairs of his eyelashes lay resting on his dull cheeks. The rendition was so life-like, Evie half expected to see the carving come to life. What skill of the carvers to create such a masterpiece here within the depths of Death.

      All along the passage were thousands of similar carvings, each so different, so realistic.

      Something caught Evie's eye. A movement? Light flickering on something? She looked back at the wall and at the carved face she had just inspected so closely.

      And the hairs at the back of her neck lifted.

      Then man stared back at her solemnly.

      The whites were milky, unblemished by red blood vessels. Pitch black pupils bled like liquid smoke into the rest of the eye, threatening to overwhelm the whites. The face still looked down the passage while the eyes stared straight at Evie. She blinked, certain this was just her overactive imagination. Especially when the pair of eyes staring at her out of the stone wall held an expression of a sad combination of despair and hope.

      Then he smiled.

      A pathetic, gross attempt at a smile that revealed a toothless black orifice and leathery flaccid lips curled in a grin better described as a grimace. Evie stepped back in horror. The macabre face was no carving after all. This was a man, embedded within the stone wall. Evie's muscles tightened as she turned to run. A distant part of her brain registered her direction was all wrong. She was heading in the direction of the entrance while Gavriel was way ahead of her somewhere within the tunnels. At that moment it didn't matter. Sooner or later he will realize she was not in his exalted company and then he would return for her.

      She may have gotten away if the hand had not grabbed her ankle. As she fell she looked down at the hand that gripped her foot. Cold, thin gnarled fingers, covered by loose, grey skin, held her ankle in it's creepy grip. Dozens and dozens of faces stared at her as she fell, hundred's of eyes observed her descent. Hundreds of hands reached for her body, desperate to grab hold of her.

      Evie was equally desperate to get away, but she was caught in something of a trance. Watching the hand scratch at her body with bloody fingers. Her blood. Glistening at the tips of fingers bare of skin, where chipped nails that scraped at Evie like tiny knives, scraping at her flesh, releasing the blood as if they ached for the source of life. She began to breathe faster and harder. She was still falling. Braced herself for the impact with the stone floor, helpless to stop her journey. The hands still grasped her, fingers digging painfully into her calf.

      Suddenly another pair of arms seemed to sprout from the passage floor, curving around her just as she fell. Hysterical with fear Evie scratched and scrabbled to get free from the hands despite their warmth and gentleness.

      "Shh. Calm down. It is just me." Gavriel touched her arm, his cool angelic skin immediately calming. Only long enough kick out at the hand which still clung to her ankle. In one flick of a heel she dislodged the arms from both her ankle and the face on the wall. The hand went spinning across the floor, still grabbing at the air in the vain hope of clutching onto something to stop its spin. Evie stared, repulsed but transfixed as it came to a sudden stop against the opposite wall. "Did I not tell you to keep close?"

      "I thought I saw something," she answered, without looking at Gavriel. Her eyes remained on the twitching hand that now reminded her of an injured spider.

      "And you did." Gavriel nodded at the walls. A thousand faces carved into the walls, eyes closed and silent. Anyone would think she had imagined it all.

      "Did you see it too?" Evie was desperate for Gavriel to confirm she was not crazy.

      Gavriel was silent and Evie's heart plummeted. But when he answered he said, "Tartarus is filled with billions of dead. The very walls of the place are built with their bodies."

      He got his feet and she rose with him until at last she was standing on two wobbly legs. Still shaken, she eyed the walls, just to make certain they were no longer alive.

      "Stay close to me and as far away from the walls as possible." Gavriel started walking, the angle at which he held his head more relaxed, which Evie took as a sign that his anger was slowly dissipating .

      She followed his instructions and soon they were striding along the dark passage. Evie smiled. Gavriel had saved her butt again.

      The passage came to an abrupt end and had it not been for Gavriel standing firmly in front of her she would have fallen straight over the edge. The passage ended at a tiny outcropping, no balustrade, no balcony. To their right, a set of tiny stairs hugged the cliff-face and meandered downward.

      Evie peered around Gavriel and gasped. Below them was a ravine where jagged spikes of rock reached skyward, beckoning for their next victim's impalement. Pale bodies were scattered around the base of the canyon, all speared through by the spikes.

      And all very much alive and very much in agony.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Evie averted her gaze and looked straight ahead. A deep valley expanded before her eyes, dark and foreboding. Across the valley, directly ahead of them, sat a black temple, complete with gleaming obsidian columns. From this side of the valley they could still make out the vipers coiled around the columns and writhing in a heap along the steps. Evie shuddered.

      The serpent encased stairway was their destination. To their left was a winding flight of stairs hewn straight from the rock-face. It was wide enough for one person but so small that the slightest wrong step would send her plummeting to her death. Thankfully they wouldn't need to get through the jagged ravine by foot.

      "We are flying right?" she asked.

      "Only until we reach the edge of the rift valley. From there on we have to make it by foot," Gavriel answered, his voice low.

      At Evie's frown he said, "Flying would attract attention. And attention is not what we want. Not here."

      Evie nodded. Better not to say anything and get Gavriel back on edge. Since he'd saved her from those horrible questing dead hands, he had been much gentler with her. They'd spoken a few times. Yes. Definitely gentler.

      They released their wings in a sudden rush of air and angel dust. The sounds of two soft implosions announced their release.

      Evie sighed and Gavriel sighed with her. Both were relieved. It was always this way. As long as her wings were tucked away she felt bound, constricted as if she were holding her breath constantly. Now, with her wings stretched out behind her she could breathe at last.

      Then they stepped off the edge in unison and made short work of the distance over the ravine. It didn't take long before they arrived at the last deep passageway that opened into the bared fields of the valley. In a whoosh that resembled soft thunder, Gavriel landed and quickly tucked his wings behind his back. Evie followed suit and peered around his shoulder.

      "Great, another bleak dead valley, does the scenery never change here?" she asked softly. She shouldn't have bothered to ask the question because she already knew the answer.

      "There is Asphodel and Elysium. But neither of those places would ever keep Daniel. Ever." He spoke with a certain satisfaction as if he was well pleased that Daniel would be denied entrance to the two places of peace and beauty within the walls of the realms of Hell.

      "Once we enter the valley be sure to remain quiet. Do not talk to anyone. Try not to turn anyone's attention to you." Gavriel frowned, his face dark and serious.

      "Sure thing." Evie smiled assuringly. Then she schooled her features as worry stabbed her gut. Gavriel's face was far too serious for any further banter.

      They left the safety of the rock wall and walked up a barren road. The valley heaved and fell with hundreds of small hills and hillocks, divided by dozens of small streams of bubbling lava. Evie could just make out, in the distance, a gurgling stream, pulsing away from them, out of the valley.

      A stream of what looked suspiciously like blood. Evie swallowed hard. A river of blood.

      Barren trees dotted the valley, reminding Evie of the valley she'd first encountered on her arrival in Hades.

      Their path soon brought them within sight of a group of women, dressed in ragged flowing robes, once white and pristine. Large white jars, painted with elegant gold leaf, were jammed upon shoulders or on hips. The jars were painted with joyous scenes; happy dancing maidens frolicked in meadows, and splashed in rivers, eating fruit from an abundant orchard, and playing lyres. The picture of all-round happiness.

      The group of women trailed down to a thin stream whose waters sped along, clear and sparkling. The stream was so tiny, barely wide enough to place a foot and thus neither wide enough nor deep enough to fill the jars. There was only one place in the stream that allowed them to do so. A small rift in the earth had created a tiny waterfall that splashed merrily into a shallow pool below. Every so often the splashing ceased as a woman placed a jar beneath the gushing waterfall and caught the flow of the stream within its mouth.

      Once filled, the woman left the river and trailed up the hill to a marble pool. The pearlescent, blue-veined marble of the pool was starkly out of place in this dark and almost evil place. As the women passed to the pool Evie stared at their faces. Each of them was a classic beauty, not just pretty but stunningly beautiful even without the artifice of makeup. But their faces were marked with unhappiness. So unlike the maidens painted on the jars they carried. Eyes were narrowed in frustration, pale skin was marred with splotches of red, dark smudges marked many an eye. They gave off an air of dejected despair which became clearer to Evie only once she and Gavriel drew abreast of the pool. They were careful to maintain their distance though.

      The marble bath was a beautiful structure and would certainly have been a luxurious place to soak in cool waters. But only a few dregs of water lay on the smooth surface of the bottom of the pool. Evie was aghast. She stared again at the women and it soon became apparent that something was wrong. Their garments were heavy with water, the fabric stuck to their thighs, drenched and sopping wet from water that sloshed from the jars as they walked to the bath. She watched one woman reach the pool and tip the jar out into the bath. Only a single drop fell from the lip of the receptacle.

      The jars were filled with holes and leaked their contents as the women made their way from the stream to the pool.

      "What's happening?" Evie hissed softly to Gavriel who had halted beside her to watch the women.

      "These are the Danaides." He stated. At her raised eyebrows he continued patiently. "The Danaides were the fifty beautiful daughters of Danuas who were all betrothed to the fifty sons of Aegyptus. The women expressed their dissatisfaction at the marriages by planning to kill their husband's on the wedding night."

      "Guess they succeeded then?"

      "Minos decreed they could only be absolved from their guilt if they bathed in the Waters of Absolution. That's the stream over there." Gavriel looked at the stream, and Evie turned to do the same. "The only way to be submerged in those waters is to fill the bath and soak within it. Unfortunately, Minos and the other judges failed to mention that there was one minor detail. The jugs could never be filled. So they are doomed to carry those jars between the waters and the bath, for all eternity."

      "Like Sisyphus?" Evie asked.

      "Exactly like him."

      "Seem a bit unfair, don't you think?" Evie asked dryly.

      "Maybe less so once you consider this was the premeditated murder of fifty men. All of whom were the sons of their father's brother."

      "Okay, then." Evie turned to the doomed woman and sighed softly. It was hard to watch them in their despair. Despite knowing the task was impossible, they continued, like Sisyphus, out of despair. Perhaps they still held some hope in their soul but it all seemed so pointless. Evie turned and walked ahead, unable to watch them knowing they were eternally damned.

      She and Gavriel continued their journey. They walked and soon the black temple glared down at them from the cliff-top, like a black mausoleum with all knowing black eyes, watching them as they progressed up the hill.

      They were not far from the step to the temple when they came upon a tree, barren of leaves, with branches as dark and scorched as soot. Impossibly, a lone fruit hung on one branch. So ripe and juicy. Evie licked her lips, She could taste the juice of the peach and could almost feel the sweet liquid run down her arms to her elbows, unheeded.

      Beneath the tree, ankle deep in a pool of water, stood a large man. He stared up at the fruit, licking his parched and cracked lips, as if contemplating whether to take the peach or not. Then he reached for it, possibly hunger forcing his hand upward. The movement revealed his ribs, poking through skin so thin she could almost make out the white glare of the bones beneath. His fingers grabbed at the fruit and almost won it's prize when the branch lifted as if some mysterious hand pulled it out of his grasp.

      The man sighed in frustration, reminding Evie so much of Sisyphus. Then he rose higher. In the pool, his ankles broke the surface of the pool. He raised himself onto his toes and reached further. His fingers grazed the fine white hair on the skin of the fruit, again almost grasping the peach.

      Almost.

      Again, cruelly, the tree pulled the fruit away and the man lowered his hand. He looked down, dejected, hopeless and still hungry. At his feet the waters churned and he licked his lips again.
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      He bent to cup the water in his hand but the churning waters receded and soon he stood in a small puddle of mud. Despair filled his eyes and he stared at his feet in silence. The tree groaned above and the bough lowered itself, teasing the man with its succulent fruit. The man smiled and reached for the fruit again. Evie clenched her jaw, the muscles of her fingers clenching. This wasn't right. He should know by now there was no hope. The tree was just going to pull the fruit away at the last minute and he'd be hungry again.

      "So who is this sorry bastard, then?" Evie asked, anger flooding her veins. Sure this was hell but a few of the punishments she'd seen did really balance out with the crime. And made her furious.

      "This poor soul is Tantalus. Doomed to forever covet the succulent fruit, to forever crave the waters at his feet to quench his thirst."

      "What did he do then? Murder entire villages? Kill newborns in cold blood?" Evie asked, her voice rising in indignation.

      "He made the mistake of coveting another man's wife."

      "Huh? Adultery? That is reason to be internally damned to this?" Evie stabbed her finger at the scene before them, as if Gavriel had been the one who decreed Tantalus' punishment.

      Gavriel smiled but covered the expression hastily. "It was not just a man's wife he coveted. And won. I might add." Gavriel replied. "When a man commits a crime against a God the punishment is a hefty one. It has consequences."

      "And this is justified? Just because the woman was wife to a God?" Evie was shocked. "None of these people have committed anything worse than what humans do to each other on a daily basis. Why have I not seen a mass-murderer anywhere yet? I see a man who thought he was smarter than the King of the Gods. I see women forced to marry men they do not want and who are punished for attempting to free themselves. I see a man guilty only of falling for another man's wife, who you say he won so the woman was part of the relationship too. Guess she's not anywhere around here is she?"

      By the end of her rant, Evie's voice has risen enough for Tantalus to look in their direction. In his eyes she saw the dregs of hope perhaps, although his despair won out hands down. He opened his mouth, as if to call out to them, raised his hand to hail them.

      Gavriel grasped Evie's hand and pulled her down the path.

      "Now see what you have done," Gavriel hissed. "Did I not tell you to try not to attract attention?"

      "Why not?" These poor souls don't look like they are about to come running at us with spears and arrows," Evie bit out, refusing to accept it was entirely her own fault.

      A loud cawing rang across the valley and Gavriel increased his pace. Soon they were running headlong for the ebony steps carved into the rock. Up the steps they pounded, as Evie wondered what horrible creature they ran from. A dread stabbed her in the gut, knowing she'd be to blame now for opening her big mouth.

      Air surged above her and Evie's head snapped up. All she saw was a pair of enormous bird's talons. Talons that ended in nails as large as her upper body. Now, too afraid to search out the sky for their attacker, Evie ran faster then she knew she could. Stupid. If she had only listened to Gavriel in the first place, they would not be in danger of being some horrific bird's dinner.

      At last, after what seemed an eternity of stairs, thigh muscles throbbing and burning, lungs on fire, they reached the entrance to the temple. The obsidian pillars lent a shadowed air to the building and spitting vipers lashed out at them in warning.

      Both Gavriel and Evie ignored the hissing snakes and brushed right past them. Rather a snake bite that being slashed open by those sharp talons. The bird screeched and the pillars of the temple shook. Even the vipers fell silent. Outside, a shadow darkened the entrance to the building, and Evie stared into eyes as large as her own head. Glassy and black the bird's eye blinked at her, as if contemplating whether to bother to chase after them within the temple. Then, in a flash of feathers and a rush of air the bird turned and flew off.

      Evie and Gavriel moved further into the temple, relieved to be rid of their avian pursuer. Evie dared not look at Gavriel, sure he must be angry with her again.

      At the center of the temple sat a curved table, occupied by three majestic males. They looked ordinary enough, that was until Gavriel and Evie drew closer and stood a few paces from the table.

      "Made it here alive did you?" The man on the right said. His skin was pale, his hair a shock of white that Einstein would have been proud of. His dark eyes studied the visitors, a contemplative look on his face.

      Gavriel inclined his head respectfully. "We had a few problems along the way."

      "I hope you have not disturbed our .... inmates." He smiled and turned to Evie. "Ah! So this is the reason you are here, Gavriel?"

      Evie threw a questioning glance in Gavriel's direction but he just looked at the man who spoke. Perhaps his actions meant it was safer to be polite.

      "Yes. I am here to see Daniel."

      All three men frowned in disapproval but said nothing.

      "Evangeline has the right to speak to her father."

      "Not if her father has no rights."

      Evie suppressed a sigh. Even she could not have said it better.

      There was a painful silence, during which Evie bit her tongue to ensure she did not launch into a tirade of pleading.

      "She wishes to speak with him one last time." Gavriel spoke quietly. "That is why we have come. We respectfully request your consideration." The archangel bowed his head and waited.

      "Come now, enough of this obeisance nonsense, Archangel. What we need to know is why we should allow this."

      "For a thousand years I have tracked my father's movements, learned his history, admired and respected him. All that time I was desperate to find him, have him look at me and be proud that he had a daughter who lived in his light." The men stared at Evie in silence. She paused for breath, hadn't realized she was holding it in the first place. "Until I found out who my real father was, I felt I was someone special. Now I am not so sure anymore."

      "But what would you gain from speaking to him now, my dear?" The man in the middle asked her as he shook his head, his gray hair wispy and soft around his head. His voice was gentle although his grey eyes gleamed strong and gave Evie the impression he could see right into her soul.

      "I just need him to know. And I need to know why he abandoned me." Evie glanced over at Gavriel. Silent permission to continue. "And I need to know how he could have allowed the Control to kill my mother. How he could have allowed anyone to kill his own child. I just need ..." She stopped speaking mainly because she was incredibly afraid she would begin to cry and the last thing she needed now was to shed tears. She needed to appear strong, in control of her faculties. Would these men allow a wailing imbecile to enter the dungeons of Tartarus?

      "Closure." The last man, who had been silent all along, spoke in a voice that had an almost musical ring to it. His face was craggy, and handsome, his brows as dark as his shoulder-length hair.

      Evie nodded, relieved that at least one of the men before her understood her deep need to see Daniel.

      The three men looked at each other and Gavriel walked over to the table, handing them a scroll. Evie's eyes widened. She hadn't seen the scroll before. Where had he hidden it all this time? Evie snorted silently at her presumption. Of course, archangel glamor is strong enough to be impervious even to a Nephilim.

      Gavriel walked to her side and grasped her hand. He drew her away from the table.

      "They will confer and tell us the verdict," he said, his eyes still on the three men and the scroll.

      "What was that you just gave them?"

      "Julian's recommendation," Gavriel said, the words sounding clipped and almost angry again. Evie bit her lip, forcing her mouth to remain shut. Julian had sent a recommendation to the judges in spite of thinking this whole thing was stupid and dangerous. Heat rushed her, followed strongly by a rush of emotion. Julian was actually supporting her in this even though he'd behaved as if he wasn't. What did it mean? Evie flushed warm all over with the realization that Julian was helping her because he cared. The same reason Gavriel was helping her. They'd both been so angry with her, and in the face of that anger Evie had been angry right back.

      Angry and insolent. But all this time they just wanted to protect her. As if she didn't know she was very aware that Daniel would reject her. She expected nothing less from him. And she cared nothing for his affections. It was his answer to those two questions that she wanted.

      Why did you let them kill my mother and why did you let them take me?
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      While they waited for the verdict Evie observed the three men.

      They were nodding among themselves. The Judge on the right spoke softly, a worried scowl creasing his face. He shook his head, his white hair floating around him like a soft cloud.

      "Who is he?" Evie asked softly, deciding it was high time she knew the names of these Judges who held her fate in their hands.

      "He is Minos of Crete," Gavriel said. "The one in the middle is Aeacus, once King of Aegina. On the right is Rhadamantus. They are brothers, all human sons of Zeus.""

      "They were human? Not Gods then?"

      "No, not Gods. Their actions in life proved they would be good, impartial judges."

      Evie wanted to snort out loud. Impartial judges my ass. How impartial was tricking the Danaides into believing they would attain absolution. What was fair about that?

      "Best if you don't voice those thoughts," Gavriel said softly.

      "Are you reading my mind?" she asked.

      "No, your face tells me exactly what you are thinking and voicing those thoughts here and now will get you in a whole heap of trouble. And perhaps end your plea to see Daniel," he said, keeping his gaze trained on the three judges still deliberating.

      "Anyone thinking Nepotism here?" Evie asked after a few moments more of observing the men.

      Gavriel smiled. "More than you may think. Guess being half God has its advantages."

      "Mmh. Hercules and Theseus may have something to say about that," Evie responded, not too sure how she felt about the rules and regulations of the Underworld. Julian, within his cave palace seemed so unlike his kingdom. Perhaps, having taken over an already established Kingdom, Julian had little to say on its structure and law. He was just the curator until His Highness figured out where he had lost himself in the first place.

      A rumble rose from the table as the three Judges seemed to disagree on the terms of Evie's permissions. She sighed.

      Nothing is ever easy is it?

      Aeacus spoke in his low thundering voice, "Come forth, Archangel and bring the Nephilim with you. We have decided."

      Although Evie bristled at the 'Nephilim' reference she followed him. They moved slowly and stood before the table. Evie's heart hovered somewhere below her ribs. This was it.

      "We have decided to allow the Nephilim to visit the Archangel prisoner," Minos spoke and Evie tensed, not sure if elation was the correct response but feeling the rise in her heartbeat anyway. And then her heart plummeted as she saw the narrowing of Minos' green eyes. "There are some conditions though."

      Naturally there were conditions. Evie felt Gavriel tense beside her, but he remained silent. It should have been obvious from the eternal punishments of Sisyphus and Tantalus, and even the Danaides that the justice of the Gods of the Underworld was never straight or just. She had known, had suspected something like this might happen but all the same she was intensely disappointed.

      Gavriel and Evie waited in silence to hear the stipulations.

      "We have a task, collateral and two boons." Minos smiled as if he had bestowed her with the gift of Aphrodite's beauty. Instead it felt like a nest of vipers, sisters to the ones coiled and hissing at the entrance to this black temple. Minos continued. Clearly they were not expected to ask any questions. "The task is simple. We wish you to retrieve the Pearl of Kampe."

      This time Gavriel stiffened and did not keep silent. "But that is almost impossible. Evangeline is no match for Kampe." Gavriel looked at Evie, a silent once-over as if to confirm for himself that what he claimed was true. "Neither of us are any sort of match for a Drakaene."

      Evie had read somewhere that Kampe was a half-dragon, half-woman, serpent monster. She shuddered to think what a weak chance she might have against a powerful creature like that, who could snap a man in two with her bare hands. And then devour him just to be sure he was dead.

      "That is where the collateral comes in." Minos smiled. For a King who was renowned for his goodness and charity, the sly curve to his smile was confirmation enough that he was enjoying the stakes of the game.

      Aeacus rose and pointed one finger at Gavriel, as if in accusation. Evie did not expect the bolt of pure light that sparked from the Judge's finger. It struck the angel, then merely circled around Gavriel in an flickering embrace. At once, Gavriel was encased up to his shoulders within a black marble pillar. It would have held most people but the Judge had forgotten they were dealing with God's Archangel. Not some puny human. The marble shook as if an eruption was building up within the column, and before Evie could exhale Gavriel burst from the column in a shower of black stones and dust.

      It appeared that she had misjudged the God-men who sat before her. Minos rose and from his side he drew a gleaming silver-white object shaped like a lightning bolt. Heavy artillery. He pointed the bolt at Gavriel, aimed and let loose a thunderbolt so loud the building shook and the snakes hissed in unison.

      Gavriel had no chance. None at all.

      Shocked and horrified, Evie stared at Gavriel, or rather, what he had become. The bolt had not disintegrated the Archangel as she had expected to. No, it had in fact cast the living Gavriel into a solid statue. A strange glow radiated from him. From his skin and face and body. She was sure the shimmer had nothing to do with the Angelic nature of the prisoner. Perhaps it was whatever power emanated from the bolt that now entranced Gavriel into an un-moving solid statue.

      Great.

      How was that for helping her out? Immediately Evie had the grace to be ashamed of her ungratefulness and her ingratitude. Gavriel had brought her all the way only because she'd wanted to come. No matter how much he disagreed with her, he supported her all the way. What in Hades was she supposed to do with Kampe in Gavriel's absence?

      She steeled her voice and twisted her fingers around each other to stop the shaking. "If that is the collateral what are the boons?"

      "The boons are what you came here for. You wanted to speak to Daniel? So you shall. Gavriel here shall have the chance to see his wife in Elysium." Almost as an afterthought he said. "And there shall be a boon for you which ... well let me just say you will know it when you receive it."

      Evie shivered.

      But it was not fear which rippled through her body and coursed through her very flesh. It was pure violent anger at being duped. She was about to say just that when she caught Gavriel's eye. His entire body was petrified. All except his eyes. The skin and flesh below his right eye were frozen much like the rest of him, pulling his face into a grotesque, almost unrecognizable shape. But Gavriel still managed to stare straight into her soul.

      His voice echoed in her mind, like a spirit lost.

      Don't say a word. This is all you are going to get. Take it. And be careful.
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      Evie stood outside the temple feeling bereft and alone. Part of her was glad she left the judgment hall. Seeing Gavriel solidified in the pillar was unbearable enough without the terrible knowledge that his life, and probably hers too, now lay in the success or failure of her task.

      Kampe.

      What did she know about Kampe? She was a half-woman, half-dragon who could probably eat Evie alive just for looking at her. And Minos thought Evie was capable of finding this Pearl, whatever it was? He was sending her on a mission to retrieve jewels. She stopped herself from shaking her head in disgust.

      But just maybe he knew she was not capable, knew she would fail. And when she failed he would have Gavriel and Evie both stuck down here in Tartarus for as long as he pleased. She wouldn't put it past him either. She didn't trust any of these Judges. Not with their track records. Evie suspected the three Judges had an ulterior motive for the task. It seemed as if they had been well prepared for her request. Whatever it was they were after, Evie could only wonder.

      Her feet were now planted on the first step of the marble temple. They felt like lead weights. Like the rest of her body. It was impossible. She stared out at the black valley, her heart heavy in her breast. Impossible. She had no idea where to go. Gavriel was incapable of telling her. She hesitated and glanced over her shoulder, peering into the darkness of the black temple. Perhaps the Judges would give her some direction?

      But, when she returned to the Hall, all that remained was the stone Gavriel. She stood there for a long and silent moment, studying the angel. When Minos had struck him with the bolt Evie had thought he'd transformed Gavriel into a solid form of himself. On closer inspection she realized she'd been wrong. The angel was encased in a clear tube of nothing, as if embedded within a pillar of glass, unable to move, unable to help her.

      Angry, and frustrated, Evie hit the column with the flat of her hand, the sharp crack of skin hitting solid glass rang through the Hall, mocking her from the carved cornices, and the engraved pillars encircling the Hall.

      Gavriel stared back at her. Shared frustration simmered between them.

      "Help me," Evie cried. Then considered how incongruous her words were. She straightened. She was not the one encased in a pillar of glass. She, at least, was able to walk around, breathe, talk.

      She lay her heated forehead against the calming coolness of the pillar.

      Well, at least it's good for something, she thought, angry with herself and the Judges.

      At last she raised her head, to say goodbye to Gavriel. She had to leave. Be on her way to find Kampe. Gavriel met her eyes and within them she found not an ounce of hopelessness. Just strength and encouragement. As if this test was just routine.

      He held her eyes, steady, then looked directly at where the Judges had sat.

      Evie followed his gaze and found nothing. The marble table and chairs were gone. Not a speck dust out of place to indicate they had even been there in the first place. Evie threw a questioning glance at Gavriel to find him staring at the Hall again but this time he raised his eyes a bit. Assuming he meant to look past the Hall, Evie trained her eyes at the furthest end of the temple and noticed something marring the solid blackness of the marble. Her feet took her there of their own accord and she bent to pick up a gleaming black feather. Larger than an angel's feather, shimmering with all the colors of the rainbow, it sparkled against the dark marble. Evie stared at it as if it would soon tell her where it came from.

      She shook her head in disgust. The feather was about as much help as Gavriel was. Evie opened her mouth and was about to ask the voiceless Gavriel what now when a screeching caw reached her ears.

      The demonic bird which had chased them from Tantalus to the temple.

      "That's the plan?" She looked at Gavriel. "You want me to enlist the help of a giant scavenger that just a few minutes ago wanted to have me as a snack?"

      The look in Gavriel's eyes said that if he were able, he would be shaking his head, fed-up with Evie. He almost rolled his eyes and Evie felt a spurt of laughter rise in her throat.

      "Okay, okay. I take the hint. I'll find the bird. Don't go anywhere okay. I'll be back." Evie spoke the words over her shoulder as she walked back to the entrance to look for the flying monstrosity with claws larger than her head.

      She scanned the sky and didn't need to wait long. The avian monster swooped past, screeching at Evie like a mother scolding her young, sending a dusty, musty odor up her nostrils.

      Despite her instinct saying this was most probably the stupidest thing she had done in a long time, Evie walked to the edge of the cliff. The drop to the valley below was sheer and deadly, and normally heights did not affect her, but today her stomach heaved at the sight.

      "Show me where Kampe is," Evie shouted out as loud as she could, certain that Tantalus and the poor water-bearing women would hear her too.

      The bird circled above Evie, as if it had heard and understood nothing. Evie sighed.

      Well it was worth a try.

      And she had taken Gavriel's advice so he wouldn't be able to point a finger at her for resisting his advice. She sighed and watched the bird make a wide circle above her head, then head off down the valley toward a pass up ahead.

      There she goes. Probably has something better to do anyway.

      Evie was about to return to Gavriel with the news of her lack of success when the creature banked wide left before making a full turn and flying back toward her. Its great black wings sent a draught of hot air toward her. It circled above her again and flew off in the direction of the pass. Once more, and Evie was certain the bird showing her the way.

      Evie descended the stairs, keeping an eye on the large, dark splotch in the grey sky. It circled above as if to be sure Evie was following. Reaching the valley floor, Evie kept her eyes on the bird. Strange creature. Its wings glimmered as it flew, as if its dark feathers hid something beneath it. Something extraordinary.

      Following the bird on foot became increasingly tedious and Evie decided that flight would be much more speedy and enjoyable too. A niggle of doubt irritated her, her inner voice reminding her that she shouldn't attract too much attention. In spite of her doubt, she breathed deep and centered her energy on her back, focusing dense pressure on the seam which encased her wings. Her back bulged with an answering pressure, but that was all. Evie tried again and nothing. Frustrated she tried one more time, then resumed walking, a dark scowl painting her face. Disgusted she cursed the Judges.

      Another one of the tricks of the Gods of Judgment. Something they had conveniently omitted to tell her. Evie wasn't surprised. Those guys didn't seem to be the most honest of types. Evie gritted her teeth. Neither she nor Gavriel had come before the Gods to be Judged. What right did they have to pronounce a judgment and a task upon her?

      Julian.

      His scroll had been crucial to Evie gaining access to Tartarus, even if it meant she had to perform this task. She wondered if he would have had any power over these three Stooges to relieve her of this task?

      Now forced to walk, Evie undertook that task with bad form. How long she was able to stay angry would depend on what progress she made in her task. Heading to the pass she craned her neck to see the tops of the two walls of rock as they rose and almost touched at their closest points.

      She passed through the natural gateway, feeling insignificant and tiny. A mere speck of life in this dark dead place. Even the light of an angel is nothing within Tartarus and now she couldn't even use her wings.
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      The change in the landscape was confounding.

      Passing through the gateway Evie moved into another world. Lava had flowed in rivers within this valley. Evie stood at the edge of a deep ravine dotted with columns of stone which provided a pathway to the other side. Evie's knees quivered when she looked down into the depths of the slash in the earth. A river of boiling lava flowed slow and steady within the chasm. It seemed the rise and fall of the burning river had eaten away at the rock pillars to such an extent that some of the pillars balanced on rock columns the thickness of Evie's hand.

      She decided it was best to avoid those particular columns.

      Still, the rocks gave Evie cold sweats, even in this sauna of a place. The bird still circled above, cawing as if asking what the delay was. Evie hesitated. With her wings bound by the stooges she had no way of saving herself should she fall from one of those columns.

      The bird cawed again. Gavriel. Julian. Even Daniel. Reasons for Evie to steel herself and move ahead. She had to get the Pearl and free Gavriel. The only other option was to make herself comfortable here in Tartarus, as without the Pearl there was no way out. Even her visit with Daniel took a back seat when it came to Gavriel's life.

      Evie stepped out onto the nearest stone pillar. Her knees shook and she knew that was not a good idea. She had to keep it together. There was the sense of each stone step as a floating table, so fragile, with the river of molten rock moving far below. Evie stepped onto the next stone, her heart shattering as the edge of the platform burst into a shower of shale and fell away into the red river below. She took a deep breath and focused on the next stone, stepping onto it and moving her balance as gracefully as possible. Progress was interminably slow.

      Each stone seemed further and further apart until Evie found she was halfway across. Her heart thudded. The next stone step was further away, so far that Evie had to do more than lunge to make it safely onto the flat surface. She'd need a running jump to launch herself across the gaping maw of the ravine. But she didn't have sufficient space to take the leap. And without her wings she had no way to add to her anti-gravitational abilities.

      Half-way there. But how to go forward without breaking her sorry neck. Evie glanced over her shoulder. But she knew that Minos was not above supplying her with any sort of temptation to force her to stray from her task. The stone path was challenge enough. Evie faced forward and eyed the next step. It was all or nothing. Looking behind her she moved to the very edge of the step then held her heart in her hand as the heel of her boot slipped. Stone shattered, spitting from beneath her foot and sending shivers of horror through Evie's body. She tamped down her hysteria even as it rose to break through her throat. She steadied herself, took a good look at the column beneath the pillar to ensure it would not break in two beneath her weight. Good.

      It looked solid.

      Evie took a deep breath and ran. Pushing hard, knowing she didn't have enough of a running start to take her time. At the edge she pushed off, flailing her arms hoping by some miracle it may increase the airflow beneath her. But something was wrong. There was a warm downdraft that seemed to pull on her weight and Evie felt herself begin to fall. In spite of the pull, she still persisted, aiming for the stone.

      But she was falling. Perhaps to her death.

      Fried angel.

      Falling.

      Behind her shocked lids she saw Patrick in the monastery garden grabbing hold of her ankles the first time she flew. The first time she threw a coin into the Trevie fountain in 200 AD. Patrick arguing with her for tending to the injured on the battlefields of the Holy War, risking her life because she was not immune to death. Isabella, the beautiful little girl she'd played with who grew to be a ruthless Queen. Ling, who mouthed off at Evie the first time they met. Ash's incomparable beauty that was sometimes blinding. Even Flash and his quirky smile.

      Then her fingers caught at the edge of the step, heat bursting over her fingertips where her nails ripped off as she grabbed the edge of stone. She held on, her heart thudding, everything now hinging on whether she was able to get herself back up again. Without shattering the stone.

      It seemed impossible now.

      Her feet dangled in the air above the roiling lava. Her useless wings pressing against her back, wanting out. Evie hated herself for relying on her wings so much. But her training had not been for nothing. All that sword-fighting shooting with her bow had strengthened her upper arms. Slowly she put all her strength into her upper arms, using her muscles to pull herself up on her fingers, high enough to hook an elbow and a knee over the edge.

      For one fearful second Evie's head swam. Fear. Vertigo. It didn't really matter. All that mattered was that if she gave in it could well mean the death of her. So she grabbed on harder. A knee found purchase, then a thigh. She hung butt down until she got her breath then lifted herself over the edge and collapsed dead center of the step. She'd be hyperventilating soon if she weren't careful, but she lay still and tried to think of something happy. But all she could see was Gavriel's stony face and staring eyes.

      The bird cawed and brought her back to reality.

      Back to the realization that she lay shivering upon a column of stone which could potentially collapse into the molten river below. Evie roused herself, pushing through the lethargy of shock which gripped her, clouding her vision.

      Slowly Evie got to her feet, pushing up through the quivering in her knees. Thankfully the next two steps were easy enough to maneuver, just two small leaps which were fairly stress-free. Not so easy when one's knees were wobbly, but she made it. When she reached the last one her heart fell.

      The other side was too far away. Too far to jump. She peered over the edge. The ragged remnants of another stone step lay between her. The last step before freedom. If she jumped and missed she would be skewered like a piece of meat, with jagged pieces of rock piercing through her body.

      The breath that left her was somewhere between a sigh and a wail. Now what? Going back was not an option. Going forward seemed impossible. This was beginning to be too much effort. Why did she ever say she wanted to see Daniel? If she had known there was this much effort involved she would easily have just dealt with her awful murderous parent by forgetting him.

      She certainly hadn't had it in mind to be risking her very life for him. She sighed and reminded herself of Gavriel, stuck in his glass column prison. Of his eyes staring out at her unable to express what he wanted her to know. Of the possibility he could see his wife in Elysium. It was now for Gavriel that she risked her life. A part of Evie no longer cared if she ever got to see Daniel. But for Gavriel she could not give up. Thankfully she had understood what he meant about the bird.

      The bird.

      Evie scanned the skies, craning her head to find the damned creature. The skies were a constant drab grey, dull as ever. Stood to reason since no sun shone in the underworld.

      She squinted. There it was, flying a tight circle, high above her. So high it was a mere speck of dust in her vision. Evie waved, then figured waving wasn't going to get the birds attention, so she put two fingers into her mouth and let out an ear-splitting whistle. Long and loud enough that the bird would hear.

      It worked. The speck became a blob, and soon transformed into a noticeable bird shape. It didn't take long for the creature to be close enough that Evie could see the striations of rainbow colors glistening in the oily blackness of the feathers. The bird flew past her, buffeting Evie with a gust of air.

      "Help me," she yelled. Then she laughed at herself, shaking her head as tears filmed her eyes. She was actually talking to a giant bird.

      She looked up and gritted her teeth in frustration. The creature had no idea what she wanted it to do. It tired of flying past her in long sweeps and drew away from her. Then it turned, swooping back down on her like an eagle aiming its deadly talons at its prey.

      When she saw the claws, glistening in the weak grey light she panicked. She spared a moment to snort, appreciating the irony. She was stuck between a claw and a hot place. A really hot place. This was it then. She shut her eyes, clenched her body for the impact. For the giant claws to rip into her flesh and spear her.

      Evie opened her eyes when she felt herself become weightless. She was floating, almost flying. Where moments ago there was solid stone beneath her feet, now there was nothing. She felt a sharp tension beneath her arms and glanced behind her. The huge claws were fastened beneath her arms, lifting her across the last impossible step toward the solid ground across from her. It had understood what she wanted. She didn't want to even try and understand how the creature had known what she needed. Maybe the same way the bird had known she needed its guidance to get to Kampe, but Evie wasn't going to waste time trying to figure it out.

      It let her down slow enough for Evie to get her footing, releasing her just in time for her to make a running landing. The bird swooped around her and landed beside her in a flurry of wings and black dust just as she skidded to a stop.

      It stood before Evie, its black head cocked to the side, one glassy eye staring at her, almost contemplative.

      "Thank you." Evie felt slightly embarrassed talking to a bird of all things. But there was something strange in the way the creature was staring at her. It wasn't as if it could answer her anyway.

      "Do not thank me, angel." The voice surrounded Evie like the arms of a loved one, caressing and warm. Evie spun around, but there was nobody behind her. Turning back to the bird she almost fell over her own feet. It said a lot about her mental state when her dexterity was this pathetic.

      The bird was gone.
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      In its place stood a tall woman. Her pale skin glowed with a luminescence that could not be attributed to the dull grey light of the fake sky above. Her long blonde hair flowed over her shoulder and her robes gleamed white and silken.

      "Who are you?" Evie shivered in the face of the eerie pale beauty of this woman. Woman? No, this was no woman.

      "I am Hecate." She smiled and moved closer to Evie, until she was but inches from her face. Evie wasn't sure if she should move, wasn't sure if she like the perusal as Hecate walked slowly around her, as if examining a slave for the bargaining.

      Evie swallowed, and found her throat dry. "Why did you help me?" This was important as one thing Evie knew was Gods never did anything for Humans unless they gained in some way.

      Right on cue Hecate said, "I have my reasons. Come, I will show you the way." The goddess turned, pale and mysterious. Evie followed in silence, not daring to ask further questions. They walked along a ridge of rocks that towered so high above that they seemed to lean inward and threatened to crash to the ground at the slightest movement. A maze of rocky outcroppings, crevices and caves.

      Soon Hecate drew to a stop and turned. Evie would never have found this cave without her help. A jab of dislike hit her, twisting deep within her gut. Another of the Stooges neat little tricks to ensure Evie failed. What would they have to gain from her failure?

      Evie stared at Hecate, unsure again of what she should be saying. Having to thank a god for her help was a new experience. One which would have been better had it never happened at all. But seeing that it did, Evie wondered if she should thank Hecate again.

      She never got the chance. While she deliberated her thanks, Hecate smiled and flew upward becoming the bird in half a blink of Evie's eye. She watched as Hecate circled, watching from above. This time she didn't caw.

      Smart bird. Woman. Goddess.

      Perhaps it was best not to warn the inhabitant of the cave.

      The dark mouth beckoned, and Evie entered slowly, keeping to the walls as the passage wound down and around a large cavernous room. If this was Kampe's home, then Kampe needed to call in a cleaning service.

      Soon.

      Evie tucked herself within the shadows and listened. Water trickled somewhere in the cave. A cat mewled from a far corner. Flames flickered in a stray draught. Something was dragged across the floor of the cave, slithering, slippery and scaly in unison. And breathing. She reached for her weapons, knife and sword comfortable in each hand, and moved forward step by step.

      The room was empty except for little mewling sounds that echoed around and around, disorienting Evie. She shook her head and concentrated, trying hard to pick out the direction of the crying. She moved toward the sound, cautious, aware that Kampe may return at any minute. In the corner, on a bed of linen, Evie found the source of the mewling. Not a cat, but a baby.

      A beautiful infant.

      That was when she felt the air move behind her. Too late to react, the blow hit her like a sledge-hammer and Evie went tumbling across the floor, sending baskets of fabrics and other unknown objects skittering in all directions.

      Evie tried to get to her feet as quickly as possible but her head was spinning, she couldn't even think straight let alone rise to her feet.

      "Who are you?" the voice hissed, loud as if right in her ear. Looking for the voice at her side, Evie found the face of a woman who had once been a great beauty. Now ravaged by age and hatred and death, only the last vestiges of beauty remained. And those remnants were tossed to the wind as Evie's eyes followed the line of the woman's body. Her torso was female, with pendulous breasts, her body skeletal, covered by long, matted hair. From the waist her body split in two, as if each of her legs were a different living creature. On the left a snakes body coiled ending in a rattling tip just inches from Evie's foot. The other was a scorpions tail, gleaming black with a stinger that looked more deadly than a real scorpion's tail.

      The legs were shocking enough but the belt closed the deal. Encircling her waist were the heads of dozens of wild animals. Bears, tigers, lions, hyenas, jackals, panthers. Every kind of carnivorous creature and more than Evie had never even seen before.

      Evie scrambled backward until her back met cold stone. Nowhere to go. And Kampe just advanced on her.

      Evie could do nothing but wait for her fate.

      "Speak." Kampe's scorpion tail waved over Evie's head and closed the distance to the soft flesh of Evie's cheek. The cold, dark point of the stinger traced a line down her cheek and the Evie sat paralyzed with fear. This was not what was supposed to happen. Where the hell was this pearl anyway? Kampe's neck and hands were bare of any adornment. The cave was a hovel and even if she kept a pearl hidden here, how would Evie ever know where to look.

      The stinger traced its way under Evie's chin and pressed against the soft skin, forcing Evie to rise to her feet to avoid being impaled on the sharp point. Kampe's eyes glittered, venom swirling in the whites. Perhaps it was time she spoke. Before she had a nasty meeting with the business end of Kampe's scorpion limb.

      "I'm looking for someone." Evie searched desperately for a name. Any thing to satisfy Kampe.

      "Tell me who, girl, and I may spare your life." The voice rippled along Evie's skin, raising goose bumps all across her arms.

      "My mother." Evie saw the hand of the baby reach into the air above her, a tiny foot raised to touch the toe. Pink flesh so pure and pearly white. Pearly. The realization slammed into Evie, stunning her.

      The Pearl of Kampe.

      The baby was the Pearl. She had to steal Kampe's baby from her.

      "Who is your mother?" The words were hissed into her ear as Kampe turned and sent a tender glance at the infant.

      "I don't know. All I know is that my father allowed her to be killed and I have come to find her." Evie hoped the monster would not take the time to think through her lie. Besides, she had no intention of sticking around long enough.

      With Kampe's attention fixed on the infant, Evie ducked beneath the stinger, sliding her dagger back into her boot. She would have better range with the sword and she needed a free hand for the baby. She ran around the cave crouching low as she scrambled to the child. As soon as Evie fled, Kampe caught sight of her and screamed her rage. The babe screamed with her, fearful now of the awful sound filling the cave. Evie's ears hurt so badly that she was slightly disoriented, a little off balance. But she pinned her eye on the baby and ran.

      One round around the cavern got her to the child. Kampe, concentrating on Evie, had no idea of the angel's intention or she would have been protecting her baby.

      Evie bent low, raced passed the basket that held the child. As she flew past she hooked her free arm through the handles. She kept running, keeping an eye out for Kampe.

      That was a mistake.

      The creature was incomparably large, both her limbs having great range. As Evie headed for the rising path up to the entrance, she heard the screaming she-dragon behind her. Evie refused to look back, afraid of what she would see. She just ran. Evie reached the entrance and only then allowed herself to glance back to make sure she had a head start.

      Another mistake.

      Evie felt the pain before she realized the stinger had penetrated her thigh. Pain did one of two things to Evie depending on its reason and its location. Emotional pain brought tears when it was relevant. Physical pain just plain pissed her off.

      Evie struck with her sword, slicing straight through the black shell of the tail, and continued running out of the cave. She ignored the stinger still embedded within her thigh.

      A caw emanated from above. Hecate. Evie didn't need to bother to search the skies. She felt the air above her change, the talons curl around the straps of her backpack as she was lifted through the air.

      Evie just concentrated on keeping hold of the baby.
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      In mid-flight there was nothing else to do but stare at the child. What did this baby have that the Judges wanted? And what would happen to Gavriel if she didn't hand the child over? So many questions. Evie didn't want to be responsible for the life of another person. The heavy flap of Hecate wings blew gusts of wind against Evie's face.

      No it had nothing to do with her, this political game of the underworld. Minos and his partners, Hecate and now the Pearl. There was more going on here than Evie cared to know about.

      It didn't take long for Evie's feet to touch the ground and Hecate deposited her at the base of the mountain, right in front of the stairs to the Temple of Judgment. Evie opened her mouth to thank the goddess but she ended up closing her gaping mouth as she watched Hecate rise into the air and wondered if she would ever be able to thank the Goddess properly.

      Her mind full of questions, Evie trudged up the stairs with her bundle of silent baby. It was as if the child could tell that something monumental was about to happen. At the entrance to the Temple even the vipers were silent, swaying and coiling but silent. They too knew something was happening. Or maybe they were shocked that Evie had returned alive and with the prize requested by the Judges. Evie hurried forward and drew close to Gavriel and met his eyes. He still stood, imprisoned in the column. It was possible his expression was one of relief. But she couldn't be certain. A sound drew her attention to the Judgment Table, where the three Judges now sat, waiting.

      Expectation was not one of the expressions on their faces. Annoyance, surprise, amusement, and a little anger perhaps. As Evie suspected most of it was almost a game to them.

      "Come forward, Nephilim."

      Evie stood before the table, hugging the child to her.

      "I see you have the pearl." Minos leaned forward as if he expected Evie to pass the baby to him.

      But she was not ready. She was at least owed an explanation. She drew the bundle away and asked, "What do you want with the child?"

      "That is not your concern. Be thankful you are not expected to dispatch of Kampe's spawn as part of your task, Nephilim. Now hand over the child and you will have the archangel back, and your boons of course."

      Torn, Evie looked over her shoulder. Already the glass column seemed to be melting. Her duty was to Gavriel and getting him out alive. Reluctantly, and with a heavy heart, she handed the child to Minos.

      "What will you do?" Evie still wanted to know what would happen to the child.

      "Why, the child as you call it, must die, of course," said Radhamantus as he pulled the swaddling off the child.

      Evie stepped away from the table in shock. Pure white horror rippled through her. The child was a child no longer. Although the face still resembled a baby, the rest of the body was that of a scorpion. One which Evie had hugged so close to her chest just moments ago.

      "Sometimes it is better not to believe what you see," Aeacus said quietly. With those words the judges, table and all, disappeared.

      Gavriel grunted beside Evie. She grabbed for him as he crumpled to the marble floor.

      "Are you okay?" she asked, panicked and still off balance, the image of the little white scorpion baby burned into her retinas.

      "Yes. I'm fine. But you are not."

      It seemed that all it took was for Gavriel to mention her injury for Evie to feel the pain. White hot agony ripped through her thigh and she stumbled to the ground.

      The stinger.

      She'd forgotten all about it. She had to get it out of her flesh. Not to prevent any further poison from leaching into her bloodstream, rather to be rid of any part of Kampe that was still with her. She shivered with disgust.

      Gavriel held her up and spoke softly, "Come, we have to leave. They have kept their word but who knows how long they will hold open the door." Gavriel drew Evie to her feet and helped her toward the other side of the room. An archway had opened, beyond which stood green fields and trees laden with pure white flowers. "Someone will help us there."

      Evie heard the note of hope in his voice and could not deny him that. So she kept silent and let him lead her through the doorway.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out to be a doorway into another world.

      Elysium. Heaven in the Underworld.

      Evie and Gavriel shielded their eyes against the bright glare of the white marble temple. Startling contrast to the black, viper-ridden temple of Tartarus. Green rolling meadows peeked at them through a rotunda-like circling of columns. Neither spoke as they stared at lush valleys, trees hanging heavy with fruit ripe for the picking. Their feet touched sun-warmed marble floors. Warm from the sunlight streaming through ivory marble columns.

      Sunlight.

      Evie ran to the steps of the Temple and stared at the sky. Some kind of miracle was happening here to create the fluffiest of cotton-wool clouds and a sky so blue it surely was aboveground. The air was cool and fresh, tinged with the crisp odor of leaves, grass and the gentle perfume of flowers. More than a pleasant change from the depths of Tartarus.

      But the view would have to wait. As soon as Evie put weight on her foot, searing agony gripped her, rippling through her muscles and drawing nausea through her belly. Stars danced in front of her eyes and there was only the barest chance to take a breath.

      How much of Kampe's poison already ran through her veins? Her thigh throbbed to the beat of her heart and Evie felt herself lose consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      It was a merciful thing, passing out. Despite being outwardly disgusted with herself for such un-warrior like behavior, Evie studied the ebony stinger as it lay on the small table beside the bed. She was secretly grateful for the bliss of unconsciousness that had saved her from the agony of its removal. Even detached from Kampe's body, it still bore a residue of evil within it. Evie still had trouble focusing. The poison had infiltrated her bloodstream so thoroughly that all that got her out of Tartarus while still standing was pure adrenalin.

      Shadows shifted and a woman walked into the rotunda, gliding in on silent feet. She sat beside Evie on the bed, taking care not to disturb her. Warm hands checked the bandages wrapped around her thigh and Evie tried hard not to flinch at the inspection. The gentle smile on the woman's face reminded Evie that she had no idea who this angel of mercy was.

      "Evangeline. It's about time you woke up." Gavriel entered and stood beside the woman.

      It was the way their bodies touched, the barest of movements, that piqued Evie's interest. That was the action of a domesticated pair or at least two people who knew each other very, very well. Evie met Gavriel's eyes and raised one eyebrow. His returning smile was a mixture of sheepish boyishness and pride.

      Placing an arm around the woman's shoulders he said, "Evie, this is Dania. My wife."

      Somehow it did not surprise her at all. That the Judges would deem this as a suitable boon. That Gavriel would be this happy to be with his wife again. His wife? Evie blinked. Was there not a child included in this equation? She looked around Gavriel, hoping to see his daughter hiding behind him. Evie wanted to ask where the little girl was but Gavriel gave a tiny shake of his head and she bit her tongue. She would find out soon enough.

      Then she thought of Patrick. She glanced up at Gavriel. "Is Patrick here?"

      When he shook his head Evie's heart twisted. "He wouldn't be able to enter Elysium. Only those pure of soul gain access. And Patrick, with his long life and the many things he'd had to do in his lifetime, was not pure of soul."

      Evie wanted to argue with that pronouncement. But she knew it would be useless. Patrick wasn't in Elysium and Evie wouldn't be able to see him. That was all there was to it. She didn't have the strength to demand more.

      Instead she changed the topic. "So how do I get to see Daniel from here?" she asked gruffly, wanting everything to go back to business. Not wanting to see that sliver of pain which had glittered in Gavriel's eye for a split second. Not wanting to think about what it meant.

      "Well, as soon as you are up to it, we will get it arranged." Dania's voice was soft and gentle. Too gentle for Evie. All she wanted was to get out of there. Away from all the niceness that surely hid a black grief.

      "I am fine. Can we go as soon as possible?" Evie asked Gavriel and smiled at Dania, as she rose to her feet. She didn't hear Gavriel's answer. Perhaps it was agreement. More likely it was stern admonition.

      She fell heavily and was lucky to be caught by Gavriel before she hit the ground hard. Gavriel gave her an admonishing glare. There was nothing she could say to the fact that her stupid leg could not hold her weight.

      She'd have to stay put for a little while until it healed.

      But as soon as she was strong enough to stand she would insisted Gavriel take her to Tartarus. She didn't have any time to waste lounging around in a sick bed.
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      Later, when she was alone, Evie examined the room she'd been given.

      Another rotunda with marble columns supporting a domed ceiling, painted with a scene from the mythology books. Perseus defeating the odious Kraken. In this rendition Perseus, a golden-haired muscle-bound young man, held the bloody, multi-vipered Head of Medusa above him. The Kraken was recoiling but was depicted as already half transformed, with parts of its octopus-like limbs cracking and falling into a turquoise ocean. The art was magnificent. Even the vipers looked real enough to pop their heads out of the ceiling and hiss at her.

      The room had no doors or walls. On one side, pure white curtains hung between each column, billowing in the tender, fragrant breeze. On the other, beside Evie's decadently comfortable bed, they were held open by gold and ivory hooks carved into cupped hands. Beyond ancient willows and fields of Asphodel and daffodils, the sunset was a breathtaking, soul-calming sight.

      Evie lay on the bed, bathed in the brilliant burnt-orange rays of an Elysian sunset. She basked in its golden warmth while threading Kampe's stinger between her fingers, threading it through and around each digit, lost in thought. She shook her head at the stray thought which popped in to remind her of that almost deadly miscalculation. The infant had been the Pearl. Evie could always trust her judgment, her instinct was always right. But where had that instinct gone when Evie had battled Kampe and retrieved the baby?

      Evie shook her head again. Her judgment was so totally off, she was beginning to wonder if she was Warrior material any longer. She had been so sure the child was innocent. So sure she had almost risked Gavriel's life to save the creature. Almost. Berating herself now was pointless and usually Evie didn't resort to dwelling on the past, but the stinger was a physical reminder of her failure.

      She deliberately kept her eyes off her now bare forearms. Clothed in some toga-like garment, Evie felt very naked. Especially with the Mark so revealed to any passing eye. The Mark had not faded. Still black as night and almost alive, the swirling whorls of script and markings were a brutal reminder that even though she was the rightful Ruler of the Underworld, she had been powerless and ignorant when it came to Kampe's deadly child. Ignorant and so naive.

      Evie lay back, head sinking into the soft down of the pillow. She was so very tired. She and Gavriel had traveled such a long way to get to the Judgment Hall. She'd faced her mortality in the lava river making her way across the stone steps. She had barely survived the battle with Kampe and who knew where she would be now had Hecate not aided her.

      She hadn't had the chance to explain to Gavriel about Hecate revealing her true self. How had he known that the bird would help her? And did he know the bird was Hecate in disguise? And why would Hecate want to help Evie in the first place? What could she possibly gain? So many pieces to this puzzle, none of which seemed to fit together. The Marks moved at the edge of her vision and Evie was reminded that their time in Elysium, and in Tartarus itself, was limited. She had to return to perform the reversal, forsaking her right to the throne. The only thing to be done was to get stronger so she could get out of there, see Daniel and get back to Julian to put things back in order.

      Julian who would wait in vain if she lost herself to the beauty of this place. Evie rose from the pillow, slow and steady. She swung her feet to the floor, this time taking it really slow. Now seated, her head spun and the world tilted precariously. Dania had left her a lunch of roast pork and vegetables which now threatened to rise from her belly. Evie gripped the edge of the bed, holding onto her position and her lunch. It would be a shame to lose such a delicious meal. She recalled her amazement that such delicacies were to be found this deep in the Underworld.

      At last, when her head stopped spinning and her meal settled back where it belonged, she edged forward and slowly rose to her feet, a tiny inch at a time. Aeon's went by, stars died and whole species became extinct, but at last she was standing upright, on trembling limbs whose muscles quivered in rebellion against her weight. Her head still swam but at least she was conscious.

      She breathed slowly, forcing herself to relax. She remained standing, avoiding any pressure on her injured thigh, until she could bear it no longer. With a sigh she collapsed back onto the mattress. Exhausted. Pathetic. Even her leg throbbed despite her care not to stand on it. How was she supposed to confront an Archangel when she could barely stand on her own two feet. There was only one thing to do then - get strong, get past this inability to move around. She hated being stuck in bed, hated being coddled.

      Evie lay back and rested for a few minutes then sat up again, rising to her feet. No faster than before, but more sure that she was going to stand up and not keel over into unconsciousness. This time her lunch stayed put. Within half an hour she was strong enough to stand up almost immediately, and had to remind herself to pace herself. As much as her desire to get out of Elysium was strong, her need to get well was stronger. She could not afford a set-back.

      Not now. So, easy does it.

      During her exercise routine darkness had fallen. Torchlight flickered outside the room. Evie rose to close the curtains at the foot of her bed, then thought better of it and lay back. She was supposed to be recovering, not pushing herself to heal too fast. She planned to regain her strength and leave before Gavriel insisted he had to come with her.

      Watching him and his wife together had made her realize how special every moment was that he was able to spend in her company. Evie was certain that once he left Elysium, he wouldn't be able to return. And with the crimes he'd committed in his angelic lifetime he would never gain access to Elysium.

      So for now she would play the patient. Then she would be able to leave and be back without disturbing Gavriel's time with Dania.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later Evie was exercising again. Once seated she flexed and relaxed her injured foot, almost passing out on the first go. Her muscles were cramped, tight. Felt almost twisted like someone had gone in and tied fisherman's knots with her muscles. She was sorely tempted to remove the white bandage but the last thing she wanted was to alert anyone.

      Besides, Gavriel hadn't come by to see her for two days; no doubt enjoying his sojourn with his wife. Was he reluctant to be reminded that the time he spent here was only temporary? Dania brought her meals, and tended to her wound. Despite her gentleness Dania had a stubborn streak a mile wide. Every time she visited she tried to pull Evie into the conversation. Mundane things like the weather here in Elysian compared to the Upper World, and the architecture and even the painting on the ceiling of her room. She learned a lot about this beautiful place, not that she wanted to. But although Evie smiled and was polite, she wasn't ready to talk. But it seemed Gavriel had spoken to his wife about Evie.

      Dania glided through the billowing curtains, the sun casting a halo around her head. She bore a smile and a tray of sticky sweet pastries. She set the tray on Evie's lap and sat beside her legs, giving her knee a small pat. "Gavriel told me you knew Patrick?" She leaned forward eager for Evie's answer.

      Evie stiffened. The mere thought of her mentor disturbed the bed of emotions she'd buried deep inside of her heart. It hurt to talk about him but Dania's innocent eagerness put Evie in a difficult position. She could avoid the topic and insult Dania or she could talk and dredge up memories better left alone.

      When Evie opened her mouth, having decided to choose avoidance, she immediately shut it. It must have been the serenity of Dania's smile. In it she saw no subterfuge, no hidden agenda. Just a pure need to talk about a mutual friend. And Evie found herself unable to deny her.

      "Yes. Patrick was my mentor. He was my guardian and the best father a girl could ever have," Evie said.

      Dania nodded, her curls bouncing around her face. "Yes, Patrick had that aura around him. Of one with much love to give."

      Dania's words reminded Evie of the first time she'd flown and Patrick's reaction. "You know, when Gavriel left me with him he forgot to mention to Patrick that I was of the angelic persuasion."

      Dania nodded. "That sounds like Gavriel." She shared a secretive smile with Evie.

      "So the day I first flew must have come as a huge shock to Patrick but he took it in his stride." Evie laughed. "I'd sprouted wings from nowhere and just began to fly off into the sky. Poor Patrick. He held on for dear life and managed to bring me back down to the ground."

      "I bet he was more concerned about your shock than his own," she said.

      Evie nodded. "Exactly. He soothed my terror and never once made me afraid or ashamed of my wings. We learned about my angelic side together and he never judged me."

      "That was Patrick." Dania sighed. "I knew him through Gavriel but he never judged me either. I was always afraid of what people were saying - those that knew of Gavriel's true nature and of the sin we committed. But Patrick loved that we loved each other. He was all love and no judgment."

      "And that was his downfall." Evie's voice was hard as she spoke the words, revealing an anger she'd held for a long time.

      Dania's smiled disappeared. "Why do you say that, Evangeline?"

      "Because if he'd had the sense to judge Marcellus and Daniel the way they deserved to be judged then he might still be alive today. I went to him repeatedly, warning him of things I'd seen, of my gut instinct, but he chose to believe the monsters were angels."

      Dania snorted. "That would surely be difficult when the angels turn out to be monsters."

      Evie laughed softly. "That is so true." She sighed. "You're right. I shouldn't be angry with him for his nature. But ..."

      "I understand, Evie. You need him now more than ever and he isn't there. Grief is not an easy burden to bear. But you must find a way to forgive him. You must allow him to rest in peace."

      Evie frowned. "You think he knows I am troubled?"

      Dania nodded. "I believe so. Souls who have passed on retain a connection to their loved ones. They will sense anger and grief in those they left behind. And that will not allow them to rest. You must forgive him to allow him to be at peace."

      Evie knew Dania spoke the truth. She nodded. "I will try although it won't be easy. I miss him terribly."

      "It takes time but eventually it does get better."

      Evie smiled.

      The woman had found her weak spot. So they began to talk. First about Patrick and her days growing up with him. Then about her quest to find her father and her double disappointment. About the traitorous Marcellus and the Warriors who were her friends. Before long Evie realized she'd given in to Dania. Perhaps this was why she had remained wife to an Archangel? Only a strong woman could live with Gavriel. And beneath that sublime exterior lay a woman of steel.

      So this was what having a mother would have been like. Evie enjoyed it, though she reminded herself this was temporary. She refused to care about another person that she simply had to leave behind.

      Then Dania shifted in her seat and patted Evie's knee. "You should get some rest."

      "Before you go, can you tell me something?" When Dania nodded, Evie asked, "How do you get to Tartarus from this part of the Underworld? I know I will go with Gavriel once I am ready but I was curious."

      After a moment's hesitation, Dania leaned toward the window and pulled the curtain apart. Then she pointed at a rotunda that sat high up on a distant hilltop, surrounded by rose bushes filled with riotous color. "That rotunda is a portal to the Pits. Gavriel will take you when you are stronger. Now you must rest."

      Long after Dania left, Evie continued to stare at the rotunda on the hill. Her doorway to the Pits.

      The Pits, where Daniel was being held.
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      Evie arrived at the entrance to the Pits, sword at her side, dagger in her boot, expecting a fight. A bit deflated, she was met by a fairly disagreeable creature, almost a minotaur, but not as large or as hungry as she'd expected. He watched her with glossy black eyes as she made her way up the stone pathway and closer to him. His horns gleamed in the light of the flickering torchlight that stood on either side of an entrance guarded by two sullen sentries, who held their spears close.

      "How may I help you?" the minotaur asked in a sultry voice that was exceedingly odd and didn't mesh with his furred features at all. He glared at her coldly, as he waited for her response. He wore a black shirt open to the waist, a pair of tan leather pants and sturdy leather boots. In his hand he held a whip which he kept curled around his fingers, as if he was likely to shuck it out and use it in the next second.

      He looked at Evie long and hard and just when she was about to squirm he spun on his heel and went to the entrance. He sent word with the sullen sentry for a guard to escort her to see Daniel. The minotaur returned to his post, and stood arms akimbo, as if waiting and ready for the next trespasser.

      The guard arrived before Evie could become impatient. He was equally helpful and bustled her along, respectfully bowing his head at all times. He wore a white knee-length chitin that bared one muscle-bound shoulder. His deep blue eyes were watchful and held an expression of concern that Evie would not expect from a mere guard.

      She kept her gaze averted and followed at the guard's heels. Evie swallowed nervously. She had not been expecting to be nervous. Soon, they were descending into a deep chasm. Tiny craters dotted the floor of the chasm where figures moved within each pit, wrenching at the chains which bound them, yelling obscenities or just screaming the blood-curdling scream of the demented. It didn't help that the air was choked with the odor of unwashed bodies, and bodily wastes. And something else that Evie wasn't sure she wanted to know.

      Black stone walls and pervading darkness made the pits far too eerie to allow Evie to relax. The path they took curved down, hugging the wall until they reached the bottom. From here the pits were much larger in size, with the walls of the little craters at least four times taller than Evie's height including wings. Somewhere in this warren of craters they had stashed the Archangel.

      Almost there. It was almost over.

      Coming to see Daniel was akin to the purging of her sins. Gavriel had demanded a reason for her fool-hardly intention. Why did she want to do this? At the time she'd had no answer, had been following her instinct. Even now she wasn't so sure. It was more an instinctive need, than a conscious desire. The fact was that Archangel Daniel was her legitimate progenitor. Father was not a word she would want to utter in reference to the dark angel she had battled.

      The angel who had been so keen on killing her.

      Her feet slowed of their own accord. Would have come to a total stop except Evie and her escort had to slip aside in the narrow passage, allowing a cloaked figure to pass by. Cloaked figures were not unusual here in the depths of the underworld. Evie could see a few more walking up ahead, retaining their anonymity within the folds of shadowed hoods. But there was something familiar about the figure that had passed Evie. Perhaps it was the sense that it was a woman hidden beneath the folds of the drab linen.

      At the very least it distracted Evie, until she was suddenly at the entrance of the pit serving as a prison for Daniel. She stood in the middle of hundreds of other pits, conveniently roofless so the prisoners could be policed at all times. A black wrought iron gate sealed the entrance of Daniel's prison. Another minotaur was on guard. He stared at Evie and her escort as if contemplating whether to allow Evie through. Then, rattling his keys, he clanked the gate open. He turned his eyes to the floor, but his curiosity was obvious as Evie could feel his eyes follow her into the pit.

      The scenery here would never change. Black rock, oil torches, the cloying odor of death and something stale. Her escort said nothing, just indicated for Evie to enter and positioned himself inside the gate. Safety first. Or Julian would have something to say. Inside the cell, darkness warred with the four torches flickering around the prisoner, despite the lack of a roof to the cell. Gavriel had certainly received the better bargain in the scheme of things. When Evie had first seen Gavriel he had been fairly clean, despite the bloody nature of his injuries.

      Daniel on the other hand was as soiled on the outside as his black heart surely was on the inside.

      His hair was matted and hung unkempt around his face. Evie knew for certain she would not get too close, just to avoid anything that may currently reside within those filthy strands. Her heart gave a plaintive wail - why could her father not have been Gavriel. Good, kind Gavriel who would never have wanted to hurt her the way Daniel had. In this moment before she met his eyes she recalled so vividly the battle in which he'd intended to take her life. And then the moment when she had realized that she had lived on the same estate for an entire decade with Daniel without ever knowing who he was. That he was actually the father she'd been searching for all her life.

      Daniel moved his head. He knew someone was here to see him but refused to allow that visitor the satisfaction of his immediate attention. Arrogant. The squalor of his pit teased the bile within her gut. For the briefest second Evie wanted to run. To take flight, admit it was a mistake to want to confront Daniel. Leave it all as it was before. Try and forget it.

      But it would never work.

      Evie had known it all along. And despite their adamant demands to the contrary both Gavriel and Julian had known she was right. Or that there was at least something justified in her desire to meet the Archangel face to face.

      He lifted his head and smiled. A cold, calculating smile so out of place in his filth-ridden face. He hung in the middle of the room from arms raised heavenward and bound by heavy chains. The kind which held Cerberus. The chains were wrapped around his arms, lifting them upward, holding them in permanent supplication to his God. In constant begging for His forgiveness. The muscles in his arms were taut with the strain. But where was the remorse for his actions? And Evie could not find a single iota of pity for his situation. She felt no sadness at his discomfort, no pain at his agony. What should a daughter feel for a father who would let her be killed in cold-blood?

      "So, Nephilim. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?" His words dripped coldly from his lips, the arrogant curve of a filthy eyebrow a sad shadow of his previous glory.

      "My mother. Who was she?" Evie spat the question at him.

      Daniel did a double-take, startled at both her directness and at the question.

      "How would I know who your mother was, Nephilim? I do not consort with your kind." He smiled, then nodded. "Except of course for all your Warriors of Irin. That was a job, really. Not a choice."

      Evie stayed silent, waiting for an answer. She was not about to give up her advantage.

      "Now what was this about your mother, Nephilim?" He seemed curious now.

      "Who was she? I want her name, her family details. Tell me everything." Evie circled Daniel as he swayed on his chains, especially slowly when she got behind him. The coiling of the muscles in his back confirmed he disliked having her out of his view.

      "How would I possibly know who the harlot was that bore you, Nephilim?" When she rounded on him she saw he was smirking again. Someone ought to tell him it's not exactly an expression you can pull off when you look like you've just been dragged through a pile of shit.

      Fury surged through Evie's veins. "Because she was your wife, Archangel," she spat, reveling in the darkening of his face. His eyes themselves shifted to a demonic oiliness at her words. But he was good. He recovered well.

      "I have had many females in my time, half-breed. How do you expect me to remember the names of every one of them?"

      "How many of them did you pledge your vows to?" This time the skin beneath the grime blanched.

      "Nephilim," Daniel roared, spittle flying. "How dare you soil the memory of my wife with these questions? My wife was pure when we married. And Sorcha had only one child. That child is dead." He stared at her, almost daring her to deny his words.

      "I'm afraid that child is very much alive." Evie took a step toward him. "I know because I am that child."

      Evie watched his face. She was sure that he would explode at the news, try and wrench himself from his iron fetters to get at her. But he did nothing. Just hung there, watching Evie, a look of strained grief on his face. Soon enough the expression vanished beneath his usual cool armor. And the tiny pull of empathy she'd felt for his grief disappeared like smoke on the wind.

      "So who has spun this story for your benefit, Nephilim?" he asked softly. "Who has whispered little lies in your ears? You want a powerful Archangel as a father, do you?"

      "I don't think anyone would manufacture such a tale because they want to be your child. Nor would anyone lie about such a thing to me. The thought that you could be my father is as abhorrent to me as the knowledge that you did nothing when the Control came for my mother," she spat, her lip curling in disdain.

      "It was inevitable, you know. She knew it. I knew it. So we enjoyed what time we had together." He almost sounded wistful. Until she looked at his black eyes.

      "So she survived birthing your child only for you to throw her to the wolves as soon as they came baying at the door? You have no feelings, no heart," Evie said coldly, shaking her head, unable to stomach the thought that anyone could be so callous, so unfeeling.

      "Ah, but you forget, Nephilim. Angels are not meant to be emotional creatures. I took a wife, yes. That means nothing, really." If his hands were free Evie was certain he would be doing something arrogantly mundane like inspecting his fingernails or brushing non-existent lint off his shoulders. But he hung from the chains, swathed in excrement, still swaying slightly as he waited for her to respond. And he was waiting, his entire body strained and alert.

      Interesting. Maybe the truth did hurt him, maybe the past still had power over him.

      But she refused to allow her guard to drop just because he'd revealed a flicker of emotion. It's not as if she'd come to see him to obtain a pledge of undying love.

      "I didn't expect anything less from you." She spoke the words with a little lift of her chin.

      "Really? Then why did you come here then? What was it you expected me to say? Hello, my darling child, so glad you dropped by?" His eyes narrowed, growing colder and darker. The pit seemed to close in on Evie, threatening to swallow her whole. Perhaps there was a tiny bit of truth to his taunts. Perhaps a tiny splinter of her heart wanted him to accept who she was. To say she looked like her mother. To say he was sorry he didn't save her. To say he had cared. "You wasted your time, little Nephilim. To me you are nothing. You mean nothing, Half-Breed. I am an Archangel. We do not have weaknesses."

      Then he began to shine.

      Like a white flame flickering within his body, his skin glowed, even the dirt and grime was unable to hide the power of the light. Incongruously bright for such a black soul. Evie blinked, sure this was not supposed to happen down here. Sure his powers would have been bound before he was brought to the pit.

      Something was terribly wrong.

      Behind her, Evie heard the guard gasp, then whimper in the glare of the light. Something sizzled, like meat on a hot pan. The stench of cooked flesh burned Evie's nostrils. She heard shuffling, then the gate clanged opened and her guard fled, leaving her alone with the Archangel and his deadly light. A light which clearly had a terrible effect on the inhabitants of the pits. From somewhere above Evie could hear shouts ring out. The guards, seeing the light, were now fleeing.

      Let's hope they are scrambling to come and help me, Evie thought wryly. It is possible they just wanted to escape being burnt?

      Behind Daniel, his wings crackled, then rose high above him. Pure white and glowing with the same light that shone like a beacon. How unfair it was that this creature, with his incredibly stunning beauty, was evil personified. It didn't seem right. Chains rattled and then there were no chains at all. They lay in crumpled heaps at his sides, reminiscent of a pile of dead vipers, melting in heaps of orange-flecked iron.

      Daniel was supposed to be bound by warded chains, chains that prevented his escape, chains that bound his wings.

      No, somehow, he was free.

      Evie forgot to breathe.

      Trapped.

      She was trapped.
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      Any move toward the door would be a waste of time.

      She stood in the white shadow of an Archangel who cared nothing that she was his child. A vicious iciness shone from his eyes, the only places still as black as his evil heart. They circled each other, mimicking their actions of their last meeting. This time there was no Gavriel to save her sorry hide. Back in Elysium, Gavriel would be happy with Dania while she met an insignificant death at her father's hand. It seemed macabre but she knew some animals would commit infanticide if they sensed there was something wrong with their offspring. And Daniel certainly looked upon Evie as an abomination. She didn't need reminding of it.

      So she played the game, performed the steps to this pitiful death dance, keeping her distance and postponing her end mere seconds. He could have killed her by now. She was no match for him, so she hadn't bothered to shuck her wings. But now, as she moved, a foot to the left, a foot more to the left, she needed some kind of security. Just something to make her feel that much stronger. That much more in control. Besides, she would prefer to welcome her death while her wings were revealed, in all its own silver white glory.

      

      They rustled at her back and thrust out behind her in a sudden shower of white glitter. Evie breathed again, releasing the tightness at her chest. Daniel watched a moment, then opened his hand and a silver sword appeared, hilt fitting into his palm like a glove. Evie tasted the malignant poison of death. Her dagger and her sword were no match for this powerful creature. But they were the only weapons she had so grabbed for them and them ready, forcing herself to become part of them, calming her racing heartbeat.

      Then, as if bored with the dance, as if impatient for the next move, Daniel raced at her. His speed was phenomenal, but so was her own. As he advanced she ran to the right, using the carved out stone walls for leverage. She ran up the wall, somersaulted over his head and landed behind him. It was showmanship that she could only hope would unsettle him. It was a waste of time. Daniel smiled, then slowly began to rise off the ground.

      He seemed to have a thing for fighting in the air.

      Evie was tempted to keep the fight on the ground, maybe regain some advantage since he seemed to much at home fighting in the air. But the thought that he may change his mind and try to escape Tartarus made her stomach twist.

      She could not let him escape his prison.

      So, Evie rose too, and met him face to face, still keeping a safe distance from the glowing sword. His laughter rang out as he thrust his sword toward Evie's chest with lightning speed. It sliced through the air, and though Evie tried to parry the blow, Daniel's sword went through her arm like butter. The power behind the sword was so powerful that it sang a song that resonated in Evie's mind. He pulled his blade free and her blood spilled from the slashed skin, dripping onto her boots and onto the ground now several feet below them. She could not risk holding her arm even if it meant she could stop the flow of the blood from the wound. So she put the icy pain and the threatening dizziness out of her mind and gripped her weapons, concentrating on battling this demon in Heaven's garb.

      They fought, thrusting, parrying. A visceral battle which sent them spinning in a vortex of hate and disappointment, anger and pain. Weaker now, she had to concentrate harder as a swipe of the sword took off a chunk of her hair and almost sliced her scalp open. Somewhere in her mind Evie laughed at the picture of Ash scolding her for being so careless that she would endanger her beautiful tresses.

      Another somersault over the angel landed her behind Daniel lightning fast. Quick enough to thrust her silver dagger deep between his ribs. Deep red, almost black blood spilled from the wound when she tugged her dagger from his flesh. Evie wasted no time, not trusting that the injury she caused would slow the Angel down. She swooped below him, narrowly missing the stream of still-steaming blood as it trickled to the stone floor. She was vaguely conscious of the increase in the volume of the noise around her. Vaguely aware that the fresh hot blood of her father now mingled with her own cooling droplets on the floor of the pit.

      Daniel swooped down on her again. And this time she didn't have the strength to escape. She was too slow. Loosing blood had slowed her reflexes. The edge of Daniel's blade was so fine that Evie didn't feel the skin on her thigh split open. Not until her leg warmed with blood that dripped from her flesh did she register the newest injury.

      Daniel smiled.

      Nothing fatherly at all about his grin. Throughout the battle he'd been so silent. And Evie had played his game. Not wanting to be seen as weak, not wanting him to win the power play.

      "Are you ready to give up, Daughter?" He spoke the word as if he said Demon. Perhaps to him they were not very different. Angels considered Nephilim to be the preferred species of their offspring with humans, but only a few genes away from their demon cousins.

      "Not yet, Father." Evie injected as much, if not more, disdain and disgust into the word. This time taking pleasure from the scowl that darkened his face.

      "Do not call me that, Half-Breed," he bellowed. It was the feather that tipped his scales.

      He flew at her, in a fury that compared little to Kampe's vicious anger when Evie had stolen her little scorpion baby. Evie had no defenses now, no strength left to defend herself. She just waited for death to come.

      But something large and dark swooped down on them. Evie blinked and looked up, gazing at the movement. It felt like time had slowed as she watched the progress of the dark form above. From the corner of her eye she saw Daniel was getting closer and closer, the sword shimmering in the angel light, the sharp edge drenched with her blood. Daniel's eyes swirled with black anger, so much that even the whites of them were tainted with smoky darkness. His lips curved in a vicious smile as his teeth were revealed at the corners of his mouth.

      Then Gavriel swooped down at Daniel, hitting him broadside, the glowing sword glowing no longer as it left Daniel's palm, spun across the pit and clattered to the ground. Daniel was tossed against the far wall, his head bouncing off the jagged rock as he bumped to the dirt floor. Gavriel hovered between Evie and the Dark Angel, protecting her from any reprisal. Evie's head spun, but within the haze of it she recognized the sword lay unguarded on the stone below. The two angels stared at each other, neither paying attention to Evie.

      Good.

      She could use that to her advantage. She lowered herself to the ground, her knees crumbling beneath her, unable to hold her body weight not to mention the added weight of her wings. She let go of her own weapons and reached out her hand, curling a finger around the hilt of Daniel's sword and tugged. All the while she kept her eye on the two angels who stared each other down, both furious but for very different reasons.

      Evie flinched as the sword spun on the hilt instead of sliding toward her. This weapon was gleaming silver, thin and not very long. Very different to Daniel's angelic obsidian sword. She glanced quickly at the pair. Still safe. She lunged forward and gripped the sword, curling her fingers around the hilt. She held on tightly and rose to her feet. The sword of the archangel hung heavy at her left hip, so heavy that lifting it to point upward at her side was so strenuous she saw stars at the edges of her vision and almost passed out. She'd seen Ling do that with her thin serrated blade, keep it flush against her body, to use it in a surprise attack because her opponent could not see it hidden at her side.

      She had meant to fly back upward and join the fight, although she had no idea how she intended to surprise Daniel with a new opening in his flesh.

      But it never happened.

      He was at her right side before she blinked. Even blinking seemed to take twice the amount of time in her blood-drained state, but she tried to stay as aware as she could. Didn't want to miss the moment of her demise. She would have laughed if she'd had the strength. Daniel reached out and gripped her head in his hands, her chin lay in the palm of one hand, and she felt the strength of the other hand at the back of her head.

      Lovely, how nice to die with a quick twist of the neck. Not a glamorous ripping open by a sharp blade. A twist of the neck.

      He remained at her right side, unaware of the sword she held at her left shoulder. Gavriel swooped down from above but slowed in his approach when he registered the danger she was in.

      "Leave her, you bastard," he shouted.

      "I gave her life, and I can take it away," the dark angel yelled back, bristling with energy and anger. Daniel's fingers dug into the skin of her chin, reminding her of his deathly grip. Then he squeezed tighter and turned her face away from him, so she faced his nemesis.

      Evie blinked, and even her eyelids felt too heavy for the action. She tipped her head slightly to watch them and realized too that this was the moment she'd been waiting for. With the two angels locked in a battle of anger and stares, with her life hanging in the balance, what time was better to make her move.

      At her side, out of sight of Daniel, she tilted the sword backward until its tip almost touched the flesh beneath his ribs. Her arm was angled at Daniels torso behind, ready to strike. His grip tightened on her head and she knew beyond a shadow of doubt that he meant to end her life in that moment. Not to punish Gavriel for his love of her, but just for the pure satisfaction of it. She took her chance and shoved upward as hard as she could, using all the energy left within her body, her mind and her soul.

      She felt the blade sever organs as it ripped through his body, felt the slight resistance when the point reached the thicker flesh of his heart, felt the hard outside wall break in a rush of blood.

      When his grip loosened on her head Evie was unaware she had succeeded. Stunned and in shock from blood-loss, she was slightly dizzy. Only when Gavriel came and grabbed her hand within his warm fingers did she blink some awareness into her mind. He gripped her hand that still held the hilt of the sword. Behind her, Daniel had fallen, his momentum freeing him from the sword, but the damage had been done. The blade had pierced his heart of hearts.

      The final death blow.

      Patricide.

      The highest of sins. The word hit Evie like a blow to her own heart. She must have breathed the word out loud as Gavriel's face darkened. His feathers answered and darkened to almost black. "Don't you ever think that. He may have sown the seed that became you but he was no father to you."

      Evie stared at Gavriel's face. The passion in his eyes glowed. He really believed those words. Words that made her feel better, that made her want to believe him. She could not agree with him yet. So she just nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She needed to work out what she felt about killing her Father, her own flesh and blood. Evie turned to stare at the shell of the Archangel.

      He no longer glowed with the bright, blinding, heavenly light. The body shimmered and a shadow rose.

      So Angels did have souls.

      Daniels spirit rose and hovered over his body. His smile, even his demeanor was as arrogant in death as he had been in life. But his smile faltered then died when a woman appeared in the pit. She was more shadow than corporeal. White hair flowed over her shoulders, and her eyes were all white, no pupil, just pearly white. And she did not smile. She inclined her head in greeting to both Evie and Gavriel, then stood waiting. Daniel's face paled in utter horror.

      Evie glanced at Gavriel. Even in her weakened state, curiosity still overcame her. He mouthed 'Fury', then turned his attention back to Daniel's spirit. The dark angel may have intended to put up a fight. Perhaps he'd intended to escape from the Fury, but he should have known it was inevitable.

      She held out a pale hand, creased palm up. And though Daniel screamed and shook his head, the expression on his face turning a once handsome angel into something ugly, something horrible. He screamed again but nobody heard him. His spirit was like smoke, and it swirled in an eddy as the Fury coaxed him into her palm. Like a tornado, the shade of the Archangel Daniel spun on the palm of the Fury's hand, and then disappeared into nothing in the blink of an eye.

      Evie sighed in relief. Then sighed again when the Fury nodded in greeting and disappeared in a puff of spirit smoke.

      She would have sighed again, but instead, she fainted.
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      Evie opened her eyes to find herself back in Elysium. Her heart fell, disappointed she wasn't back with Julian in Hades. But Elysium was surely a better option than the Pits of Tartarus. Her arm and thigh were numb but her thigh stung as if a thousand bees had decided to simultaneously dive-bomb the injured limb. She twisted her foot hoping the movement would stop the stinging, but all it did was send agony shooting up her thigh.

      "Do not wriggle. You will open the wounds again," Gavriel's nagging was soft and soothing. She huffed and turned her head to look at the welcome sight of his face. She threw him a sheepish smile. "You are not the easiest patient to tend."

      "Sorry. I'll try to be good," Evie said, swallowing against the lump in her throat."How long have I been out?"

      "Two days." Gavriel leaned forward, the frown on his face saying what his mouth wouldn't. "What you need to do is get better. If you want to hand the mantle back to Julian you had better get well. Fast. We only have a few more days and a long way to go."

      There was an urgency in his voice that brought reality slamming back down on Evie. "How long have I been out?"

      "Only a few hours," he said reassuringly.

      "Feels like days." Evie lay back on the soft pillow and exhaled. She shifted, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her cheeks.

      "You lost a lot of blood. Drained, you were." He was trying to make light of the whole incident. Trying not to make her think about killing Daniel. But he hadn't had a hope to begin with. She swallowed. The world was likely better off with him gone, but Evie wasn't thrilled to be the one who dispatched him.

      "So how is our patient?" Dania's voice filtered past Gavriel's body and she poked her hand through the crook of his elbow to smile at Evie.

      "She needs to get better, that is how she is," he said, gruffly, scowling.

      Dania punched him lightly on the shoulder and mimicked his scowl. "Well she will not get better with you around mister thunder cloud. Take that scowl and go away." She spoke sweetly. Still, the iron was there. He rose and gave her a tender glance before leaving without a fuss. "That man has not changed at all."

      She shook her head and sat down beside Evie. "Are you well my dear?" Evie met her eyes, saw that she was not asking about her health. The state of her heart and her conscience did not seem likely to change very soon. "What you did today ... killing Daniel ... that took courage."

      Evie nodded, trying to look at it from Dania's perspective. "I was just defending myself ... And Gavriel. I didn't go in there intending to kill him."

      Dania patted Evie's arm. "You do not have to justify what you did. Not to me, not to anyone. He threatened your life and you defended it. Your life or his - simple as that."

      "Still patricide as far as I can see." Evie's eyes filmed with tears and she couldn't look at Dania, couldn't meet her eye, too afraid of seeing the revulsion within them. Instead Dania grabbed her arm and shook her, uncaring that the wound on Evie's hand was just inches from her thumb.

      "Never say that. Ever." Anger burned in Dania's eyes. "You did not kill your father. The man you killed was an Archangel with a black heart. One who would have killed you without a speck of conscience. He did not raise you. He did not care for you. He taught you nothing, helped you with nothing. Do not give him in death what you refused him in life. Do not give him power over you. If you do, then he wins. Then ... he wins."

      The words, backed with such unadulterated passion, rang in Evie's ears. She just wanted to block it out, roll over and sleep. Try to forget everything that happened.

      "Oh no, you do not get to do that. I know that look. You are not allowed to give up." Dania sat before Evie, gripping the Nephilim's chin in her fingers. "Look at me. You are not allowed to give up. There is too much at stake. You need to get back to Hades, and so does Gavriel. Neither of you can stay here for much longer. So cease feeling sorry for yourself."

      Dania bent to the floor and lifted a bowl, removing its white linen cover. She swirled the golden liquid inside it, around and around.

      Pure gold. Manna.

      "Drink this. It will help you heal. Help your wounds and give you strength." Dania didn't wait for Evie to resist. She placed the bowl to Evie's lips and lifted it. A silent threat that Evie submitted to. Drink, or else.

      So Evie drank deeply, and found herself reveling in the taste of sunshine and happiness and pure unadulterated bliss on her tongue. She lay back, languid and relaxed, wanting to stretch and yawn and curl up to sleep and dream. Of course, she didn't allow the stretching for fear of opening wounds, new and old. But she did yawn and curl up to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Evie awakened, refreshed and with a clear head. Gavriel stood by the window, staring out at something as the breeze played with the silken curtains. She found Dania at her side, stiff and still, as is she'd been waiting a while.

      And she certainly didn't waste any time. She rose the moment Evie's eyes opened and said, "Right, you are ready." She patted Evie's satchel, and flipped it open to reveal the bulging contents; food for the trip back up to Hades. Evie swung her legs off the bed and found she had plenty of her old strength back. She sighed, so ready to leave. Dania laughed softly. "I would say come back soon, but..." She gave a mischievous grin and stepped back.

      Gavriel opened his arms to his wife and she stepped into them, enfolded and all but disappearing within the bear hug. Evie blinked back tears at the sight, then averted her eyes. She felt like an intruder watching their last embrace.

      Finally, Dania sniffed and drew back. Then she unclasped a pendant from around her neck. She walked to Evie and fastened it around her. Both Gavriel's and Dania's eyes glittered with tears. Evie wasn't sure what to say so she kept silent. Words seemed far too trivial for such a gift.

      She touched the pendant and leaned forward to place a kiss on Dania's soft cheek. When she and Gavriel stepped through the curtained doorway, neither could bear to look back at Dania, standing alone in the now empty rotunda with sun shining in her hair, and tears gleaming in her eyes.

      Goodbye Dania, Evie whispered.
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        * * *

      

      They'd been rising up the black tunnel for almost two hours before Gavriel cleared his throat. "The children were not killed. The Control took them. It was only the mothers who were slaughtered." Evie listened in shocked silence. Her mother too. "They took the bodies of the children away and because everyone knew they burned the bodies of any Nephilim they found, we never looked for them. But she lives. Our child lives." The despair in his voice was an almost tangible thing and brought tears to Evie's eyes.

      She swallowed hard. What could she say to this Revelation? It should have made him happy, instead he wept as he spoke. Air rush against their faces as they rose up through the earth, following the meandering tunnel.

      "These are for you." He reached into his pocket and opened his palm. She saw two more pendants, so similar to the one Dania had placed around her neck that she didn't need to compare them. She had already traced the pendant so many times she had the pattern imprinted in her memory. They were identical. "These are given to our children. It was a tradition started by a few angels who had forsaken their vow by marrying Human women. Each child was given a pendant. Of course, the Control was not aware of the tradition so they didn't think to take the jewelry."

      Evie looked at the two pendants glittering in her palm. Warm air brushed her wet cheeks before she realized she'd shed tears for those lost children. "Two?" she asked, but she already knew the answer.

      "You had a sister. At the time I'd thought they killed your mother before the babe was borne. Dania told me what really happened."

      "How did she know the truth and you didn't?" His face contorted with grief at my question. "Because she was there when it happened. They arrived just after your sister came into the world. Dania tended your mother, birthed the babe and remained by her side. When the Control came they knew who Dania was. They killed her. Then they killed your mother, taking your infant sister away. They didn't think to look for another child as their intelligence would have indicated only one offspring for Daniel. Angels spent many months, even years away from their human families. When I arrived home I found it empty and assumed Dania had brought Alyssa over to play with you. But all I found was you, half starved and almost out of your mind. I knew you needed special care, more than I was able to give you. Patrick was my only option.."

      Evie felt a sob grab hold of her throat. That was why all Patrick had known was Evie's mother had died in childbirth. Because even Gavriel himself had been unaware of the birth of the second child. Evie felt her fingers tighten at the horror of her mother's and Dania's deaths. Then she stiffened. Three pendants- one each for her and her sister. And the third? She cleared her throat. "You said 'the children were not killed'? Did they take your child too?

      Gavriel dropped his gaze but Evie could see his throat convulse as he struggled with his own grief. "Dania took our daughter with her. Alyssa and you were of the same age. You grew up together, playmates all those years. When the servants warned her of intruders, Dania told you both to hide. She never saw Alyssa again. And when I arrived I only found you."

      He fell silent and I didn't want to press him any further. So. I changed the topic. "So they had a plan? The Control? Is there something else bigger happening?" Evie tried not to think about her mother's death. She had not been fortunate enough to see her mother in Elysium. Unlike Gavriel. "Why is my mother not with Dania? In Elysium, I mean?"

      He shook his head, grief still darkening his brow. "Sorcha killed one of the angels of the Control. You cannot enter Elysium if you have taken the life of another, regardless of the reasons."

      "Sounds unfair." Evie gritted her teeth at the unfairness of the Underworld as a whole.

      "It is unfair, but those are the rules."

      "So where is she now?" Evie asked. She didn't expect an answer though. Gavriel's attitude would be so different had he known the whereabouts of the stolen children.

      And he was shaking his head. "I don't know. So many places. Heaven? Reincarnation? I can't guess and I don't think anyone will tell us either."

      "So my boon? The ones the Judges spoke of? This is my boon then?" Gavriel nodded. "A sister. I have a sister." Evie spoke the words, rolling them off her tongue as if testing the idea. Something she had never thought about.

      A sister.
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      Walking back into Julian's living room was surreal.

      The fire flickered in the grate, its shadows dancing on the walls and the furnishings. The room was a refreshing change from black stone, lava rivers, and deadly scorpion babies.

      But it wasn't the room that held Evie's attention. It was Persephone's hand on Julian's face, her nails caressing his cheek dangerously as if any change in mood would lead her to gouge the sharp red tips into his skin. Julian had his back to Evie, the silk of his white shirt lay against the strong muscles of his back. He remained unaware of her entry and Evie held off from announcing her arrival.

      Evie watched the goddess. And though the expression in her eyes was far from seductive, Evie's hackles rose. So did her wings. They flared behind her in tandem with her anger.

      Beside Evie, Gavriel stiffened and a quick glance at him showed him gulp down his shocked laughter. So he found this scene amusing. Good for him, though Evie, her blood pressure inching sky high.

      Persephone turned to the movement at the door. When her gaze settled on Evie, her face darkened, shock coloring her skin a dusky rose. Evie frowned at the goddess, but Persephone didn't move. She remained frozen with shock, so surprised that Evie had walked into the room that she was lost for words. But it wasn't just Evie's intrusion on her moment with Julian that had shocked the goddess. Something else was going on in the she-wolf's head.

      In the moment of silence that followed, a handful of memories tickled at Evie's mind. A cloaked figure in the pits. A strange sense of familiarity. The certainty that the fold of fabric had hidden the form and shape of a woman.

      Persephone's swaying walk.

      Persephone's flowery perfume.

      Evie stiffened when the pieces fell into place. It had been Persephone who had gone to see Daniel ahead of Evie. Persephone who had freed him and put both Evie's and Gavriel's lives in danger. But the goddess had failed.

      Miserably.

      In the end her ally had been killed. Evie paused a second to consider her enemy's motive. Then she stiffened. In truth, Persephone was not her enemy. She didn't even know the goddess. Persephone's hatred was due to mere circumstance. It was Julian that Persephone seemed to think she owned. Evie's gut tightened. She didn't much like that thought. Persephone had her own husband, never mind that he was prancing around the world on a personal sabbatical.

      "Persephone," Evie said softly her eyes never leaving the goddesses face. "I thought I recognized you." Evie's smile was friendly but contained enough venom to kill Kampe herself.

      At the sound of Evie's voice, Julian jerked away from the goddess and spun around. "Evangeline, thank the Gods." Julian took two loping steps to her, and folded her into a hug not unlike the one Gavriel had so recently shared with Dania. A hug meant to convey love and care and it should have brought an explosion of joy to her heart knowing how deeply Julian felt for her. But her eyes and focus remained on Persephone whose serene beauty had crumpled in anger. Evie's rigid spine alerted Julian to her mood. "What is the matter? Recognize whom?"

      "Oh, I just realized I recognized Persephone from the Pits."

      "The Pits?" Julian let go of Evie and turned to stare at the goddess. "What were you doing in the Pits? You made it a rule never to go there." There was dangerous edge to his voice that made Evie accept she didn't truly know the man. Not yet.

      "Yes, Julian," Evie answered, her gaze back on Persephone's white face. "I saw Sef at the Pits. Right before I was led into Daniel's cell. Right before I was almost slaughtered by a prisoner who had been mysteriously freed from his chains." While Evie let that statement sink in she noticed the smug satisfaction that filled Persephone's face. Julian would not have missed her expression either. "Oh, and right before I killed the prisoner."

      The silence was a vacuum of nothingness.

      Persephone's face was cold. And priceless. Her features were contorted in pure and volatile anger. So pure that the wood in every piece of furniture split and cracked apart, as if unable to hand the sudden temperature drop.

      Evie felt goose bumps rise on her skin in protest against the sudden cold but she could not care less about Persephone's mood. Evie had dealt her own powerful blow. One that the goddess had not been expecting.

      Evie had killed the Archangel and as a result, bested the goddess of springtime.

      "What did you do?" Julian addressed Persephone, his tone even colder that the goddesses fury.

      "Nothing I was not entitled to do, your Majesty." Persephone smiled but it was frost and ice, and her tone was every bit as condescending and arrogant as Daniel's. "Pity my plan did not work though."

      "Get out." Julian pointed at the door, brooking no excuse from her. "I should have you sent back down to Tartarus for this."

      Persephone scoffed. "And leave the earth to wallow in the arms of Winter? Really, Julian? I think not. Have you forgotten who I am? I am Mother Nature. I am Spring and Summer. I am the harvest and the grain and the food for the earth." She lifted her chin, tossed her blond curls over her shoulder and walked out, regal, graceful and terribly angry.

      "What am I going to do with her?" Julian sighed as he watched Mother Nature leave the room. Then he turned to Evie. "I am so sorry Evangeline. I thought with Gavriel you would be well protected. I hadn't counted on Persephone to force her way into things.

      "How did she even get to the Pits and back before us?" asked Evie, frowning.

      "Persephone is a goddess of Hades, and has the same powers that I do. She can transport herself to wherever she wishes, anywhere in the world, above or below ground."

      "Oh." Evie's eyes narrowed. "Then why didn't you just take me to Tartarus?"

      Julian shook her head. "There are some thing I cannot meddle in. You are angelic, and you were travelling with an angel who is technically a prisoner of Hades. I could not help you beyond the little I was able to do. The gods of Judgment had to rule."

      I heard his words and understood what he meant.

      Then he said, "Something needs to be done about Sef." He spoke the words with such sadness that Evie's heart throbbed in empathy.

      "Nothing needs to be done. Persephone is part of the scheme of things, both here in Hades and up on Earth," Evie said as she pushed back the sleeve to reveal the pulsing Marks. "But now, Julian, we have better things to think about than a jealous wife. It's time to end this."

      Julian's gaze swiveled to the Marks and he sighed. Evie wasn't sure what that sigh meant as it sounded too sad for a man about to regain his immortality. "Very well, then." Julian spared Evie only one small frown. He glanced at Gavriel who smiled then tapped him a small salute before heading toward Julian's bar.

      Then Julian beckoned Evie and led the way.
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        * * *

      

      When Julian and Evie reached the Ascension Hall, Evie's stomach did a somersault. She recalled her reaction the first time she'd seen the thick, solid stone door that guarded the entrance. The lintel rose high above her head. Gigantic black metal hinges pinioned the stone door, as large as the muscles in Evie's arms.

      She glanced at the doorknob before Julian grabbed onto it. The knob that sat in the middle of the door was only a tiny bit smaller than Julian's own fist. Evie couldn't stop herself from placing her palm flat against the stone door. She'd been ready to feel the pulsing, throbbing from inside the room. Only this time she felt nothing.

      Evie gave a mental shrug. Maybe giving back the seals worked differently.

      Julian turned the knob, then gave the door an almighty shove before it opened in strange silence. For a door that size it should have made at least a little bit of noise. Evie's thoughts were distracted by the Ascension table in the middle of the room.

      It took pride of place in the stark stone room. And this time Evie could feel the power inside of the stone, reaching for her. She felt the pulsing, throbbing softly in her ears, and as before she seemed to move to the side of the table without realizing it.

      Evie stared at the centerpiece of the room. The large stone table. A shudder ran up her back as memories filtered through her mind. She shook them away and studied the octagonal table. A round depression was carved out of each of the eight corners. And inside each one lay a Seal, its sweet notes echoing along the stone walls. Evie found that her blood and even her muscles sang the Seal's song.

      "You have the final seal?" Julian glanced at Evie, his brow still furrowed.

      She nodded and reached the medallion that she'd returned to its place around her neck.

      The second her skin touched the medallion the seals around the table began to glow golden. The angelic script engraved into the metal seemed to take on a life of its own, spinning and dancing across the surface of the seal. Each Seal began to slowly spin anti-clockwise and Evie recalled it had spun in the opposite direction when she'd received the Seals not so long ago.

      And as before, one symbol on each of the seals shone brightly, each one a different script than the next seal. The singing and the spinning would have begun to make Evie dizzy but she felt her hand begin to move, pulled toward the table by the combined force of all the power of the Seals of Hades.

      The last time she'd been here Evie had been dragged bodily across the surface of the table. This time she was determined to avoid losing control. She hopped onto the table and spun around on her butt until she was in position. Then she opened her palm and let the medallion float above her hand. It hesitated only a second before flying upward.

      When it paused at the pinnacle of the arrangement, bright white light shot from each of the seals, all aimed to meet at a point just above Evie's medallion. And Evie was now surrounded by white rays, engaged within the light of the Seals.

      Evie stared up at the medallion that hovered above her. She'd had it all her life, carried it around with her for centuries. A gift from her father but he hadn't been her father had he? Gavriel had given her the medallion for safe-keeping. She doubted he would ever have thought it would come to this.

      Evie blinked and realized the strength of the Seal's song had subsided to a comfortable hum. Everything seemed calm, as if the Seals were waiting for something.

      She glanced over at Julian, at his hand where the Mark had faded to a pale memory on his skin. This had to be done. His mortality would come crashing back down upon him. This was the only way to keep him immortal. At last, the sound of the chimes lulled into soft silence.

      Black shadows rose from Evie's arm, twisting and writhing in the air, then disappearing into the air above them. Evie kept her gaze on Julian's arm, her heart thudding as she waited. She only exhaled when she saw the Marks re-appear stronger and darker on his forearm. The ritual was almost at an end and Evie tried to breath, to calm herself.

      But something was wrong.

      The mark had been transferred so Evie's arm should be bare of any dark writing scripts. But they were still there, still strong and dark and still emblazoned on her arm.

      The magic gone. Evie hesitated then pushed herself up onto her elbows. She stared from her arm to Julian's, confusion contorting her brow. Then she sat up and stared at her arm.

      What in Hades was going on?

      "It has been transferred. It is done." Julian's voice rang around the small room, almost triumphant as he gazed at the marks bight and new on his forearm.

      "No it has not," Evie answered softly, raising her arm for him to see the Mark.

      Julian gasped then shook his head. He walked forward and took Evie's arm in his hand, comparing it to his own forearm. "That is simply not possible. It should have been a clean transfer." Julian stared for a long time. Until his brow smoothed out and confusion left his darkened eyes. "Perhaps it has something to do with your trip into Tartarus and your battle with Kampe. And maybe the killing of Daniel. I believe you have earned the Mark, not just been given it in a ritual."

      Evie shook her head, still confused.

      "It means you are still Ruler of Hades. Co-ruler, ruler, just words. What you are is the wielder of dominion over the Underworld. As am I." Julian raised his arm and placed it next to hers. A matched pair. It's supposed to be impossible. But there you have it."

      Evie smiled. Better to laugh it off than to cry. "Does this mean I don't get to go home?"

      Julian shook his head. "There is no precedent here, Evie. I think you can probably do whatever you want."

      Evie scanned his face. She lifted her hand, her fingers reaching out to trace his brow. The signs of age, the paleness to his cheeks, even the slight bow of his shoulders were all gone. "You have your immortality back."

      "I believe I do." He smiled.

      Evie traced the black whorls on her arm. No longer were they abhorrent. Hating them had only been part of her fear for Julian's life. For his lack of immortality because of her stupidity.

      Now she had power.

      And strength. The past was over, Marcellus and Daniel were gone from the Irin. And if Evie didn't get back soon, Flash would be running things and that was definitely not a good thing.

      Evie stood, taking a deep breath and feeling as if it was her first in a very long time.

      If the Mark was there to stay, then so was the power. And with power come influence. Evie smiled.

      "Now, I can find my sister."
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      Evie emerged into the sunlight and had to immediately shade her eyes. The brightness dazzled her and pain seared into the back of her head. The joys of not having sunglasses. She stepped away from the cave and scanned the surrounding trees and dense vegetation.

      Then she sighed. She was home, free of the bounds that held her to the Kingdom of Hades. Despite the markings which gleamed black and fresh on her forearm, Evie felt that a new day was about to begin. One where the brotherhood would face the future led by someone who did not have their own agenda, by someone who had the needs of humanity at heart.

      Evie stared up into the bright blue sky. She felt the bones in her back burgeon as her wings sprang forth in a dusting of silver and a puff of pure white feathers. Then she shoved off the ground and soared high into the air, a feeling of exhilaration pulsing through her veins as she banked right and headed for the estate.

      A sister.

      She never would have known the truth if she hadn't pursued the Seals, so some good had certainly come out of that disaster. But what did she do about the seals now? The Markings pulsed and throbbed on her arm as if they were living breathing creatures, but for now she pushed all thoughts of them out of her mind and concentrated on the one thing that pulsed through her soul - the need to find her sister.

      Evie was certain that the Control would have had a more sinister reason for capturing them than just the desire to rid the world of the abomination called Nephilim. And Evie swore that she would find out what that reason was.

      Evie scanned the horizon. Greylock was just up ahead, the faint mirage of the protective dome clear to Evie's angelic sight. She inhaled as she pointed her toes for her landing. She couldn't deny the pulse of excitement she experienced, knowing she was coming home to her friends.

      Her feet crunched deep into the black gravel that littered the rooftop of the old castle. Constructed of large grey stones, it was reminiscent of something ancient, with a decidedly English air. Giant floor to ceiling windows, archways, and rich old wood gave the building a mysterious yet livable feel.

      The gargoyle guard was absent, sending a wave of concern through Evie's chest. What reason would there be for having no watchman up on the roof? Even in broad daylight the guards never left their posts. Evie tried to shrug off her worry, chalking the guard's absence up to changeover or timing. She hurried to the edge of the roof and floated down to the stone-tiled patio below. This one led to the common room where Evie was hoping to see Ling and Ash. She hadn't kept track of the passage of time too well and she suspected the girls would have returned a few weeks ago.

      The common room was silent and empty. Again, an unusual thing considering the height of the sun. Lunchtime. The commons should be throbbing with Nephilim right now, all hungry and sociable. Evie's heels tapped the wood floor as she headed out of the common room and down the passage.

      At the next turn she hesitated. Should she go up to Marcellus' study hoping to meet his successor or should she go and find the girls first? Evie made up her mind and headed right, reaching the stairs to the upper floor within seconds. Soon she was knocking on Ling's door and receiving no answer. Along the hall she rapped her knuckles on Ash's door. Again, no response.

      Frowning Evie hurried to her own room. It certainly looked like the place was deserted but Evie knew that wasn't possible. The brotherhood wouldn't stop their work just because they didn't have a Master. By now they should have chosen a new Master. And things should be rolling along smoothly. But why the strange silence?

      Flinging her door open Evie entered the room and headed to her closet. She grabbed fresh clothes and was about to head into the bathroom when a sound at the door caught her attention. Immediately Evie pulled her glamor over her body, just in case. She faced the door, watching it as she stood very still and waited. But the sound didn't come again. Evie shrugged and dropped her glamor.

      She turned to enter the small bathroom attached to her room when something smashed hard into her head. So hard that Evie lost her balance. Her body was still recovering from her various wounds and this blow to her head was enough to knock her senseless.

      She crumpled into an untidy heap and gave herself up to darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Evie came to, but when she opened her eyes she couldn't see a thing.

      She was seated on something hard. Wood beneath her, wood at her back. A large chair. A cold breeze scraped her cheek as it went by, whistling as it found nooks and crannies to travel through. The sound was enough to wake all the dead of Tartarus.

      Evie blinked few times, wondering if the blow to her skull had rendered her sightless. Her eyeballs hurt inside her head but that was more a sign of an aching head than anything else. After a few seconds of staring around her with intense concentration, she found she could make out faint patches of light at the edges of her vision. No, she wasn't blind. She was just somewhere very, very dark.

      She raised her hand to touch the throbbing spot on the back of her head but found her wrist bound. The other arm was afforded the same attention. From the soft leather against her skin she imagined the cuff and the straps, the large notches, the old stone prongs. Cuffs used for special prisoners. Prisoners kept in the dungeons deep below the castle.

      Evie's heart thudded so loudly that she almost didn't hear the voice.

      Her eyes darted blindly around her. "Who's there?" she asked the darkness. The darkness didn't answer.

      Then Evie heard it again. But it wasn't the sound of a voice. Someone was at the door. A key scratched in a lock somewhere in front of her. A strip of light appeared, then widened as a huge stone door was pushed open. A hooded figure glided into the room and came to stand two feet before Evie. The figure was back lit, the light at the edge of her captor's head stabbed into Evie's eyes causing them to water. The stark outline of the cowl sent shivers of worry up Evie's spine.

      The light fell on Evie's bound wrists but what she saw made her want to pass out again. Angelic script, burnt into every inch of the leather that held her so tightly. Angelic words to bind an angelic being.

      Evie tamped down her rising panic. She needed a clear head, she needed calm to deal with this ridiculous situation. "What's going on? Where am I?" Evie asked, injecting her usual cool, unaffected tone into her voice. She would not let them see her afraid, no matter what they did to her.

      "You are here the Greylock estate," the voice was soft, elegant and unfamiliar. Evie tilted her head, still having not seen what her visitor looked like, she was now more curious than ever. A hand, disembodied in the dark shadows, emerged from the cloak and pushed the hood back to reveal a mane of tightly curled coal-black hair. Her heart-shaped face was serene and controlled as she met Evie's gaze. Deep brown eyes, caramel skin and a sweet smiling mouth completed the picture of Evie's captor. "My name is Mykia Goodwin. I am the new Master of the Brotherhood of the Irin."

      A female Master. Well, well, well. Good for the Brotherhood. About time they ceased their sexist ways. But a thought niggled Evie's mind. What if this woman was just a figurehead just the hand to do the bidding of another? Or what if she was the type to disregard the right and wrong just to prove she deserved her position?

      But Evie couldn't waste time thinking about the progression of the rights of women, or the ability of the woman before her to carry out her sworn duty. Right now her own rights were being disregarded. "Why are you holding me?"

      "You are awaiting your trial." Mykia's voice remained soft, but it held a note of authority to it. Her brown eyes flashed but her expression was far from judgmental. That didn't mean Evie could trust her.

      "What trial? What the hell is going on here?" Frustration brought an edge to Evie's voice. One that came with a low rumble of angelic fury. Immediately she tamped it down but it was probably too late. And it didn't matter. Another rule broken would not be of much concern considering Evie's current position as captive and defendant. "What am I accused of?"

      Evie wanted to sob. She'd saved them all from Daniel and Marcellus when they'd been using the brotherhood for his own end. They should be grateful but now she was on trial?

      Mykia's next words chilled her to her soul.

      "You, Evangeline, Nephilim of the Irin, are accused of the highest of treasons."

      "And what exactly is this treason?"

      "Murder."
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      Darkness encased Evie, the stone walls of her cell exuding a moist iciness that burrowed deep into her bones. Even a Nephilim could feel this kind of cold, a cold arising both from the world around her and from her very spirit. 

      When Evie had returned to Greylock, she’d embraced the feeling of the sun’s warm rays on her face, and she’d felt the lilt of joy in her heart when she thought of her sister—no, her sisters--and she’d steeled her determination to search the ends of the EarthWorld to find them. 

      She’d been sad to leave Julian behind, and concerned with what her future held especially with now being part-ruler of the underworld. She’d also worried about the powerful reach of the Control and if they had her or her sisters already in their sights at all. 

      But someone else had also been after Evie. Only moments after she arrived, she’d been knocked out with a single blow to her head. 

      Not much can fell an angel, that much was true--full- or half-blood didn’t matter. 

      Alcohol did nothing. Like many supernaturals, skinwalkers for one, Evie had to resort to hunting down specially drafted fae spirits in order to reach a satisfactory state of inebriation.

      Hence her attacker had been smart, prepared. He’d caught her unawares, and had used a little known method of felling an angel without bloodshed--a blow hard enough to knock her out, yet positioned just right to ensure she sustained no physical injury as a result.

      The sunlight had vanished in an instant, golden shimmers replaced by darkness and shadows. What a perfect metaphor for both her mood and her immediate future.

      Evie had later returned to consciousness, only to be greeted with darkness and discomfort. 

      Securely cuffed to an old wooden chair, weak patches of light had soon revealed she’d been blindfolded, the cool air and the whistling drafts dancing around her had confirmed she was locked within the depths of the Greylock dungeons. Even her wings had been caged in a net of leather straps. 

      A little bit of overkill there in imprisoning her.

      Even her hands had been bound, preventing her from massaging the sore spot on the back of her head. 

      Given that members of her species were known to lose their marbles every so often, the Masters of the Irin would know the methods of controlling all the angelics--the spawn of the angels. One such method of restraint was the Angel Bonds which were currently strapped around Evie’s wrists.

      Which meant Evie was going nowhere fast.

      It was said that the splicing of human genes with those of angelic beings wasn't at all a perfect comingling of DNA.  Yes, the combination had created nephilim, while gargoyles, who were considered less powerful, more brutish and a few rungs down on the genetic ladder from nephilim, were the second best of the half-breed spawn of angels and humans.

      Which would explain the age-old war. 

      The third type of angelic being was of course, the demons. Not your regular demonic being, but the true Demons, who were still children of Heaven. The thought brought her back to Barry and she scowled to herself, unsure of how to call him for help.

      It had been a long time since Evie had felt pain. Nephilim were built stronger, harder than the humans who birthed them, and Evie, just like all the other angelics, possessed a strength incomparable to mortals.

      And yet, her head had ached--throbbed with the kind of pain she’d rarely felt in her long lifetime. Even her eyeballs had hurt though the pain had faded somewhat by the time she’d received her first visitor.

      That the Master of the Irin had come to see her in person hadn’t been a surprise, given that Evie was a senior warrior of the Irin. The identity of the new Master, though, had been a shock. Pleasant enough, but a shock nonetheless.

      The standard-issue hooded cloak had shielded the woman’s face when she’d entered the room, but when she’d stepped closer Evie had seen her new boss clearly enough.

      Mykia Goodwin was an arresting sight, with her shock of ebony spiral curls, her rich brown skin and almost-golden eyes. And like Evie, she was a warrior with a reputation. But, where Evie’s warrior skills and Father Patrick’s patronage were spoken of across the Brotherhood in awe and envy, Mikya’s gentle and just nature had been both lauded and criticized.

      Seemed people were never happy, no matter what they were given.

      Despite her pleasure at a woman being appointed Master, Evie’s doubts refused to be quashed. What if Mykia were merely a mouthpiece--like Marcellus had been, simply doing someone else's bidding, with no real power or control?

      Worse, during her conversation with Mykia, Evie had made a grave error and had lost her temper. A small show of her latent fury, but it had been enough. Even that tiny loss of control was a bad beginning for her, but the news she was awaiting trial for murder hadn’t been an easy thing to accept. Master Goodwin had been firm and aloof, though she’d seemed open to hearing Evie’s side of the story. 

      A story that Evie was still waiting to tell.

      Evie was still waiting to find out who she’d been accused of killing. She’d wanted to speak to someone, to find out more about who she was meant to have killed, but nobody had come. Surely Mykia wouldn’t send her to her death without allowing Evie to prove her innocence.

      After the new Grand Master of the Irin had left, Evie had found plenty of time to ponder her situation.

      She’d come home with an interesting story to tell the masters, news that would set everything within the brotherhood on its head. But instead of revealing Marcellus’ greed and Daniel’s betrayal,  Evie had ended up in the dungeons beneath Greylock Estate...in jail.

      Funny how that had worked out.
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      A part of Evie’s mind kept whispering that this was all just a bad dream. A part of her suggested, quite adamantly, that she’d simply fallen and hit her head when she’d arrived back into the EarthWorld from Hades.

      She chuckled, the sound dark and filled with a humorless mirth. How idiotic that she’d given in to wishful thinking? She’d never been the flighty sort, the kind of female partial to plucking elaborate explanations out of thin air and actually believing her excuses. 

      Perhaps she was losing her mind. That whole adventure in Hades must have addled her brains. Perhaps her journey to the Underworld, her initiation as the new Hades, even the deliciously sexy Julian--who was now her co-ruler--had been a convoluted construction of her overly active imagination.  

      Bur Evie had a strong feeling something dark and sinister was afoot, something that reached for her with icy fingers, ready to reassure her that nobody within the walls of the estate was going to come to her aid. 

      That something had turned the loyalties of the Brotherhood. Had it also turned the loyalty of Evie’s fellow warriors?

      And if they now found out what Evie was? To what she’d been transformed? Still, Evie was changed now; more powerful, more knowledgeable. More...different. 

      Her skin still tingled where the dark shadow-tattoos skimmed her arms, a silent constant reminder of who she was now...Hades. Evangeline was ruler of the Underworld, though she held that position alongside the previous, and current, owner of the title. 

      For which she was supremely grateful.

      Julian. Ancient prince of Rome, current holder of the title of Hades, and probably one of the sexiest males Evie had had the pleasure to encounter in all of the centuries she’d lived. And she’d left Julian behind in Hades, with far more reluctance than she’d felt at her departure from the Underworld itself.

      She still felt a magnetic pull toward him, a deep longing to return to his side, a sense that she’d only ever be whole again if she went back to him. Could sharing the Marks of Hades be pulling her to him, the spirit of the power ever needing to be joined together? Or was her need more to do with her feelings for Julian?

      But returning to Hades didn’t appear to be an option in the near future. Not until she got herself out of this particular mess.

      Evie sighed, scanning the stone walls around her, the leather straps digging into her skin--she hated the vulnerable position the bindings put her in. 

      Evie had been left in the cold cell since the Master’s visit. Tension had built within her gut for every second she’d spent within the cell, for every alternate scenario of the moment she’d been struck unconscious, all the possible ways she could have defended herself so she wouldn't be in this position right now. But, she knew well enough it was pointless. 

      Hindsight and all that.

      And there seemed no sign of anyone, including the new Grand master, coming by to fill in the blanks for her. Evie certainly had a lot of questions but she’d have to settle for waiting patiently until someone came to tell her what in Hades was going on.

      Now, long hours later, Evie paced the uneven stone floor, ears straining to catch the slightest hint of the Master’s return. 

      Evie blinked, plucked from her reverie as the loud thunking of boots on stone echoed along the corridor outside her door, two sets of the thick rubber soles pounding hard onto the rock floor, the sound no doubt a deliberate attempt to instill fear in the hearts of the prisoners. Although, Evie was pretty certain she was the only occupant of the dungeons. Should she be honored or just panic?

      So many things were so not normal. 

      The boots stamping upon the stone came to a slow stop outside Evie’s cell. She paused and waited as the ancient metal key rattled in the door’s ancient lock. The hinges groaned and squealed as the door swung open to reveal the two guards standing on the threshold.

      The pair wore gleaming black armor, curved obsidian-blade swords swinging at their waists. Long-sleeved blood-red shirts, black leather pants, and skin covered in silvery whorls and lines that faded away to a deep navy, or muted by glamor when normal humans were in their company.

      The first guard met Evie’s gaze and paused, wavy soot-black hair cut in line with his earlobes, eyes swirling with silvery sparks. He held a tray of covered plates in his hands and looked around the room for a place to set it down. 

      His eyes hardened for a moment, lips tightening into a thin line. Then he let out a breath and set the tray on the floor in front of the ancient chair, his expression filled with distaste.

      Evie felt a little hurt to know the guard felt such a level of distaste at her presence but she pushed the feelings away as the silent guard stepped closer to her and began to unbuckle the leather straps around her ankles and her wrists that held her to the arms and legs of the chair.

      She couldn’t identify the level of relief she’d felt the moment her skin left contact with the wood of the chair, a strange relief that seemed a little illogical to her. Perhaps it was more to do with knowing she was freed from at least one form of imprisonment.

      She lifted the lids off the plates and found a simple vegetable stew as well as a hunk of fresh bread. Along with the stew, Evie had been given a glass of water and a mug of weak cider.

      The two men left the cell and shut the door, then stood waiting outside while Evie finished her meal. She sat on the floor, cross-legged in front of the tray, feeling the ice-cold of the stone seep into her bones. She didn’t rush her meal, though she didn’t race through it either.

      Evie felt listless as she thought about the guards. The gargoyles were damned good at their jobs. Lethally good—should the need arise. 

      At the slightest of sounds, the coldest of whispers, the gargoyles would descend upon their targets, gleaming elvin steel knives and daggers at the ready. The very sight of their inky tattooed skin would send any prisoner into a quiet fear. 

      But, when Evie had left for Hades, the Level 2 Nephilim team had patrolled the Greylock dungeons. And now the gargoyles held the role. 

      Why had the Brotherhood transferred dungeon security to the Gargoyle Night Watch? Had there been word of a new threat? Were they expecting to soon fill the cells with such dangerous criminals that the gargoyles fearsome power was required?

      

      Afterward, the silent guard had strapped her again to the wooden chair, though she wasn’t at all sure what difference it would make. It wasn’t as if she was capable of leaving the cell without outside help anyway.

      Though he hadn’t spoken to her, he’d held her gaze a moment or two longer than was necessary, silvery eyes sending her a message, though its contents were unknown to her.

      Was he warning her? Comforting her?

      If he’d meant to convey his utter dislike of Evie and her kind, he needn’t have bothered because she knew all too well what gargoyles felt toward angels. But at least his presence had provided her with some company, a sense that she existed, that she was still alive.

      Other than the food, she had received no more information, no visitors, no further explanation, and no meeting with Mykia. 

      Head still throbbing, Evie felt like she was slowly losing her mind.

      She had to come up with a plan. If she could get word to Barry, her Demon Overlord friend, or even to Julian perhaps, they’d surely help her get out of this mess. Desperation and worry grabbed hard at Evie’s heart, slowly strangling a little more of her hope.

      She forced herself to breathe, to blink away the sting of tears behind her eyes. Then her gaze fell on her cuffed wrists, giving her something else other than despair to add to her pile of troubles.

      The SHC held the spelled cuffs in a secret location, one which even angel eyes cannot find. And, as the only organization to manage the nephilim in current times, the Irin Brotherhood had been given access to the Angel Bonds. The only thing was, the Irin Master would have had to make a formal request for its use, a submission so strong and irrefutable that none of the Supreme High Council members would rule against its use. 

      Evie's blood stilled. If this was a plan to contain her for some reason, or to get rid of her, the plot must have gone all the way up to the highest level. Of course, even a supernatural on the SHC was capable of betrayal if they were self-serving enough, dishonest enough. Far too many people would break the rules should it benefit them in some way. 

      Which brought Evie back to the first of her questions: what was she accused of and why was someone after her?

      And now she couldn’t stop staring at the angelic script burned into the leather straps binding her wrists, cuffs that trapped her here in the dungeons beneath the estate which was her home. She swallowed hard to stop the hiss of pain that threatened to spill out. Was Greylock home to Evie anymore?

      How easily life turned around and punched you in the gut.

      Evie’s initial joy on her return home had been cruelly doused by a blow to her head, and then the ice of murder charge, ending quite aptly with the chill of the stone cells of the Irin dungeons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Even though the Marks of Hades still swam across Evie’s skin, a constant reminder that when it came to those strange shadows, she wasn’t at all alone, she didn’t feel comforted. 

      The guard had been careful to avoid making his eye-contact with Evie too obvious though she wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t as though the cell had CCTV in operation or something.

      When the guards left, the entire dungeons had fallen silent. Only the drafts kept her company, rushing through cracks and crannies and filling the cells with keening cries, suitably mournful background music for Evie’s current predicament.

      Evie had been relieved when he’d left. But, even though she was alone again, her skin still crawled as though someone was watching her.

      Another sense inside her, an almost instinctive awareness began to swirl inside Evie, consuming her slowly from her solar plexus outwards. Heat surged and undulated on her skin as the Marks of Hades began to shift around on her forearm. Why they were agitated, Evie wasn’t sure, and that uncertainty only made her worries even worse. She shook her head, trying to focus, her mind and her emotions a mess right now. 

      Evie was biting the inside of her lip as the feeling inside her continued to build, power and anxiety ready to explode within her body. And suddenly, the air within the cell began to vibrate, appearing to turn into liquid, as though the ether surrounding her had transformed into water. 

      Was the ward around the dungeons malfunctioning? Or perhaps something was affecting the protective barrier around the Greylock Estate itself? Even so, why would anyone want to tamper with the Irin wards? 

      Was Evie some sort of scapegoat? Or was her involvement with the Seals now making her a target? There were a number of reasons why someone wanted her dead, but she didn’t have time to think about them.

      The air around her thickening and her ears filled with a bubbling rumble. A cool sensation began to burrow into Evie’s skin and her eyes widened. The cold pressure was like being wrapped inside a wet blanket. Her first thought was that she'd just been immersed in a pool of water.

      Oh, holy hell’s bells.

      The air within the stone cell had turned to water? Was that even possible? 

      Evie shook her head. Of course, it was possible that wards around the dungeons had been nulled by a powerful spell. Then any mage worth his salt could turn the air into water. For what reason, Evie couldn’t yet fathom. 

      Now, cool moisture began to seep further and further into Evie's body, making its way through clothing and skin, burrowing deeper into her flesh until it reached bone. And she shuddered. She wasn't feeling cold, in the basic meaning of the word, but rather she sensed the sinister nature of the spell that swirled within her cell. 

      And then Evie shook her head. What in God's name was she doing? Calling for help should have been the first thing she thought of. Evie took a deep breath, bringing forth the power of her angelic blood to boost her vocal cords, and she screamed, "Help! Guards!"

      And then Evie stiffened, shock dousing her with an even icier reality.

      The scream that left her mouth wasn’t the high-pitched, resonating boom of an angel’s roar. No, her scream was garbled, dampened as though Evie was submerged inside a pool of water. 

      No! Evie shook her head, her peripherals catching movement that made her want to gasp. From the corner of her eye she spotted strands of her hair hovering around her, rising from her head as though gravity had disappeared.

      The rest of her garments remained stuck to her skin, her seated position allowing even her leather coat very little room even to flutter as though in a sluggish breeze.

      No wonder she hadn't noticed what had been happening around her. There was nothing else within the cell that would have given her a hint that the air was filled with water. 

      No, not filled. The air in the cell had been transformed into water, probably as a means to drown Evie where she sat, tied to the ancient chair.

      Was this the reason she'd been returned to the chair and then belted fast to the arms and legs? So some mage could fill the room with water and drown her before she could defend herself against murdering someone. Whoever they were--she still hadn’t been told.

      Had this been the reason for the gargoyles strange eye-contact? Had he been attempting to warn her? She’d felt no malice in his expression, no anger, no venom, no triumph either. So it made more sense that he’d been trying to tell her to watch her back.

      A lot of help that had been.
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      Evie scolded herself for being ungrateful. The gargoyle’s intentions had been honorable--if he’d really intended to warn her. She ought to be grateful because at least she’d remained alert and on guard instead of relaxing and having things take her by surprise.

      Now, all she had to do was to stay alert, to try and remain alive long enough for the next patrol to come by. Surely someone would notice something soon. 

      Like water flowing out of her cell, maybe?

      While she waited, Evie counted seconds, blinking and shaking her head to get the floating strands of hair out of her face. How was the water remaining inside the cell instead of leaking through the gaps and channels within the stone walls? 

      Then Evie let out a choked chuckle. What a stupid thought considering she was undoubtedly dealing with a magical spell.

      Evie felt the scream building and wanted so badly to let it loose. And she did.

      Fury ripped through her and she roared as loud as she was able. She wasn't so sure why she'd screamed, but she'd at least been able to vent some of her anger while doing it. Did it have something to do with the energy created by the Marks? The heat generated by the movement of the dark slithering shadows had been somewhat dampened by the coldness of the magical water-air, but the searing heat was slowly increasing in power.

      That burgeoning energy ran through her veins at top speed, infusing her blood as it spread throughout her limbs and torso and mind, consuming her body in entirety.

      Filled with a new sense of confidence, Evie scanned the room. As she moved her head, her nostrils widened, bubbles popping out of her nose and floating above her in a little cluster before continuing to rise until they hit the stone ceiling.

      Evie stiffened now, shock tightening her chest. She was breathing. She was breathing in water? Like a mermaid or something?

      Things were just getting stranger and stranger.

      Nephilim were well able to survive long periods without oxygen, to Evie’s knowledge up to twelve hours. But, at some point, she’d taken a lungful of the air-water around her. Or had the magic turned the air already in her lungs into water?

      Whatever the case, one big question flashed neon lights at her. How was she still conscious? Drowning being the natural progression after taking a lungful of water, Evie should have have succumbed by now, if only to have fallen unconscious, her human physiology taking over temporarily. She’d have awakened later when the water had been removed from her lungs. 

      Her attackers may have wanted to incapacitate her, or perhaps create a diversion in order to abduct her without being noticed. Which meant whoever wanted her would be here for her very soon. 

      And Evie had no way to defend herself, not when she was bound hand and foot by Angel Bonds. The spell powering the bindings was stronger than Evie could imagine. She’d learned a few things about the bonds and the awful truth was that a triumvirate of angelic blood was spilled to create that spell. 

      And so was the blood of an ancient. Which was the reason spell still remained so powerful. Time continued to tick by at a snail’s pace as Evie struggled against her bonds, hoping that perhaps a good soaking in magically rendered water would cancel out the angelic power of the bands. 

      But she knew she was wasting her time. 

      Another stream of bubbles escaped Evie’s nose and she shook her head. As she moved, the water encasing her began to ripple as though an earthquake, or some other seismic event, was sending waves of energy through the liquid creating invisible currents within the contained cell. 

      Water moved fast past Evie's cheek, a current she hoped meant the end of the strange spell was coming soon. The markings beneath her skin continued to swim along the surface of her forearm, moving faster and faster and, at the same time, generating a pulsing energy which began to ripple through Evie’s body. 

      She couldn't see the movements of the markings as the sleeves of her shirt were pulled all the way down to her wrists where the cuffs now held them in place. Evie had to send up a small prayer of thanks that her captors hadn't stripped her or searched her body for weapons. 

      Was that respect or had someone secretly helped her in the way the gargoyle guard had tried to send her a message? Subtle, unspoken assistance?

      Evie pushed away the thoughts and focused on the Marks of Hades which were twisting their way around her forearm, even faster now. Her arms pulsed strangely, as though a low vibration was moving through her body, one which gave her a sense of déjà vu. 

      Perhaps the sense of familiarity of this resonance was because it was similar to the energies Evie had experienced during the Ascension Ceremony, but they were still different enough to make her worried. 

      And a little afraid. 

      Evie sighed and steadied herself. It was probably about time she faced her fears. Just because she was now also King of the Underworld, it didn't mean she was immune to fear.

      Patrick had often counseled her to respect her fear, to listen when trepidation tapped on her shoulder. Because without fear, one became reckless. The only problem was, her guardian’s advice didn’t fit perfectly into her current situation. Fear wasn’t doing very much for her when it came to coming up with a smart escape plan.

      And sitting in her chair, bound by angelic script and powerful magical spells, vulnerable to any attack, Evie could do nothing to protect herself. Her only choice was to wait until those responsible for the attack-of-the-killer-pool-of-water showed their faces and told her what they wanted.

      Or ended her life.

      Evie swallowed hard as energy pulsed harder through her body. Her skin fairly boiled now, sending the water nearest her body spinning in tiny eddies. She watched them with half her attention while keeping an eye on the door. 

      She was looking in the wrong direction, of course. 

      In the corner of the cell to the right of the cell door, Evie spotted a blotch of darkness begin to come together. Water swirled in a spiral, shadows grew thicker and darker, and someone began to take shape. And something instinctive told her that she should recognize this energy. 

      Something instinctive also told her that whoever this person was, they were dangerous.

      Evie stilled her movements, hoping the heated water around her body would not come to the attention of her new visitor. Evie kept her breathing low and as she tried to avoid paying direct attention to the writhing shadow, a memory flickered in her mind...of a visit to Marcellus' office, of a shade, of a dark presence in the Master’s office that Evie knew shouldn't have been there in the first place. Why had she not given the presence more attention?

      Evie gritted her teeth against her self-judgement. A whole lot of craziness had taken place over the last few months. She'd seen the shade in the Marcellus’ office before she'd figured out the Master was after the Seals of Hades. She’d meant to brief the Brotherhood on the details of Marcellus' betrayal and on the presence of the shade in his office.

      But nothing had gone to plan.

      Now the shadow which had lurked in the darkness within Marcellus’ office, was swirling around inside the liquid air of her cell. She forced herself to take slow breaths and to use part of her awareness to probe the markings--Evie had the weirdest feeling that the markings knew something, that they wanted to tell her something. 

      Would direct contact with the markings help convey any information? Problem was, she couldn’t even reach her markings in order to touch them. Not unless the black script slid down her hand to the skin of her fingers. 

      Evie blinked at the thought. Then she stiffened, worried that the shadow in the corner may see the movement. 

      She didn't dare let him see the markings as they would reveal the power she possessed. She shouldn't even be Hades, so who knew what the ramifications would be if the wrong people found out what she now was? And this creature definitely fell into the category of ‘wrong people.’

      Barry had been worried enough to warn her to be careful. Julian too had been concerned about what it would mean for Evie to return to the EarthWorld. But she'd had no choice. Her sisters were waiting to be saved from the Control.

      Movement from the corner caught her attention and with a sudden speed, the shadow grew darker and stronger, almost as though fuelled by some urgency, that perhaps he knew the guards would come by soon. 

      Warmth touched Evie’s cheek and fear flickered through her. Initially, the watery air around her had been icy cold, as though the melting air had wanted to convey its dark origins. 

      But now the water was heated by the power of her markings.
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      The hot water spelled danger for Evie. 

      The shade must have sensed something but he’d grown solid instead of leaving instantly, so he wasn’t onto her yet. But it was only a matter of time.

      And now his very presence sent chills up and down Evie’s spine. She wanted to shudder but he’d see her. He glided closer and she forced herself not to blink as she took in the form and shape of him. 

      Evie struggled to take a slow breath, to not reveal her horror at the sight of this creature. He'd shrouded himself in a dark grey-brown skin that resembled the partially rotted remains of a carcass long forgotten. 

      Here and there, darkness ebbed and flowed from rips and cuts, a strange ruby-shaded mist bubbling from the wounds and then ebbing away. He’d clothed his torso and hips in lengths of tattered fabric the color of old blood mixed with molasses. 

      She wasn't certain why he'd bothered to take on a humanoid form because--whatever this creature was--his natural body could never have been human. 

      There was an ancient darkness about him, a cloying suffocating evil that had risen from the blackest tunnels of the earth way before intelligent life had taken root in any of the realms of the DarkWorld.

      The shade’s presence brought bile to Evie's throat and she had to force the feeling away as the creature widened eyes eerily similar to a human's—though only in shape. The color of pupils and sclera was darker than darkness, shadows swirling and swimming, blackness etched in reds and browns. An oddly humanoid reaction, to show one's emotions in one’s eyes. 

      And in such soulless eyes too. 

      His reaction was the strangest thing Evie had ever seen, and the most comical. Like watching a movie starring aliens with giant eyes attempting to look surprised or shocked.  

      He raised his hands, arms and fingers undulating like a musical conductor as he directed his magic. Energy now spun through the water toward her and she suspected he was angered or frustrated that his magic had been thwarted. A deep dark fear twisted and curled within Evie, all the way to her toes. 

      A cloying scent now enveloped her and she wanted to sneeze, to wriggle her nose, her brain telling her that something gross inside her needed to be expelled. She wanted to surge from the chair and vomit up her food, a sickness taking deep hold of her senses, the knowledge that the darkness leeching from this creature was now burrowing deep within her body. 

      But she held back the compulsion and sat still. He’d know how a nephilim would behave under such an attack. He’d know she’d be excellent at holding her breath.

      Evie was worried though. Something was wrong with her. It was unusual for her to panic, to be this distracted in a dangerous situation. Was the shade’s magic also affecting her ability to think logically?

      And she had even less time to waste.

      But what could she do to defend herself? Eyes downcast, she studied her hands. By now a small group of the Marks had gathered at the base of her wrist, near the bone. 

      Could she coax the markings to move to within reach of her fingertips? 

      At last, she relaxed a fraction and allowed her mind to reach for the energy of the Marks. Evie flexed her wrist a tiny bit, then tapped her finger and thumb together, keeping the movement out of the line of sight of the shade who was watching Evie, head tilted to one side--a little too far to be comfortable--studying her intently. She prayed he wouldn't see what she was doing. Or read her mind. 

      That would be very, very bad.

      Evie’s skin sparked as the Marks jostled against each other, as though arguing about who was going to go first. At last, the energy pulses eased and a cluster of markings shifted out from beneath the leather cuff. The dark splotches remained close to her wrist, slithering like a ragged snake along the heel of her hand before moving toward her fingers.

      Oddly, they seemed to avoid the skin on her palms, a strange thing but no time to think about why. Instead, she counted seconds impatiently as the markings slithered along slowly struggling to gain ground even though all they had to do was cross five inches of her hand.

      As the dark smudges reach the edge of Evie's thumb, she curled the digit into her palm and closed her forefinger onto the skin now covered in the dark Marks of Hades.

      Images rushed through Evie’s mind and she stiffened, neck tight as though caught within the mesh of an electric shock. Something was happening to Evie, and before she could waste precious moments wondering, she received her answer. The Marks of Hades delivered the history of the shade, in all its evil glory, right into Evie's consciousness. She’d known the marks had wanted to tell her something, but the knowledge they passed on to her now was way beyond her imagination.

      Evie’s terror only amplified as she glanced at the creature in the corner of the cell. Terror that filled her until she was afraid to breathe, knowing what this creature was capable of, knowing she knew the truth in a visceral way, as though she'd been there at the very beginning. 

      Evie shook her head slightly. The barest of movements, though it helped her to ground her thoughts. This was about the worst time possible for her to truly begin to understand the meaning of the Marks, and how they were meant to help the god of the underworld do his job. 

      Why had Julian not told her the truth of the Marks? They were a conduit of information, a living repository of history that would be with her throughout the term of her role as Hades. 

      Evie swallowed slowly and shifted in her seat. Her head swam with the knowledge of this evil, and what it probably intended. Why had this particular evil sought her out? What did this ancient creature have to do with Evie? And why had it been lurking around in Marcellus's office? But more than that, she hated the fact that she could do nothing while being restrained. 

      It didn't matter what knowledge she possessed, it didn't matter what power she had, her escape was impossible. Bound by the Angel Bonds, she could not protect herself. Even her wings had been bound, the feathers cramped within the net of leather, all inscribed with the words of the angelic spells, all designed to contain a nephilim, to imprison a nephilim.

      But in that moment, Evie understood that she wasn't just a nephilim. 

      She'd known she was also Hades, but knowing what the Markings were, a flicker of hope had found its way into her mind and she caught a hold of it like a lifeline. 

      For that is what it was. A lifeline, a possible solution to her problems.

      The Angel Bonds held her angelic powers captive, and there was nothing she could do to get around that. But those angelic words were incapable of holding the God of the Underworld hostage. 

      So the magic of the Angel Bonds couldn’t stop her from using her Hades power to protect herself.
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      Now Evie understood what the energy that had been building within her skin really meant, what she could do with that power that had been flowing within her since the moment she'd completed the Rite of Ascension. The Markings, were living spirits ready to provide Evie with knowledge whenever she should need it. 

      And she'd need it now. 

      And the dark evil was now approaching her, one tiny step at a time. He moved as though flailing within a pool of water, as though time had slowed his movements to half speed. She shifted her gaze until she looked at the door, chin up higher so her peripherals would catch more of this creature’s shape and form. Energy pulsed around him but Evie now knew what he was. 

      When she'd first seen him, her mind had labeled him as a shade. She'd been more accurate than she'd known back then. He was a shade, a splinter of the real being who most definitely wasn't here in the cell with her. This thing was a shard, sent to deliver the message he wanted her to hear, to deliver her ending. 

      He'd sent a part of himself to her cell to kill her, for whatever reason. Evie planned on finding out why. Though she knew there was little likelihood that she'd be able to extract that kind of information from the Splinter of the Darkness. Because that was what this evil was called. 

      In every language there was an ancient name for him, and the simplest label was the darkness. But truly, he was nothingness, he was evil, he was living hell. If Hades was the god of hell, then this being was the very epitome of hell, something that even Hades could never hope to destroy.

      And this thing was roaming around in the EarthWorld.

      And now this creature was inside her cell with Evie. She tried to control her breathing as the energy of the marks grew stronger, to an almost white hot heat on her skin. She shifted again as the shade took another step closer, close enough for her to see the pores in his strange skin. 

      Evie's mind now contained an endless knowledge of what this sentient being could do, the destruction he was capable of causing, and the secrets that lived beyond the knowledge of the DarkWorld that had been handed down from one generation to the next. 

      It all felt as though it had been a terrible lie told to the people to avoid mass panic. And since her knowledge told her that he hadn't been active enough over the last few centuries for there to be much of a concern perhaps it had been the right call to keep his existence a secret. 

      Shadows began to leak off his dark form, trailing like wisps of smoke, swirling around him as though he were soon to melt away into nothing right in front of Evie. His mouth widened and the magic within the cell shivered, vibrating at a level that the resonance irritated Evie's nerves and making her flinch at the sound it wasn't loud in volume or high in pitch but rather the waves of the noise felt like their were smothering her consciousness. 

      It was all far too inexplicable for Evie to put her thoughts into a logical progression. For now she kept her attention mainly on him as he tilted his head back and opened his mouth. Smoke threads spilled out as he let out a cry, a soundless call that was loud enough to strike deep into Evie's ears. 

      The pain dug deep inside her ears and she felt warmth begin to pool then spill out of her ears and trail down the side of her neck. But even with her shattered eardrums, she still remained conscious and she could sense his frustration. 

      He pushed more energy into his magic and she understood his frustration. He'd assumed this would be a simple thing, set the magic and allow Evie to drown, to lose consciousness. 

      Perhaps he'd intended to take her away while unconscious but he wouldn't have needed to worry as whoever his spies were would have told him that she was bound. Which meant he hadn't planned at all for the power she held within her. His angry cry told her he'd seen something that he didn't like and she wished he'd speak enough for her to understand.

      And then she blinked and the markings on her skin undulated, the feeling strange now as they appears to drag themselves through her flesh leaving a trail of pain in their wake, as though they were becoming solid, jagged enough to damage her as they moved within her hand. 

      Evie blinked away the heat of tears and steeled herself against checking her hands of the blood she was sure she'd be seeing. The shade transformed into a screaming whirling dervish of shadows that looked more like a large ragged cloak slowly shredding into tattered remnants while spinning around in a mini tornado.

      The air began to feel heavier now, as the water was turning into a more solid jellylike substance rather than transforming back into its natural state.

      Evie had to resort to holding her breath this time as the air thickened into a gloopy sludge, threatening to fill her lungs and remain there. Death by slug suffocation was something she'd rather avoid. The screaming--if that was what it truly was--continued and Evie became certain that time had either slowed or come to a standstill. 

      Air rushed inside the cell--the spell flowing away as if the shade had lost control of his magic. Evie skin still continued to pulse and throb with the energy from the markings. She deliberately met his eyes--eyes which began to glow, the burnt orange of sunsets, the pale pinks of a calm summer morning, colors that didn't belong in the eyes of pure evil. Shadows flitted within the dark orbs and Evie was almost frozen, staring as his gaze wove a web around her. 

      Only the searing heat of the markings kept her sane. Her entire body now throbbed with that burning power and Evie she didn't have much longer. She'd have to expend that energy or she'd explode.

      She took a slow breath and pushed with all her might, using her mind and her spirit to defend against the horror now determined to wipe her sanity away. But the power within her body required conduit, a way out. The most logical was her hands. 

      Evie took only seconds to decide before conveying the intention to her markings. She'd done it instinctively, without being told how, and she hoped she’d done it right.

      She would be the God of Death herself, and deliver a permanent ending to the shade who'd come to eliminate her.
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      The shade-cloud grew steadily larger, shadowy cloak solidifying slowly spreading about like eerie tentacles until it loomed over Evie like a terrible monster, now as large as the solid stone ceiling of the cell, and she had to raise her chin to look up at the creature. 

      He hovered above her, the darkness around him like a vacuum of color, electricity now streaking from his ragged fingers, white lightning flickering from his skeletal digits which were encased in rags of skin barely held together by ragged threads of rotten grey-brown skin.

      Evie tasted ozone now, and found that the air was now back to its normal state of nothingness and she was no longer choking on water. Though it was a good sign, though it also implied that the shade may have another plan.

      Evie wasn't in the mood for anymore surprises.

      The shade wielded the power of the air and the elements, twirling lightning from within its darkness It was now little more than an ominous cloud, hovering over Evie. She pulled at her bonds around her wrists to attract the creature’s attention. Evie tugged harder now, calling as much of sparking energy into her hands as she was able. Power that hoarded there—she'd have to strike soon.

      She could sense a building up of the shade’s emotions, could read him better now. And, just as she’d predicted, he attacked. He angled himself at Evie, then surged straight at her. He came with speed and force, moving so fast that she'd barely blinked before he reached her. 

      But Evie didn’t react. Instead, she allowed him to slide right through her body, where he left a trail of icy deadness in his wake, left Evie shuddering, skin crawling.

      She was going to bleach her insides first chance she got. 

      Evie shoved her disgust aside, cupped her palm and pooled her energy within her half-open fist. Within seconds the power had built up to the raging force of a hurricane and Evie let it fly, sending spheres of energy right at the shade’s head. 

      He stared wildly as the missiles slammed into him one blow at a time, sending him cartwheeling backwards so fast he couldn't wrangle his power to keep himself upright. The shade glared at her as he righted himself, the skin on his face contorted in a macabre parody of shock and anger. 

      Evie glanced briefly at her wrists. The cuffs hadn’t been magically removed--that would have been too easy—but her own magic had fashioned a barrier between her skin and the power of the Angel Bonds’ spell.

      The creature’s screeching stabbed suddenly into Evie's ears and she groaned out loud. She looked up, satisfied that the eyes of the screaming shade tracked her movements, then twisted her wrists against straps desperately, her intent to distract the creature. He fell silent as he stared at Evie, bony shoulders now peeking through his tattered robe, rounded and waiting, as though to defend against her attack.

      Evie swallowed hard as the tidal wave of her power flared out around the cell, slamming into the shade. Too late, she realized her error--she'd used too much energy too fast. 

      The shade had tricked her, used a feint to draw her out. And now her power from the Marks had depleted to a low ebb, a concern only exacerbated as she watched the splinter twisting in the air above her head. His cackling laughter rang around the cell as he flung out his hands and threw a volley of electric bolts at Evie with an almost childlike joy. 

      She ducked in time to avoid a fork of lightning, and just missed being struck full in the face. The bolt zinged so close past her cheek that she felt the singe as the heat scraped her skin, then smelled the odor of burned hair—the lightning missile had also chopped a hunk of her hair off. 

      More and more bolts sailed at her and Evie’s panic began to rise. She sent her thoughts at the Marks on her arms, almost a prayer to build up more energy faster. 

      And they complied with the slow simmering rise of heat in her skin. Hope flared even as she dodged a pair of lightning strikes. She evaded them both, but a third struck home.

      The creature crowed with delight and Evie took a slow breath, ignoring the pain and the rip in her pants. And the strong odor of cooked flesh. 

      Cooked nephilim, actually.

      Evie gritted her teeth and focused on pulling the heat and energy from the Marks to her skin and through to the palms of her hands. The energy coming off the shade had become more intense, making Evie afraid now that the power she channeled from the marks wouldn't be enough to survive this battle with the evil shadow. 

      But there were whispers in her mind, and in her ears, gentle sounds that coaxed her to calm down, to breathe and to focus. To stop panicking.

      And Evie put her trust in the marks. She'd done it once already and the marks had proven she could trust them. So now she concentrated on clearing her mind and dodging the oncoming lighting bolts from above her.

      And then the shade dropped to the floor in front of Evie, a maniacal smile splitting his face, his grin clownlike and devilish all at the same time. He thought he'd won, he thought he'd succeeded in removing all her defences. 

      But she had a surprise up her sleeve. Evie fisted her hands, praying he wouldn't move from where he now floated in front of her. And then, putting the force of all her spirit and all her fear, Evie shoved hard. She pushed the power out of her palms and sent it streaming at the Shard of Darkness. 

      Evie held her hands stiff, shocked at the immense energy that streamed forth. And so glad the cuffs held them in place. She found it incredibly difficult to keep her hands still, to hold her aim steady and to ensure the power was fed directly into the dark shadow’s center. 

      The splinter of the evil shade shuddered under the onslaught of the energy of Hades, and Evie watched with bated breath. She didn't want to even blink in case it split her focus, in case it decreased the amount of power she focused onto the shade.

      And soon he began to shudder and shake, small strips of shadows tearing off from his body and floating away, turning from solid flesh to darkest mist. And the black smoke twisted on the air then floated around before fading away. 

      But the rest of the creature didn't have the punishment of a slow death. The power of Hades had built up to a frenzy as it accumulated within the body of the dark creature that, and now there was little left to contain that mass of energy, 

      And the shade exploded.

      Fragments of leathery skin and blackness were flung out from the body of the dark creature, spraying around the cell landing in little piles everywhere on the stone floor and even on Evie herself. 

      She shrugged the pieces off but her disgust was curtailed as the sound of crumbling rock hit her like an avalanche. Ragged gaps splintered two walls of her cell, the others nothing more than a small pile of rubble, revealing the black soil of the land around the basement dungeon.

      The rest of the dungeon had also suffered from the blast and Evie blinked as she stared ahead of her to see the entire level of the castle had been blasted away. In the distance were piles of stone all in heaps beyond the circle of the explosive energy.

      And from above, Evie heard the rumblings of the castle itself. With the basement and the foundations blown out from beneath the building, its floors and walls were slowly beginning to collapse.

      “What have I done?” she Evie let out a shriek of fear , terror cracking her voice and garbling her words. But the Marks swarmed again, whispering comfort and reassurance again. And what they conveyed to her was hope, and that this would be fixed.

      Evie wasn’t sure what to think, but even as panic took hold of her, she found the cell around her reforming, the cracks in the roof above her head healing with the ceiling of stone reforming. 

      She’d barely taken her second breath when the stones of the walls began to return themselves to where they belonged, as though time was working in reverse. Evie choked on her next breath. 

      That was exactly it. Time was being rewound, but it was putting everything right, to what it had been before, without the presence of the evil shadow. 

      Could time really make a selection as to what it wanted to rewind, picking and choosing as it wished?

      Whatever was happening, Evie didn’t have any objections.

      Mere moments later, the cell had returned to normal and Evie was sitting there, hands bound by angel bonds, listening to the silence of the dungeons echo around her.
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      Evie blinked, then took a breath as though she hadn’t inhaled fresh air in years. 

      What had just happened?

      But she didn’t have time to rehash the crazy impossibility of the last hour. The hall outside her door echoed with the sound of a set of boots as they marched their way along the dungeon halls toward her cell and Evie stiffened, the leather cuffs were no longer sodden against her skin.

      She waited in silence, heart at a steady even pace as the keys rattled in the ancient lock and the door was swung open. A gargoyle guard paused on the threshold, silver eyes devoid of expression as he strode to her and proceeded to remove the cuffs from around her ankles.

      Once the leather belts clanked to the stone floor, he held a hand out and waved her forward. Despite the lack of words, he didn’t force her or manhandle her in any way. He simply waited like a stone carving, unmoving until she decided to take the opportunity to learn more about her situation.

      She stepped toward the cell door and the gargoyle tipped his head at her, a strange mark of respect given the cool aloofness of his expression. Evie stalked ahead, spine straight as she crossed the threshold. 

      Then she paused and waited in the hallway, a silent request that he lead the way. Oddly enough, the gargoyle didn’t seem bothered that he was vulnerable, that he’d shown her his back, giving her the power to attack from behind.

      All Evie did was shake her head. Things were happening that were far too strange and she was beginning to wonder if she’d entered an alternate dimension. Gargoyles never treated the warriors of Irin with any kind of familiarity. Nor did they stroll around the place, dropping their guard and making themselves deliberately vulnerable.

      

      If there was a message in his actions, Evie wasn’t sure how to decode it. Not yet anyway. She followed him in silence as he led her upstairs, then another floor up toward the office that had once been Patrick’s and had then housed Marcellus who’d betrayed them all, who’d killed Patrick in order to take his position. 

      And now, the new Master would have taken up residence there too. But her gargoyle guard didn’t slow his stride as they reached the door to the Master’s office. Instead, he kept walking all the way along the hall, only stopping at a doorway three doors down.

      Also an office, this room had been reserved for the use of visiting dignitaries and was equipped with a boardroom as well as a more intimate office space.

      The guard knocked on the door and then waited. A cool musical voice bade them enter and the gargoyle thrust the door open and then met Evie’s eyes for the briefest moment. He wasn’t going to instruct her to do anything. He was giving her the choice to enter of her own free will. 

      What in the name of the Lord was going on here?

      Evie nodded at him, holding his gaze just long enough for him to see her gratitude, Then she lowered her gaze and entered the room, listening as he closed it gently behind her. The gargoyle’s every movement had been respectful, gentle, nothing at all the way a criminal would be treated.

      Inside the room, Evie was pleased to see that the new Master had decided to select a better location for her office. The room had always been decorated in a little brighter, more autumnal feel. Drapes the color of rusted metal and autumn leaves, walls tinged in the blush of a sunset, glossy wood floors scattered with a collection of handwoven rugs, Persian, Moroccan, Mongolian.

      The space welcomed Evie like the embrace of a friend and she let out a soft sigh as she walked toward the large mahogany desk where Master Goodwin sat, watching, expression serene.

      Still bound, Evie had no doubt that she remained very much a prisoner, and yet the treatment she received didn’t imply an instant pronouncement of guilt. So she tried to entertain even some small hope that there was a way out.

      As Evie stopped in front of the desk, Mykia waved a hand to indicate the sofa behind her. Evie sat slowly, trying not to look at the leather cuffs around her wrists. She took a breath and met the Master’s gaze.

      “I apologize, Evangeline. I did mean to have you brought to see me hours ago, but I’ve been distracted with a few issues in the case. I was hoping to have them ironed out before this visit but I confess I’ve had little success. Which means of course I will have to rely on you to throw some light upon the situation. And I do hope you would do so willingly.”

      Evie arched an eyebrow. “Is there some reason why I wouldn't?”

      Mykia pursed her lips. “I honestly don’t know at this point.”

      Evie huffed. “Is anyone going to explain the full charges to me? I mean, I know I’m being charged with murder but as to who exactly I’m meant to have killed, I’m still yet to be told.”

      Mykia blinked, then paused for a long moment. Then she sighed and shook her head. “I must apologize. There appears to be some confusion as to who was meant to bring you up to speed on the case. I have insisted from the beginning that this issue be dealt with in the most fair and just manner. You were meant to receive all the documents and filings related to the case as well as copies of all the written statements associated with the charge.”

      Evie shrugged and sank back against the pillows. “Well, I’ve not been visited by any legal representative. Nor have I been given any paperwork regarding the case. The only thing I was given was a meal of soup and bread, maybe four hours ago.”

      Mykia’s eyes flashed with anger. She shrugged, got to her feet and stalked to the door where she flung it open so fast that the guard flinched, though he didn’t step away as she snapped, “Have some food sent up to us. And get Master Braxus up here now.” 

      She didn’t wait for his reply, just shut the door without another word. 

      Thankfully, Evie had spotted him already turning and heading down the hall. She found it odd how casually Mykia treated the gargoyle guards, not at all in keeping with the previous Grand Master.

      Then Evie relaxed. Patrick had treated them the same way, with respect and a gentle care. He’d seen them as people, not strange supernatural shifters who were skilled at being watchdogs and soldiers.

      Was that why they treated Evie with a similar respect? 

      Or did it have more to do with the new Grand Master?
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      Evie waited in silence as the Master returned to her seat, her lips a thin line of frustration. She plopped herself down and let out a soft huff. “I know this must have come as a shock to you and I’d hoped to help you be better prepared to handle the whole thing.”

      “Trial included?”

      She raised her dark eyes, her gaze penetrating. “Trial included,” she murmured, tipping her head in acknowledgement of my deeper meaning.

      I sighed and sat forward, my warded cuffs now propped up on my knees, a veritable wall of accusation between us.

      Mykia looked at the cuffs around Evies wrists and her expression went blank. Evie was having real trouble trying to figure the woman out. Mortals were confusing sometimes. The Master though, would be more mage than mortal although the Irin frowned on the use of that magic. 

      Sometimes a Master may be elected who possessed more magic than he was capable of keeping to himself, and the annals of the Irin contained many a tale of a Master gone bad, who’d used both his own magic as well as the power of his position as the head of the winged warriors of the Irin, to his own personal advantage.

      Now Mykia smiled at Evie and for the first time the nephilim had to wonder if the Master really was on her side. There was a certain look of honesty in the woman’s eyes that gave Evie some hope.

       Evie cleared her throat. “Thank you. For trying to make this easier for me. But I have to admit I’m still confused. When do you think my legal counsel will visit me?” Evie asked softly, taking care not to appear passive aggressive.

      But Mykia simply nodded firmly. Then she raised her hand and to Evie’s surprise, the Master drew a ward of silence around them, her expression determined. “I may as well bring you up to speed. I’m not sure whether I can trust the old masters now. I gave Master Braxus specific instructions to ensure you can defend yourself against all the charges and he appeared to be compliant. But the fact that nothing has happened...well it just makes me wonder if the suspicions are correct as to the questionable loyalties of the current leadership of the eastern seaboard Irin.”

      Evie’s ears rang with the Master’s words and she shook her head. “Are you sure that you should be telling me these things?”

      Mykia shrugged. “Well, considering someone somewhere has decided it’s best for you to not be able to defend yourself against the charges, which translates to wanting you to be unable to prove your innocence, it seems to me that you are the most unlikely person to be in cahoots with this lot.”

      Evie just stared. She wasn’t sure how to respond so she just said, “If this is a way to trick me into incriminating myself or dropping a few key identities of people involved in this terrible plot, then consider me tricked, only I don’t know who is involved, and I have it on good authority that I’m not guilty of doing anything wrong.”

      As soon as the words fell from her lips Evie felt a twinge of guilt within her gut. She was guilty. But she still wasn’t at all sure who she was supposed to have attempted to murder.

      Mykia took a slow breath and pushed forward a file. “Inside this folder you will find information regarding the details of the charges and some of the evidence collected by the prosecution.”

      Evie’s eyebrows rose but she said nothing as she took the folder and flicked it open, her action nonchalant though the emotions swirling inside her gut was as far from uncaring as she could ever get.

      Murder.

      She’d been accused of the murder of the Grand Master of the Irin, Marcellus Bactor. Evie blinked a few times as the name, written in a grandiose scrawl that she’d have suspected immediately was written by Daniel, had she not already been aware that he was very much gone.

      Mykia sighed and sat back, clearly far too impatient for Evie to complete her all-too-slow read. “So Marcellus was missing for a few days, and his body is yet to be found. The last mention of his whereabouts was testimony from a few of his personal guard who confirmed that he’d come to visit you in the underworld where you sicced an enormous canine on them, and did nothing to help when the creature chased the Grand Master into the tunnels and ate him.”

      Mykia had paused and Evie couldn't wait to drop a quick response in right then. “Sorry, I’m not getting how I can be held accountable for the death of a man who was supposedly killed by a huge dog.”

      Mykia smiled. “Yes, I do believe I had a hard time getting around that. But the guards swore that you deliberately commanded the dog to eat the Grand Master, and that you didn’t tell the creature to stop when you saw what it was doing.”

      Evie shrugged knowing all too well that the guards had fled before Marcellus had met his gory end. “I suppose it doesn’t matter much that it was a chimera who was the real murderer, does it?”

      Mykia’s eyes widened and then she shook her head. “It matters, of course. We just have to find a way to ensure your side of the story isn’t ignored.”

      “And for the record, the guards never saw what happened. They fled when Cerberus  ran after them.”

      Mykia sat up. “Cerberus? Mangy mutt, three heads, overactive saliva glands? That Cerberus?”

      Evie smirked, holding back her laughter. “Yes. That Cerberus.” Evie didn’t want to go any further into the implications of Mykia’s statement. Not now at any rate.

      So instead she sighed and said, "So I suppose the best thing right now is to tell you what really happened." After Mykia nodded, Evie said, "Do you know anything about the Seals of Hades?"

      The Master nodded, her dark hair shifting to catch the light as she squinted to recall the details of her knowledge. "Yes. We'd had a meeting a year or so ago where all the Masters were updated regarding the nature of the Seals and what it would mean if they were to get into the wrong hands." She paused, straightening her head and studying Evie, eyes now narrowed. "Why do you ask? Do the Seals have anything to do with Marcellus's death?”

      Evie shook her head and held back a smile at Mykia's impatience before saying, "I'm afraid that Marcellus had a darker reason for discussing the Seals. Did your meeting have a resolution in the end? Like, did the meeting end with you guys all deciding to find the Seals and hide them somewhere safe?"

      Mykia stiffened. "No. We all decided that the responsibility of safeguarding the Seals would be best to remain in the hands of their longtime guardians, the Demon Overlords."

      Evie took a slow breath. "Oh. I see." She bit her lip for a moment and then asked, "Did you guys have contact with the Overlords at all? Or was the decision made entirely by the Brotherhood?”

      The Master shook her head and then got to her feet. "No. We had a discussion with one of the overlords. A demon named Baltazar. He assured us that the Seals were all completely safe and that if they were ever to be found, there was one key piece that he was certain was lost forever, until it wanted to be found again. He promised us that even the Overlords would have no way to use the Seals for any nefarious purpose as even with all the Seals, they would still require the final piece to complete any sort of ceremonial ascension rite."

      Evie nodded slowly and took a breath. "Well. I have bad news for you. And maybe there will be a few brothers who won't be all that surprised."

      Eyes narrowing again, Mykia said, "You're hinting a little at conspiracy here.”

      Evie held her breath as Mykia’s eyes flashed with suspicion.
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      A tense moment past until Mykia relaxed. “I will ignore the ramifications of your accusation for now...until you complete your briefing."

      Giving a quick nod, Evie swallowed. She very much appreciated Mykia's calm interaction and her patience too. Which made Evie all the more certain this woman was trustworthy. 

      Evie cleared her throat and said, "For the past year, all the warriors of the Irin were taken off their regular mortal protective duties and given a specific task." Evie got to her feet now and began to pace the floor in front of the sofa, ignoring her bound wrists. "The Irin warriors were briefed on a daily basis, each provided with a name of a demon and a location. We were instructed to terminate that demon, and to return with every single piece of metal on their person. The standard rule of throwing all demon possessions into the smelter was revoked and we were under the strictest of orders to hand over all possessions, specifically metal ones."

      "Surely Marcellus wouldn't have expected you to break our age-old rules. Those rules have been in place for a good reason. Seals of Hades notwithstanding." Mykia appeared to have trouble remaining calm and Evie suspected the Master knew what was coming.

      Evie smiled sadly though her expression had gone unseen by Mykia. Then Evie said, "He was adamant enough. Even to the point of searching the rooms of warriors he suspected were holding back some of the items. There was an incident before I left."

      Mykia's eyebrows curved, "The one which involved Warriors Ling and Ash?"

      Nodding, Evie gave a frown. "I'm assuming they told you some of what happened." tThen she sucked in a deep breath. "But I'll go over it again. My last mission was to terminate a demon but when I completed my task, I felt ill. Literally. As though I'd done something terribly wrong. I tried to figure out why. I thought perhaps it had to do with how confused this demon was. How perplexed that I would be there to kill him. He was so caught off guard that he didn't even defend himself. And it didn't sit well with me at all."

      "May I ask who this particular demon was?" Mykia asked slowly. "Ash and Ling appeared to not know his identity."

      Evei's shoulders bowed. "His name was Baltazar." She ignored Mylia's gasp of horror and continued pacing, needing to get the story out before she too became too drained. She was oddly tired and suspected it had to do with having been so depleted of her energy after eliminating the Shade. "When I returned to hand over Baltazar's metal possessions--sans the Seal as its presence rang all my bells of suspicion--Marcellus was furious. He seemed far more angry, as though he'd suspected I'd return with something important but I came back empty-handed. At the time I knew nothing of the Seals themselves but I was happy that I'd kept the Seal. I'd picked up one before that as well, from another demon though he had fought back so that mission didn't set off any alarm bells for me. Par for the course I guess, other than the Seal he had on him. Anyway, while I was in his office I spotted what appeared to be a list of names., The parchment was ancient and the lettering seemed rather old-world. Marcellus seemed satisfied that Baltazar's name wasn't on the list and I was confused. Later I found out what that list was."

      Mykia nodded, her complexion now ashen. "Marcellus had the Demon Ledgers. Why he had it, is what I’d like to know. He had no business with that information in his possession. The Ledgers is a record of every living demonic soul, including all the Overlords’ names and designations. There is an appendix that goes with the Ledgers which allows you to locate any of the demons on record. Only if you knew how."

      Evie shrugged. "Well, Marcellus certainly knew how. He eliminated almost all of those overlords who were responsible for protecting the Seals. They'd apparently had those Seals in their possession for more than a millennium." Evie rolled her shoulders as she sighed. Her cuffed wrists were pulling

      The cuffs were pulling her arms down and causing a strain on her shoulders. Added to that strain was the leather cage that bound her wings to prevent her from simply flying to freedom. They felt cramped and shuddered from time to time as though they wanted out of their confines. Evie understood how they felt.

      She took a slow breath and forced herself to relax. "So after seeing the list, I began to suspect something was up. So I broke the rules."

      "You mean you broke more rules," Mykia corrected, though her eyes glittered with amusement.

      Evie smiled. "My next mission was to eliminate a minor demon but he told me a few things, including the fact that Baltazar was a pretty nice guy. He also sent me to meet with Baa'ruk, one of the high-level overlords who was based in New Orleans. I let the demon live even though I knew Marcellus would punish me for it. But I figured I had his Seal in my possessioned and thought it would come in handy. Then I met with Barry and let's just say, all became clear. He clued me in on the Seals, what they were and the power they held for whoever owned them. Of course, he didn't tell me about the final piece needed to complete the rite but I suppose he was still trying to protect the Seals."

      Mykia shifted forward to rest her elbows on her desk. "Without that final piece, even Marcellus would be stumped. So this Barry guy, he knew Marcellus had no hope of using the Seals?"

      Evie nodded. "No hope of using them, but it was possible that he'd find a way at some point. I did figure out how he knew all of this, but that information came a little later." Mykia's eyebrows rose in question and Evie replied, "Marcellus wasn't working alone. And I don't mean that he definitely had other masters working with him."

      Evie must have paused for a little too long as she thought about how to put her revelation into words because Mykia cleared her throat. "You're keeping me in suspense, Evie."

      Evie let out a soft chuckle. "Sorry. Just not sure how to say it but here goes. You remember Daniel Feinstein?" 

      Mykia glanced at the door, probably wondering where the elusive Master Braxus had gotten to. Then she replied, "Didn't care much for him to be honest. The feeling was mutual from what I heard. Had he been around I wouldn't have been elected, that much I know for certain."

      Though she was a little surprised at Mykia's transparency, Evie didn't comment. She just said, "Your instinct was correct. Daniel didn't...I mean he wasn't...." 

      Evie swallowed hard, well aware that she wasn't about to confess that Daniel was her father. Not right at that moment when she wasn't dead certain Mykia was on her side. All she had to convey was the truth without saying who he was to Evie herself. Feeling better about her internal battle, Evie said, "Good thing you're sitting down for this. So, Daniel Feinstein wasn't a Brother. He would have passed the Trials, yes, but he wasn't at all a mage or a mortal for that matter."

      Mykia shifted in her seat. "Evie? Don't tell me he was a god hiding in our midst?"

      Evie smirked. "Close enough. Daniel Feinstein is Daniel, the Archangel."

      The room stilled, the silence twisting around and around the two women, almost suffocating as reality slapped Mykia in the face while Evie relived the other reality of who her real father was and what he'd done to her. Not to mention what he felt for her and her mother.

      Mykia rubbed her forehead. "I'm beginning to regret this discussion." Then she sighed. "How did you discover this information, Evie? I don't believe he would have knocked on your door, invited you for a coffee and then spilled the beans."

      Evie shook her head. "Hardly. That man--angel I mean--appeared to hate my guts. I only found out when I went to the Underworld to return the Seals to Hades himself."

      "Daniel followed you to Hades? But how would he have entered-- Oh, right, Angel. Got it." Mykia waved a hand for Evie to continue.

      "So, Daniel came to Hades but ended up having a great old battle with his old buddy Gavriel which is when Daniel showed his true colors, and by that I mean his wings. I can confirm I was shocked beyond belief at who he was," Evie said, aware that what she meant was far more than she was ready to reveal to Mykia."

      "Is he alive?"

      "As far as I know, he is. Hades sent him to Tartarus for attempting to kill his brother, but he was set free and now he's pretty much in the wind."

      Mykia's scowl was almost comical. "He's gone? How did he get set free? a little irresponsible of Hades if you ask me."

      Evie grinned. "Yeah, we can put a word in when his next salary review comes up, but to be fair subterfuge was involved. Persephone had other ideas and she let Daniel go. The woman is mental if you ask me, but you didn't hear that from me."

      Mykia's face went hard for a moment, but then she shook her head. "This is a lot to take in." She sighed and sat back, pinching her lower lip as she thought things through. "So the Seals were returned safely to Hades but Daniel followed you there, presumably to take them back, and he ended up in jail and then freed. What about Marcellus? How did he end up dead?"

      Evie swallowed hard. "So Marcellus came first to retrieve the Seals. He had a bit of a breakdown, yelling and freaking out, then threatened me and my friends. Then he admitted his involvement in my father's death."

      Mykia frowned. "Marcellus killed your angelic father?"

      "No, no. Father Patrick I mean. I found him dead just before I left for Hades. I'd heard Marcellus speak to Daniel asking him if something was done. So Daniel killed Patrick but I wasn't sure why. I'm still trying to figure that out." Which was a lie. Evie had realized that Danie may have had a good reason to get to Patrick. He could somehow have tracked the final seal to Gavriel, who then gave it to Patrick for safekeeping. Daniel had wanted to find out if Patrick knew where the final seal was. Had Patrick died without revealing the truth? That would have made sense considering Daniel had been surprised when Evie had revealed her identity. Because of course, Daniel had no idea that Gavriel had given Patrick something else in addition to the Seal. 

      Evie.
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      Any further discussion was curtailed when a knock sounded at the door and Mykia called out, "Enter."

      The door opened to reveal one of the kitchen staff, a middle-aged woman whose chubby cheeks made Evie smile. The woman wheeled a trolley into the room then gave Evie a tender smile in greeting though she didn't say a word. She looked over at Mykia and nodded. "If there is anything else?"

      Mykia shook her head. "Not right now. But I do want you to look after Evie's meals for the rest of her...stay downstairs."

      The woman grinned as though she'd been given a prize, and then her jaw tightened. "I will. Wish I'd been given the responsibility instead of Glen. Irresponsible wretch." With that she gave Evie a wave and bustled outside before closing the door.

      Mykia got to her feet and came to the sofa where Evie sat, studying the food. Her stomach growled loudly and she giggled, though her bound wrists quickly killed the sounds. The Master sat beside her and cleared her throat. "Evie? I can unbind you while you eat but I'd need your word of honor that you will allow me to put the bonds back before you return to your cell. I'm willing to help you as much as I can because whenever I smell something fishy, there is always a good reason. Too many things have happened here from even before you left for Hades. All of which are screaming that there is something else going on here that I haven't yet seen."

      Evie nodded. If only Mykia knew how right she was. Was it time to tell her about the Shade's attack? But Evie still wasn't sure. She needed to get all her ducks in a row before she truly trusted Mykia.

      The Master continued speaking, "So can I trust you? I will offer you peace while you are within my presence. I will remove the Angel Bonds while you eat and while we talk. tThereafter I will put them back. Is that something you can agree to?"

      Evie sighed and gave a smiled. "Sorry. I didn't mean to appear ungrateful. I'm a little scatterbrained at the moment." Evie gave a shrug. "As to your question, the answer is yes. I will accept your offer, and I will honor it. I won't try to leave either. Not until things are resolved. I'm worried about what’s been happening, and why, and I'm afraid of what it means that I am being targeted. I believe we all need answers and I can only get them by towing the line."

      Mykia let out a breath of relief and reached for Evie's hands. Evie raised them higher and extended them, allowing Mykia to wrap her hands around the leather cuffs. The Master shut her eyes and her lips moved as she silently spoke the words to end the spell. Evie found herself nervous as for the briefest second she contemplated escape, if only temporarily in order to get in touch with Barry or Julian. But she didn't entertain the thought for more than a brief second. Then she closed her eyes and reveled in the cool air hitting her bare skin.

      And then Evie stiffened with shock and pulled her hands away so fast that Mykia flinched. Evie tugged her sleeves down and waved a hand. "Sorry, reflex I guess. I didn't mean to startle you."

      Mykia accepted the excuse and Evie sighed with relief though she did it in silence. The Marks of Hades were still on her skin and Mykia may have seen them. Had she spotted them Evie had no idea what the Master would have done. It was an unprecedented thing, Evie being Hades. What would Mykia had had to do then? Evie couldn't even guess at the new Grand Masters responsibilities or the intricacies of her oath to the Irin.

      But Evie refocused on the food, with her hands free she was able to fill her plate with roasted lamb and gravy, garlic potatoes and honeyed peas as well as fresh bread. The food was standard fare for the warriors, nothing much different to what Evie and her warrior friends would enjoy at any meal. But Evie had been in Hades for a while and she'd not tasted food in the way she tasted here in the EarthWorld. In Hades everything had to be super flavored in order to taste it and truly enjoy it. A flaw in the makeup of the land of the dead, the dulling of taste.

      But here Evie was able to enjoy her meal, though when she'd finally sat back, sated at last, she found she felt a little ill.

      Mykia lifted a hand. "Don't think about it. Here drink this," she said, quickly pouring a goblet of what looked like cider and passing it to Evie. It turned out to be ginger beer, the most perfectly suited drink for her turbulent stomach. After a few sips Evie smiled sheepishly at Mykia. "I'm sorry. Not sure why I felt so ill."

      "I hear traveling through Hades messes with a person's body. Something like jet lag."

      Evie chuckled. "Nice comparison. And I have to agree. I'm not at all tired. A little disoriented with the time difference but that's not too unsettling."

      Mykia quirked an eyebrow. "So how did you survive in Hades? I was always led to believe that an angel or an angelic being cannot survive in Hades."

      Evie shrugged. "Maybe it was because I already had the coins for Charon?"

      "Part of the set of the Seals of Hades, I presume?"

      "Yep. And Charon...well, he was a strange fellow. Said something that made me wonder."

      "What did he say?"

      "He said, 'It is you,' as though he recognised me or something. Strangest thing."

       Mykia's brow twisted again though this time her spine stiffened. "Odd thing to say, but who knows what that could mean. I'm sure we'll find out soon enough. Now do you want to go over a few of the documents before our time is up? I have about an hour left before the Masters gather for another meeting."

      Eveie nodded. "Of course." She reached for the file, aware now that Mykia's face was taut with some emotion. Evie read it as worry or even fear? Dismissing it as part of her own paranoia, Evie opened the filed and readd through the charges against her regarding Marcellus.

      "So there are statements by his guards that claim Marcellus was more or less assassinated?"

      "Yes, But I've put it on record that those would not be considered as impartial statements. There is a possibility of coercion, depending on who is now taking over Marcellus's role of pulling his strings, in the shadows, of course."

      Evie flinched at the mention of the shadows, but she calmed herself and said, "Other than the guards, we have Castor who has refused to speak."

      "There is one more statement."

      Evie nodded, She'd spotted the affidavit by her two best friends when she'd first opened it and she was terribly afraid of what they'd said. Now, as she scanned the recorded statement, she felt the deepest urge to cry.

      “May I take these with me to my cell? To go over them in my own time?"

      Mykia shook her head.

      The affidavit before Evie struck her to the core. The two warriors who had been her closest friends, had told a strange tale to the Masters. One which though hadn't been entirely true to what had really happened, had also managed to incriminate Evie in a way that a charge had been laid. 

      But could they really have betrayed her?
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      "The stories do match," Mykia said, her voice cutting through Evie's thoughts.

      Evie blinked and looked up at her. "Yes. I see that they do. I'm glad they told you what happened." Evie took a slow breath hoping to slow her rapid heartbeat. "I can see how what they have said would have incriminated me."

      Mykia tipped her head to the side. "I can see that two warriors have filled in various blanks in terms of the whereabouts and the activities of their friend. I can also see that they haven't made any overt attempt to incriminate you. All they did was make their statement, of course one which implied your guilt if one were to be looking for that implication. I didn't miss the fact that they took care to leave a certain amount of ambiguity in their recount."

      Evie glanced up from scanning the affidavit and met the Master's eyes. She was saying quite clearly that Ash and Ling hadn't thrown Evie under the bus. But from what the affidavit contained, the two warriors had told the Masters almost everything though they'd left out Daniel's true identity as Evie's father, and that Evie had received the Marks. And they had also left out Castors involvement. Evie's blood stilled.

      "Why is Castor's statement still in the file if he didnt know anything?"

      Mykia's smile was sad. "Unfortunately, Castor did say he went to Hades to find you after Patrick's death. The fact that he followed you there is enough for him to be held on suspicion of collusion. Even if he is of a simpler intellect, he may have either covertly or overtly been included whatever happened that resulted in Marcellus' death. The Brotherhood as well as the SHC are determined to uncover the identity of the person who murdered Grand master Marcellus. That much is irrefutable."

      Evie felt a sudden wave of ice crash into her. "And what about the murderer of the Grand Master Patrick?"

      Mykia frowned and squinted at Evie. "I'm afraid I'm not aware of what you mean?"

      "When I was in Marcells's office, he asked Daniel if the deed was done. The only deed done that night was Patrick's death. His passing was too convenient, and of course, Marcellus didn't deny the accusation when I questioned him in Hades."

      Mykia sat forward. "Are you laying a posthumous charged against Grand Master Marcellus?" Mykia asked slowly, her eyes wider now, wary, a little suspicion flickering in their honey depths.

      Evie swallowed. "I'm not sure if it would do much good. All I have is the word of a dead man."

      Mykia pursed her lips. "There are of course ways to speak to Marcellus even after he has passed."

      Sitting forward, Evie stared at Mykia. "Is that something you will do?"

      Giving a short shake of her head, Mykia sat back. "Sadly, as part of the prosecution, the Brotherhood would not consider a questioning of the spirit of the murder victim as beneficial."

      Evie took a breath. What Mykia meant is that even if she wanted to, her hands were tied as their new master. Her role would be to ensure the previous laws and agendas were upheld. And her loyalties could not be questioned, not while she was overseeing the whole case.

      But what Mykia was also saying was that nothing at all stopped Evie from requesting the communion with Marcellus as part of her own defense. Evie cleared her throat. She'd committed the contents of the affidavit written by her friends to memory and then sat back. "As part of my defense, what other rights do I have?"

      "You have the right to counsel, of course. You also have the right to confront your accuser. As well as the right to question each person who has testified, either against you or in your defense. All of which would have to be done in the presence of a neutral party of course. The SHC would assign an overseer as soon as your counsel is confirmed."

      Evie. "And who am I allowed to call upon to represent me? Are there any rules as to who can work on my behalf?"

      "Not that I know of. We are not a formal entity that requires a registration of professional experience. Most people either represent themselves or look for someone to trust who can speak on their behalf, preferablye someone with investigative experience who can follow the necessary leads."

      Evie took a breath. "Very well, then. I think I know who I'd like to request as my counsel. Does anyone have the right to make an objection against my choice?" 

      Mykia shook her head firmly, eyes dark and steely. Enough to know that Mykia would put her foot down if any such objection were to be made.

      Relieved, Evie said, "Okay. I have someone in mind. Who do I speak to in order to have my counsel scome to meet with me?"

      Mykia waved a hand. "You can tell me, of course. I'll ensure your counsel is summoned. Immediately, if that is within my power. Although you will have to make it formal by drawing up a letter of instatement bearing the name of your preferred counsel." Mykia pointed a finger at her desk where a quill sat beside a pot of black ink. "There is paper in the folder beside the ink. You are most welcome to write your request now. I will complete some of my own work in the meantime." 

      Mykia got to her feet and walked off, crossing the large room to the large table where almost twenty chairs were arranged. At one end was a stuffed armchair which sat sideways a little, and a stack of leather folders with one open and waiting for attention.

      Mykia paid no further attention to Evie who walked over to the table, considering her position. She was physically closer to the door. She was unbound and able to fight the gargoyle guard. She was also powerful enough to fight off Mykia herself if the need arose. But she was all too aware of the sacrifice and trust the sacrifice and trust that the new master had placed in her.

      And Evie had given her word. And now she had the opportunity to request counsel of her choice. She hadn't found it difficult to name the person because other than Patrick there were only two other people she would call on. One was in the underworld and Evie had no idea how to call him to her. So the other will have to do.

      Hopefully he'd bring a strong dose of antihistamine with him when he arrived.

      She took a seat at Mykia's desk, imagining the shock and horror on the faces of the other masters should they see a murder accused sitting in the seat of the Grand Master. 

      Mykia was definitely sticking her neck out for Evie and though instinct made her question Mykia's motives, Evie decided that for once she was going to trust someone. Even if it was a little bit of trust. For a short period of time.

      Evie scrawled out a letter on the yellowed parchment, feeling the tingle of the ink as she wrote her request to Mykia, a request that would be sent to the Supreme High Council as well. At last she was done, and signed sggined her name in a bold scribbled. She held out the letter and looked over at Mykia whose head was bent over her work. Evie walked over to her waving the paper for the ink to dry.

      Mykia looked up. "All done?" Evie smiled and handed her the letter. The master took the message, scanned it quickly and met Evie's gaze, surprise soloring the honey to almost gold. "Evie? Are you certain? This is unprecedented."

      Evie shrugged. "The fact that an angel warrior has been accused of murdering a master of the Irin is also unprecedented."

      "Good point. Guess we may as well add on a little more unusual to the mix. But I have to warn you, we may receive pushback."

      "I thought you said I could have anyone I wanted?" Evie asked, her body stiffening now.

      Mykia shook her head. "I know what I said. I just didn't expect you to choose a.... All I'm saying is it will likely take a little longer to push the request through than I'd envisioned. I'll make it happen. They cannot deny your request. There is simply no reason to do so."

      Evie's eyebrow rose. "Whoever’s been working with Marcellus all this time have already found ways to circumvent the rules of the brotherhood. How can we be sure they won't stall and try to get rid of me in the meantime?"

      Mykia's jaw tightened, as though the very thought was offensive. Little did she know that Evie's life had already been threatened. But though this was probably the best time to reveal the Shade's attack, Evie decided to wait a little longer. She'd known when the time was right to tell Mykia the truth and now wasn't the time.

      Then the master got to her feet and nodded sharply. "Leave it with me. I will make it happen. And besides, the SHC already knows of this request so they're likely already assigning an overseer to the case."

      Evie frowned. "How would they know?" Then her forehead smoothed as she remembered. "Ah, SHC ink."

      Mykia smiled and tucked the letter into one of the folders on her desk. Then she walked over to Evie, arms held out. She took both of Evie's forearms in her grip and heldp her firmly. Evie was never more aware of her marks which writhed beneath Mykia's palm. But the master didn't appear to sense anything strange. She simply smiled at Evie. "You have to know that I want the truth at the end of the day. I am trusting you when you say there is something darker going on here, but you are going to have to work hard to exonerate yourself of the murder charges. It's possible you may be cleared of all charges but that would be in the hands of your counsel to find a loophole in the law." She tightened her grip for a moment "I wish you only the best of luck, Evie. And I will do whatever I can to help. Just let's keep this between us. Your counsel, of course, can be informed of my standpoint. But he is not to repeat that to anyone, even if it were to help with your case."

      Evie nodded and stepped away from Mykia’s grasp, feeling as though a rock had taken up residence in her chest. She had to force herself to speak. "Thank you. I'm not sure how to pay you back, but I most definitely owe you now." With a sad smile, Evie lifted her hands and extended them both to Mykia.

      The master was silent as she returned the Angel Bonds to Evie’s wrists and spoke the words to initiate the spell.

      And though Evie returned to her cell, nervous, worried and heartbroken, she now had something that this morning she hadn’t believed she’d ever have.

      Hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Evie paced her cell, thinking over her discussion with the new Master of the Irin. Now that Evie knew that Mykia would locate Barry and instate him as counsel, she was a little less tense.

      Still, she had other things to think about, foremost being the testimony given by her best friends. She ran through the statement from memory, wondering why the girls had evaded the real truth. They hadn’t revealed that they had also kept back seals from Marcellus, thus also breaking the rules, which Evie thought had been smart. No reason to put themselves into a situation they would not be able to get out of. Or worse, have themselves tried alongside Evie for conspiracy.

      Evie also wondered why the girls hadn’t implicated Castor, despite the halfling confessing that he’d been to Hades to see her. Did they do it to keep him safe? She’d always worried that Ash had really meant those snarky comments regarding Castor. The apsara had a mouth on her, and could sometimes be cruel, but now there was a hope that Ash wasn’t as prejudiced as she’d sounded.

      Evie tapped her fingers on the leather of her cuffs as she kept thinking. The shade had been expunged along with his magic and Evie had survived his attempt on her life. Why he’d been after her and who had summoned him were questions that she’d have to find answers for. Questions that would also have to wait until Barry showed up.

      Mykia wasn’t at all what Evie had expected, and if Evie had noticed then so would everyone else who came into contact with the new Master of the Irin. Which meant Mykia had a tough road ahead of her. More especially until Marcellus’ followers were rooted out.

      Frustration was slowly building within Evie though and she had to force herself to stop thinking of Gavriel and her sisters and the Control. She had to get out of this mess first before focusing on the little angels she had to find.

      The dungeons had remained quiet for a while and then suddenly, with a crashing boom, the entrance doors clanged, sounds racing along on the stone around the cells. Soft whimpers echoed around Evie and her breath stilled. Those sobs struck Evie deeply, the familiarity of the keening near breaking her heart.

      Castor.

      Poor Castor. He’d been like a sibling to Evie almost all her life. Patrick, Evie’s guardian and father, had adopted the half-demon as an infant. Castor’s human mother had abandoned him at birth, horrified to see the pale-skinned infant whose body was covered in crimson swirls and lines, and whose blood-red pupils scared the daylights out of most people. 

      His appearance drew such a fear-filled reaction from the people he came in contact with that he chose to wear a heavy hooded cloak, hiding his face within the darkness of the cowl. 

      Castor’s talent as a Healer was in enough of a demand that despite his scary image, he never ran out of patients. And he found that skirting the shadows as much as possible helped him retain those patients far longer than if he treated them face-to-face.

      Such a reality, a life as an object of unending discrimination and prejudice, wasn’t easy, and yet Castor never considered withdrawing his services, never once in anger did he think to leave and hide himself, to take his healing abilities elsewhere, to people who wouldn’t treat him like a leper.

      And now, Evie had to bite her lip to stop herself from crying as the sounds of chains sang in tandem to Castor's soft cries. The shuffling steps of the halfling came closer, the chains clanging on the stone floor growing ever louder.

      A few minutes passed and a door slammed shut, the heavy boots stamping away and fading to silence. But Castor still sobbed, talking to himself first in whispers and then in low manic growls. He hated the darkness, and from what she could see, the guards wouldn't care to provide him with a candle to help ease his fear.

      Tears filled Evie’s eyes as she tried to decide whether it was best to try to talk to Castor or to leave him be. Letting him know that she was there alongside him in this dungeon may send him into a worse state of despair. To Castor, it would mean there was no salvation, no hope for freedom. 

      And Evie didn’t want to take the chance so she kept silent, even when listening to his despair brought hot tears to her eyes.

      Castor’s presence in the dungeon kicked Evie’s anxiety up a notch. She’d heard no one else within the cells along this side of the dungeons, and she had to wonder if only she and Castor had been captured and imprisoned even though he’d appeared not to be involved. 

      Was that what Mykia had meant when she said Castor’s claim of knowing nothing had not been believed Wwas throwing the halfling into the dungeons a way to find out what he knew? To incriminate himself?

      And what better way to do so than to eavesdrop on a conversation between the two of them. All the more reason for Evie to remain silent and keep her presence from Castor.

      It was a cruel thing to do but Evie was willing as long as she kept him safe. And now the more she thought about it the more sure she was sure that Ash and Ling had only intended to keep Castor safe. And in so doing had incriminated Evie. She probably needed to thank them when she saw them.

      But, she reminded herself, she wouldn't be able to talk to them, not privately. The SHC would soon send their representative who would be present at every interview Evie and her counsel conducted. The only private conversations would occur between Evie and Barry.

      If he ever came.
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      As it turned out, Evie didn't have to wait long. A few hours had passed in which no guard appeared to strap her to her chair. And just when Evie felt ready to explode, the sounds of boots on stone hammered their way toward her cell door. 

      The door was flung open and a guard entered while a second man waited at the entrance, hand on the hilt of his sword. His threat was clear but he was the same guard who had given her his look of warning before the Shade had attacked. 

      Then, as the other guard set a stool on the ground beside the ancient chair, her gargoyle ally met her eyes again. His expression was sad and apologetic, though a hint of a smile curved the corner of his mouth. 

      Evie hadn't the foggiest idea how to interpret the man's expression so she simply smiled back and nodded politely, then ignored his confused response. If he wanted to get her a message, he had to do so using a method other than his eyes. 

      He'd never make it in the movies, that was for sure.

      Evie stood to the side as the guard stalked out of her cell, disappearing down the hallway. The gargoyle on the threshold paused, "You have a visitor. He will be brought down in a few minutes. Please let us know if you need anything."

      Evie nodded slowly, then raised a finger. "Pen and paper would be good." She smiled and waved at the stool when the guard's eyebrows rose. "For the meeting. We'll need to make notes," she said, keeping her voice as soft as possible so the sound won't travel to Castor.

      He gave a smile, then and backed away to shut the door. It wasn't long before the guards returned, this time three sets of boots rang on the hall floors. The door was flung open, hard enough that it swung wide and slammed into the stone wall behind it. 

      The guard responsible for this act of low-key violence turned out to be the very one Evie had believed was helping her. His movements were stiff as he marched over to the chair and dropped a pad of paper and a pen onto the seat before spinning on his heel. 

      His black armor clanged, the curving sword rattling, metal against metal singing a staccato song as he hurried out of the room. Then he stood stiffly aside, giving Baar'uk, the Demon Overlord, room to enter the cell.

      Then the door was slammed hard enough to make Evie flinch, and she was certain she'd have a headache soon. She gave Barry an apologetic smile, then ran to him. She threw her arms around his shoulders, ignoring his surprised grunt, even ignoring his sniffling as the dust from her feathers irritated his nostrils.

      "I'm so glad you came." she said softly before letting go of him and standing a foot away,

      Barry twitched his nose and sniffed. "To be honest I had no idea I was meeting you," the demon said, his low rumbling voice all too loud.

      "Who else did you think was asking you here? And Shh," Evie said, grabbing his arm to pull him away from the door. She waved at the chair. "You can sit there. I don't think this milkmaid's stool will hold you."

      The demon stopped in his tracks and turned to glare at Evie, pale eyes drilling into her. "Are you saying I put on weight or something?" 

      Evie rolled her eyes and whispered, "Let's just keep the volume down. I don't want anyone to know I'm here and your presence is enough of a giveaway."

      "What are you talking about?" Barry asked, frowning as Evie pointed again at the ancient chair for him to sit in. For a moment his entire body stilled. Then, his voice taught and filled with emotion, Barry asked, "And are you kidding me with the chair?"

      Throwing her hands into the air, Evie asked, "What do you mean?"

      "Do you have any idea what that chair means to us demons?" he asked in a whispery growl that sounded like water running over rocks.

      Eyes narrowed, Evie asked, "No, Barry. Can you please enlighten me? And be quick about it."

      The demon faced Evie, his great bulk, broad shoulders, musclebound torso encased in a long black leather coat which was open in front. He folded his large arms across his chest. "This is the Seat of Iphramit. This chair was used to hold captive at least a X demons whose blood was drained in order to create a relic of incredible danger. I ain't gettin’ anywhere near it. Not even if you kill me."

      Evie let out a slow impatient breath. "Barry, you'll be dead. You won't know a thing."

      "Still," he said, his voice cracking in indignation.

      "Fine," Evie said, throwing her hands in the air again as though pleading to the good lord for patience. "You take the itty-bitty chair. If you flatten it and fall on your ass, don't blame me." 

      She walked over to the chair, but though she'd been flippant about his reaction, what he'd told her had been painful to hear. The seat she'd been strapped to had been used to murder demons? 

      Who else had been tortured while confined within it? And had that been the intention of Marcellus' minions? To drain Evie’s blood from her body? But she didn't have time to open up more cans of mystery. She had plenty on her table right now. 

      Evie faced Barry and paused at the sight of him. Her lips curved and laughter bubbled up from somewhere inside her. She pushed her amusement down, and tried really hard not to smile as the demon balanced precariously on the tiny three-legged stool. He looked like a minotaur trying to sit on a dollhouse chair.

      Barry chose that moment to glance up and the moment he caught sight of her face, he froze. "Don't you dare laugh," he said, raising a finger in warning.

      That was probably the worst thing he could have said, because all his warning did was make Evie want to burst out laughing. She clapped her hand over her mouth, pressing hard to stop the wave of giggles from erupting. That she was able to laugh right now seemed so wrong and, in that second, her laughter died and she sobered. 

      Barry must have sensed the change in her mood because he silently shifted his bulk to the side and sank onto the stone floor, sitting cross-legged with his elbows propped on his knees. 

      Evie grabbed the pad of paper and the pen from the chair, taking care not to touch the wood, then joined the demon, seating herself in front of him, her face also dead serious.

      "This is bad, isn't it?" Barry asked, his tone sober, all amusement having fled at the change in her mood. His face was now bland and it made Evie feel sad that she’d shut the laughter down. 

      In their short friendship, Barry had all too often been the source of her amusement, the reason she smiled at the most random moments.

      But there would be time for laughter later on. For now, they had a huge task at hand, Hopefully it won’t be the same as endlessly rolling a boulder uphill, or spending years attempting to fill a leaking pool with water.

      Pen in hand, Evie was about to speak when she spotted a streak of soot marking the side of the first page. She tore off that page and was about to speak when light flickered in her vision. Squinting hard, Evie dipped her head and stared at the paper then gave a low gasp of pain.

      Evie's thumb sizzled as if electric energy passed through it from the paper. Curious she lifted her thumb to check for injuries but found nothing. She wouldn't have been surprised to see that her thumb had been sliced open by an invisible blade. 

      But her skin remained whole, not a drop of blood in sight. And the sizzle had faded. Frowning, Evie touched her finger to the paper again, wondering ift the paper itself had burned her skin. Then she felt the buzz beneath her thumb and snatched her finger away, confused and curious. Again her finger proved uninjured, but as she studied the skin, a silvery light shimmered in her peripheral vision.

      Guess the gargoyle guard had managed to figure out a way to get a message to her after all.
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      “What's wrong?” whispered Barry, leaning forward to study the paper.

      Holding up a finger, Evie scanned the page, reading the message left there for her. 

      

      
        
        There is more to what is happening to you than the brotherhood knows. It is too dangerous to have a conversation regarding this but please know we are keeping an eye on your security. For this morning we must apologise and we are most grateful that you survived that attack. Sadly we can only act within the limitations of our means. Let us know if you need any help, or if we should contact anyone on the outside for you.

      

      

      

      Evie blinked a few times at the message, a little unsure of what she was reading. Was she imagining it all? Wishful thinking at play? But when she looked up she met Barry's equally shocked eyes, knowing immediately that he'd seen the message too.

      "You can see it?"

      He nodded. "It's gargoyle ink. Has its roots in angelic blood, hence your ability to read it."

      "And yours," Evie replied dryly.

      Barry simply whispered, "What attack is this person talking about?"

      Evie shrugged. "I was almost killed last night. Some kind of magic spell that turned the air in the cell into water. Almost died." Her tone was nonchalant, which she could be now that she’d survived the ordeal.

      Barry’s jaw dropped. "How did you make it out alive? And who the frick attacked you?"

      Evie flicked her arm, revealing a fragment of the Markings to Barry. 

      His reaction was the furthest from her imagination as anything could get. "Holy, holy, holy, holy," he said, scrambling backward like a confused crab. "Oh, man!" Barry whispered, before he shifted his gaze and simply stared at Evie, eyes wider than she had thought possible, even if he was a demon.

      She remained still. "What?" she asked softly, wanting to hear what he thought because his reaction was worrying. No, that was a lie. His reaction was downright scary.

      Barry gulped, his pale skin coloring for a moment with a tinge of red. "You're...I mean, the Marks...." He fell silent, clearly incapable of coherent speech, not to mention thought, his eyes trained on the undulating script on her skin.

      A little annoyed now, and impatient too, Evie peered at his face, glaring at him while she whispered, "Seriously, Barry? How are you supposed to represent me and clear me of murder charges if you can't string two sentences together?"

      Eyes wider now, he pointed a finger at Evie's wrist. "But you're...I'm--" Then the demon overlord stiffened, Hades’ markings suddenly forgotten. "What did you just say about clearing you of murder?"

      Evie took a slow breath, scowling at him. “That’s why you were brought here. Didn't they tell you?”

      Barry shook his head. “Nobody told me anything. There was a knock on my door--and by that I mean they popped into my lounge without even giving me a heads up. I mean what if I hadn’t been wearing pants?”

      Evie’s eyes narrowed. “Were you wearing pants?”

      “Yes, I was, thank goodness.”

      “Good, now carry on,” Evie snapped keeping her voice low.

      Barry swallowed, stared at Evie for a second then said, “Well, they appeared out of nowhere with this summons to meet someone here at the Greylock Estate as a matter of the utmost urgency. Didn’t give me much of a chance to find out anything more, other than there would be dire consequences if I didn’t come immediately.”

      Evie raised her eyebrows. “A bit melodramatic, but not far off from the truth.”

      Barry exhaled loudly through his nostrils. “Evie, can you maybe fill me in on the details that I'm missing. I just got jumped, literally, by a group of scary gargoyles and was brought to the dungeons of the Irin and I’m sitting a few feet from a terrifyingly scary chair.”

      Swallowing hard, not sure if she should laugh or hit the poor scared super powerful Demon Overlord on the head, Evie said, “I came back from Hades, with a couple of problems, which I’ll update you on soon enough. Then someone knocked the lights out of me and I woke up here in this cell, with the fricking Angel Bonds trapping me here, not to mention a murder charge hanging over my head.” Evie raised her wrists to show the leather bands to Barry, then did a half twist to reveal the caged wings at her back. “Now, as problems go, mine trumps yours, other than the chair of course.”

      Barry’s eyes narrowed as he studied Evie. “Who did you off?”

      Evie rolled her eyes wanting to groan, though she knew that groaning would be too loud. “Barry, can you get your head in the game. Things are dire and you’re making fun?”

      He rolled his shoulders, his amusement fading as he forced himself to be serious. “Okay, okay.” He raised his hands in submission. “What are the charges?”

      “I’m being charged with the murder of Marcellus Bactor, Grand Master of the Brotherhood of the Irin.”

      Barry blinked. “Huh? Same dude that sent you guys out to kill demons for no reason other than his stupid greed?”

      Evie bit her lip. “Well, he had his reasons, but yes, same dude.”

      “How did he die?”

      Evie bent closer to him. “I kinda killed him.”

      “What?” Barry hissed. “Evie?!”

      Grinning now, she waved a hand in his face. “He followed me to Hades, threatened to kill Castor, and he admitted to killing Patrick. Then he sicced his guards on me and watched as they attacked. Only problem is, I wasn’t so easy to kill. In the end the fool chased me down the tunnels, probably thinking he was going to kill me, but he took the wrong door.”

      “Wrong door?” Barry’s expression was pure puzzlement.

      Evie nodded. “He entered the wrong cave and ended up chimera chow.”

      “Chimera chow?” Barry repeated, his expression stunned, somewhat amused, mostly confused.”

      Evie huffed. “You’re not making this easy, Barry. But yes, a chimera ate Marcellus and he deserved it.”

      “You do anything to stop him from being eaten?”

      “Of course, I did. I yelled at him to be careful.”

      “That’s it? You try to save him at all?”

      “Not much chance of that. When I reached him...well, let’s just say with a chimera you got fire, and Marcellus, well, he was the steak.”

      “Uh-huh,” Barry replied, his expression devoid of emotion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      "A lawyer? Evie, I don't really think I'm the best person for the job," Barry was saying as he paced the floor. 

      Evie sat on the milkmaid stool, avoiding the ancient chair as much as she could. She could barely stand the thought that she'd been sitting in it for hours already. She contained the urge to shudder and addressed the edgy demon overlord. "Barry, it's not like I have anyone else to turn to, Patrick is dead, killed on Marcellus' order mind you. The only other person with the power to help me is in Hades. A bit of a distance to go to get in touch with the guy. So, for now you're my only hope. Unless you think Castor can get me off?" Evie smiled, when Barry chuckled softly.

      They'd spoken in low tones but the whole whispering thing was getting a little tiring. Evie sighed. "Can you power up a silence-shield or something? We can't keep whispering the entire time we discuss the case, but we can't risk being overheard either."

      Barry gave Evie an odd look. "Don't you know how to use your magic?"

      Squinting, Evie shook her head. "I don't have magic. Other than flying and casting my glamor, I didn't inherit any magical abilities from my father."

      The demon snorted. "What in the hell’s bells was Patrick teaching you anyway. He should have had you trained to use your magic to protect yourself."

      Evie stiffened. "Well, maybe he didn't know I had magic. Patrick did the best he could in raising me," she said defensive now, her tone tight.

      Barry let out a soft sigh. "I'm sorry, Evie. I didn't mean to insult the efforts he made. Perhaps the best explanation is that he didn't know about your powers. Or that he didn't know how to train you." Barry offered the alternative reasonings with a self deprecating smile.

      Let out a soft breath, Evie nodded. "Maybe he thought that taking me to be trained would put me in danger. Patrick was always very particular about keeping me safe. To be honest. it was a little suffocating."

      “Now who's speaking ill of the dead?" Barry tilted his head, his stare penetrating now.

      Rolling her eyes, Evie replied tartly, "It's not speaking ill if it’s the truth. He was far too overprotective and he knew it. He just always defended himself with the same excuse, that he loved me and wanted to keep me safe."

      Barry smiled sadly. "Okay then. Let's see about getting us some privacy." He stopped pacing and faced Evie, making her feel uncomfortable enough that she got to her feet. After a while he whispered, "How did you get rid of your recent visitor?"

      Evie thought about the magic, squinting as she went over the last few moments before the entire basement had been destroyed. "I'm not certain. I think I can remember though."

      "Good. And then, what about your glamor? Try to think about how you feel when you draw the glamor over you. Where that power comes from and how you are able to control it, to make your appearance change and to keep that glamor strong for hours?"

      Evie nodded again. Her glamor was almost part of her, so answering Barry's question was easy enough. "Yes. I'm familiar with the process."

      Barry tapped his lip. "So what if you took those two things and combined them together? Can you figure out a way to do that in your head?"

      Evie smiled, understanding what Barry was trying to have her see. Combining the mental focus she used to generate and hold her glamor in place with the power that had come through her body and been thrust out of her meant she could have controlled the blast. But what she could do was to use the same concept of the glamor and turn the use of the magic into something different. 

      The power was still there in her mind, but it meant she could manipulate it however she wanted. Generating a field of protection around her to prevent people from seeing her shouldn't be all that different to creating a sound barrier around her.

      Evie was nodding to herself and at last she let out her breath. "Okay. I think I can give it a try."

      Barry grinned and clapped his hands. The sound clanged around the room and Evie could only shake her head as the demon winced and looked around the cell, eyes darting to the door as though someone would be barge inside the cell any second.

      Eviue cleared her throat and shook her hands at her side. 

      Then she inhaled slowly and drew a glamor around her, only this time it was a blanket to distort sound. She understood that she wouldn't be able to silence their conversation. Even the angelic glamor was based on scientific principles, as was the intricacies of the magical sound barrier. 

      Why had she never tried this before? But it was a waste of time looking back. Now, she concentrated on the glamor and infused it with energy from inside her. Then she stiffened as she became aware of the heat simmering in her body, the same heat that had run through her arms, the heat that she'd believed was caused by the Marks of Hades. All along they'd simply been channeling her own innate powers in her for her to use.

      Feeling much calmer now, Evie infused more of her power into the protective field and at last she opened her eyes and looked at Barry. He smiled and said, "Say something. You can hear me because the barrier only works one way."

      Evie cleared her throat. "Testing, 1, 2," she said, feeling idiotic as she spoke. Could she not have found something else to say? But then did it really matter since Barry appeared to be patiently waiting for her to speak. He raised his hand and eyebrows in question.

      She shook her head, "What? I already spoke."

      Barry put a hand to his ear, though his smiled confirmed that her magic had succeeded. Thrilled with her success she held out her hand to Barry and he took hold of it, stepping into the protective field carefully.

      "Wow, you're a natural," he said, sounding in awe.

      She shook her head. “I’m not even sure how this is possible.”

      “Of course it’s possible. Nephilim are meant to have magic, just like gargoyles and demons. It’s the one good thing the Angels handed down to us.”

      Evie gave a nod, all too aware of the truth of Barry’s words.

      With the dome of silence cast over them, Evie let out a sigh and then a groan of relief. She sank back onto the stool and said, "Ugh. Why is this happening?" She plopped her chin onto her hand and pouted.

      Barry gave her a quizzical look then walked over to her. Crouching in front of her, he said, "I don't think you have time to sit here feeling sorry for yourself. Or rather, maybe keep the woe-is-me for after I leave when you will have nothing else to do."

      Evie gave a mock-hurt gasp. "Harsh, Baa'ruk. That was harsh."

      Barry huffed and shook his head. "The truth hurts sometimes. Put a bandage on it and let's get on with getting on." He got to his feet and patted his thighs. "What's on our agenda. Fill me in on how I ended up being roped into this mess."

      Evie sighed though she still felt a little pouty. "So the new master of the Irin is all about fairness and justice. She'd also been a little suspicious about what's been going on with Marcellus and his minions. So when I woke up, she popped by for a visit, told me why I was here. She pretty much assumed I'd be given all the rights and privileges I was entitled to."

      Barry snorted. "Let me guess. Marcellus' minions?"

      "Probably. Even the simplest of things like regular meals weren't sent up. That as well as a visit from the Brotherhood rep to update me on my rights and to provide me with a view of the case against me. I was supposed to receive the file to read through but that never happened."

      "Not surprised," Barry grunted.

      "So Mykia eventually had me brought up to see her, by a very amenable gargoyle guard I might add. She found out and threw a fit, had my food brought and then gave me the briefing herself. Which was when she said I needed to select legal counsel. I figured I had to make my own choice or the brotherhood would set me up with one of Marcellus's minions."

      Barry was shaking his head. "I still can't believe that they actually allowed you to have me as your legal rep. This is unprecedented."

      Evie had to groan at the words. "Man, you have no idea how much of what is happening is unprecedented." She gave a deep sigh. "Anyway, Mykia assured me that she would support whoever I chose but I guess she didn't expect me to elect Barry the demon overlord."

      "Mykia eh? You two on very familiar terms, now?" he wagged an eyebrow though he did appear to be far more curious.

      Evie shrugged. "She's nice. And so far she'd been incredibly fair about everything,:

      "What have you told her so far?" Barry asked, tipping his head to one side as he waited.

      "Pretty much everything,"

      "Except for the," Barry pointed at Evie's wrist eyes going wide as he waggled his head.

      "Of course not, Evie replied dryly.

      "And what about the," Barry waved a hand around the room, grabbed his throat to mimic choking, then shuddered pretending to drown, then thrust his hands out to indicate a huge explosion.

      Evie simply stared at him before saying, "Of course not," though this time the words came out clipped with a dangerous edge.

      "Okay okay, just checking."

      Beneath her breath, Evie muttered, "My only hope of getting out of here is a demon comedian. Lord help me."
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      "Sorry. I get funny when I get nervous," Barry chuckled, eyes dancing in amusement.

      "Well, get un-nervous real quick cos we probably don't have all day." Evie said before continuing, "Now that you're getting started you should know that the Supreme High Council will be sending a representative who will act as overseer. The SHC rep will be present at all our meetings with my accusers as well as anyone who has given witness either for or against me. I think that the rep will also have to be present when the brotherhood speaks to anyone we bring in to speak on my behalf."

      Barry was nodding, his expression serious now. "That's correct. I'll speak to the Grand Master as soon as I am done here. if the SHC hasn't communicated with her as yet, then I'll make contact with them myself." Barry paused for a moment. "Since I haven't been fortunate enough to have a look at the paperwork before I got here, you're going to have to fill me in on anything else I need to know."

      "Well, we need to arrange a meeting with Ash and Ling."

      "Your two warrior buddies?" Evie nodded. "Why?" Barry asked his tone hard, eyes flashing as though he suspected they'd thrown Evie under the bus.

      Sadly, she couldn't counter him. "Their testimony kinda gave the brotherhood enough reason to charge me. But it's not as bad as it seems. I have a feeling they did what they did in order to protect Castor."

      Barry frowned, "Fine. I’ll get that arranged as well. Just tell me how exactly is Castor involved in this?" he asked folding his arms as he looked over at the door probably wondering how far away the halfling was. Castor had been the one to contact Barry who told him where Evie was. Which was how Castor ended up in Hades in the first place. 

      "By the way, I meant to ask why you told Castor where I'd gone. the fact that he even came after me is what's gotten him in trouble But he's taken the fifth, and now he's hanging out in a cell nearby."

      "Ah, that's the reason for all the whispering," Barry said slowly.

      "Yeah I don't want him to know I'm here. If he finds out then he's likely to freak out. he'll think there isn't any hope of saving me and then he may say something to  incriminate himself. Which will make him an accomplice. As long as I am breathing, Castor remains out of danger and out of jail."

      Barry huffed. "Of course he's not strong enough to handle jail. Even I know that."

      Evie gave him a small smile. "We have another task on the list. You got any DeathTalker's in your little black book?"

      Barry appeared startled for a moment. Then replied slowly "I may have. I haven't had a need for one in awhile but I bumped into a deathtalker when she just joined the sisterhood. I can give her a call, see if she can recommend someone if she can't do it herself."

      Evie nodded, relieved that even though Barry had started off reluctant, he was now focused and interested.

      Then he lifted a finger. "So in particular, why are we needing to bring a deathtalker on board?"

      "We will need to have a little chat with Marcellus. I've been told that the Irin wouldn't be partial to contacting Marcellus to obtain his version of the events so it's up to us to get him to spill the beans. Which of course we will have a witness for so his posthumous testimony will be part of the record of the case."

      "And if he tells the truth about what happened? That he had Patrick killed and that he'd gone to Hades to apprehend or to kill you, and that he'd been after the Seals for years now? Surely that will get you off?"

      "Maybe. But there is something else you need to know."

      "You mean those?" Barry waved vaguely in the direction of Evie's forearm.

      "Yes. I mean those."

      "Well? Don't' keep me in suspense," he said, glaring at Evie.

      "Okay, so you know how you said it should all be fine because the final piece of the set of Seals that was needed to allow the ascension to be completed, hadn't yet been found. They were meant to be in safekeeping somewhere. Well, that final piece had been in my possession since I was six years old."

      Barry made a strange choking sound though he didn't say anything.

      Evie took a breath. "So when I went to Hades to return the Seals to their rightful owner, I kinda took a wrong turn and ended up flat on my back on a stone table, the ascension taking place literally without me being able to do a thing to stop it. I had all the Seals with me so when I passed the room, the table and the magic just called me. It was a magnetic pull that I had no choice but to obey. before I knew it I was screaming my head off as the Marks fixed themselves on my arm. And Hades wasn't too thrilled when he found out."

      "I'll bet. You just took his job without him even knowing. Bet he threw a fit."

      "Actually he was rather understanding about it. Of course, we did have a month after which the Rite of Ascension would not be reversible. I thought I'd be able to return the things to Julian and be on my merry way but things didn't go according to that plan."

      "You couldn't undo it?"

      "Not if I wanted Julian to lose his position as Hades."

      "What's the big deal?"

      "Julian is mortal. The moment he's freed from the role of Hades, he will be mortal again. And he will age much faster than most people age."

      "making up for lost time," muttered Barry. "So you decided to rule together."

      "Pretty much. I'm just not sure what my responsibilities are."

      "So why did you come back here then instead of staying and figuring out your new responsibilities?"

      "Because there were a few other pieces of information I bumped into in Hades."

      "Cryptic," Barry said, scanning the room again. "Any chance of ordering room service?" he asked, eyebrow curving.

      Ignoring him, Evie said, "I've always been searching for my father. And I found him in Hades. And I bumped into someone in Hades who I believed was my father. The angel Gavriel." Barry's eyes went wide and this time he didn't butt in. Evie said, "I honestly would have been happy to know that Gavriel was the father I'd dreamed off my whole life but that wasn't the truth yes he took me to Patrick and left me there. and yes, he was the one responsible for leaving the final seal with my guardian for safekeeping, but in the end it wasn't meant to be."

      "But I thought you just said you found your father in Hades. You're confusing me, Evie."

      Letting out an irritated breath, Evie sent the demon a sharp look. "I did find him. After Marcellus arrived and ended up as chimera chow, his assistant came looking for him. But when he arrived, he showed his true colors. He was the archangel Daniel, posing as Feinstein and playing Marcellus like a violin."

      "Was he looking for the Seals for himself?"

      "Probably. Though I never got to figure it out. He didn't know who I was until Gavriel arrived to fight him. And that was a battle to witness. In the end, Daniel was sent to Tartarus, though not before he made it pretty clear that he was incapable of affection for his daughter. He barely reacted when he found out he was my father."

      Barry was incredibly silent at that revelation. And Evie couldn't blame him. Poor guy had a lot to digest. "So Daniel wanted the Seals so he worked his way into the Irin, got Marcellus under his control, managed to push Patrick out of his position and then kill him in the end. But in the end he didn't get what he wanted."

      Evie pursed her lips. "Pretty much sums it up."

      Barry sighed and rubbed his head. "Seriously, I need a drink to get over all of this, Evie. Every time I meet with you I end up leaving shell-shocked."

      "Sorry?" Evie smiled at the demon and then sighed. "That brings me back to who I want the gargoyles to bring to me."

      Barry's eyebrows rose in unison. "No. Don't tell me Evangeline the Nephilim, Warrior of the Irin, fell in love with Hades, Ruler of the Underworld?"

      Evie waved a hand and laughed him off. "Don't be so dramatic. It's hardly love. He's pretty hot for a guy his age, but that's not the reason I want to get a message to him."

      "What other reason could there be?" Barry smirked.

      "so he can speak on my behalf, idiot."

      "ah, yes, of course, Hades, would probably be the best character witness as well as the best alibi a girl could want."

      "I don't want him here to give me an alibi. I want him to tell the brotherhood the truth about Marcellus and Daniel and to clear Patrick's name."

      Barry nodded slowly. "Well, those are pretty good reasons. We'd better get on with writing that message then."

      Evie swallowed. "Er, Barry?"

      "Yes, Evie?"' the demon went still as he stared at her face.

      she gave an innocent shrug. "I don't exactly have a bottle of invisible gargoyle ink lying around. Any chance you could procure some for me?"

      Barry put a hand to his forehead. "Oh hell's frickin bells."
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      Evie studied the demon overlord’s shocked face and bit her lip. “What now, Barry?”

      He sighed, the sound weary and overly-patient as though dealing with a little kid. “Evie, you don’t know anything about gargoyle ink?”

      “No, Barry,” Evie replied with equal patience. “Which is the reason I am asking you, isn’t it?”

      He fell silent for a moment. “I can’t believe you know so little about who you are and what you're capable of,” he muttered almost to himself. “But then, I guess if Patrick didn’t know much, you didn’t have much of a chance did you?” 

      His voice was soft and Evie only heard because her hearing was so good. But she didn’t respond with her instinctive need to defend her guardian. Mostly because it appeared that she had really missed out on learning the most important parts of her heritage and her powers.

      The sound of Barry clearing his throat broke into her thoughts and she blinked, watching as he nodded then said, “The gargoyle ink isn't all that well known but it isn't the hardest magic to create. The origin of the ink is like a fairy tale, usually some bullshit story about fae and secret lakes of mercury. But in actual fact, the source is within those descended from the angels."

      Barry paused and gave Evie a pointed stare. She replied, "Okay, so what's so special that's in all of us? Our powers? Our blood?" Barry's eyebrows waggled as if to say, "Obviously," and Evie smiled. "Fine. Keep going and explain the process. I'm assuming it has something to do with being drained of my blood."

      "Nothing as macabre as that but close enough."

      Evie glared at Barry. "As if your reassurances mean anything when you put it like that."

      He huffed. "You saying you squeamish about a little blood-letting? Thought you were a badass, stone-cold, killing machine?" he said smirking.

      But his words hit Evie deep and he must have seen the hurt in her eyes because he waved a hand and then reached out to grab her shoulder. "Hey I didn't mean it like that. I know you're still having issues with that stuff. Sorry."

      Evie shrugged, making sure to use the shoulder he wasn't holding. "It's okay. It's my burden to bear. those are my crimes for which I will need to atone. I can't take offense every time a random joke is made that reminds me of what I've done."

      Barry patted her shoulder. "I know it's hard. Many of us have been there so when I say I get it I really mean I get it."

      Evie glanced up, wanting to ask him what he meant but she knew that their time together would end soon. Someone would come to take him away as he'd already been with her for a while now. 

      She hadn't kept track of the time either, which could mean she and her counsel likely had mere minutes left. She couldn't imagine that the Irin would be that generous when it came to someone they believed killed one of their own.

      Evie shook her head firmly. "No. I'm fine. Let's get on with this. I don't think we have much time left."

      The demon nodded, straightening to stand a little taller, as if about to tackle a big problem. "So, there is blood but it isn't all that much. And we already have the ink and the quill to begin with so this shouldn't take all that long."

      Evie frowned then looked in the direction of the demon's gaze. She'd made a few notes of the things that he needed to get done and then she set the quill and pad on the floor. the inkpot though was still sitting on the chair where the gargoyle had left it. She got up to fetch it, asking, "So, what happens if we use up all this ink for the gargoyle spell and then we need to make more notes?"

      Barry grunted. "That's not a problem. The ink is twofold. Once the ink is spelled, it remains ready for the final spell that renders it invisible. So you can write with it wherever and whenever you want, but the ink will only turn invisible when you speak the final spell."

      "So why couldn't the gargoyle have left me a pot of that ink in the first place?"

      "Because the writer must be the bleeder," Barry said his tone dry. Then he added, "Although you can always purchase gargoyle ink though that's generally not the over the counter kind of deal."

      "What kind of deal will that be then?" Evie asked, curious even though time was ticking.

      "The purchaser needs to contribute a portion of blood equal to the blood used by the angelic being to create the ink. And because there is a mixture of blood, the initial spell must be performed under a silver moon, in layman's terms a full solstice moon. But what we will do now is much quicker. most people just whip up a pot on the go as long as they have something to use as ink."

      Evie quirked an eyebrow. "Other than ink, what else can be used as ink?"

      Barry smirked again, eyes filled with laughter. "Any liquid that can be gathered into a quantity sufficient for writing out a letter. So, water of course, any drinks, even milk. Any kind of milk, if you get my drift."

      Evie rolled her eyes. "You can be so immature."

      Barry shrugged. "Well, there's also urine. And the other stuff."

      "What other stuff?" Evie asked eyes narrowed. Then she threw out her hands. "Never mind. I don't want to know.

      The demon laughed so loudly that Evie was a little worried that a guard would come running.

      She waved a hand at him. "Can we do this?"

      barry smothered his laughter and nodded. "Okay. Grab the quill and the pot and put in on the floor, given that we don't have a table to work with."

      Evie followed the demon's instructions and then looked up at him as she sat crouched in front of the writing tools.

      "Okay, now with the quill, stab yourself somewhere. You need to generate at least three drops of blood, and let them drop into the pot without spilling anything."

      "What happens if I spill some blood?"

      "Why do you always have to dwell on the negative?"

      "Barry? What happens?"

      He grunted. "The spell is nulled and you'd have to start with a new pot of ink."

      Ebie took a breath. "Just great." Then she rolled her shoulders. "Okay, fine let's get this done."

      Before the demon could speak Evie leaned over the pot and held her finger over the small mouth of the glass receptacle. She picked up the quill and used the sharp end to quickly slice through the skin, making the cut as deep as possible without really injuring herself. 

      Almost immediately blood welled to the surface and formed a bright red droplet. Evie carefully turned her finger over and allowed gravity to guide the blood droplet into the pot. One down two to go. again she turned her finger over and pressed the flesh to generate a second droplet. She repeated the process but on the last drop Evie was forced to stop what she was doing.

      Boots clattered on the stone outside the door and she looked over at Barry. "What do I do now?'

      "I guess nothing. We're going to have to wait until I come back to tell you the rest of the spell."

      "But that means it will take so much longer to get the gargoyles to call Julian to meet us."

      "It's going to have to be the case, Evie. They're coming."

      The boots clattered closer now and Evie bit her lip. She pressed her finger harder now, drew the droplet and dropped it into the inkpot faster than was safe. ut thankfully, it slipped in without trouble and Evie let out a sigh of relief. "Now what?' She asked the demon who was standing there shaking his head. "What's the spell?"

      "You don't say the words of the spell. The magic is inside you so it's a matter of thinking the spell rather than saying words."

      "Jeez Barry. That's harder than you think.” Evie was disappointed knowing it wasn’t likely that she’d be able to finish the spell. And just as she completed the thought, the key rattled in the lock.

      Stiffened, she remembered one thing. “Barry, how would I know to trust the gargoyle guard. He’s offering to help but can he be trusted?”

      Barry sighed. “You can do a blood oath spell. Blood to blood on a handshake. It’s not hard, just like making a promise then spitting in your hand and shaking on it.”

      “Thanks for the details, demon,” Evie muttered as the door opened on a crash.
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      Two guards stormed into the cell, faces red though Evie wasn't sure who they were so pissed off with. They certainly didn't glare at her in anger. Nor did they appear to be furious with Barry. Then, without a word of warning, they grabbed a hold of him and marched him out of the cell.

      "Evie, don't stress. I'll get everything sorted and I'll try to be back tomorrow, if not later today," he called out as the guards dragged him closer to the door. Thankfully he spoke the last of his words before he left the bubbled of silence, which meant Castor would not have heard his voice.

      The hallway echoed with the sound of metal armor clashing, boots thumping stone and the odd grumble and groan.

      Then a voice spoke from the doorway. "I'm afraid that the demon overlord is very much mistaken. He will not be back today or tomorrow. If the brotherhood has anything to say about it, then he will not be back at all."

      Evie's eyes widened as she stared at the master who stood before her, his dark cloak wrapping him in a shadow of nothing. He reached out to give her the standard warrior greeting, saying, "I'm Master Braxus. Greetings at last, Nephilim Evangeline." 

      Evie had no choice but to walk over to him to return his greeting. She didn't want to consider that since he'd identified himself, she had a face to put to the person who'd shirked his duties and not taken care of her the way she deserved. She held his arm and tightened her grip a little as he did the same. The Master let Evie's hand go and strolled into the cell, hands now held loosely behind his back. He scanned the space the way a visitor would when walking through the halls of a museum, and to Evie, he appeared extremely idiotic. Especially the way he forced a serene smile on his face that set his caterpillar moustache shivering as though it were about to molt.

      But she held back her instant dislike and pretended to remain respectfully silent.

      He didn't take very long to speak though,

      "I have to express our great disappointment at this transgression," Braxus said, the serenity in his eyes turning to stone.

      Evie lifted her eyebrows. "Transgression? I'm afraid you will need to expand on that accusation Master Braxus. I'm unaware of what this transgression is."

      Braxus's eyes darkened, mouth tightening at the corners. "The Brotherhood of the Irin have at no time given permission for Demon Overlord Baa'ruk to stand as your legal counsel. The very fact that he was here in the cell without permission allows us to throw him into one of the darkest corners of the lower dungeons."

      Evie pursed her lips. The lower dungeons amounted to little more than a pig pen, reserved for occupation by only the lowest of the low, creatures near incapable of coherent thought or possessed of sufficient intelligence to defend a charge, Or for those who'd tipped over into insanity at some point during their incarceration.

      "I'm afraid you are mistaken. I made a formal request to have Baa’ruk instated as my counsel and I believe it was approved. How else would he have been allowed to come to meet with me?" Evie asked carefully, aware that she should take care what she said or she could put Mykia in trouble. Unless she already was taking flak from the brotherhood for allowing Barry to come meet Evie.

      Braxus snorted. "I'm not sure where you are receiving your information but the step after the request is where the brotherhood authorizes that request."

      "I believe you have to have a very good reason to decline, though. So what is your reason, Master Braxus?"

      "We have every reason to make the decisions as we see fit. This transgression is unconscionable and you had no right--"

      "Actually Brother Braxus, Evangeline had every right ," said a tall incomparably beautiful blonde woman as she strolled into the cell, her movements almost liquid. She wore a pair of white pants, the fabric silky and falling to her ankles in an elegant swathe. Her long sleeved satin blouse was the palest shade of a paua shell’s iridescent interior, shimmering as she moved, even in the shuddering torchlight of the cell. 

      Impossibly blue eyes narrowed as she studied Master Braxus, one eyebrow raised haughtily .

      Silence range around the trio for a moment. Then, eyes rounded and flickering with fury, Braxus barked, "Who are you to tell me what I am saying is wrong. She,” he cocked a thumb in Evie’s direction, his lack of respect clear, “had no right to elect a demon as her counsel. We did not authorize the placement." His voice broke in indignation, lips quivering making his mustache dance like a drunken caterpillar.

      The master didn’t receive an answer immediately. Instead, the woman shifted to face Evie, giving her a respectful nod. Evie returned the silent greeting then stilled as Master Braxus began to sputter, choking on whatever words he meant to utter. 

      Evie looked over at him and found him staring at the woman, now stunned into horrified silence as she reached out in Evie’s direction.

      The blonde waved her hand over Evie’s leather cuffs, her lips moving  silently as she spoke the words of a spell. Ears ringing, Evie tamped down the ripple of excitement at the prospect of release--she could be wrong and the woman may end up adding a second layer of cuffs for extra security.

      But the cuffs simply shifted around Evie’s wrists, loosened, then fell to the stone floor in a sad heap, the bronze prongs and studs tinkling as they hit the rock.

      Evie held her breath, certain she was imagining having just been given her freedom from the bonds. The leather cage around her wings though, hadn’t been removed, which told Evie a lot. She hid her disappointment--she shouldn't be ungrateful-- then turned to see the stunned horror on the face of Master Braxus as he stared behind her, his eyes a little crossed, his cheeks flaming, mustache twitching.

      The air at her back shifted, as though a gust of wind had sped past her, sending her feathers shuddering.

      Her feathers?

      Evie froze, barely hearing the clinking of the leather bands as they too hit the stone floor flopping into a heap at her feet. She could barely breathe, barely hear the shocked gasp of the brother.

      “What? Who are you?”

      The woman raised her hand and Braxus fell silent, almost as though she’d put a spell on him. "I am Jacinta Caranarvon, representative of the Supreme High Council. I’ve been assigned as Overseer for this case. As for your claim, according to the Law of Rights of the Supreme High Council, every accused has the right to legal counsel, no matter the charge. And every accused has the right to choose their legal counsel. Should they decline to choose, or be unable to make such a decision, then the SHC will allocate counsel but only one who the members of the counsel are certain will represent the accused to the best of their ability. In this current situation, I do not see anything wrong with Overlord Baa’ruk being allocated this case. He is intelligent, and has a keen mind, and he has reason to fulfil his duty to the best of his ability."

      Braxus wasn't letting go easily though, appearing determined to overrule this stranger who’d walked in on his attempt at laying down Irin law to Evie. He shook his head. "I must object. We weren't given time to look the request over and approve the request."

      "Master Braxus, I'm afraid there is a bit of confusion here. The SHC makes the final decisions on whether or not to approve the selection of legal counsel by an accused. In this case the SHC has no objection whatsoever. Which means, for all intents and purposes, that you are now breaching the law. Should I be launching an investigation into whether the rights of this accused has been infringed in any way?"

      The woman's words were like music to Evie's ears, both in that she appeared to be taking Evie's side, and because her voice were literally music to a mortal. Evie understood then that the SHC had assigned a Titan as their representative in the Irin’s case against her.

      The reminder of the murder charge doused Evie’s pleasure. But had to acknowledge that she couldn't have had a better SHC rep for her case; Titans were known for their pure sense of justice.

      Braxus though, was like a pit bull. “I respectfully disagree. This is an Irin Brotherhood matter. I will--”

      The Titan flicked her fingers and instantly Braxus fell silent. Evie blinked as she glanced around her. The Titan had frozen everyone within the room other than Evie. Whether she’d also stopped time, Evie couldn't tell.

      The woman looked over at Evie and smiled. “Are you okay, Evangeline?”

      Evie nodded. “I’m fine, thank you, Jacinta.” She gave the woman a grateful smile. 

      The blond shook her head. “Call me Jess. And are you sure you’re okay? Have you been harmed in any way? Afraid for your safety?”

      Evie shook her head, confused by the question. Was a Titan capable of sensing the presence of the Shade? Evie didn’t think that was likely but she wasn’t so sure either. She said, “Not at all. I’m quite alright,” she said looking puzzled all the while hoping that the titan wouldn’t sense her lie.

      Jess nodded and smiled, the expression a little mischievous as she aimed a finger upward. “That’s good to know. So, do you want to drop your sound ward?” she asked, eyes twinkling.

      Evie’s jaw dropped as she looked up to see the faint shimmer of her magical sound barrier still in place. “Oops. Sorry. I was so distracted with them hauling Barry off like that.” With a pulsing of the energy from within her mind, Evie released the power, hoping whatever she did would actually work. She still felt a bit stupid when it came to magic, like she was flailing around, crossing her fingers and making wishes.

      But Jess nodded slowly, still smiling serenely. “Good. Our discussions need not be warded as it is not meant to be a secret from the SHC. I have of course provided us with sufficient protection but one that ensures the SHC are at all times privy to our formal discussions.”

      Jess paused as she scanned the cell, studying the chair for a moment, the twist of her lips expressing her utter distaste. She flicked her hand and the horrid chair disappeared. “Awful thing. Please do not tell me they had you tied to that?” she asked, her tone hard.

      Evie shrugged. “Sorry, I believe I can’t lie to a Titan.”

      The woman’s eyes flared color, her fury evident from the tight lines of her face and neck. “The Irin Brotherhood will be taken to task for this.” Evie was shaking her head, about to say that it’s not worth it to rock the boat, but Jess sent her a dark glare. “You have no say in this, Evangeline. When the case it over, the use of the Seat of Iphramit will be addressed, and mark my words, whoever is responsible will pay accordingly.”

      Evie let out a soft breath. “Let’s just hope you find the actual person responsible. That’s a little hard around here from what I can see.” The words were soft, but the Titan heard, and Evie knew she’d been reckless. The curious glance Jess gave her only stoked her regret but it was too late to take it back.

      But the Titan simply straightened, apparently choosing to ignore Evie’s comment. “Give me a few seconds to check on your counsel’s current state. Let’s just figure out if he is well and that you have no reason to worry.”

      Evie nodded but from the absent expression on Jess’s face, she was mentally traveling. Still, she was back seconds later, blinking as she looked at Evie, her expression calm. “The demon overlord is fine. He’s not in any danger and in fact,the Grand Master is making certain he is taken care off and is getting whatever he needs in order to prepare you defense.”

      Evie let out a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness.” Then she looked over at the frozen Master Braxus. “Now we just have to deal with this guy,” she muttered, more to herself though Jess’s soft laughter confirmed she’d heard every word.
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      The Titan released Master Braxus from his frozen state and gave Evie a small smile before the man continued, “--be taking the matter up with the Supreme High Council this instant.”

      He was already turning when Jess called out, “Master Braxus?”

      He paused in his stride and glanced over his shoulder, eyes going wide when the Titan flicked her fingers and a leather-bound folder appeared between her thumb and forefinger, sparking an explosion of soft glows. 

      The brown aged leather of the folder gave off an iridescent shimmer for a few seconds as Jess held it out to the stunned brother who hesitated at first, the silence stretching uncomfortably in the long moments he took to make the decision. Then at last, he stepped to her and accepted the file, though he did so in rebellious silence, dark gaze holding a mix of anger and distaste as he glanced from her face to the folder  to Evie and then back again.

      Then he flipped the folder open, and stared down at the parchment, his hood slowly sliding off the smooth surface of his bald head. From where Evie stood she could see the broad scrawl, as though some council member had scratched out the writ in a fever of anger or frustration.

      Braxus seemed to deflate as he read the letter, but then he stood taller, straightened his sash with one hand before tugging the hood of his robe back over his head. Then, in a parting retort, a show of defiance to the end, Braxus said, “I will have the rest of the Masters read this over. Be assured that we will get back to you if there are any objections.”

      Then he turned on his heel and scurried away. He’d made his escape too fast to hear Jess murmur, “And you may be assured that there will be no objections.”

      Evie had to force herself to control the urge to laugh. She was in the company of a Titan who was representing the SHC. Jess was meant to be a neutral party. But again, things didn’t seem to be as it should be. But Evie didn’t want to test her fate. Every step she took was on thin ice and if she pushed too hard, she was likely to ruin all her chances.

      The Titan sighed and turned to face Evie. “I will return when your next meeting is set. I do believe your counsel has already negotiated the time and place. You will receive notification soon.” 

      “Thank you,” Evie said. “I’m grateful that you’re here to ensure things are done fairly.”

      Jess inclined her head her eyes said. “Sometimes, Evangeline, Justice can be as far from fair as the distance between the tides of Titania and that of X.”

      And then Jess faded into thin air, leaving Evie alone in her cold cell. And for some reason it felt as though the Titan had taken every bit of warmth with her. Evie rubbed her hands up and down her arms, trying to work up some warmth, still so grateful that she’d been freed from the Angel Bonds. She was pretty sure that the spell of the bonds did something to the mind of an angelic being as well, something that dulls one’s senses.

      Now she felt the weight of the silence press down upon her  as she stared around at the stone walls. But, a few moments later, the guards could be heard tudding their way toward her. Beyond the sounds of marching, Evie could hear Castor’s pleas. He only called out when there were people around, and Evie just realised that she hadn’t heard Castors voice while the Titan was around. Jess’s privacy spell was certainly powerful.

      The door opened, but this time, the guards didn’t slam it. Evie’s ally walked in calmly, then stood aside to let two more gargoyles inside who were carrying a bed. They walked it to the far corner where they set it carefully on the floor. A third guard followed with an armful of bedding and a pair of pillows which he placed at the foot of the mattress. He faced her, eyes dark and unreadable. “Would you like me to ready the bed for you?”

      Evie was too stunned to speak. She shook her head slowly then smiled, a little too awkwardly but it was all she could manage. The guard gave a quick smile then left the room followed closely by the two who had brought the bed.

      Curious, Evie looked over at her ally. She really should get his name. She could call him her ally forever. “Who sent the bed?”

      He tipped his head. “The SHC overseer has seen to it that you’re given everything you rightfully deserve.”

      Evie swallowed, aware of the unspoken words between them. “Clearing her throat she held his gaze and said, “Thank you.”

      He nodded, both understanding what she was thanking him for. Now she had to get him to come back later. Alone.

      Taking a deep breath, she looked over at the milkmaid stool, at the pad of paper where the guard’s message was written. A message that would be invisible to anyone who wasn’t angelic. 

      And then she froze, ice filling her veins. She hadn’t thought to turn it over just in case someone entered who she couldn't trust. Her face must have revealed her horror because the guard took a step toward her, forehead creasing with concern.

      Evie shook her head and thrust out a hand. “Will someone come later...with something to eat?” He looked back at the page. From where he stood, he wouldn't be able to read the words of the note. He’d think it was what she’d written to give to him, not what he’d given her. He’d have no idea that he could be in deep trouble.

      And he didn’t appear concerned. He gave a short bow of his head, and she knew already that he’d understood she was asking him to return for her message to him. 

      Then she said, “Oh, if it’s meat, will I be given utensils? A knife and fork, preferably.”

      The man nodded. “Of course. But someone will have to be close by to take the knife away. It is still a weapon.”

      “That’s fine. We can use it then you can take it away.” Another message that had the man’s eyes widen. But he simply nodded, agreeing to Evie’s request faster than she’d expected.

      Did that mean she could truly trust him? Or was he playing her, using her for some nefarious reason the way Marcellus had used all the warriors of the Irin?

      Unaware of her inner turmoil, the gargoyle left her alone, closing the door quietly this time before walking off. As his footsteps faded, Evie turned to study first the bed and then the pad of paper. 

      How careless had she been. 

      The Titan would have seen his message. Titan’s possessed an ancient power, one which renders them just as powerful as the angels. Jess had seen enough of Evie’s cell to notice the lack of a bed, and she’d cared enough to have one sent almost as soon as she’d left the cell.

      Heart racing, Evie grabbed the pad and sank onto the mattress to read the message again. If Jess had read the gargoyles message, what would she be thinking? Would she assume something illegal was going on? That someone was attempting to help Evie when the scales ought to have remained balanced. Sure, Evie knew in terms of Marcellus and his minions, the scales favored them, and the help of the gargoyles simply evened things out. 

      But the Titan wouldn’t know that.

      Evie’s skin was icy-cold, but she forced herself to regain her calm. She had to think things through properly, and she had to make decisions without allowing them to be fuelled by paranoia.

      And right now she had an invisible message to write.
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      Evie inhaled slowly, eyes focused on the inkwell and the pad of paper that sat quietly atop the seat of the milkmaid stool. The guard would be by soon, if they remembered to bring her evening meal to her. She’d given her ally her message but she had no idea how many of the gargoyles were supporting her. Safer to refrain from making assumptions.

      Determined now, she stalked over the stool and knelt beside it, drawing the pot of ink into her hand. She studied the dark blue of the ink, so dark it looked black, and thought about the invisible ink. 

      Perhaps if she imagined what she wanted the ink to do then her magic would transform that thought into reality. She also remembered to use the simmering energy that had coiled within her flesh these past few days.

      She felt the energy pass through her body, and fill her spirit, an intangible thing to put words to. Then she felt the light buzzing in the ink that she'd felt when she'd touched the paper before the words had been revealed to her eyes.

      Feeling the buzzing had been confirmation enough to Evie that the magic had worked, that the spell she'd wanted to imbue into the ink had succeeded. She reached for the inkwell and dipped the tip into the dark ink, then tapped it lightly on the edge of the bottle.

      Ready now, she tore the sheet bearing the message off the tablet and tucked it into her back pocket. Then she bent to the paper and began to write out a message. 

      

      Thank you. I cannot say that enough. Why you are helping me, I do not yet know, and I hope that you would soon trust me enough to tell me the truth In the meantime I will place my trust in you and ask that you contact one person for me and ask him to come to meet me. Where that meeting place will be, I do not know and I am hoping he will have some ideas. Even so, I desperately need his help. The person I want you to call for me is Hades. Please find a way to go to the Underworld and give Hades a message for me. Tell him Evie is in need of his help. And if he needs some form of information that only he and I know, tell him my answer is Julia.

      Please get him to come as soon as possible as I do not know how much time I have left.

      

      Sitting back, Evie read the letter again, It sounded insane, and almost as though she was begging. but she was above begging if it meant she'd receive some form of help to get herself out of these horrible situations any wheels were turning but she was sure one more cog wouldn't hurt.

      With the letter completed, Evie realized she was still able to see the dark ink. A second spell was needed. She studied the paper, unsure at first how to create the final spell. She decided to just allow her magic to work, to stop thinking so hard. And then in her instinct seemed to instruct the words to turn invisible. 

      Odd as it seemed, that was all that it took and suddenly the words shimmered silver right before Evies' eyes. She felt a little cross-eyed looking at mercurial lines of the message, the script appearing a little out of focus. But when she concentrated, her vision resettled and the letter’s lost the strange blur. And she was able to read it perfectly. 

      So that was how it worked.

      A flutter of excitement ran through her body, and she found herself smiling at the paper. She felt a little dorky but she had to acknowledge the one little success in the almost unending line of failures she'd been experiencing over the last few weeks.

      Better to enjoy the moment than to continue to be morose.

      Happy now that the message was ready, Evie ripped the page from the notepad and folded it up carefully. She wasn't entirely sure how she would give it back to the guard, and returning the pad of paper would seem like a strange thing to do when she was meant to be preparing for her trial. She tucked the message into her pocket and then made the bed, needing to keep her hands moving. The light exercise helped enough to inspire Evie to put in some physical training time. It would be silly for her muscles to turn into mush while she waited for her trial and then her freedom which would follow. 

      How was that for positive thinking?

      Evie smiled as she shrugged off her cost and rested on the bottom of her bed. The inside of the heavy leather coat contained a multitude of pockets filled with bullets many laced with a variety of poisons, toxic blends capable of bringing down the strongest of supernatural creatures. 

      In her past, Evie had killed many an enormous beast, mostly those responsible for rampages and mass killings. Although some of her past deeds made her feel ill, like killing all those innocent demons for no reason other than to further Marcellus' agenda, she couldn't denby that she had done some good. 

      Over the years, teams working for the Irin were sent out on missions across the world, mostly to investigate death on a grand scale that could be attributed to supernaturals going batshit crazy--as Barry would put it.

      Evie had once killed a dragon in mid flight, watched the berserker rage fade from the creature’s eyes as he fell. She'd never been cruel in her kills, and that particular dragon she'd carried to safety as he shifted back into his human form. The dragon had decimated three cities, his mind crazed from age or fury, Evie never knew. 

      She'd had to use a kill-strike, straight to the eye, with a curved, twisted dagger laced with a rare poison. The dagger's unusual shape reached a portion of the creatures' brain that rendered it vulnerable while the poison could be delivered straight to the brain allowing a quick and painless death.

      Evie had often demanded the cases where she knew her fellow warriors would use force, and would likely cause the rampaging creature harm. She'd never been comfortable with taking joy from a kill, and she hated that she saw that enjoyment in the eyes of even those she considered her friends. 

      She'd often thought there was something wrong with the way she'd been built, that perhaps her genes had created a nephilim with a mental attitude nod in keeping with her fellow brothers and sisters.

      There weren't many of her kind. A few thousand scattered across the various realms, two who had agreed with Evie, and who'd been unhappy with their placement in the EarthWorld. They'd eventually chosen to live and work in the realm of Av'rith, a plane which nobody was meant to know of, or be allowed to mention.

      But Evie had elected to remain and to try her best to avoid carnage and bloody senseless murder by demanding she be given the most dangerous of cases. It had worked in her favor, only in that she'd gotten those jobs, had terminated the rampaging supernaturals quickly and easily, and without causing anyone further harm. But it made her an outlying, a threat to many of the more ambitious warriors who saw her as being given special preferences because of who her guardian was.

      It had been a secret to the Irin for the first few hundred years, that Evie was his child in every way except for biological, but the truth, as most truths do, eventually came to light and ever since, Evie had to fight a second smaller battle after each of her kills.

      She didn't much care, especially when she did her very best to respect the person she'd killed. 

      The problem with Evie was that she saw her targets as people. They were people, supernatural people whose powers had taken them over and rendered them senseless, filling them with a rage that even a tranquilizer was unable to curtail. 

      The second level of the dungeons had been for those targets, the ones who used to be brought back unconscious when it was believed they could be turned back, that they could be saved from the insanity within which they'd fallen. 

      Very rarely had they brought a berserker back from the rage, but Evie had insisted to be the executioner. She'd seen the craziness that went on in the old days. The crazed creatures used for target practice, the betting on who could render the prisoner unconconscious, the shedding of unnecessary blood for sport.

      And she'd often thought that despite their state of apparent sanity, the willful mistreatment of the prisoners was far worse than the deranged actions of an unhinged mind.

      So she had persevered. She'd convinced Patrick to eliminate the use of the lower dungeons. She'd helped him convince the Irin to allow her to take down the most dangerous and the largest of the targets. Those were the creatures who would receive the most horrific treatment.

      Evie had once witnessed a group of warriors kill a dragon together, using ten volleys of poisoned arrows after the creature had been dealt the blow that brought him to the ground. 

      She'd been there, unable to stop the horror forced to watch as they shot arrow after arrow into the downed dragon, not even caring as the beast turned into man in the final moments of his death. 

      Patrick had used a DeathTalker to give testimony on behalf of the dragon in order to convince the brotherhood to change their rules. Evie was more than unpopular since that day but she hadn't cared. And yet she'd still ended up being a cold-blooded killer. In the purest form of the term.

      She'd been killing for someone else's greed, and just her ignorance of that fact didn't excuse her in the slightest.

      Now, Evie went through her training, practices her poses, and got the surprise of her life when her magic decided to make an unexpected appearance.
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      Lost within the workout, the adrenalin racing through her body, Evie's thoughts found an easy route through her mind and spirit, discovering an outlet in her power. The energy had built slowly as she'd exercised, working muscles, situps, press-ups. She'd gone through as many exercises as she could do anything to work muscles she'd ignored while she'd remained in Hades. And she'd felt her power building slowly. Her Marks though had remained silent. She'd checked on them every so often, having removed her shirt to train in her singlet, and they hadn't moved an inch.

      So the collecting of her power within her body had been interesting, though not surprising as she'd felt the power move within her before of its own accord.

      Perhaps it was the thoughts of her past of the bloodshed that had angered her, or the pain she'd suffered at the senseless killings she'd witness, whatever it was something had fuelled her power enough for it to reveal itself and surprised Evie.

      She'd performed a roundhouse kick to the air in front of her and then moved smoothly into a hard downward stroke, her mind envisioning herself holding her sword as she struck. That was when the light had flared from her hands, shooting from her fingers, surprising her so much that she tripped herself up and staggered backward, ending up falling gon her butt, hand still wrapped around a magical, glowing sword.

      "Wow." Evie found herself at a loss for words.

      The cool air of the cell soaked into the perspiration coating her skin but she ignored it. Her entire mind was focused on her right hand on the sword made of light and magic that still lay there, as though it were real.

      Evie closed her fingers over the grip of the sword, aware that the sword of light very much resembled her own sword, given to her by Patrick who'd claimed it to be a gift from her father. Now, the magical version of that sword had materialized in her hand.

      Evie took slow breaths, trying to steady her racing heartbeat as she studied the sword. It was solid, that was the first thing she confirmed. Beneath the white glow, the sword was very real. She shook her head. Maybe she was going as crazy as those berserker supernaturals she used to hunt.

      She wasn't sure what to think. So instead of trying to understand how the sword had appeared, Evie figured she should see what it was made of and what it could do. When magical swords presented themselves, it would be smart to use the gift than to question its existence.

      Or at least that was what she told herself as she slowly got to her feel taking care to keep the magical sword from knocking against the stone. Now, wouldn't that bring the guards running?

      Evie took another slow breath, wiping cold sweat off her forehead as she lifted the sword of light up to get a close look. The blade shone and she had to squint in order to see the writing engraved on the metal. She couldn't yet tell what the blade was made of, but whatever it was, Evie had to wonder if she'd fashioned it from her own magic. Was she really that powerful or was this kind of power similar to those of the angels who had first roamed the earth.

      they'd been said to conjure gigantic blades out of thin air, deadly swords that would wreak havoc wherever the angels went, blades that would to spill the blood of thousands of mortals in a single strike. It had all seemed like a myth, a fantasy story told by skilled storytellers to entertain the people or to instill fear in the masses. 

      But now, as Evie stared aghast at the sword in her hand, she began to fear that those tales had an origin in truth. She only hoped that such destructive ability was not available to every Nephilim around. 

      And then the entrance doors to the dungeons clanged loudly.

      Evie choked on her breathe. She couldn't let anyone see the sword. Or see her with the sword. who knew what the Irin would do with her if they discovered this power.

      Which was why Evie had to hide the damned thing as soon as possible. 

      The only problem was, the sword seemed to have decided to ignore her commands--not that she knew at all how to give those commands considering the weapon had appeared of its own accord.

      Evie gasped then shook the sword, feeling the weight of the steel blade resist her thrust. Then she closed her eyes, whispering her wish silently. But when she opened her eyes the sword was still there. As solid and as heavy as before.

      Heart racing, Evie felt herself begin to panic as the footsteps of the guards drew closer. Evie rushed to the bed, threw the covers over and dropped the sword on the bed. It had been a good idea. She could have hidden the weapon under her blankets. But she still had a problem was the blade was far too long or had the damned thing grown while she'd been searching for a hiding place? It was now longer than Evie was tall. What in the name of the almighty was going on?

      Evie was breathing hard now, staring around the room, wide-eyed with panic, she'd looked like a maniac when the guard arrived. Deep breaths deep breaths

      As she listened to the rhythm of the approaching footsteps, Evie forced herself to focus. She smoothed her hair away from her face, returning the errant strands to her ponytail. Then she reached for her shirt and drew it back on. 

      Buttoning it up as quickly as her numbed shaking fingers allowed her to. then she studied the sword. It stuck out from the bottom of the bed by a foot and Evie wanted to burst into tears.

      then she shook her head and hurried to the bed, angling the sword across the bed so that it fit diagonally and only stuck out a about ten inches. Then she repositioned the stool beside the bed and propped her long coat over the gleaming handle of the sword. the think leather hid the bright glow and Evie stepped backward. It would have to do. 

      Or things were going to take a turn for the worse.

      As she moved to turn to the door, as the key shifted in the lock, Evie spotted the tip of the blad jutting out of the end of the bed.

      Oh holy hells bells.

      The door opened and Evie had no choice but to turn around and face the guards, terror taking up position in her throat.
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      Evie froze as two guards entered the cell, trying to take slow breaths and keep her expression neutral while ensuring her body remained between the gargoyles and her bed in the corner of the room. 

      One of the gargoyles carried a small X-legged table, the second walking in balancing a tray bearing a plate covered in a stainless steel lid, two smaller bowls lidded with glass, and small pitcher of what looked like ginger beer, and an empty tumbler. 

      Of the guards bringing her food, neither were her ally.

      Panic upon panic now, and Evie wondered if she would simply die of heart failure tonight. That would certainly solve a few problems.

      The two guards set the table against the wall  to her right and then headed to the door. They vanished down the hall and to Evie’s relief her gargoyle-buddy-pal walked in half a second later, holding a wooden chair in his hands. 

      He gave Evie a short nod then set the chair in front of the table and stepped away. He didn’t leave though, instead giving Evie a pointed look before staring awkwardly at the floor and then back over his shoulder at the door.

      Evie didn’t move, though she did let out a slow breath, aware that the door was still wide open and anyone could walk in and find the freaking glowing ginormous sword hidden in her bed. 

      She had only one choice.

      Without pausing to consider options and alternatives, Evie drew up her magic, erected a sound barrier around her and the guard, and then exhaled slowly.

      Still, she didn’t want to let on that she was in a full on state of lanic, neither did she want to alert the guard to the presence of the damned sword. Even as an ally, the gargoyle could react in a panic and reveal that she had a weapon in her cell, if only to save his own ass.

      So to keep up the appearance of normality, Evie smiled and said, “You have the knife?”

      He nodded and came toward her taking slow and steady steps. He seemed worried that she’d lash out at him, and she understood that he too was unsure of her intentions, her motivation.

      She nodded and held her hand out. “Are you sure about the blood oath?”

      A look of panic ran across his face. But she waved a hand and said, “DOn’t worry. I’ve put up a sound ward. But I shouldn't keep it up for too long so let’s get this done fast.”

      The guard sighed, relief clearing his expression as he retrieved the knife and fork from his pocket. They were wrapped in a pretty pink napkin, the incongruity of the bright color making Evie smile.

      Evie took the cutlery then unrolled the carefully wrapped parcel. She went to the table to set the fork down beside the plate of spaghetti Bolognese, then faced the gargoyle who was currently staring up and around the cell as though trying to see the sound barrier.

      “So, who goes first?”

      He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. The power of the oath works equally.”

      “What happens if either one of us break the oath?”

      He gave her an odd look. “It’s not complicated. You break it, you bite it.” He gave a sheepish smile though even found his words far from amusing.

      She cleared her throat. “Maybe this isn't such a good idea.”

      His eyebrows quirked. “Why? Will you break the oath?”

      They still hadn’t spoken the oath but whatever they agreed on, Evie knew her answer. “Of course not. I’m just concerned about you. I have no idea why you are even helping me but I would rather not have you get in trouble because of it.”

      The guard sighed and raised a hand to reveal his palm, as though ready to go through with the oath. But Evie glared at him. “What is your name?” Startled, the man stared at Evie, and she said, “Forget you name?”

      He grunted, then coughed. “No. Just wondering why you are asking.”

      “Because I’d like to know the name of the person about to put his life on the line for me. It’s not hard to understand.”

      “Darth.”

      Evie squited. “Huh?”

      “My name. It’s Darth.”

      “As in Vader?” Evie asked, unable to keep the smile out of her voice.

      He rolled his eyes. “That gets old real quick. And no. There’s two h’s in Darthh.”

      Evie grinned. “Ah. That definitely makes a difference.”

      He snorted loudly, though his lips curled. “You’re a funny bird.”

      Evie sighed. “That gets old real quick.” More relaxed now, she waved a hand at him. “Let’s do this before someone comes looking for you.”

      Darthh hurried closer and offered his hand. Evie made a small cut in her palm with the knife then handed the blade to the gargoyle while she watched blood pool on her skin. Darthh did the same and then set the blade on the table.

      They waited for his blood to gather, the color as dark as night. Then Evie said, “Well, I guess we both swear to keep secret the fact that you have received a message from me, and that you are going to carry out the request within the letter to the best of your ability.”

      He swallowed. “And that you will not tell anyone that I am helping you, even if I fail to deliver on the contents of your letter.”

      Evie pursed her lips. “Sounds about right to me.” She glanced up and met his eyes, recognising strength and conviction in their depths. She held out her hand and he took it, the two bloods mixing together instantly.

      A bright spark of white fire exploded between their hands sending the guard flying back to land on his butt a few feet away. Evie though, remained standing, probably because she was far stronger than the gargoyle.

      He made a face, then got to his feet, dusting his ass as he muttered, “hate when that happens.”

      Evie didn’t want to sound like an ignoramus so she didn’t comment. Instead she took the letter from her pocket and passed it to Darth who snatch it quickly, glanced over his shoulder at the doorway then tucked the note inside his pants pocket.

      “Thanks for this,” she said softly.

      “Only too happy to do it.”

      “So, why exactly are you doing it?” she asked eyes on his face.

      He shrugged. “We know what you are. The Masters made the mistake of leaving you with the Guard. We had to bring you here and strap you down. They already pissed us off when they demanded we dust off that bloody chair and put you in it. That shit just isn’t on.”

      “I heard,” Evie murmured.

      “So we were strapping to the chair with the angel bonds, cos we had to wait for Mykia to come and initiate the final spell, when we saw the Marks.

      Ears ringing, Evie replied, “Oh. I see.”

      He chuckled. “It’s fine. Our legends have spoken of one like you who would bring the winds of change, who would unite the children of the angels.”

      “You don’t appear too in awe of that myth,” Evie observed.

      He shrugged. “It’s not that. We like the uniting part. Just not the reminder of who our progenitors are. Bad blood you know.”

      “I also know that gargoyles and nephilim also had a bloody history, and wars that have gone on for millenia.”

      Darthh sighed. “Some of us don’t believe the old stories. At least not the way they were told to us. And besides, why should we be paying for something that a bunch of idotic people did a few thousand years ago. We figured that if there was ever a time to have the angelics unite it is now. At least we’ll get some time of peace before the shit hits the fan again.”

      “Another prophecy, I presume?” Evie asked.

      Darthh rolled his eyes. “Someone’s a little behind on current events.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.” Evie thought of Barry’s comments regarding Patrick but she pushed his voice away. “So, how long before I know anything?”

      Darthh pursed his lips. “I’ll have something to tell you tomorrow moring. Just make sure you stay alive long enough.”

      “Yeah about that. What the hell was that thing?”

      The guard frowned. “We’re not sure what happened inside here. Just one of our mages detected an anomaly, sent us all racing over here but we couldn't hear anything and we couldn't get inside We tried for almost an hour and just when it looked like we’d have to report it upstairs there was a huge explosion. Or rather a non explosion. Most of us can’t remember the same thing. A couple guys claim they were thrown to the other end of the dungeons, others say they never moved. Some say the place was reduced to rubble, and other say nope, didn’t happen. But whatever happened, stopped suddenly for no reason and the door opened and you were fine. Weirdest shit I ever saw but the boss said he knows what happened and he’s not telling unless it’s absolutely necessary and that he’d have to speak with you first before he says boo.”

      Evie wasn’t sure what to say in response. She swallowed. “Okay. Right. Oh, I almost forgot. What happened with Barry?” 

      “Oh yeah. The overlord. Well, Mykia kinda let Grythh overhear an argument with one of the masters regarding your rights. And Grythh simply carried out her orders and brought him here.”

      “Mykia gave you unspoken orders to bring Barry to me?” Evie was befuddled. What was the new Master of the Irin up to?

      “Yep. No other way he would have gotten to speak to you otherwise. Maybe she didn’t want to wait for the SHC overseer in case they too were crooked.” The gargoyle made a face then hitched up his belt and resettled his sword. “I’d better get going. Food’s getting cold.”

      “Yeah. cold spagbol is the best,” Evie grumbled, fisting the air as she spun on her heel to check on the glowing sword.

      The gargoyles final words before closing the door behind him were, “You do know you can use your magic to warm the food, don’t you?”

      Evie didn’t reply. The man’s response was enough to piss her off for not thinking of it herself but her attention was directed at the bed. The empty bed.

      The motherfluffin’ sword was gone.
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      Evie had gone to bed, exhausted from the stress of being terrified the guards would spot the freaking glowing sword, not to mention her shock at having conjured the thing in the first place. Whether it was the drop in adrenaline or the effects of her training, or the resulting loss of energy due to the use of her newly discovered magic, Evangeline had slept like a baby.

      And she never slept like a baby. Ever.

      Evie was the lightest sleeper in existence. Patrick used to complain that the sound of time ticking by three thousand years ago would wake Evie, and she suspected he was probably right. Back then, that had been one of the things that had made her unique in Patrick's eyes. 

      What would the old master think of her now? Would he approve her sudden display of magic? Of her ability to summon scary glowing swords out of thin air? Or would he be horrified and scared as he usually was when she'd tested her boundaries?

      Evie turned over in her bed, enjoying the feeling of lying horizontally. The previous night having been spent sitting up in the chair of bloody horrors. She still couldn't believe the brotherhood had found it reasonable to have Evie placed in that particular chair. Did it have some sort of meaning to them? Or some connection to Evie herself. Were they trying to send her a message?

      And what about the Shade? Was the evil creature working on behalf of Marcellus' minions or was it actually vice versa? And how did Daniel fit into this whole mess? Evie had already decided that she'd be putting her feelers out in order to track Daniel down, not that she'd expect to find easily. 

      He'd hidden right under her nose for a decade and she'd been none the wiser. How was it even possible to live in the same house--mansion, estate, whatever--for ten years, passing each other every day without either of them figuring out who the other was? 

      Had Patrick done such a good job of hiding Evie that Daniel would have missed her even if he had looked for her? If the archangel Daniel had had the tiniest suspicion his child had survived the wrath of the Control, he'd surely have searched for her? Or was that simply wishful thinking?

      The man was no father to her. And he never will be.

      Even if he appeared on her virtual doorstep, begged for forgiveness and promised to be the best father in the world, Evie would never fall for it. He'd shown her his true colors. 

      He'd tried to kill her even when he knew she was his child. What father would do such a thing? Even an angel ought to be capable of some affection for his offspring? Or was Gavriel simply an anomaly? 

      Evie groaned into her pillow. If only Gavriel had been her real father. But then, those were the dreams and wishes of the innocent. She had a sister. Another daughter of Daniel the Archangel. She had to hope that he didn't know the baby existed. But if he did know, there was a good chance he'd be looking too. 

      And Evie was going to make damned sure that he never found her. Too much was at stake now, too many lives in the balance, all hanging precariously over the deadly blade called Archangel Daniel.

      Evie groaned and sat up in bed. There was little point to thinking about Daniel. She had to focus on the here and the now. There certainly was plenty of drama to keep her busy. Evie dressed quickly, smoothing her creased clothing out with her hands, making a face as the wrinkles sprang back up again. 

      She needed a bath, a good long soak in a tub would be just the thing. And her hair needed a wash too after all the activity of yesterday that had brought up a sweat. But Evie couldn't see the bath or fresh clothing in her future. 

      Unless she stank up the place and Mykia decided to fix things. But Nephilim weren't like humans in that department of their biology. They didn't sweat or shed skin the way humans did. So bathing was more of an enjoyable pastime than a necessary activity in order to remain clean.

      Evie sighed and glared at the tray of last night’s food. She wasn't all that certain of the time but her body clock suggested sunrise. Which meant someone would be along soon. And she had to cross her fingers in the hold that it would be Darthh with news of Julian. Or Barry with an update on the case. 

      Though, in this instance, she'd put her money on Darthh as she couldn't imagine Barry making an early morning call even to save Evie's head from the chopping block. Then she shuddered at the thought. 

      Back in the day, beheadings were par for the course for a guilty verdict. And from the way the masters had behaved thus far, Evie wouldn't put it past them to demand the death sentence, and to choose the guillotine for her. 

      What the brothers had against her, she really didn't know. Then a thought struck her. What if they had good reason to want to get rid of her. 

      Good reason as in they knew why Marcellus had been collecting the Seals. So they would also know that she'd taken them to Hades. And they also knew that Marcellus had followed her to the underworld. 

      Which meant they would know Daniel had come after him, presumably in search of his missing master. Neither had returned, although Evie had eventually come back alive. 

      Would they want her dead in order to pay for her crimes or were they really focused on what she had to give them should she die?

      Evie sucked in a breath. She didn't really know what would happen to the Seals if she died. Why had she not thought to ask Julian before she left Hades? 

      Still, there was a good possibility that while she was Hades, she'd be unable to die. Did that mean one day if someone did succeed in ending her mortal life, that Evie would simply end up roaming around the EarthWorld as a nephilim zombie?

      Chuckling, Evie accepted that maybe her trip to the underworld really had scrambled her grey cells. That would probably be the best explanation and the one that made the most sense. Because everything else that was happening around her qualified as insane.

      When the door to her cell opened and Barry walked in with coffee and a bag of beignets, the insanity of Evie’s reality officially confirmed.
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      Helplessness is hell. And I knew all about it.

      He cleared his throat. “Will you do it, Miss Morgan? The police said they can’t do anything more. They have other cases to deal with…more urgent ones.” Martin Cross’s words barreled out of him in a downpour of hope, and fear that there was no hope. A strange combination of emotions I could relate to.

      You hope and pray, then you are afraid to hope in case the worst is true.

      “Do you have a job?” I asked, my voice absent of emotion.

      Cross looked up, startled. He hadn’t expected the question. I hadn’t yet answered his.

      He nodded, the movement a handful of jerks. “I’m a mechanic.”

      “Go back to work,” I said, my tone a little sharper than I’d intended. He seemed about to protest, eyes wide, mouth half open, but I held up a hand. “If—and that’s an honest ‘if’—I bring her home alive, you don’t want her to see you falling apart. You need to be strong for her. And I can’t promise how long this will take. It may be a week, it may be a few months. I’ll find her, alive or not….”

      For a moment, confusion darkened his face, twisted his brow. He didn’t want to entertain the possibility that his daughter may never come home. And he didn’t want to hear me say it. I was supposed to tell him everything would be all fine, that he shouldn’t worry and that I’d bring her home healthy and happy.

      But I’m not in the business of leading people on. I track, and the results aren’t always to my satisfaction. Understandably, people don’t like it when their loved ones aren’t found or when they turn up dead.

      But even dead was something. Dead was closure. Something I’d never gotten.

      “You need to be prepared for either result.” My words hovered in the air between us as he shifted his gaze away from me.

      But Martin Cross had made the effort to find me. That said something. His body said the rest. His haggard face and haunted eyes spoke of fear-filled, sleep-deprived nights, of days where hunger and thirst were the furthest things from his mind. His rumpled jeans and stained shirt, oily unwashed hair that stood in clumped disarray from having those stiff fingers scraped through it every so often—it all spoke of endless days and endless nights of staring off into space, replaying the fateful day over and over, wondering what he could have done differently, going over all his if-only’s, falling into bed, unbathed, in yesterday’s clothes only to lie there all night, thinking, twisting guilt and hope, grief and anger into an almost tangible knot that lay in his gut, slowly taking him over.

      I watched him, hands on the graffitied wooden table, fingers twisted so tight the knuckles gleamed bloodlessly, nails bitten to the quick and jagged at the corners. He unraveled his fingers for a moment to pick up the folder in front of him, turned it around and pushed it toward me. I didn’t move.

      He’d moved the file only an inch. He didn’t think I’d believe him, didn’t think I’d take the case. And maybe he was right.

      Still, I planned to listen, at least.

      I pulled the file toward me and opened it. A worn photograph sat on top of a thick stack of papers. A little girl in blue jeans and blonde pigtails smiled back at me. She was missing two front teeth. I didn’t answer him. Couldn’t give him hope. Not yet.

      Again, I didn’t answer his question. I glanced up and met his red-eyed gaze. “Do you have it?”

      He nodded, reached into his pocket and handed me a crumpled-up Kleenex. I knew what it was before I unraveled the paper. A tiny little off-white incisor sat within the folds of the white tissue paper. Apparently, the tooth fairy had missed her rounds.

      Or maybe the kid had missed the tooth fairy?

      I set the Kleenex beside the file and moved the photograph to one side. A copy of the police report lay on top of printouts of emailed correspondence with the detective in charge. If anything, Cross was methodical. The last stack of papers said Cross was also a doer. A plastic sleeve sat thick with Missing Persons fliers.

      Samantha Cross. 6 years old. Missing.

      I handed the fliers back to him, and he nodded more to himself than to me. When he met my gaze again, I swallowed imperceptibly. His hope was a near visceral thing. And I was wearing the mantle of it on my shoulders, would continue to bear it until I knew what had happened to Samantha.

      Now, we sat in a truck stop a few miles outside of Chicago, far enough away from prying eyes. I’d chosen the darkest booth furthest from the window. I preferred to keep to the shadows. No sense in advertising my presence.

      When he lifted his gaze to mine, I felt a tug of sympathy. I knew that look, saw it all the time. Almost every time someone comes to me, it’s the expression in their eyes that answers my final questions. And now his eyes were filled with terror and hope, desperation and hope. As if he didn’t dare consider the possibility I could help because there was always a chance I couldn’t. He thought I would fail. I could see it in his bleak expression. The threads were beginning to unravel and very soon he’d lose what little faith he still had left. I wouldn’t let that happen. I prayed I wouldn’t let that happen.

      Missing people can be found. Not all missing people are found.

      I’m good, maybe even the best I know of. I find people for a living. My business is dependent on people losing people. The idea doesn’t sit so well with me, but it is what it is. Not that I need to find people for a living. I could very well choose to find things. Finding cutting-edge nuclear warheads stolen from the government, locating lists of undercover cops within drug cartels—I can do that. Do the job, find the target, no questions asked. But things hold no interest for me. People do.

      I find people. And I don’t play to lose.

      I lost once. Big time. Too big to forget, too big to close the file. I’m still searching, and someday I will find my sister. Until then, I will find other people’s lost people.

      “Do you think you can find her?” Cross’s voice rasped, and he coughed behind crooked fingers.

      What he was really asking was if I’d find her alive. I’m a tracker, not a seer. No amount of wishing on my part would predict or guarantee Samantha being found alive.

      I rose, and Cross got to his feet, too. Manners, even in a mechanic, are a good sign. “I’ll call you if I find anything. And go back to work,” I said, before walking out the door. From the corner of my eye, I saw the nod he gave me. I hadn’t answered his question, and he seemed to have accepted my decision not to.

      I climbed into my truck, satisfied. He’d go back to work, and he wouldn’t call. I hadn’t mentioned payment. Cross didn’t exactly look like a trust fund baby. I sighed. This one’s going to be pro-bono.

      Now, all I needed to do was find Samantha Cross.
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      My phone buzzed and I grabbed it from the seat beside me, while keeping my eyes on the road. I swiped it open, gave it a quick glance and raised my eyebrows in surprise. Martin Cross. Considering he hadn’t appeared to me to have exceedingly deep pockets, I’d assumed his case would be one of those out-of-the-goodness-of-my-heart jobs.

      But Cross was confirming that my payment had been deposited, and I should see it reflected in the account tomorrow. For once, I was happy to have pegged someone so wrong.

      I threw the phone back on the seat and peeked at the rearview mirror. It never hurt to be cautious considering I’d pissed off enough paranormal criminals in my time, but no one was following me.

      As I drove to the outskirts of town, I wondered again why I bothered with these visits. I could hear Drake’s voice. “Why do you waste your time? The man probably doesn’t even know you’re there.”

      Drake Darvon was my best friend and my sparring partner. He was also a gargoyle. Real live blue-blooded in-the-flesh gargoyle. Drake didn’t realize I went because I needed to. Because something deep inside me drew me to Samuel.

      I pulled up in front of the house, a part of me refusing to enter the grand old home, the other part wanting to rush in there and take Samuel away from it all. To take him away and fix him and make him whole again. It still felt like my fault, even though everyone, including Samuel himself, insisted it wasn’t. But if I hadn’t been so persistent, if I hadn’t wanted to find my sister Arianne so badly and finally bring her body home for some closure, maybe Samuel would still be whole. Maybe he would still be around to guide me.

      Not that I needed his training anymore, though. Samuel Fontaine had once been the Master Teleporter. There was only one person who exceeded him in his ability to cross the Veils and enter the Other worlds. And that was me. A secret only Samuel and I knew.

      Both Omega and Sentinel could never be privy to that piece of information. Samuel contracted to both organizations, so he was allowed on occasion to do his own search and rescue jobs. My friend Storm, benevolent caretaker of young people in need that he was, had arranged for Samuel to train me, to help perfect my teleportation, thus putting in motion a friendship of a lifetime.

      But Samuel couldn’t be hoodwinked. He’d forced me to admit that my front as a simple teleporter was a sham. He’d seen beyond that facade, to my ability to astral-project. Then he’d taken it upon himself to train me.

      How to teleport better, faster, smarter.

      And how to astral-project with more accuracy, to feel for wards, to move with ease through the ether. And to this day he was the only one who knew exactly how powerful I was. How far I could jump, how strong my self-protection had become, that I’d learned to move through most magical wards.

      I rested my head on the steering wheel. Maybe I should just start the car and go home. Maybe Drake was right and coming here only made things worse for Samuel and for me. No. I punched the steering wheel, as if it was Drake arguing with me. I’d come this far. And Samuel deserved some company. I got out of the car, controlling the urge to slam the door shut. Fishing in my jacket pocket for my keys, I jogged to the porch, as if by walking any slower I would give myself the chance to change my mind.

      Beneath the elegant French columns, with their flaking paint, I hesitated only a moment before I slipped my key into the lock, the rest of the bunch jangling against each other as I moved. I was about to turn it when the giant oak door swung inward so hard I had to let go of my keys or go flying inside with them.

      Cassia stared at me, her honey-gold eyes as expressionless as she could make them. “Hello, Melisande.”

      “Hi, Cass.” The skin at her eyes tightened. She hated it when I shortened her name. But it didn’t matter. She pretty much hated everything I was and everything I stood for, all on account of the fact I ruined her life. I wasn’t in the mood for a stare-down so I tugged my keys from the lock, and took special note of the dark glare Cassia gave them, as if I had no right to have them. I brushed past her and headed for the stairs.

      “He’s not taking visitors,” she said, her voice dripping ice as she pushed her tightly spiraled curls away from her face.

      I stopped—my foot on the first stair, my hand on a banister badly in need of staining—and glanced back at her. I smiled sweetly. “Well, good thing I’m not a visitor then, isn’t it?” I watched as blood rushed to her dusky cheeks.

      Cassia smoothed her skirt down, tamping down her anger with the same action. I really shouldn’t bait her. She did take care of Samuel. But I wouldn’t care less if she left. I’d just hire someone else to look after him.

      I turned my back on her and left her to stew in her fury, taking the threadbare stairs two by two, knowing even Cassia would disapprove. Poor Cassia. Samuel’s niece hadn’t inherited his teleportation powers; being born normal into an almost entirely magical family was a great burden to bear. The problem with Cassia was that she bore it with vicious anger.

      Sighing, I pushed Samuel’s door open and walked silently to the table by the window. Today, he sat in his rocking chair beside the open bay windows. White gauze curtains billowed on a soft breeze and he seemed to gaze out at the trees, but I knew he saw nothing of the view. My heart twisted for him.

      I drew a rickety chair close and sat beside him. “Hello, Samuel,” I said, taking his hand in mine. His skin was paper thin, the fingers bony, muscles weak and wiry. His hand twitched as I held it and I smiled. I knew he knew when I visited.

      Samuel Fontaine was not an old man. He was in his late thirties, not the age of a man who should be lingering in a rocking chair. I stared at his once handsome face, high cheekbones now jutting out too far, and gorgeous green eyes now faded to a pale luminous non-color.

      But sexy Samuel had been gone a long, long time. Ever since his brain got scrambled doing a jump for me.

      What a way to go. My hand tightened on his and I had to force myself to remember his frailty. I began to pull away when his fingers gripped mine with an intensity I hadn’t felt in months. My heart stuttered as I stared at him, eyes wide.

      “Mel?” his voice rasped, as though he hadn’t used it in years.

      “Samuel? Yes, it’s me.” I nodded and smiled, tears threatening to overflow.

      He blinked, his expression slightly unfocused. Then he frowned. “Are you eating? You look skinny.”

      I snorted. “Don’t worry about me. It’s you we are concerned about. We need you back, Sam-Sam.” I leaned close and he placed a palm on my cheek. The curtains billowed into the room, white clouds surrounding us in this impossible dream.

      “I know, baby. But I’m not done yet,” he said, smiling. “The girl . . . she needs me.”

      My stomach tightened. “What do you mean?”

      A few seconds of silence crawled by as Samuel studied my face with far away pale green eyes. “Patience, Melisande. And don’t forget what I taught you,” he said softly, his voice fading. “Don’t forget . . .”

      “Samuel?” I called him, but I knew he was already gone, and my heart ached for him.

      “He spoke to you?” Cassia’s voice rang out, so harsh and cold it dropped the temperature in the room by a few degrees. Maybe the woman was magical after all.

      “Yes,” I whispered, still holding on to his hand. He’d spoken. He was still there. And what had he meant? “I’m not done yet?” What did that mean?

      “What did he say?” Her question broke through my thoughts, an angry tide breaking onto my happy, grateful shore.

      I looked up at Cassia and grinned. “He said I was skinny. And he told me not to forget what he’d taught me.” I didn’t see any reason to tell her the rest. I suspected she’d overheard the last of Samuel’s words so that’s just what I gave her.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Cassia snapped, her honey eyes flashing. “He hasn’t been lucid for months, and you waltz in and he just talks to you out of the blue and says don’t forget what he taught you?” She snorted, hands on her hips, eyes wide. “Who the hell do you think you are? You just come in here whenever you feel like, say whatever you want and then leave him to me? Who do you think looks after him? And he talks to you?” Her laugh was hoarse, underlined by a deep bitterness.

      I watched Cassia, her anger an almost palpable thing. She was struggling with her own burdens, but all I wanted to do was to slap her as hard as I could across the face.

      “You know what? I’m a bit tired of your whining and moaning. I know you’ve had it tough, but we all have our own bloody demons to deal with. As far as I’m concerned you can just suck it up.” The color drained from her skin and I was certain she wasn’t sure whether to be shocked, upset, or angry. “Take Samuel, for instance, he’s way worse off than you. Maybe someday we will have him back—from what he said today, I am hoping his condition is temporary and wherever he is he’s okay and he will come back. But until then we have to wait. So, quit feeling sorry for yourself. If you feel this is all too much and looking after Samuel is a burden, then by all means leave. I’m sure we can find someone else to take care of him.”

      I’d never voiced my opinion to Cassia before. I’d always steered clear of her, left her to her anger. Now, in the face of my words and my own fury, she seemed startled, unsure of herself.

      “You can’t make me leave.” She lifted her chin.

      Really? After everything I said, that was all she got? “I’m not making you leave, Cassia. I’m just saying if you aren’t happy taking care of Samuel, we can find someone else.” I was careful to use the word we. A gentle reminder that my presence here was with the kind permission of Samuel’s extended family. Not that I needed their permission, but they had eased Cassia into accepting me in the house and I appreciated that.

      Now, I watched Samuel’s niece as she considered my words. She didn’t respond and for Cassia, being short of words was unusual. Then she turned abruptly on her heel and left the room.

      “Well, I suppose I got my answer, then,” I said to myself.

      Samuel chuckled and when I glanced at him, a little shocked, my heart sank with disappointment at the blank expression in his eyes. Then he tilted his head and stared out the window. Sighing, I got to my feet and kissed his cheek. I walked out of the room and left him there alone again.

      As I drove, all I could think about were Samuel’s words.

      I’m not done yet. The girl . . . she needs me.
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      There was a razor-fine line between protector and vigilante, and right now I knew I was skating it blind.

      Funny thing was, I didn’t give a damn.

      Tangled nerves sparked liquid fire within my veins. Muscles tightened, knees locked in a solid crouch. I slid the tiny vial into the chamber at the top of the arrow and readied the crossbow, taking care to keep my fingers clear of the poisoned tip.

      The diminutive arrow was designed to sink into the creature’s flesh, eliminating the possibility of it being removed. The longer the poison remained, the quicker the death.

      With the weapon prepared, I lifted it into position, and settled in to wait and watch from my perch across the street from my target’s destination. The rooftop view of Chicago’s night sky was glorious. Faint strains of a string quartet wafted from the restaurant below, adding to the romance of the night. But romance was not the reason I crouched here, merging with the shadows, supporting the steel crossbow with strong, steady hands. While its weight was solid, it was also a comfort. So strange when its purpose was to end a life.

      But my mark had not yet arrived.

      I sat—a mere shadow, invisible in my dark turtleneck and black leather pants—on the rooftop of a four-storied apartment building across the street from Adriano’s. A five-star restaurant that catered to the rich and the privileged few, the waitlist for a table for two was nothing less than two months.

      Unless you knew whose palms to grease.

      “Come on, you bastard. Don’t make me wait any longer,” I muttered beneath my breath.

      Larson Keyes: Politician, adulterer, wife-beater. King of vices. But none of it mattered—Senator Keyes was already dead. Contained within the flesh-and-bone shell of the man was certainly not a man. Inside the polished exterior, something insidious and gut-wrenchingly evil now lived, had taken slow and deliberate control. Neither the senator, nor his family, would ever know he’d been killed by a Wraith; a possessor of bodies, devourer of souls.

      I forced my jaws to unclench—my teeth hurt.

      A sudden wind gusted around me, tugging at my hair, pulling slim strands free from the thick braid which hung to my waist. Loosened strands whipped around and stung my cheeks with tiny slaps.

      The glittering night was subdued now. Even the chatter of traffic was a whisper on the air. Then, a powerful engine throbbed below, turning the corner and drawing closer. An old Bentley pulled up to the curb and poured its passengers onto the sidewalk. Two young women—rail thin to the point of skeletal—were draped over their distinguished host, doe-eyed and adoring. I restrained the bitter urge to vomit.

      Silver hair, arrogant lines. My target had arrived.

      “Game on.”

      The girls tittered, and the night air drew the sound to me, crisp and clear. If I’d accessed my panther hearing, I’d have heard the words he’d uttered to them. But I wasn’t interested in anything he had to say.

      Enjoy it while you can, you piece of scum. Tonight, I will send your sorry hide back to the Darkness where you belong.

      Muscles bunched, tensed. I steadied the weapon, balancing it on my knee. Then, I inhaled slowly, took aim and fired a single silent shot.

      Below me, the Wraith clutched his chest. His breath clattered in his throat, Adam’s apple bouncing in tempo. His eyes bulged, face caught in a horrible grimace, pulled taut in a gross parody of shock and agony. Screams echoed around him as the large man crumpled to the unforgiving concrete.

      The sight of Keyes’ now-lifeless body spurred both horrified girls to run in terror. They did not see the dark wispy shadows spewing from his mouth, did not see those shadows writhe and curl and twist away from the body, smoky gray fingers reaching for the tiny rips in the Veil, seeking to escape to the questionable safety what lay beyond.

      They should be grateful to be blessed with such blindness. I certainly would have been.

      The body of the host now lay discarded, a dried husk of a man who’d been smiling and preening mere minutes before. Desiccated skin lay sunken on bones, papery thin and fluttering in the breeze.

      Under the cover of darkness, I rose and stretched my cramped limbs. I would have plenty of time to contemplate the blood on my hands.

      Impossible to avoid the body count. After all, I was a killer. A Wraith-Hunter.

      But even though it’s the Wraiths I track and sever from this World, it’s the body of the Host I have to terminate. The same Host who dies soon after the Wraith takes up residence, smothered by an evil blackness which sucks the life from him until what’s left is a living shell without a soul. The Host was a lifeless puppet, and it didn’t matter. My heart still shattered a little, ached a little each time I lined my target up within the crosshairs of my scope—every time I watched a Host die by my hand.

      And, after the deed, I was still a killer.

      As the daughter of an Alpha SkinWalker—and an Alpha by birthright—killing wasn’t an alien concept to me. The only problem was, I’d cast off that mantle of responsibility two years ago and fled from the family compound, hiding out with my Grandma, Ivy Odel. Grams had been happy to take me in and had even helped to get me into the local high school to finish my final year.

      I’d run from a lifetime of loneliness, and I’d found something to hold onto when I’d moved to Chicago. But it really didn’t have anything to do with being away from my dad or my Alpha responsibilities.

      I’d discovered a power.

      Away from family and responsibility, I’d stumbled on the ability to track these demonic creatures by the residue they left behind. And I’d felt useful for the first time. I was helping people—even if just indirectly helping those whose lives were affected by the wraiths who’d been slowly penetrating the Veil and entering the human world.

      I couldn’t lie that it wasn’t satisfying; the ability to kill the wraiths and to help others at the same time—even if they were humans. A different power.

      For a panther shifter, power wasn’t an unusual thing. Power comes to a walker when the first shift comes on. With that transition from human to animal, a walker gains strength and an expansion of the five senses, but an alpha’s powers and abilities are ten times more powerful.

      Turning into a powerful panther should have been an attractive concept to a lonely teen, looking for validation, for attention. But I’d never wanted it. Perhaps because it had everything to do with who my father was, and nothing to do with me.

      Perhaps it had everything to do with a girl who’d been abandoned by her mother.

      So, I’d turned my back on it all.

      And even now I avoided shifting as much as possible.

      The problem was, my wraith-hunting brought on the blood lust. Spilling blood brought the lust on and it took everything in me to hold the shift back.

      Moisture filmed my palms as the panther clawed for freedom. And sometimes, even my heart missed a beat or two. Slick palms and a dubious pulse were understandable as the blood lust began to take a hold of me.

      Heat simmered in the whorls of my ears as the blood of the feline surged through my veins. A phenomenon for which Grandma Ivy had an interesting theory—hot ears meant somewhere, someone spoke your name.

      Not in a good way either.

      If Grams were right—something I did not doubt—and my ears were some sort of psychic thought-detector; then I’d bet my twisted Panther DNA it meant some mean-assed Wraith was groaning for my head on a bloody spike. A fair number of those Shades lost in the Ether would have me to thank for their current address. But, as yet, none had dropped by to voice their dissatisfaction.

      I stuffed the small crossbow into my backpack and left the rooftop, turning my back on the sirens. As they sang in the distance, I slid down the fire escape, forgoing the use of the rungs. I dared not tempt Fate. It would be difficult to save anyone else from the black clutches of another Wraith if I were stuck in a prison cell. I didn’t believe the humans would understand my actions, nor believe my claims. Even more importantly, I couldn’t risk my revealing the existence of the supernatural world.

      My body zinged with pride as I jogged away. Then I came crashing down from my temporary high.

      I was probably the only one proud of me. Would my father care? Only enough to admonish me. And maybe warn me not to ruin his precious reputation.

      Would my mother care? Who knew? We hadn’t seen or heard from her in twelve years, not since the day she’d walked out on us without so much as a fare thee well. She’d left behind a husband, a son and two daughters, but she’d left more than an abandoned family in her wake. She’d left pain, anger, desperation, and loneliness behind, and as far as I knew, she’d never looked back.

      And I wasn’t sure that I’d want her to.

      Heading back to the Rehab Center, I sent a prayer of gratitude to the Lady Ailuros. Some knew her as Bastet, but to the panther SkinWalkers across the American States she was Ailuros, the guardian goddess. To the Alphas she signified the core power of the feline.

      To me, Ailuros was the light in my darkness, the faith I held onto even when I’d cast off the unwanted mantle of Alpha—as much as I could anyway, considering it was more than a physical thing to just throw away.

      Now, as a supernatural creature walking the streets alongside humans who were entirely unaware of our existence, the goddess gave me the strength to keep going.

      It wasn’t easy to lie to my friends and coworkers, but I lied every day. My job as a trainee drug counselor gave me access to a patient information network which acted as a grapevine for the abused. One of the ways to sniff out a Wraith.

      Along with countless other addicts, Senator Keyes’ daughter Katie had sought secret refuge from his beatings within the euphoria of drugs. Her young, innocent face had been etched with the strain of living with a father who was no longer the man she’d grown up with, but rather a demon from another plane.

      And I’d only known it because Wraiths left a residue on their victims.

      The strange power I possessed gave me the ability to see the residue a wraith leaves in its wake. A substance in their breath, in their touch, the residue clings to those the wraith comes into close contact with—and those they tortured and abused.

      A substance only I could see.

      Katie had worn the pale peach tendrils around her in a misty shroud. An almost coral sign akin to a neon arrow.

      Wraith marks the spot.

      And I wasn’t about to complain. That very residue allowed me to track them, hunt them.

      And kill them.
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      In all the years of her particularly strange line of work, and her particularly strange kind of life, Vee Shankar had always done what was required in order to get the bad guy. But today, she was sure she hovered too close to that line she knew she’d never cross.

      Too close.

      Damned well better be worth the effort.

      Vee leaned against the cool brick of the alley wall, ground her already overly-gritted teeth, and tilted her head a little to allow her companion easier access to the curve of her neck, the kisser providing the best cover as she kept a cold eye on the bar across the street.

      With Kort a regular on this street, distraction was a better choice than destruction. And Vee may still find a use for him in the future. But, one of her biggest discomforts right now was what Syama would think of Vee’s current activities.

      Although thankful for the ever-watchful protection of a four-eyed, four-foot-high, black-as-night hellhound, make-out sessions—fake or real—had never fallen into the appropriate-to-witness box.

      A glance over at the hellhound—currently shrouded by a dense glamor that rendered her invisible to all other eyes, human or otherwise—confirmed that the bitch’s expression was downright judgmental. Vee suppressed a sigh. Making Syama feel better about guard duty for such a distasteful event was going to be a mish.

      She gave the hellhound a warning glare as Kort concentrated on making his way south. Vee’s attention then returned to the entrance of the only establishment on this street still open at the ungodly hour of two in the morning. All the other stores had had the good sense to close up at an hour closer to one deemed not on the straight path to hell.

      Around the corner was another story entirely; Hunts Point in the Bronx, not the place you’d want to spend your free time even in the stark light of day.

      But what did any of the residents of this neck of the woods really know? The dangers they saw were tangible ones, abusive pimps and drug pushers, trading in flesh and suffering. What they didn’t allow themselves to see lay strictly within the shadows.

      Within their nightmares.

      The stakeout was taking its toll on Vee’s bones. The late fall air—already edged with insistent cold—sank right through her fur-lined leather jacket, the icy wet ground seeping its way up into the soles of her boots to settle deep into her bones.

      A recent rain-shower had bathed the street in a film of moisture, dotting the ragged blacktop with luminescent puddles, each tinted a strangely undulating aqueous green. Above the entrance to the bar, neon lights flickered a sickly jade every few seconds, as if they considered their task unworthy.

      The sign for The Lucky Clover went dark for a full two seconds, then struggled to light up again.

      When it finally emerged, returning reluctantly from the place all fluorescent signs went to die, it was on its second wind, brighter than before.

      Blindingly so.

      Pity the sign was missing the “C.”

      Vee gave a silent snort, forcing herself to refrain from shifting away from Kort’s exploring lips. The bar would have to settle for being the only lucky lover around because Kort wasn't going to get any. 

      In fact, it took Vee far too much concentration to prevent herself from shuddering in disgust as he traced a line along the side of her throat. And judging from the sizable interest pressing against her upper thigh, luck had damn well better have her in her sights soon, or the creep was going to end up having a go at her leg.

      He’d be a hot dead mess before he finished, judging by the look in Syama’s eyes. The hellhound rose, took a step forward, the muscles in her massive legs bulging, her obsidian claws clacking against the sidewalk, the sharp sounds a tattoo of gunshots to Vee’s ears.

      Vee shook her head, cringing at the thought. Syama lifted the corner of her upper lip an inch, revealing a hint of a big-ass canine. Then, the hellhound settled back on her haunches, her red-eyed glare underlined by the haughty lift of her dark and pointy chin.

      Sighing with relief, Vee narrowed her eyes as she stared through the front window of the bar, at the interior where shadows danced against the red-glazed glass pane of the double doors, the only entrance to the place this side of the block.

      Around back might have been a better choice, but Vee didn't want to waste time trying to save her wallet, her life, or her honor in that putrid back alley.

      Kort, though, was not going to be easy to get away from. She almost felt sorry for him, stringing him along like that, but he was a means to an end, and certainly didn’t rate high on her list of people whose feelings actually mattered. He knew everything that happened on this street, and getting him to talk had been blessedly easy.

      Galvanized by the insistent roaming of Kort's hands, and the sudden soft growl that threatened to move past the glamor that hid the sound, Vee pushed away from the wall, and steered the seeking fingers back to her waist. Let him figure out what that meant.

      Movement at the corner of her eye drew Vee's attention to the entrance of the bar as thick shadows melded into one dense dark shape which closed in on the doorway. Someone was leaving and Vee prayed it would be Benny. His appearance would mean an excuse to get away from her overly-amorous companion.

      Considering he had to be amorous to make a living, she wasn’t entirely sure why he seemed so into her. She gave a mental shrug and focused on the job.

      At one-thirty that morning, Vee had received a call from her contact that a new shipment was coming in for Cressida Lane—real-estate mogul, class-A bitch, with cojones the size of the state of Texas.

      Cressida had fallen on Vee’s radar as a person of interest. Vee had once done the odd bounty-hunting job for the woman, but since Vee had hooked up with the FBI, Cressida had had little use for Vee’s law enforcement services.

      Either the woman was into the wrong kinda shit, or her problems were becoming far too numerous for her to handle in her own ruthless way.

      Today, word on the street was Cressida had misplaced one of her many employees. The fact that Cress happened to be a Class 2 sorcerer, and that Benny happened to be a low-level rakshasa demon, were two issues that were beside the point.

      The bell above that bar’s door tinkled eerily as Benny pushed it open, and Vee felt a shiver run through her. Not the kind of shiver that made a girl weak in the knees.

      No. This was the kind of rippling that made the pit of her stomach sizzle with toxic heat, that made her ears ring, that made the taste of bloody copper roil in the back of her mouth.

      With a palm to his shoulder, Vee pushed Kort away and dusted herself off.

      Syama got to her feet and clacked her way closer to stand at Vee’s side.

      “That’s enough for tonight.” Vee kept her voice cold, uninterested, and met his eyes head-on.

      “But—” Kort protested, curving full lips and giving her a slight flutter of incredibly long lashes. Still, it was obvious that he made every effort not to look her in the eye.

      “Sorry, buddy. That’s all I paid for.” She gave him an apologetic shrug and stared hard at him until he took a few uncertain steps away, and then melted into the shadows.

      Satisfied that he wasn’t about to come screeching at her like the demon he was, Vee strode across the street, with her hellhound at her side. She’d paid for more than that, but having a word with an ex-employee of the underworld queen would mean evidence enough to put the woman away.

      Vee stepped onto the wet sidewalk and followed Benny, keeping a good ten yards between them as he headed toward the corner. As he passed a street lamp, he glanced quickly over his shoulder, and Vee glimpsed dark eyebrows, a wide nose, and black eyes. When he took a sudden left into a dark alley, she knew he was onto her.

      Syama paused at the mouth of the alley, standing guard as Vee walked unfaltering into the shadow-ridden depths. Leaving the only source of light behind, Vee slipped a hand into her satchel, and withdrew a metal ball the size of a small orange.

      She pressed a little red button and tossed the silver sphere into the alley, all the while not missing a step. Black night had swallowed most of the length of the narrow backstreet but Vee didn’t need light. Not when she had a special kind of sorcerer-science on her side.

      As the ball flew through the air it began to emit a soft beep, an alarm that increased steadily as it sailed through the shadows. The sphere hit the ground with a metallic clink, the sound almost drowned out by the beeps which had morphed into one long insistent scream.

      Vee automatically held her breath as the metal covering of the ball snapped open, four sections falling away like the peel of a quartered orange. Tendrils of pale gray smoke snaked into the darkness and Vee waited.

      A soft grunt echoed from down the alley toward Vee and she gave a satisfied smirk. Without hesitation she strode into the darkness and smiled as she came upon Benny. He was scowling hard, his eyes now burning a bright red as he glared at her, but for all his fury he didn’t dare move a hair on his head.

      Benny stood motionless, surrounded by a sphere of tiny metallic darts that hovered in place. Each deadly sharp point gleamed in the weak light drifting into the alley from a distant street lamp, an air of almost tangible menace around them.

      “What do you want with me?” he asked as he glanced nervously at the barrier of threatening darts. He leaned forward, putting his weight on his toes, as if he was considering making a run for it. “And what the hell did you just do to me?”

      “I suggest you don’t struggle. Or run. The more you fight, the smaller the safe bubble will get. Too much movement and poof, you go right back down to where you came from.”

      “No.”

      Benny’s outcry was so filled with anguish that Vee actually found herself affected for a moment, especially when his sneakered feet went slack. Affected only for a very brief moment, though.

      Then she reminded herself that it was irrelevant how she felt. She had a job to do.

      “Look, Benny. It’s best for everyone if you just come quietly. That little silver sphere around you contains nanites. You know what nanites are, Benny?” Vee tipped her head as she watched his face, waiting for an answer.

      He gave a hesitant nod, then said, “Yeah. Sure, I know what nanites are. Tiny metal bug thingies. It’s called science fiction.” He lifted his chin, staring at her, a belligerent look in his eyes.

      Vee shook her head slowly. “Unfortunately for you, Benny, nanites are a science fact where I am concerned, and the ones hovering around you now are programmed to destroy your specific blood type.”

      He scoffed, his fingers closing slowly around the edges of his faded denim jacket, but his gaze jerked back and forth between Vee’s face and the hundreds of metal darts aimed at his body. “I’m O-positive,” he said, lifting his chin as he cleared his throat and scanned the gray barrier.

      Vee laughed softly, the sound eaten by the night as she stepped closer to him. “Don’t you mean O-positive rakshasa, Benny?”

      Benny’s eyes widened as he stared at Vee, as realization slowly dawned on him. “No,” he whispered, the skin on his face growing pasty, taking on a deathly pallor. “You’re going to take me back to her, aren’t you?”

      Vee shrugged lightly, then moved closer.

      Benny began to struggle, his eyes growing round and petrified. The gray sphere made a sound like a soft metal gong. Then Benny let out a high-pitched shriek as the hundreds of tiny needles sprang forward, closing in on the demon, emitting a sound like a thousand swords being drawn from their sheaths. The needles shivered as if they desperately wanted to be one with demonskin, and the expression on Benny’s face said he knew as much.

      Fear was beginning to mess with Benny, so much so that he seemed to be losing his glamor. The outer skin of a well-built dark-haired guy, who’d pass for the average white male if you came across him on the streets of New York, shivered, growing translucent enough for Vee to see beyond it.

      She suppressed a shudder. Rakshasas were the ugliest kind of demons. With their deep red skin and deadly sharp teeth, they were literally the stuff of nightmares. The only problem was their annoying ability to create some of the most attractive glamors.

      Vee lifted her forefinger and wagged it at him, shaking her head while clicking her tongue softly. “Now, now, Benny. Those nanites don’t like you jumping around like that. The more you struggle, the more excited those little guys will get and who knows, some of them may decide it’s party time and head over to those little demon cells inside your body. And I know you don’t want that.”

      The roughly-spiked black hair on Benny’s skull began to shiver as he started to give his head a responding negative shake, then thought better of it and froze. “I’d rather die than go back to her. You have no idea what she is.”

      Vee hesitated for a moment. She knew Cress well enough, probably the same as anyone else did who knew what she really was. There weren’t that many sorcerers in New York who could summon a rakshasa with the curl of a finger. The woman’s reputation preceded her all too well.

      Vee cleared her throat. “I know exactly what she is. You should know you can’t go AWOL with unpaid debt.” Let him stew on that. Vee hoped she’d be able to get on Benny’s good side long enough to obtain the information she’d come for.

      Benny let out a harsh laugh but it only ended up sounding pathetically sad. “With Cressida, there’s no such thing as being paid up. You have no idea what we have to put up with. It’s slavery, is what it is. A life-sentence.” His eyes filmed over, now gleaming with what looked suspiciously like tears as he pleaded with her.

      And Vee felt her stomach tighten. The guy certainly seemed to think he didn’t belong back with Cressida. Vee frowned and wondered if there was more to the sorcerer than Vee already knew. She was well aware that there was more going on beneath the banner of Lane’s demon-outreach program, but what else could Cressida’s secret be?

      Bringing demons up from the underworld who want to live a normal life on the human plane was easy enough to accept as long as the creatures behaved themselves, but taking advantage of them, enslaving them, was not something either gods or humans would turn a blind eye to.

      As Vee took a long breath, needing a moment to figure it out, her phone began to beep, the pattern indicating an incoming text. That special ringtone to denote one specific person.

      “Perfect timing,” she grumbled as she dug into her pocket for the cell. She glanced up at Benny and held out the forefinger again. “I won’t be a moment. Don’t go anywhere.”

      Vee glanced at the phone, read the message and suppressed another expletive as she dialed her boss, Assistant Director Anthony Rossi, her supervisor at the agency. Vee’s investigation into Cressida was going to have to wait.

      Vee tapped her foot.

      “Yes.” Rossi was always all business.

      “We have another body, Sir. Karan just messaged. I’ve texted you the address.” Vee blinked as her phone buzzed again, announcing another message.

      Rossi’s voice was a rich baritone, classy just like the man. “When?” he was asking, his tone indicating he already knew the answer.

      “Yesterday,” came Vee’s crisp response, glancing at the latest text scrolling at the top of her screen. “And, Monroe just messaged.”

      Karan, her contact who provided her with what often seemed suspiciously like insider information, didn’t like wasting time. Vee didn’t mind jumping when he said jump, but only because he’d been bringing her cases which had impressed Rossi as well.

      Now, with Karan’s info, Vee just hoped they’d be able to solve the latest killing spree haunting the city.

      She slid the phone back into her pocket and slipped a tiny remote control panel out. She faced the demon and pressed the button. “Looks like it’s your lucky day, Benny,” she said, as the sphere of silver darts gave a metallic groan before disintegrating into an iridescent cloud of fine shards.

      The nanites turned into a gray amorphous cloud, and drifted toward the open ball, where the four sections closed, sucking up the swarm with a soft whoosh.

      Vee crouched and reached for the small globe, feeling the weight of it in her palm. She glanced over at the demon who stood shivering before her. “What are you waiting for, Benny?” she asked. Then she smiled and said, “Go.”

      And he ran.
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      When Allegra received the call from Nike Rehab sending her to her latest patient, she went with dour reluctance and not even an iota of impending doom.

      Had the Fates been kind to her, they'd have allowed her a tiny premonition. Maybe even a palpitation or two. Or at the very least, a tiny butterfly's flutter.

      But Allegra got nothing.

      She'd driven past the ancient, and mostly abandoned, temples of Apollo and Athena, and neither had seen fit to provide her with even a little foresight.

      Allegra slammed her sandaled foot on the brakes as she neared the wrought-iron gates guarding her client's mansion, the car making the turn onto the cobbled, elm-lined driveway with a sputter and a hiss.

      Struggling with the clutch on her battered old Branson A Class, she came to a shuddering stop only a few inches from the sentry, who stood stiff-spined and expressionless before the gate.

      Going to have to have a talk with Senator Branson one of these days. Of all the things to leave car production for, the man had chosen airlines. And she'd once thought him one of the smartest minds in the world.

      Allegra pulled the brake, prayed it would hold, and opened the car door. Grabbing her small black leather purse, she looped the strap over her shoulder and alighted.

      After slamming the car door shut and sending a prayer to Apollo that it would remain so, Allegra faced the mansion and smoothed down the front of her pale pink pantsuit. She kept her work attire low-key, but wealthier clients tended to require a classier look, even on the hired help.

      Tossing the long matching organza shawl over her shoulder, she checked that her bland blonde hair was still neatly within the high ponytail on the top of her head. She faced the guard who stood in the already-strong mid-morning sun, even though the row of trees lining the short driveway provided sufficient shade.

      The Breslins were of the level of wealthy where style bordered on the ridiculous. The latest craze, among those blessed with money, was house-staff dressed and treated as slaves had been in ancient times. When Allegra had read the article on the elektroweb, she'd sworn the world was going mad.

      Slavery had been abolished centuries ago, and today the wealthy were bringing it back, even if they were just pretending. Allegra tilted her head to look up at the polished ebony abs of the sentry.

      He wore leather sandals, a pleated red skirt, a pair of bronze armguards that glinted in the bright sunlight, and a bronze helmet topped with a bouquet of blood-red feathers.

      And pointed a very sharp spear at Allegra's left eye.

      The guard glared at her, his expression hard enough to shatter diamonds. "In the name of Darius Breslin, state your business."

      Apollo save me.

      Allegra pasted a smile on her lips. "I have an appointment with Citizen Breslin. I'm Allegra Damascus."

      No response.

      Allegra gave it another try. "His physio. For his torn tendon?”

      She pointed at her left arm, annoyed now with the show-and-tell. They were expecting her, but she still had to jump through hoops to get inside.

      The man's expression didn't change as he shifted the sharp edge of the spear to a slightly less-deadly position.

      At her left boob.

      "Proof of identity."

      Man of few words, huh?

      Allegra dug inside the little bag at her waist and withdrew her Nike Rehab ID badge. She handed it over, and waited, watching his muscles bulge and shift as he examined the plastic card.

      A soft breeze rustled through the trees, ruffling the red plumes on his helmet. It also lifted the hem of his short pleated skirt, revealing an expanse of toned, muscled thigh.

      Allegra averted her eyes.

      At last he gave the card a nod, then handed it back to Allegra before reaching for a button on the fence wall.

      Automatic gates. No surprise.

      Breslin, the handsome darling of international tennis, had won gold at the last Olympic Games. Seriously, the man was deemed so attractive that the Vestal Virgins were clamoring for the Olympic Games Events to return to the ancient rules of compulsory nudity for all participants. His win had garnered him huge support in the New Germanic States, including an advertising deal as the face of Daimler-Benz, the reigning leaders in international automobile manufacturing.

      Cursing Branson, Allegra jumped back into her vehicle and gassed the engine, crossing her fingers and hoping it wouldn't die on her. Allegra thanked the Fates when the heap of metal grumbled its way along the long drive up to the villa.

      The avenue, lined with a row of tall firs on each side, took Allegra up the hill to a classic Greek-style mansion. It resembled a massive temple with gigantic white pillars guarding the front face of the residence.

      Hades would be proud of such excess.

      At least the entrance wasn't bracketed by a second pair of sentries.

      Must be a limit to slave ownership in these parts.

      The old Branson coughed out a cloud of black dust as Allegra brought it to a halt. Allegra frowned as she exited the car as gracefully as she could, and wondered if the car was finally in its death throes.

      It would be an annoyance because automobile-shopping was her pet hate. Reason she'd held onto her first car all this time.

      Hitching her bag higher on her shoulder, Allegra grabbed her leather case which contained her oils and cloths, shut the door with a solid thunk and climbed the majestic flight of marble stairs to the double-doored entrance.

      The Breslins had made a determined effort at majesty with the gaggle of expertly-cracked statues of armless, nubile gods, satyrs and nymphs, the males all well-endowed.

      But the result was nothing less than tacky, and nothing more than fake.

      No judging, Allegra. Keep your mind on the job.

      The door opened and a tall brunette met Allegra's gaze. Honey eyes studied Allegra from head to toe. "You're the physiotherapist?" An arched eyebrow dared Allegra to confirm. Her bearing, and her clothing, said lady-of-the-house.

      Portia Breslin.

      Allegra eyed her short skirt. It ended just above the knee, with generous folds of silky fabric draped loosely from her waist, across her breasts and over her right shoulder.

      "Yes. Allegra Damascus from Nike. If there's a problem, I'm sure the agency will send some oth—”

      Portia raised an imperious hand, silencing Allegra. After a moment in which the skin on her forehead puckered and her lips pursed, she gave a cool nod and spun on her heel.

      The fabric trailing the floor behind her was the only thing gracing her bare back.

      Fashion these days.

      Allegra’s hostess led her deeper into the building, exiting into a square courtyard fringed by apple trees and dotted with stone benches.

      At the center was a pool of clear water that reflected the sunlight like shards of glass. On a cot beside the pool lay the magnificent construction of muscles, limbs and pheromones that was Darius Breslin.

      His skin gleamed a dull gold from baking in the strong Fornia sunshine, and he didn't seem to notice, or care, that he was slowly getting burned.

      Guess you have to suffer for true beauty.

      "Darius, darling. The therapist girl is here."

      Allegra eyed the woman as she crouched beside her husband and gently helped him up. Citizen Portia Breslin, the pretty and very jealous Breslin wife. Some of the gossip mags - not that Allegra read such trash - claimed Darius had a taste for more than just one woman at a time.

      Where there's smoke?

      As Portia leaned over, the fabric slipped off her shoulder and dropped to her waist, exposing her from neck to navel. Neither blushing nor blinking, she tossed the fabric back over her shoulder and lifted her chin to give Allegra a nod.

      Maybe being flashed will be the highlight of my day. Please let it be so.

      Allegra stepped around the cot and came face-to-face with Breslin, and was surprised to be unaffected by his stunning manliness.

      Just as well, since he was a client. Despite his undeniable beauty, Allegra barely blinked an eye.

      Instead, she introduced herself.

      Breslin gave her a noncommittal nod. "Before you touch me, I'll need some sort of reference."

      There was that arrogance she'd been expecting. Stardom gone to his head just like Hercules. "The Nike Agency is very diligent in vetting their therapists—”

      Breslin lifted a hand into the air, mimicking his wife's earlier movement. "Who have you worked with?" At Allegra's puzzled look, he sighed and spoke very slowly. "Anyone . . . that I may know . . . that I can ring up and confirm with?"

      Allegra swallowed the profanity that threatened to spill from her lips, prayed for the strength of a Minotaur, and said, "Of course. There's Ronnie DeLuca, the—”

      "The baseball player? The one who coaches the Nova Roma Tigers?”

      Allegra nodded.

      Allegra’s clientele was mostly the rich and the elite. An unusual achievement for someone so young.

      Fortunately, her very first client, after she’d completed her training, had been Olympic sprinter Adnan Suleiman, son of a friend of her late father’s. Suleiman had taken gold in the five-hundred-meters at the Olympics that year and his win had launched Allegra’s career.

      Demand for her services had skyrocketed, with the who’s-who in the sports and movie industries asking specifically for her.

      Ronnie DeLuca had been one of them.

      Allegra disliked name-dropping but she had to get this job done and get out of here.

      Who knew what else these people were into.

      Breslin seemed satisfied, his eyes grazing over her chest and hips in appreciation, despite his wife's proximity. "You may begin."

      Squelching a sigh of relief, Allegra said, "Where would be the best place to perform the therapy?" She glanced around the courtyard looking for somewhere in the shade. "We should be out of the sun. I don't want you to get dehydrated."

      "He's been drinking water." Portia commented coldly. "And you will start when we've verified with Ronnie."

      "Portia."

      All he uttered was that one word and Portia turned on her heel and hurried off. Seconds later, four attendants – pretend-slaves - entered the courtyard holding the four poles of a makeshift tent, shade offered by an elaborate handwoven tapestry carpet.

      Was this a thing? Or was Portia smarter than she looked?

      The four slaves, two men and two women, all wearing nothing more than a pleated silk skirt which hung low on their hips, secured the tent. Then the men left while the two women took up positions at each side of the cot, awaiting their master’s needs.

      Allegra avoided looking at the two topless women and said, “Citizen Breslin, I'm going to need you to lie on your back."

      As he resettled himself, Allegra dropped her purse beside the cot and turned to her case to snap open the lid. She withdrew a bottle from the rows of herbal rubs; cold-pressed olive oil infused with cloves. She didn't think his sun-baked skin would handle anything stronger.

      "First, I'll manipulate the muscle a little, to gauge the tension and inflammation. It shouldn't hurt, but let me know if it does."

      With the cot so low, Allegra was forced to kneel, placing herself gingerly on the roughly-hewn terra-cotta tiles.

      Movement at her side confirmed the return of the jealous wife, and the woman’s cold silence confirmed she’d made her telephone calls. If she only knew that her precious husband did nothing for Allegra's libido.

      As the wife and slaves watched, Allegra reached out to place her hands onto Breslin's shoulder joint, studying the swollen muscle and reddened skin.

      The agency had advised his condition when she’d received the job; a partial tear. Rehab should get him back to normal as long as he behaved sensibly, and followed his doctor’s instructions to the letter.

      Based on the available evidence, Allegra expected nothing of the sort.

      She placed her hands on his shoulder, palpating the muscle and concentrating on the feel of tissue beneath his skin.

      She'd planned on running him through a series of low-key exercises to ease him slowly into the rehabilitation process.

      But the moment she touched Breslin, her vision shifted. The light changed, searing sunlight replaced by a dull moon shaded by inky clouds. The pool sat half-filled and was covered in green slime, and the courtyard lay deathly still.

      Before her lay Breslin, but this time there was no cot. His lips were parched and bruised, blood caking small cuts where he'd broken the fragile skin.

      “Citizen Breslin?" she gasped, unsure of what had just happened. "What's wrong? Are you ok?"

      A voice echoed in her ear, like something from a dream. "What's the matter with you?"

      The voice was indignant and irritated, but in her vision, Breslin had barely opened his mouth. She drew closer. "How can I help you?" she asked again, but he didn't seem to hear her.

      And yet he answered. "Water."

      The word crackled from his throat, the sound hoarse and pained. His skin was flushed, droplets of perspiration covering his forehead and bare chest.

      She frowned. “You have a fever. What happened?"

      "Help," he called again, but even Allegra could hear his energy fading, his resolve dissipating.

      He turned his head to look at her, his eyes glazing over slowly until she knew he was dead. And he'd died staring at something beyond her shoulder. Allegra shifted around and let out a cry of horror.

      Someone tugged her shoulder, hard enough that the vision disappeared and the sun shone in her eyes.

      She was lying on the ground, both the Breslins glaring at her in annoyance, the two slaves curious enough to break the rules by openly gaping and tittering.

      Allegra pushed herself into a sitting position and put a hand to the back of her head. "What happened?"

      "You hit your head on the stone," said Portia unsympathetically.

      "When you had your vision." Breslin.

      "It was more like a fit."

      Breslin glared at his wife and she closed her mouth.

      Allegra stared up at Breslin who looked so different from the dying man she'd seen mere moments ago.

      "What happened? What did you see?" He seemed to be the only one interested. Of course, Allegra had mentioned his name during the vision.

      She blinked, still disoriented, then looked at the spot on the floor where he'd lain dying.

      "You were sick. Dying." She hesitated before saying the last word in a whisper. "Died."

      "What?"

      "You . . . you were feverish . . . dying of thirst. You kept calling for help, but there was nobody to help you."

      "What is this crap, Darius? Tell her to leave." His wife’s cold expression indicated she'd had enough.

      "Let her speak, Portia."

      Again the mention of her name shut her up.

      Allegra looked at Darius, shaking her head as he said, "Did you see the future?"

      Excitement edged his voice. Like most people, seers fascinated him with the possibility of knowing his future. But Allegra didn't think he'd want to know this particular fate.

      "It wasn't really the future. I don't know what it was. You didn't look any different. Like it could be today or tomorrow, or in the next few months."

      "And what did you see?" he asked again, as if the second time around he'd get a different answer.

      "You died here. Alone."

      Breslin paled and the courtyard fell into a cold silence despite the heat of the sun.

      Portia scoffed, folding her arms and giving Allegra a sneering smile. "Is this some sort of prank? You a SeerGram or something?"

      Allegra looked at Portia but she didn't have the heart to reveal what else she'd seen.

      "I'm sorry. I don't feel well." Allegra got to her feet, grabbed her bags and straightened, staring at the couple stiffly. "I have to go."

      She fled the house without a backward glance.

      For some unearthly reason, her car started on the first turn and she drove off, terrified of what she'd seen, terrified in case Breslin gave chase for more information.

      The sentry at the entrance opened the front gate for her, oblivious to the drama that was probably playing out inside the mansion right this minute.

      As Allegra turned onto the main road, she gave the house one last glance. She'd made it out in time. If she'd been there any longer, Portia's bitchiness would have pushed Allegra to tell the vicious woman the truth.

      That Allegra had seen her death, too.

      When she'd turned to look at what Breslin had been staring at the moment he’d died, Allegra had let out a horrified cry. Portia must have sat down on the stone bench at some point. She'd been lying on her back, hands hanging to the ground on either side of the narrow seat.

      With two black crows sitting on her chest, pecking out her eyeballs.
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