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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      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 Irin 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 — Retribution & Requiem 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 soon and the MindMelder Series after that, telling Nerina & Darcy’s’ 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 Universe
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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.

      She was still unsure of how she’d ended up in the dungeons beneath Greylock Estate, the seat of the Brotherhood of the Irin. And 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.

      Then 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 those 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 of the Underworld--had been a convoluted construction of her overly active imagination.

      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, as though the sound was made in a deliberate attempt to instill fear in the hearts of the prisoners within the cells.

      Or rather, in Evie herself--she was pretty certain that she was currently the only occupant of the ancient dungeons. Not an unusual state, though in Evie’s mind it was incredibly unacceptable that the most powerful of all the nephilim in the employment of the Irin Brotherhood was currently in jail, entirely ignorant of the identity of her apparent murder victim.

      So she’d have to settle for waiting patiently until someone came to tell her what in Hades was going on.

      Besides, even if she wanted to drum up the cooperation of the rest of the incarcerated captives occupying the cells along the corridors, she knew all too well how hard that would be. Especially since there were no other captives.

      Evie was the only occupant of the dungeons, as far as she could tell. And she wasn’t sure if she should be honored or if she ought to panic.

      One thing had struck Evie as unusual though--other than the fact that she was in jail of course--and the gargoyle Team was the new security within the dungeons.

      The Gargoyle Guard appeared to now be responsible for patrolling the dungeons--a role previously held by the Level 2 Nephilim team.

      And anyone imprisoned in the Greylock dungeon would remain within their cells until such time as the Masters decided on their fates.

      And if Evie knew anything, it was that the gargoyles were damned good at their jobs. Lethally good—should the need arise. And she was dead certain that the gargoyle guard would not give a nephilim a break. At the slightest sound, the coldest of whispers, the gargoyles would descend upon the dungeons, 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.

      The Nephilim weren’t supposed to be afraid of anything really--other than the Supreme Being himself--but the gargoyle guard had never inspired any of the Irin warriors with trust. There was always a reason to wonder if, when the chips fell, would the gargoyle protect the Nephilim or use that opportunity to eliminate an ancient enemy.

      It probably wasn’t the best idea ever to use gargoyles to provide protection for Nephilim—an age-old war would keep them at odds with each other no matter the century or the realm. Although, if Evie were to be honest, gargoyles tended to be at odds with a variety of species anyway, so the Nephilim weren’t exclusive recipients of gargoyle hatred.

      But, with a nephilim imprisoned without having the opportunity to defend herself, and with a new guard in place, Evie had a 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.

      Something had turned the loyalties of the Brotherhood as well as her fellow warriors.

      

      Evie had been left in the cold cell since the previous night having returned from her sojourn within the multiple hells that was Hades. After Mykia Goodwin, Grand Master of the Irin, had left, Evie had found plenty of time to ponder her situation. She’d wanted to speak to someone, to find out more about who she was meant to have killed, but nobody had come.

      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 was in jail.

      Funny how that had worked out.

      Still, Evie was changed now; more powerful, more knowledgeable. More...different.

      Her skin still tingled where the dark shadow-tattoos skimmed the surface of her skin, 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 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. A scene played over and over in her mind, a replay of the moment she’d returned to the EarthWorld. 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.

      And then the joy 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.
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      Evie had returned to Greylock, sad to have left Julian behind, concerned with what her future held especially with being part-ruler of the underworld, worried about the powerful reach of the Control and if they had her in their sights at all.

      But someone had already been after Evie, and that same someone had knocked her out with a blow to her head.

      Not much can fell an angel, that much was true--full or half-blood didn’t matter.

      Alcohol did nothing, so as with many shifters like skinwalkers, Evie would have to resort to specially drafted fae spirits in order to reach a satisfactory state of inebriation.

      Hence her attacker’s resorting to the use of blunt force--a blow hard enough to knock her out and yet positioned just right to ensure she sustained no physical injury as a result. A method of felling an angel that wasn’t all that well-known either.

      The sunlight had vanished in an instant, golden shimmers replaced by darkness and shadows. What a perfect metaphor for both her mood and the reality she had to now face.

      When Evie had finally returned to consciousness, she’d been greeted with darkness and discomfort. Moments later, securely cuffed to a wooden interrogation chair, she’d registered the blindfold shielding her eyes, understood that the cool air and the whistling drafts were those dancing within the depths of the Greylock dungeons.

      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 spawn of the fallen angels, 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. But weak patches of light had soon revealed she’d been blindfolded, which was an odd thing to do since she’d also been chained to a chair and locked up in a dungeon. Even her hands had been bound, preventing her from massaging the sore spot on the back of her head.

      A little bit of overkill there in imprisoning her.

      Evie’s first visitor had been more than a surprise, though she had taken joy in the identity of the new Master of the Irin. The standard issue hooded cape had shielded the woman’s face when she’d spoken and Evie had been surprised at first. But the Irin Warrior’s reputation had preceded her.

      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 ended up losing 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.

      Mykia had then left with a promise of another meeting to clear a few things up.

      Evie was still waiting to find out what those things were, and who she’d been accused of killing--which was more important in the greater scheme of things.

      Evie held onto the belief that Mykia wouldn’t send Evie to her death without allowing Evie to prove her innocence.

      But she hated the vulnerable position the bindings put her in.

      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.

      Now, long hours later, Evie paced the uneven stone floor, ears straining to catch the slightest hint of the Master’s return. She’d been released from the wooden chair and the straps around her ankles had been removed. The silent guards had allowed her to eat a simple meal of stew and fresh bread. They’d also given her water, and a weak cider which she’d found an odd luxury for an inmate of Greylock’s jail.

      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. If not, the people responsible were smart enough to cover all their tracks so the members of the SHC would not be able to detect the lies behind such a submission.

      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.
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      Evie had been released from her bonds when she’d received a second small meal--cheese and fruit and a goblet of orange juice--delivered by an armed gargoyle guard.

      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.

      Even though the Marks of Hades still swam across her skin, a constant reminder that when it came to those strange shadows, she wasn’t at all alone, Evie 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 operation or something.

      When the guard 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. And, with the markings on her skin now also acting up, Evie found herself even more uncomfortable.

      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 around her had turned to water.

      Evie kicked hard at the cuffs strapping her ankles to the legs of the ancient chair.

      Was the ward around the estate in danger? or was it the protective field erected around the dungeons to keep the prisoners inside? Even so, why would anyone

      tamper with the wards?

      It had certainly appeared to Evie that she was some sort of patsy, that someone wanted her head on a platter that they were only too happy to serve it. But now, with the air around her thickening and her ears filled with a bubbling rumble she paused for a second to wonder if someone wanted her dead.

      A cool sensation began to burrow into Evies skin and her eyes widened. The sensation of the cold pressure felt like she’d been wrapped in 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. The Brotherhood were fastidious about ensuring the magical wards protecting the estate were always fully charged. It stood to reason that they would give the spells securing the dungeons equal treatment.

      So, it was possible that wards around the dungeons had been nulled by a powerful enough 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 the power of her angelic blood to boost her vocal cords, and then 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      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 figuring things out too late.

      Now, the only thing she had left was to stay on guard, 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?

      Evie studied the room around her, blinking and shaking her head to get the floating strands of hair out of her face.

      How was the water remaining within the cell instead of leaking through the gaps and channels within the stone walls? Then Evie wanted to laugh at herself. 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 fury while doing it. Did it have something to do with the energy created by the markings? 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, filling her body in entirety.

      Filled with a new sense of confidence, Evie shifted her gaze and 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 and kept rising 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 her 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?

      She should have drowned by now, drowning being the natural progression from a lungful of water. She should have fallen unconscious by now.

      Of course, only to awaken later when she’d been removed from the water. The deprivation of oxygen wouldn’t have injured Evie, but the water filling her lungs would have tricked her human physiology into passing out the way humans would after breathing water.

      Whoever had attempted to drown Evie was either too ignorant to know that nephilim can survive most situations where deprivation of sufficient oxygen would kill a human. Or was it that she was underestimating her attackers?

      They may have wanted to incapacitate her, or perhaps to create a situation in which they could abduct her without anyone around them overhearing the theft of the current occupant of the Greylock dungeons.

      Whatever was happening, Evie wasn't about to remain in the cell for too much longer. Whoever wanted her incapacitated would be here for her very soon. And she had no way to defend herself, not when she was bound hand and foot by Angel Bonds.

      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.

      Given that members of her species were known to lose their marbles every so often, the Masters of the Irin owed it to themselves and the Brotherhood, as well as the other warrior species working alongside the nephilim, to know all methods of controlling all the spawn of the angels. One of which were the Angel Bonds currently wrapped 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, but 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.

      And yet the guard had tried to help Evie? Things were getting stranger and stranger.

      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 block of water, creating invisible currents within the contained cell.

      Water moved fast past Evie's cheek, a current that she hoped meant the end of the strange spell was coming soon. The marks 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? The way the gargoyle guard had tried to send her a message?

      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 because this resonance was similar to the energies Evie had experienced during the Ascension Ceremony she'd received the Markings on her skin, but unfamiliar 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 fear 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.

      Evie was able to see who the person was, but a second awareness, something instinctive again, told her that she should recognize this energy. As though the person now appearing in her cell was someone she’d met previously. And that whoever they were, they represented danger.

      Evie stilled her movements, hoping the heated water around her body would not come to the attention of her new visitor. She kept her head facing forward although she was all too aware that someone stood watching her from the corner of the cell.

      Evie kept her breathing low as she paid attention to the writhing shadow, as 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 it more of her 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 he was after the Seals of Hades. She’d meant to brief the Brotherhood on the details of Marcellus' betrayal, which would have included 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. And Evie could do nothing but wait to see what its next move would be.

      The energy in her markings had continued to simmer beneath her skin, and Evie's heart began to race despite her effort to control the rapid thudding. She forced herself to take slow breaths and to use part of her awareness to probe the markings, some instinct suggesting maybe they would tell her what was wrong.

      When had the black script embedded within her skin become like pets or children to her? Evie had the weirdest feeling that the markings knew something and that they wanted to tell her. Would direct contact with the markings help convey any information?

      And, right now, Evie didn't want to question how she knew these things. 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.

      And the shadow in the corner may see the movement.

      Evie didn't dare 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.

      Then, with a sudden speed, the shadow in the corner grew darker and stronger, almost as though fuelled by some urgency, that perhaps he knew the guards would come by soon.

      Or maybe this shadow creature was losing hold of its power.

      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 would soon feel it. He’d grown solid instead of leaving instantly, so he wasn’t onto her yet. But it was only a matter of time before he did.

      And now he was solid and his very presence sent chills up and down Evie’s spine. She wanted to shudder but such a reaction would have let him know she'd seen him. He glided closer to Evie and she forced herself not to blink as she took in the form and shape of him.

      Evie suspected he didn't have a real idea as to why the water was heating up.

      He didn't have much time left anyway.

      He'd be confused, no doubt.

      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, like something you'd imagine you'd find on something evil which had lived within the blackest tunnels of the earth way, before intelligent life had taken root in any of the realms of the DarkWorld.

      Evie struggled to take a slow breath without revealing 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-shade bubbling from the wounds and then ebbing away. He’d clothed his torso and hips in a shroud of tattered fabric the color of old blood mixed with molasses.

      The shade’s presence brought bile to Evie's throat and she had to force the feeling away as she watched him blink eyes similar to a human's--though only in shape. The color between his lids was darker than darkness, shadows swirling and swimming, blackness etched in reds and browns.

      Evie should have felt like she were staring into the depths of nothing but all she felt was a deep dark fear that twisted and curled within her, all the way to her toes.

      She wanted to surge from the chair and vomit up her food, a sickness taking deep hold of her senses. But she held back the compulsion and sat still. He was after her, so he’d know how nephilim worked. He’d know she’d be excellent at holding her breath.

      Or would he suspect something was up, considering the water around her was now warm?

      He took another step toward Evie, hand raised, arms and fingers undulating like a musical conductor as he directed his magic. And just when Evie had begun to hope that perhaps he'd missed the temperature change entirely, the creature’s eyes widened.

      Such a humanoid reaction, to show one's emotions in one’s eyes.

      And in such soulless eyes too.

      Evie had to admit that watching his reaction was the strangest thing she'd ever seen, and the most comical. Like watching a movie starring aliens with giant eyes trying to look surprised or shocked.

      Evie had to stop the silly thoughts flittering through her head and focus on the thing in front of her. Energy now spun through the water toward her and she knew he was angered or frustrated that his magic had been thwarted.

      He still had no way of knowing how it had happened, so perhaps she could still feign ignorance. The shadow took another step closer and Evie wanted to wriggle her nostrils.

      A cloying scent entered Evie’s nose and she tried to figure out if she simply inhaling normal air and the magic around her made it feel as though the odor was melding with her body, or was the smell traveling into her nostrils physically, taken there by the water around her as she inhaled it into her lungs. She felt strangely grossed out by the thought that there were particles of this creature which had currently gotten inside her body.

      Evie wanted to sneeze, her brain telling her there was something inside her that needed to be expelled. But she retained control. It was unusual for her to panic in this way and she was a little concerned.

      She had to figure out how to read the messages which her marks seem so desperate to tell her. She had to touch them, that much she knew, and with her eyes downcast, she studied her hands.

      Even though the Angel Bonds held her prisoner, she didn’t believe for a second they could hold back her power as Hades. So were the cuffs even capable of truly holding Evie prisoner?

      But Evie couldn't pause right now to think it over. She had to force herself to focus on a small group of the Marks which had gathered at the base of her wrist, near her wrist bone. As she stared, a plan began to form in her mind.

      What if she could coax the markings to move to within reach of her fingertips? That would take away the issue with her cuffs stopping her from taking any action to protect herself.

      At last, Evie felt a little more focused now that she had a proper plan in mind. She relaxed the tiniest bit and allowed her mind to reach for the energy of the Marks which writhed on her skin as though they were alive.

      Evie focused her mind on them and 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 currently standing in front of her, head tilted to one side--a little too far to be comfortable--and was studying Evie intently.

      She had to pray he couldn'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 under the leather cuff remaining close to her wrist where they writhed around, slithering like a ragged snake along the heel of her hand before moving toward her fingers.

      Oddly, they seemed unable to transition to the skin on her palms, a strange thing but she had no time to think about why. Instead, she waited impatiently as the markings slithered along slowly appearing to struggle 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 that was now covered in the dark Marks of Hades.

      Another part of Evie’s brain had remained focused on the dark evil who was approaching her, one tiny step at a time. He moved as though he was also constrained inside a pool of water, or as though time for him had slowed down so much that he couldn’t move faster. Or was it just that he had no clue how to move while within a human body.

      Evie shushed her mind, she was thinking things through far too much instead of focusing on the emotions and images the marks of Hades had begun to send into her mind. How she'd known that the marks wanted to tell her something, she had no idea, but the knowledge they passed on to her now was way beyond her imagination.

      Evie’s terror only amplified as she stared at the creature in front of her.

      Terror that filled her until she was afraid to breathe. How was it possible that this was the evil that had sought her out? What did the creature have to do with Evie? And why had it been lurking around in Marcellus's office?

      The Marks of Hades had delivered the history of this evil right into Evie's consciousness, had shown her what it was capable of, and now she knew the truth in a way that felt to her 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 channel of information, a living repository of history that would be with her the entire time she was Hades.

      Evie swallowed slowly and shifted in her seat. Head swam with the knowledge of this evil, and what it probably intended. 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, the very fact that she was bound by the Angel Bonds ensured that she could not react to protect herself. even her wings had been bound, the feathers, enclosed within the net of leather all inscribed with the words of the angelic spells, all designed to contain a nephilim, to imprison a nephilim.

      And in that moment Evie understood that she wasn't just a nephilim. She'd known she was also Hades, but something in the knowledge given to her by the Markings, some grain of information 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.
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      But because Evie had had no clue as to what that title truly meant, she'd believed she had no power to escape, no ability to defend herself.

      But now she knew. Now she understood what the energy that had been building within her skin had meant, what she could do with that power that had been flowing within her since the moment she'd received the Mark of Hades.

      The markings, the shadows that lived on her skin, swarming around underneath her skin, were living spirits who absorbed information and knowledge about the world and everything in it. And that knowledge was available to Evie whenever she should need it.

      And she'd need it now.

      The marks knew she'd need the power and they'd been building up that energy, allowing it to simmer and await her orders. Orders she had no idea how to give until now.

      Evie waited as the creature took another step toward her. She shifted her gaze until she looked at the door, chin up higher so her peripherals would catch more of this creatures shape and from. Energy pulsed around him but Evie now knew what her 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, her ending.

      He'd sent a part of himself to her cell to kill her, for whatever reason Evie planned on finding out. 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 he was nothingness, he was evil, he was living hell. If Hades was the god of hell, then this creature 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 sell with her. Evie 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. Why go to such trouble to emulate some semblance of a human shape if this creature wasn't humanoid in the first place.

      It was an odd enough feature that Evie spent a few moments thinking about the logic of the shades exterior form. But then his eyes began to glow with a silvery light that seemed altogether inappropriate for the kind of evil he was capable of.

      Evie's knowledge now contained an endless supply of what this sentient being was able to 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 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 naturals 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.

      A combination of time slowing down and the use of ultra powerful magic would be a more logical explanation for what was happening in the cell at that moment.

      The shade grew steadily larger, shadowing cloak spreading about like eerie tentacles beginning loom over Evie like a terrible monster. He'd revealed himself to her and appeared to have decided there was no point now to hold back.

      Air rushed inside the cell and Evie knew now that the magic had flowed away as the shade had lost control of himself and whatever hold he'd ha on the magic he'd cast. Evie figured it was about time now to let the shade know that she'd noticed him. She shifted her gaze to him, her skin still continuing to pulse and throb with the energy form the markings.

      The creatures eyes 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. The shadows flitted within the dark orbs that passed as eyes and Evie was stuck almost frozen staring as his gaze wove a web around her.

      Only the burning heat of the markings that covered her skin kept her sane. Her entire body now throbbed with that burning power and Evie sensed she didn't have much longer. She'd have to expend that energy or she'd probably explode herself.

      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. The shade flew at Evie and her vulnerability was never more obvious to her at that moment.

      She wasn't getting herself out of the bonds that was for sure, but the power within her body would need to find a conduit, a way out. The most logical was her hands, and she hoped that it would work because she took only seconds to decide before conveying the intention to her markings.

      She'd done it instinctively, without being told how, and she understood that there was so much more that she had to learn about the marking and how they worked and what they had to do with her role as Hades.

      For now, she would be the god of death and deliver a good ending to the shade who'd come to eliminate her.
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      The shade grew in size, almost as large as the solid stone ceiling of the cell now, and Evie 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.

      The air tasted of ozone now, and Evie found that the air was now back to its normal state of nothingness and she was no longer choking to death. though it was a good sign, it also implied that the creature had decided on another way of getting rid of Evie and she wasn't in the mood for surprises.

      Especially when she didn't know how in god's name she was meant to be wielding the power of the markings. Evie tugged at the bands around her wrists partly in frustration partly as a way to attract the creature’s attention.

      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, making her feel like this whole episode was simply part of her own overactive imagination.

      With zero experience with dealing with the kind of power she now faced she wouldn't have much chance of survival. Something this shade already believed. Not that he'd been fooled that she was entirely incapable of wielding her own power. Only thing was, he had no idea what sort of power she possessed.

      He struck then, before she was ready, while she was still deep within her thoughts trying to make sense of what was about to happen next, trying to second guess him, which was for sure a waste of her time. Evie shrieked in her seat, tugging hard at her bonds now, willing as much of her power into her hands as she was able.

      She'd have to strike soon, as already she'd sense a building up of the shades emotions. Oddly enough she could read him way better than she'd been able to read anyone before. Which was unusual considering she'd not been wrong so far,

      Until now.

      Evie had assumed that he would strike to take her out once and for all. And she'd pulled as much of her power to her palms as she could. The shade reared, moving almost as high as the ceiling before thrusting himself hard straight at her.

      He came with speed and force, moving so fast that she'd barely blinked before he got to her. He didn't expect that he'd simply keep on moving, that he'd slide right through her leaving a trail of icy deadness in its wake. Evie shuddered, wondering how she could possibly shower her insides when this was all said and done.

      But she didn't have time think about what he wanted to do next. Evie cupped her palm pooling her energy inside her curved half open fist.

      As soon as the power had built up to the raging force of a hurricane, Evie let it fly, sending spheres of energy right at the shades head. He stared wide as the energy forced slammed into him sending him cartwheeling backwards so suddenly that he'd been unable to grab a hold of his own power to keep himself upright.

      She shook her head now, focusing hard on the shade who was still watching her, expression curious and angry. How did she do this, he must wonder.

      Evie shifted her attention, only as briefly as she could afford, and focused on her bonds. They wouldn’t be removed but the magic has fashioned a barrier between her skin and body and the magic of the spell she intended on using on her.

      His screams cut into Evie's ears again and she groaned out loud She was so totally fed up of having to do this all by herself. Not that she had much of a choice to be honest.

      Now Evie struggled against the bonds again as the eyes of the shade followed her movements She pushed against the bonds vainly, her intent to distract the creature and she’d succeeded in that he redirected his gaze and looked over at Evie, likely waiting for her to attack, to defend against his onslaught.

      Evie swallowed hard as her tidal wave of power began to flare out around the cell, slamming into the shade. too late she realized she'd used the wrong amount of energy at the wrong moment. Then she shrugged away her doubts.

      The shade had perhaps tricked her, used a feint to draw her out and he'd succeeded. Now she had to figure out what she was supposed to do since the power from the Marks had somewhat depleted. The shade twisted in the air above her head, cackling laughter ringing around the room along with lightning bolts which he send out in an almost childlike joy.

      Evie ducked in time to avoid a bolt of electricity that zinged pas her cheek so close that she'd felt the singe of the heat as it marked her skin, then smelled the odor of burned hair. The lightning bolt had chopped a hunk of her hair off close to her cheek, but thankfully not too close.

      She'd avoided being struck full in the face so it would count as a success. More bolts came in her direction and Evie began to feel panic rise. She sent her thoughts at the Marks on her arms almost a prayer to build up more energy faster. And they complied, which Evie felt in the slow simmering rise of the heat in her skin.

      She didn't forget the creature flying around, again having to dodge a few lightning bolts. And then he sent a second bolt of lightning which was this time a strike that hit home.

      The creature crowed with delight and Evie forced her cry of pain down. She refused to let the shade know that that she'd been injured enough to feel such terrible agony. She controlled the urge to wince and took a slow breath, ignoring the rip in her pants and the strong odor of cooked meat. 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, gently sounds that seemed to want 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 clown-like 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 moved from where he now hovered in front of her.

      And then, putting the forced of all her spirit and all her fear, Evie shoved hard, pushing the power out of her palms and sent it streaming at the shade. Evie held her hands stiff, shocked at the immense energy that streamed forth. She found it incredibly hard to keep her hands still, to hold her aim steady and to ensure the power was fed directly into the dark shadows 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 that was 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 shadows. As the black mist twisted on the air it floated around and faded away. But the rest of the creature didn't have the punishment of a slow death. The Energy of the god of the underworld had now built up to such a frenzy as it accumulated within the body of the dark creature.

      Until at last 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 disturbed as the sound of crumbling rock hit her like an avalanche. The walls of her cell now bore ragged gaps, some walls were left with only a small pile of rubble, revealing the black soil of the land around the basement dungeon.

      The stones of the dungeon had also suffered from the blast and Evie blinked as she stared ahead of her to see the entire dungeon had been blasted away and in the distance were piles of stone all collected beyond the circle of the explosive energy.

      And from above her, Evie heard the rumblings of the castle. With the basement and the foundations blown out from beneath the estate, the floor and walls were slowly beginning to collapse.

      Evie let out a shriek of fear. What have I done she cried out terror cracking her voice and garbling her words. But the Marks swarmed again, whispering comfort and reassurance again. And what they converted to her was hope and that this would be fixed.

      Evie wasn’t sure what she was meant to take from that, which in turn meant she wasn’t at all capable of relaxing or calming herself down. But even as panic took hold of her, she found the space 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 walls began to reform themselves, as though time was working in reverse.

      Evie choked on her next breath. That was exactly it. Time was being rewound, only without the presence of the evil shadow. Evie wasn’t certain how time could make a selection as to what it wanted to rewind.

      Whatever was happening, Evie didn’t have any objections.

      Mere moments later, the cell was back 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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      She didn’t have to wait much longer. As another set of boots marched their way along the dungeon halls toward her cell. Evie stiffened, the leather bands around her wrists instantly reminding her of her imprisonment, that she could do nothing while the angelic cuffs held her within its spell.

      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 stood there, silver eyes devoid of expression as 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 caving, unmoving until she decided to take the chance 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 playing, 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 good 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 gargoyles 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 room welcomed Evie like an 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 was still 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?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      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 now. 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 murder, 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 gave 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 wold 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." then 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 shoulds 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 of 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 possessed 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. thereafter 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 Seals of Hades set, 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."

      Evei 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 rand 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, preferable 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 object were to be made.

      Relieved, Evie said, "Okay. I have someone in mind. Who do I speak to in order to have my counsel some 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 you 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 parchemen, 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 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, he 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 help 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.
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      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 be involved.

      Was that what Mykia had meant when she said Castor’s claim of knowing nothing had not been believed Was 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 on 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 insider 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 it 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 Level X 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 trump 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.
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      "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 thee dgy 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 you 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 you 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 you 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 also 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.

      Evie 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 to 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 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 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 a while 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 hat 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 on my body 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 Seals 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 Seals 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?"e

      "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. "Olay, 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 dont; 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 moult.

      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 and 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 was 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 finer 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 X 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?” Helooking 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

      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 batchit crazy--as Barry would put it.

      Evei had once killed a dragon in mid flight, watched the berserker rage fade from the creatures 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 shaped 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 build, 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 WarthWorld. They'd eventually chosen to live an 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 wasn 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 adrenalin 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 the 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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