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				Chapter 1

				Blythe, Washington

				Present Day

				Konstantine Wilder sat at the head of one of the long picnic tables located among the grapevines in a valley in the Cascade Mountains, the finest land jewel in all of Washington State, smiling with benevolent goodwill at the wealth of interesting friends and beloved relatives he had amassed in these United States of America.

				Some knew who he was.

				Some knew what he was.

				Most were neighbors.

				Some had traveled far to celebrate Independence Day with the Wilder family.

				Sprinkled in among the crowd were people who wandered through town during the summer season, got invited to the annual celebration, and came for the food, companionship, and vodka.

				Konstantine flattered himself that they had all made a good choice. The picnic invariably boasted warm, sunny weather—Zorana might have had a hand in that, but he thought it best never to ask—boisterous laughter, interesting conversation, and easy camaraderie.

				Konstantine owned more than one kind of jewel.

				He gazed at the diamond in his crown, his Zorana, his wife, bustling around the tables, ensuring that everyone abandoned their cares on this American day of national celebration. He gazed at his sons and his daughters and his grandsons and his granddaughters, overflowing with welcome as they moved among the guests with platters of food; they were his rubies and emeralds and pearls.

				Zorana and the family they had made loved him, supported him, fought for him and with him.

				Together he and Zorana and his offspring had saved the world.

				Now their home nestled into the edges of the lush green conifer forest. Their tables groaned with traditional American dishes like hot dogs, as well as more international fare, like spaghetti and fajitas, and with traditional Ukrainian dishes like patychky, cabbage rolls, and potato varenyky. His grandsons grilled meat on barbecues, and heavenly smells wafted into the clear, warm summer air. Children’s voices shouted and sang as they climbed trees, swung on swings, clung to the playground merry-go-round. They fell, got up, and played again.

				Life in these United States was good.

				Every year on this day Konstantine affirmed that belief, loudly and with much vigor, in a speech that all respected and enjoyed, even his children and grandchildren. He could always see through the eye rolling and elbow nudges to the pride that they so carefully hid.

				And now . . . it was time.

				Placing his big hands on the table, he slowly hefted himself to his feet. He nodded at Jasha, at Rurik, at Adrik, at Douglas. His sons rose, vodka bottles in hand. Their wives rose with them, gathered the trays of shot glasses, and, as the boys filled them, all laughed and waited for the moment when they would pass out the glasses for the toast.

				In the meantime, Zorana turned to face Konstantine, and the friends who knew what to expect focused their attention on him.

				He grinned. “I remember when I had to shout to make you pay attention. Now I am old, and you listen out of respect.”

				“You’ve been old for years, Konstantine.” The Catholic priest had never had any respect for Konstantine’s dignity.

				That was all right. Father Ambrose knew Konstantine better than anyone (except Zorana), and he had always kept his mouth shut.

				“I am not really old. Maybe ninety. Maybe a hundred.” Konstantine shrugged. “Who knows? In the Ukraine, where I come from, we don’t worry about formalities like birth dates.”

				Uncertain laughter rippled through the crowd. They didn’t know whether he was serious.

				He was. In his Ukrainian family, they didn’t celebrate birthdays.

				They celebrated transformations.

				“Some of you listen with respect. Some listen because I give you vodka.” He gestured to his daughter-in-law Karen, who delivered a shot to the priest.

				Father Ambrose lifted his glass in salute and downed it, then took another.

				Konstantine’s voice swelled. “On this Independence Day for the United States of America, I thank God for the country that welcomed Zorana and me and allowed us to build our home and bear our children in peace. They are all successful. They are all married now.” He patted his chest. “I take credit for that.”

				“Oh, Papa.” Adrik, his third son, sighed.

				“You wish to argue?” Konstantine demanded.

				Adrik, the father to four children with his wife, Karen, shook his head. “No, Papa. I do not argue with the old wolf.”

				“Good. You show wisdom at last.”

				Laughter rippled over the crowd.

				“Ah.” Konstantine nodded his understanding. “When you look at Adrik, you see a successful man who pays his taxes and speaks with authority on many subjects. I see the rebellious, snot-faced boy I raised. We both survived. So I am proud.” He opened his arms.

				Adrik walked to his father. They hugged each other, kissed cheeks, as was traditional in their family, and both men had tears in their eyes.

				They had almost lost each other, Konstantine and Adrik, and although most of these people did not realize it, their survival had been a close thing.

				With a final pat, Adrik backed away. “Go on, Papa.”

				Once again Konstantine commanded the crowd. “The Wilder land rests cradled in the best valley in the Cascade Mountains—not that I am prejudiced—”

				More laughter.

				“—near our most excellent town called Blythe. You ask, Why is my land the best?” He smiled benevolently. “Because the temperatures are mild in the winter and warm in the summer. I raise grapes, and my wife, Zorana, plants a garden every year. I tell her she is too old for such labor. She tells me to shut up and plow the ground for her. Of course, I do as I am told.”

				“You show wisdom at last.” Zorana mocked him with his own words.

				By now his guests were receiving their shots of vodka and rocking with laughter.

				“To demonstrate to you how fruitful our land is . . . my four sons and their wives have given Zorana and me seventeen grandchildren, and in the last year we have been blessed with not one, not two, but five great-grandchildren.” Konstantine beamed and lifted five fingers. “And we have two more on the way.”

				A burst of applause.

				“All are sons. We Wilders . . . we always have sons. Sons are good. They are hellions as they grow, but eventually they bring their beautiful wives home to us, and they make more Wilder sons who run wild.” Konstantine remembered a time when his sons had been more than merely hellions—they had been shape-shifters, bound to the devil in a pact that had stretched back a thousand years. His sons, his daughters-in-law, he, and Zorana had broken that pact.

				Sometimes, even now, he missed the ability to change into a wolf. But for the sake of his soul, he gladly paid the price.

				Konstantine grew serious. Very serious. “Zorana and I are proud, for all our children are healthy. All are well. Except . . . in the past few years, evil has spread tentacles far and wide throughout the world, and the battle for peace has begun.”

				The crowd grew quiet, respectful, and some of them, who had traveled abroad, looked grim.

				“At this time, we remember our oldest grandson, Aleksandr, who left us to go to college in New York City and then join the fight against evil. He has disappeared.” Konstantine’s voice quavered. “Almost three years he’s been gone.”

				Zorana moved to stand beside Aleksandr’s mother, Firebird, and the two women hugged while Aleksandr’s father, Douglas, wrapped his arms around their shoulders. The rest of the family gathered close, too, protective of one another.

				Konstantine’s voice grew in strength. “As long as we hear nothing about Aleksandr’s death, we have hope, and we ask that you keep hope alive as well.”

				Nods all around. Murmurs of reassurance.

				These guests were good people. They would hope for Aleksandr’s return, and they would pray.

				Except . . . toward the end of the table . . . Konstantine had noticed that one man sat sour faced and shifty eyed, watching the family from beneath lowered lashes.

				Konstantine didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t a neighbor or a friend. Yet he looked familiar, which meant . . . it was likely he was a relative. From the Ukraine. Maybe a brother, or a cousin.

				He and Zorana had come to the United States and changed their last name from Varinski to Wilder because they wanted no part of the wickedness that dominated his family. And yet . . . his family had followed them here, and never, ever had it been good news when a Varinski turned up.

				He sliced a glance at his youngest son. At Douglas, lost to them for so long and now returned. Douglas was in law enforcement, trusted for his consummate instincts when dealing with criminals.

				Douglas had already picked up the signals from the stranger. Now, holding his bottle of vodka, Douglas moved down the table, pouring drinks and seemingly at random pacing toward the man.

				“The real world, the world we know, the world of the sun, is nothing but a skin of reality barely holding in the darkness and the evil. Hell is beneath us”—Konstantine stomped his foot on the ground—“and I heard once that the devil’s best trick was to convince us all that he does not exist.”

				Father Ambrose lifted his glass. “Hear, hear!”

				Konstantine continued. “So when you pray and hope for Aleksandr, pray also for the Chosen Ones. They accepted my grandson and gave him a role to play in this fight.”

				Guests were hanging on his every word, clearly confused by the direction of his speech.

				Meanwhile, Wilder mothers moved the younger children toward the shelter of the forest.

				Zorana came to Konstantine’s side to stand beside him.

				His family knew trouble when they saw it.

				Konstantine continued to speak, his voice commanding attention, the legend he told almost hypnotic with its dark, primitive rhythm. “Long ago, when the world was young, twins were born, marked by fate. Repulsed, their mother took them into the forest and abandoned them, and in recompense, the good God gave them special gifts. The boy could make fire, and he was rescued by a band of roving Gypsies and lovingly cared for. When the boy grew into a man, he gathered others like him, seven people with gifts who wished to use them for good, and they formed the Chosen Ones.”

				The Varinski now openly stared at Konstantine, his eyes black with hate.

				“The girl was rescued by a witch, who abused her most horribly. When she grew into a woman, she found she could see the future. She killed the witch as a sacrifice to Satan himself, and then gathered around her seven people with gifts who wished to serve evil, and they formed the Others.”

				Konstantine’s guests squirmed in their seats, starting to look uneasy at the turn this celebration had taken.

				Konstantine’s sons and grandsons followed Douglas’s silent commands and moved into place around the Varinski.

				“Each group of Chosen Ones serves a term of seven years, until a new group takes their place to fight the battle against the Others—and their master, the devil. These Chosen were sabotaged before they started. They came to the battle unprepared and without resources, for evil managed to breach their defenses. Their building, their researchers, their books, and their history were obliterated in one mighty explosion. And all of you must realize”—Konstantine leveled a stern look at his guests—“that the world as we know it is crumbling under the weight of corruption, blackmail, drugs, and vice.”

				The Varinski smiled, a wide, ugly, sneering grin.

				“We have only a few weeks left before the seven years of these Chosen are up, and when that happens—” Konstantine saw the Varinski lift his hand from under the table. He saw the flash of a metal barrel. He shouted, “Get down!”

				As the pistol roared, Konstantine dove sideways, sheltering Zorana with his body, taking her down to the ground.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Konstantine held Zorana tightly in his arms, terrified that she had been shot, and crawled with her under the table.

				Around him he heard guests screaming, benches being overturned.

				Feet stampeded past.

				“All clear!” Adrik shouted.

				“It’s all right, folks; we got him!” Rurik yelled.

				A whistle blew, loud and long—Douglas’s police whistle.

				At once the crowd quieted.

				“Calm down, everyone. We have everything under control. You’re safe,” Jasha said. “Please go ahead and return to your seats. I think we’re all going to need more vodka.”

				Nervous laughter.

				“Who is he?” someone asked.

				“We’re sorry. He’s a cousin. Looks like he went off his meds. It wasn’t a real gun,” Jasha lied with easy charm, soothing their guests. “We’ll handle him. Has anyone seen my parents?”

				People bent. Eyes peered beneath the table.

				“They’re here!” someone shouted.

				Zorana shoved at Konstantine. “Get off of me, you big oaf. You’re so heavy I can’t breathe.”

				He gave a sigh of relief. If she was giving him trouble . . . she was fine. Sitting up, he looked down at her, at the smudges of dirt on her face and her angry, snapping dark eyes. “You don’t usually complain when I’m on top of you.”

				“You usually offer me a better time than getting shot at.”

				“Next time someone aims a gun at you, I’ll whisper love words in your ear before I save you.” He offered his hand.

				She took it and sat up. “Good idea. And he was aiming at you.”

				“Probably, but these young Varinskis are not necessarily well trained in the art of shooting. When you landed, did you break a hip, woman?” His question was rough; his intent was not. He had been born a Varinski. He was strong, sturdy, long-lived.

				Zorana was younger than him, so much younger, but she was fragile, her bones were delicate, and as their age progressed he feared for her more each day.

				She knew it, too. She mocked his concern. “I’m fine. You rolled to protect me from the impact.” She looked at him out of the corners of her eyes. “Thank you, you old fool.”

				“You are the love of my life,” he said.

				“I know.” She leaned her head on his chest.

				Their adopted daughter, Firebird, crawled under the table with them. “Papa. Mama. You’re okay?” She saw the way they held each other. “Yes. You’re okay.” She patted their shoulders. “You need to come out. Show everyone you’re not hurt. And, Papa, you need to finish your speech.”

				Konstantine nodded.

				Zorana rose easily. No bones cracked, although she would be incredibly unhappy about the damage done to her clothes. She bought them from Nordstrom, and she took her clothing choices, especially for their picnic, very seriously. Konstantine felt sorry for his stupid Varinski cousin; the idiot had no idea the trouble she would serve up to him.

				Konstantine’s knees were not as good as they once were, so he allowed Firebird and Zorana to help him to his feet.

				The guests cheered.

				A quick glance proved his sons had hustled the Varinski into the house, and Konstantine knew he would be bound and gagged and locked in the root cellar, with one of the boys on guard at all times.

				The family would deal with him later.

				“What was I saying when we were so rudely interrupted?” Konstantine boomed.

				His guests laughed and clapped, reassured by his joke and his family’s apparent insouciance in the face of what looked like a shocking attack. Gradually they returned to their seats and cleaned up their overturned plates, while chattering over the clink of glasses.

				When most of their nervous murmurs had died down, the priest spoke in a clear voice. “If you were trying to show us a demonstration of the evil in the world today, Konstantine, you did a good job. Now, why don’t you tell us the rest of the legend about the Chosen Ones?”

				Konstantine slowly nodded. “As you request, Father, so I obey.” And once more, he spoke. “In the modern world, the Chosen Ones disguised themselves as the Gypsy Travel Agency, a corporate identity, and that’s when the current problems started. . . .”

				

				Late that night, when the people had all gone, when the children had been put to bed, when the bonfire had burned down to red coals and blue stars peered coldly from the midnight sky, Konstantine caught Zorana’s hand and raised it to his lips. “Are you ready?” he asked her.

				“I can’t wait,” she answered.

				He knew it was true. When he had met her, she was the wise woman of her tribe, the one to whom visions were given—and she had been only sixteen. Yet her elders were right: Zorana had always been wise, strong, intelligent, and courageous, and she truly anticipated this confrontation with the Varinski kept captive in their cellar.

				He nodded to his sons, then warned his family, “Keep to the shadows. He may be here for reconnaissance, and he doesn’t need to see exactly who watches him, and how many.”

				These children and grandchildren, he had trained them well. They might wish to be defiant, to challenge the Varinski themselves, but they understood strategy. They had heard the tales of the last Varinski attack; they understood what was at stake.

				Only Firebird remained on the periphery of the light. The women congregated at her back, and Zorana went to stand at her side. In this battle, Firebird had suffered the most, and like a bulwark of femininity, the Wilder women supported and protected her . . . for Aleksandr was her son, her firstborn, and every day she cried. Every day she prayed for his safe return.

				In silence, Jasha and Rurik, Adrik and Douglas dragged the Varinski from the root cellar and brought him to face the family tribunal.

				The Varinski was tall, but bulky, with broad shoulders and too much weight around his middle. Konstantine judged him to be about forty, at that age when men realized they were no longer the strongest, the youngest, the best. That meant he remembered the days when the Varinskis were at the top of the food chain, when a male lived for that moment he reached puberty and became a predator that would hunt and kill and earn a fortune for his cruelty.

				Karen and Anne placed logs on the coals, and eager flames licked them to life.

				Konstantine could have turned on the outdoor electric lights, but some scenes played better with the proper atmosphere.

				Adrik and Douglas shoved the man into a sitting position on a log set close to the fire. Rurik and Jasha removed his gag and the ropes that bound him.

				“You know,” Konstantine said kindly, “I recognize you.”

				“You do not!” The Varinski half rose.

				Rurik and Douglas slammed him back down.

				“I do,” Konstantine assured him. “You’re a brother. A cousin. A Varinski.”

				“Yes,” the Varinski muttered. “I’m—”

				Konstantine held up his hand. “Don’t tell me your name. It’s not important. You’re not important. If I were guessing, that’s why you tried to shoot me.”

				The Varinski snarled.

				“Fearsome.” Rurik’s Tasya stood in the shadows, but her tone mocked and taunted.

				The Varinski snarled again, then let his defiance fade to silence.

				Konstantine let that silence drag on, until the Varinski shifted uncomfortably, as if ants had invaded both the log and his hefty butt. “Compared to me and my sons, you are young. I think . . . yes, I definitely think my boys and I broke our pact with the devil before you reached puberty.”

				The Varinski looked aside. “Yes.”

				“So what you’ve been all your life is a pathetic loser who talked about the good old days without experiencing them,” Jasha said.

				The Varinski swung to face him, lips curled back, dark eyes cruel with resentment.

				Jasha leaned toward him, hypnotizing him with his gaze. “I was a wolf, running free in the forest.”

				Rurik fed more logs onto the coals, and when the flames lit the night sky, he said, “I was a hawk, alive on the wind.”

				Adrik stood just out of sight of the fire’s light. “I was a panther, black as the night.”

				Douglas watched his wife, their Firebird, slim and still, her eyes fixed on the Varinski. “I was a cougar, gleaming golden as I hunted my prey.”

				“Well . . . aren’t you just lucky,” the Varinski sneered. “You ruined it for the rest of us.”

				“Yes. We did,” Konstantine said.

				The Varinski turned on him like a snake about to strike. “The apocalypse is coming, and because of you, Konstantine, we Varinskis are nothing. We are no one. Of no more use to the devil than the man on the street. In this battle, we should be commanding Satan’s forces, and we are mere . . . men.” The Varinski choked up, showing his grief like a little girl. “I want to see with the eyes of an eagle and hunt with the cruel intent of a panther. I want to serve at the master’s right hand, and foul the world with vice. Instead, I am reduced to shooting my enemies rather than ripping out their throats with my teeth.”

				“You cannot rip out your enemies’ throats with your teeth?” Firebird said flatly. “That is a shame.”

				The Varinski turned from the scorn of the men to the supposed weakness of the women.

				Obviously he knew nothing of the Wilder women.

				In a tone of command, he said, “I know who you are, Firebird Wilder, so don’t make fun of me. It is your son who most betrayed our loyalty to the devil. It is your son who tried to be something, one of the Chosen Ones. And where is he now? Vanished. Dead.”

				Zorana caught Firebird as she lunged at him. She held Firebird as she fought to kill him. “Listen to me, child of my heart. Listen to me.” Zorana patted Firebird’s hair. “He’s not dead. Aleksandr is not dead. He’s buried alive, but he will rise again.”

				Everyone froze. Everyone turned to face her.

				Konstantine’s heart clenched. He remembered the last time, many years ago, that a prophecy had seized her. She had been right, right about everything, and in the end all had been well. But oh, what a price they had paid in blood and tears. . . .

				“Truly, Mama?” Douglas asked. “You know this?”

				Zorana, too, stood frozen, her dark eyes wide and surprised. “Yes,” she said slowly. “He’s still alive, but smothered beneath a great weight and much guilt.”

				Firebird clung to Zorana. “Mama, don’t lie to me. The son I cradled in my arms, the boy I saw grow into a fine man . . . is he well?”

				“He is. I’m not wrong.” Zorana stroked Firebird’s hair again, but she gazed far beyond the circle of light. “But he is in danger. Such danger. They watch for him, wait for him. They hunger for him, need him to complete their foul scheme.”

				“Who are they?” Anne asked.

				“Are they the Others?” Tasya asked.

				“The Others . . . yes.” Zorana’s eyes half closed, and she took a long breath. “Yes, I smell the taint of the Others. I smell them and the rot that rises from the very roots of their being. . . .”

				The Varinski had never seen anything like Zorana in the throes of a prophecy. He had perhaps imagined the world of the spirit, where evil and good fought for the souls of men, but he had never witnessed it.

				He tried to bolt.

				Konstantine caught him, threw him to the ground, planted his big foot into the middle of the Varinski’s back, and said, “Adrik. Rurik. Take our guest out to an island in the Sound. Leave him there like the stray dog he is. He’ll find his way back . . . but not soon.” His sons did as they were told, roughly grabbing the Varinski from the dirt and pushing him out the door ahead of them.

				Konstantine turned his attention back to Zorana.

				“There’s something else. I hear the echo of another prophecy . . .” Zorana’s voice became deep, and bleak, and as distant as the stars that twinkled in the dark skies above. . . . “‘Rising on the ashes of the Gypsy Travel Agency is a new power in a new building. Unless this hope takes wing, this power and this building will grow to reach the stars, and cast their shadow over the whole earth, and evil shall rule.’”

				“What does that mean?” Douglas asked.

				“It’s a prophecy.” Jasha remembered the first time. “We’ll find out when it’s time, and no sooner.”

				Firebird’s first clean burst of hope faded. “But I don’t believe it. If Aleksandr were alive, he would tell us. He would not let us suffer.”

				Douglas caught her in his arms and held her. She closed her eyes and dropped her head onto his chest.

				“Perhaps he can’t,” Douglas said.

				“And you, my daughter, you underestimate the power of guilt.” Konstantine had killed in his day. He had been the embodiment of evil. He had repented . . . yet he still carried a burden on his soul. “Our Aleksandr was raised to be a man of honor. You raised him to be a man of honor. If the Others captured him, tortured him, and he gave in . . . he would never forgive himself. If he is alive . . . someday we will know it.” He gazed at Zorana, watching the power of the prophecy leave her, seeing once more the burden of worry oppress her.

				Yet the foresight compelled Zorana to say one more thing. “Yes, we will someday know what tore his soul from his body and left him the empty, seeking shell that I sense. But not this day. Not today.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Deep Beneath the City of New York

				Present Day

				Charisma Fangorn was so busy shaking the heavy plastic grip on her flashlight, trying to eke another minute’s worth of illumination out of the wavering bulb, she never noticed the abrupt drop-off—until she stepped out into nothingness.

				Her flashlight went flying, a brief glow of light that twirled away from the hot, close air of the tunnel and into the void. Then the glass shattered, plunging Charisma into bleak darkness. She landed on her feet, on the sharp stone edge of . . . somewhere. Her foot slipped off. She fell again. Landed on her hands and knees, irretrievably off balance. On a stair. Stone stairs. She tumbled, curled into the fetal position, protecting her head with her arms, hitting each step, bruising each rib, her hips, her knees, her elbows. She hit bottom face-first, felt her chin split and her eye blacken, and something snapped in her shoulder.

				Pain crashed through her, overwhelming her.

				She tried to scream. Tried to move. Got her breath. Screamed, except . . . it sounded like a whimper.

				Oh, God. Oh, please. Please, God . . .

				No, don’t pray. They’ll notice you. Down here the mouth of hell lurked too close and yawned too wide.

				She rested there, gasping, getting control, subduing the agony, praying—not praying—wanting to be well and whole. And knowing that, even if she escaped alive, she would never be whole again.

				Without moving, she tried to look behind her.

				Where was behind? The dark was . . . blacker than anything she had ever seen.

				Except for the eyes, glowing eyes, dozens of eyes, that followed her, moving, shifting, circling.

				She needed to get up. Get moving. Find her way out. Now.

				But . . . agony. Pain everywhere. Agony . . . her collarbone was broken.

				She breathed again, in through her nose, out through her mouth, as her yoga teacher had taught her, controlling her mind, soothing her nerves. . . .

				Every time she broke a bone in her battles alongside the Chosen Ones, the pain blistered her. Usually, though, she got hurt during a fight, and adrenaline kept her going. This time . . . she had nothing except a warm, flat stone surface under her body, a darkness so thick it smothered her, and fear. So much fear.

				She tried to remain still, to allow the agony to subside. But it didn’t, and she could no longer stay still.

				She groaned.

				How could she have been so unwary? She knew the treacherous passages down here. In the last three days—or was it five days?—she’d been all over, looking for the way out. But she was as lost as she had been the first day in these underground tunnels.

				There was no way out.

				Just as there was no end to the pain. Or the fear.

				So dark.

				So hungry. So thirsty.

				That was why she’d fallen. She’d been down here for days. Three days. No, more, because she’d been without food for at least four days, had drained the last of her water more than forty hours ago.

				Five days. Probably. Maybe. Her phone was dead—not that it did her any good, so far underground.

				The stones in her bracelet hummed softly, warning her.

				She wanted to snap at them. Which made no sense. They were stones. Although they spoke to her, they did not live.

				They warned her that danger lurked, but what good did that do? She knew she was in trouble. She was dying of hunger and thirst, her body was broken and bleeding, she was half-insane with the need to sleep, and she kept thinking she would gladly die of any of those causes . . . because when she looked behind her, or in front of her, she saw those eyes, glowing eyes, in the dark.

				She had to find the wall, to get her back against it, to prepare her weapons for a fight to the death. The wall . . . was not too far. A few feet, perhaps. She could move a few feet.

				Cradling her useless arm, she sat up.

				Her head swam. Her face was swelling. The darkness had already blinded her. She hoped . . . she hoped her eyes didn’t swell shut before she had taken out some of those eyes.

				With her free hand, she reached, groped, found a wall. A stone wall. Yes! Triumph!

				“Yes, Samuel, it’s a crappy triumph, but I take what I can, you asshole. All right?” She didn’t think she’d actually said the words out loud. She thought that, with her swollen lips and dry mouth, she only mumbled.

				But for a moment, the gibbering quieted, and she felt the intense stares as she inched her way to the wall and propped herself up. There. Now all she had to do was stand up. Easy. Nothing to it. Soon.

				New York City was one of the world’s great cities. It bustled. It roared. It created fashion. It made money. It sold knockoffs.

				It covered one of hell’s doors to the world.

				Like their kin, the rats, the demons would wait until she was unconscious, near death, and then they would take her, bite by bite, tearing her flesh, consuming her while she still lived. . . .

				The demons had appeared in the world about four years ago.

				Charisma had seen them first. She had been patrolling, and she got the itchy feeling of being watched. She saw glowing lights out of the corners of her eyes, swung and faced them. The lights blinked out. She told herself she was imagining things.

				In her business, it was easy to imagine things.

				In her business, sometimes she would rather go crazy than have to face the truth.

				She hadn’t said anything to the other Chosen. After all, she’d never really seen anything. But finally the Chosen Ones’ seer, Jacqueline Vargha, had pronounced, “Hell is bubbling like a cauldron, and creatures are escaping, with scaly skin and teeth and claws and ravenous appetite and little glowing eyes. . . .”

				Then every one of the Chosen Ones admitted to glimpsing at least one flash of a demon in the dark. Even Samuel said he’d seen something peering at him from beneath a grate in the street. Of course, being Samuel, he jabbed it with the sharp cane he now carried. The thing had screamed and slithered away.

				Being Samuel, and a mind controller, he also said the things had no minds of their own. They were simply eternally hungry creatures that hunted and ate and hated everything that lived in the world.

				Most of the time, Charisma could barely tolerate Samuel. He was a boor, and only his wife, Isabelle, could keep him in check.

				But now Charisma wished Samuel and his stupid cane were here, because the eyes had moved closer, and for the first time she could hear the demons’ low gibbering.

				They were excited. They smelled blood. They were salivating over the idea of fresh meat.

				Charisma shuddered. She always carried a gun, a small pistol. It was loaded. Full of bullets. She needed to get it in her hand and take aim, and shoot them one by one. . . .

				No, wait. She’d lost her pistol somewhere. Where had she lost it?

				Oh. She remembered. She’d fallen down before, on the very first day, before she’d been lost . . . or before she had admitted to herself she was lost. She’d heard something, something that sounded like a child wailing. She’d been running, trying to catch up. She’d turned a corner, saw a demon, squat and scaly, loping along ahead of her, its head thrown back, its lipless mouth open and imitating a human baby’s cry. Furious, exhausted, ready to kill, she had pulled her handgun, tripped on a loose stone, landed on her hands and knees.

				The pistol fell, skidded toward one of the cracks that yawned so unexpectedly in the ground. She’d flung herself after it. Missed.

				The demon cackled and kept running.

				The pistol fell off into the void. Charisma waited, listening for it to land, thinking that perhaps she could go and get it. At last, long moments later, she heard a faint, far-distant thump.

				She didn’t want to go down that far.

				Here in the tunnels she was too close to hell.

				She hadn’t come down here to look for hell. She’d come down because . . .

				Because she’d witnessed a kidnapping. A human child snatched from its parents and carried below the city. She had fought the demons, rescued the baby, returned it to its parents, and realized that somewhere during the battle, she’d lost her crystal bracelet.

				But she couldn’t give up that bracelet. She’d made it for herself, back when the earth’s stones had first started to speak to her, drilling the stones and threading them on a sturdy chain. She never took them off. This bracelet contained the first crystals that had spoken to her, and she had worn it always. . . .

				She was Charisma Fangorn, one of the Chosen Ones, and her gift was that she could hear the earth song.

				For almost all of her life, Charisma had been aware of the earth, speaking through the stones at her wrist, crooning like a mother to her beloved child.

				As a child, Charisma had reveled in those loving tones, and, believing everyone heard the same song, she had spoken to her mother about the pleasure she felt in hearing it.

				Two things.

				One—that mother wasn’t her biological mother, and she was an altogether pretty poor excuse for a human being.

				Two—that woman whom Charisma thought of as her mother started farming her out as a healer at markets and street fairs across the western United States. Charisma hated it, hated the nomad lifestyle, where she . . .

				Not important now.

				Eventually, there on the site of the demon battle, she had found her bracelet, and now the stones urged her, Wake up. Wake up! That more than anything proved her situation was desperate, for her gift was fading as hope failed in the world, and the voices of her stones had almost vanished.

				Charisma’s eyes popped open.

				The darkness pressed in on her.

				The glowing eyes were closer. A lot closer.

				Charisma pulled her shoulder in. In a slow, desperately painful movement she pressed her back against the wall and staggered to her feet.

				The glowing eyes surrounded her, but they hung back.

				Yes. She tried to smile. They were afraid. Because . . . she was one of the Chosen Ones. She would make them suffer. She would die fighting.

				A few levels up, the walls were slimy and cold. Down here, the heat from hell’s fires radiated up Charisma’s back and fought off the chill of death.

				Charisma bent, inch by painful inch, down to her boot and pulled her knife. She grasped the handle in her sweaty palm. She wished she could say the blade felt familiar, but no. She lost her knives in fights every day, every week, until Irving bought them by the case and kept them in the hall closet for the Chosen so they would never be without.

				God bless Irving. Almost a hundred years old . . . she had never thought he would outlive her.

				No, Charisma would fight to her last breath. . . .

				She breathed in and out, the sound rasping in her ears.

				The gibbering got louder, more excited.

				She lifted the knife. Narrowed her eyes. Braced herself.

				And staggered when something heavy, cold and slick and silent, fell on her from above.

				She screamed, the pain in her injured shoulder agonizing, then screamed again as that thing sank its teeth into the muscle above her collarbone. She stabbed, impaling it, and heard it squeal and struggle. She lost her grip on her knife. She grabbed, dug her fingers into some body part. A nose. An eye. She didn’t care; she knew only that she suddenly had a handle with which to throw it, and she did, flung it as hard as she could, the way a person threw a cockroach or slug or spider or snake.

				A thump. A squawk. Four pairs of eyes went out. She’d knocked them over like bowling pins, and that made her happy. But when she lost the knife, she’d lost her last weapon.

				The chattering grew guttural, angry, intent. The eyes slid closer. Closer. Glowed hotter, red and blue.

				Her shoulder throbbed. The bite spread cold down her arm and up her neck. Venom. She’d been poisoned. The world wavered. She was going to die. . . .

				She heard an unexpected rush of movement from the side.

				Driven by instinct, she crouched and turned to fight.

				Loud and deep and animal, something roared and threw an object that clattered and rolled toward the demons.

				And right before her eyes, a bomb exploded.

				The demons screamed.

				Light flashed scalding white, showing her the silhouette of a creature that stood between her and the demons. Tall, hairy, misshapen, a creature from a child’s nightmares, with long arms outstretched—toward her.

				She tried to cover her light-blinded eyes. The ragged edges of her collarbone scraped together.

				The demons scattered.

				The beast roared again, closer this time; then like a vengeful god it grabbed her, lifted her, flung her over a broad shoulder, and bounded like a lion up the stairs.

				Her arm hung uselessly down the beast’s back.

				The pain was excruciating.

				She welcomed unconsciousness.

				She was going to die.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Charisma drifted toward consciousness.

				The first thing she heard was the sound of water rippling over stones, like a delicate brook down a mountain slope. She heard birds tweeting, too, and realized she was warm and comfortable, snuggled into her bed listening to her sound machine.

				She usually set the machine to play the ocean shore, not the babbling brook, but this was nice. Relaxing. Soothing. Although some memory niggled at the corner of her mind. . . .

				Then she moved.

				Wrong!

				Every joint ached and burned.

				Instinctively, she reached for the bracelet on her wrist.

				It was there, her crystals strung on a wire and held close against her skin. The stones whispered a faint reassurance, so faint she could scarcely hear it, but even so . . . she knew she was safe.

				She opened her eyes to darkness. Total darkness.

				Her night-light had burned out.

				She moved again. And groaned. What had she done to herself this time? She couldn’t quite remember. . . .

				Then, in a rush, she did.

				Lost. Hurt. Attacked. Saved by . . . something.

				Where was she?

				It wasn’t just dark.

				She couldn’t see.

				She couldn’t see!

				She sat straight up, groped for her eyes. She was blindfolded!

				From the side, she heard someone move. Her wrists were caught and held. “Don’t.” A man’s voice, deep, rough, and scratchy. “Your eyes were injured in the blast.”

				Blind. She was blind. And imprisoned.

				Panicked, she struggled.

				“Don’t,” he said again. “You’ll hurt yourself. The doctor said to leave the bandages on as long as possible.”

				“The doctor?” Her mouth was dry. Her voice was shrill. “What doctor? Who are you?”

				“Dr. King. He saved your life.”

				This guy didn’t tell her who he was. Like she wouldn’t notice that. “I’m not stupid, you know. I remember what happened. I fell down the stairs. I broke my collarbone.” Although it felt better. For a new break, surprisingly better. “So what are you claiming could have killed me?”

				The voice didn’t answer.

				She started to struggle again.

				He shook her wrists. “Do you remember the bite?”

				She froze.

				The demon. The bite.

				“Yes.” On her shoulder. The cold had radiated down her arms, her legs.

				“Some of the demons are venomous. That one was, and the venom worked on you. By the time I got you here, you were delirious, with a high fever. I sent my people to find Dr. King, but he’s busy. He came as soon as he could—”

				”You have a specialist who makes house calls?” She poured scorn into every syllable.

				“He knows I can’t come to him. And he works down here a lot.”

				“So I’m still below the city?”

				“About three levels under Central Park.”

				“Why so far down? Why Central Park?”

				“I’m safe here. And I like Central Park.” The man sounded almost whimsical. As if he didn’t get much company and was enjoying her visit.

				“Safe from what? Who are you?”

				He sighed. He loosened his grip. “If I let you go, will you listen to the story before you tear off the bandage?”

				“Yes.” Because his hands like manacles around her wrists made her panic even more.

				Cautiously he released her.

				She could feel him hovering, waiting to make a grab if she made the wrong move.

				“Water,” he said, and put a bottle in her hands.

				She should sniff the contents. She should make sure this wasn’t drugged. But she was so thirsty, she couldn’t wait. Lifting the bottle, she drank, and drank, and when he pried the bottle away, she fought him.

				He won, of course, for she was abominably weak. “Stop! You’ve been on an IV. Your stomach’s not ready to be inundated!”

				She lowered her hands to her sides, gripped the blanket that covered her legs, and realized—“I need to go to the bathroom.” She wished she didn’t. She couldn’t imagine where she was, what kind of primitive facilities there were, whether he was a leering pervert who would watch her . . . or whether he was a demon who faked being human to trick her into revealing secrets of the Chosen Ones.

				Why else would he blindfold her except to conceal his disgusting, eerie, reptilian face?

				She heard a rustle of material. His voice came from close beside her, at almost the same level as her head. “I’m going to help you get up.” He put his hands under her arms and lifted her to her feet.

				And she realized she’d been resting on the ground.

				As if he knew what she was thinking, he said, “You were delirious, dying. You kept flinging yourself off the bed onto the floor and burrowing into the dirt.”

				Her mind seized on the oddest detail. “Your floor is dirt?”

				“You’re in a cave, okay?” He guided her with his hand under her arm. “Finally I realized you were special. Different. You get your strength from the earth, and you needed the earth to heal.”

				Kudos to this guy for figuring it out.

				The voice continued. “So we put you on the ground and covered you with blankets, and you got better. It was a close thing.”

				“I feel a little achy now. That’s all.” She rotated her shoulder. “Even my collarbone is better.”

				“That’s because you’ve been unconscious for eleven days.”

				“What?” She jerked her head toward him as if she could see him.

				“Eleven days,” he repeated. Taking her wrist in his grip, he placed her hand on a doorframe. “Here’s the bathroom. I took out the lightbulb. You’ll have to grope around, but it’s small, with a sink and commode. There’s a lock on the door. You’ll be okay.”

				“Why would you take out the lightbulb?”

				“I don’t know. Maybe because you seem to be the kind of person who doubts me when I say your eyes are injured and would hit the switch to prove me wrong.”

				“Sarcasm.” She rather appreciated that. Made him seem more human.

				Not that she’d ever had a conversation with a demon, but she didn’t think they had the wit or intelligence for sarcasm.

				As promised, the room was blessedly tiny, the door had a lock, and she didn’t need her sight to do what she needed to do. She washed her hands at the sink—by the shape and heft of the fixtures, she would guess they dated from early twentieth century—and stood there, trying to understand her situation, to figure out what to do next.

				She was dressed in a long, voluminous, sturdy cotton nightgown that smelled like dirt and age, and covered her from her neck to her toes.

				Was that creature telling the truth? About anything?

				One thing he’d said that she knew was true: She was underground. She could tell by the sense of still earth around her, from the way sound hung in the air, then slowly faded. For her, the earth was the womb from which she was birthed—and the tomb where she would die.

				But . . . had the demon’s venom truly been so strong it almost killed her? Had she been down here eleven days? Add the days she’d been lost in the tunnels, and she knew the other Chosen were frantic, uncertain whether to say a prayer for her soul or continue their hunt for her. And they didn’t have any moments to spare on hunting for her—the Chosen Ones were the last line of defense against hell’s increasingly strong assault on the world. And they were almost out of time.

				Only weeks remained before darkness covered the earth and hell reigned for a thousand years.

				Her heart pounded. She desperately needed to go back up into the city as soon as possible, yet . . . yet she could feel a weariness tugging at her senses, a faint chill and numbness remained in her fingertips, and if her sight was truly affected, how could she escape?

				In an abrupt fury, she reached up and tore off the blindfold.

				Oh. Oh! She blinked. She could see light around the door. A dim light, but still—a light.

				After a moment of staring, fireworks began exploding along her optical nerve and she had to turn her head away.

				So she wasn’t blind. But she did have visual problems, and when she remembered the demons and the utter darkness, and then that radiant explosion . . . how could she be surprised?

				A light tap on the door, and the creature called, “Charisma, are you all right?”

				She tied the blindfold on again, unlocked the door, and yanked it open. “I’m fine.”

				“I see.” He readjusted her blindfold, his hands careful not to touch her skin. “Are you satisfied now? You took it off. Dr. King will not be pleased.”

				“I had to know.”

				“And?”

				“I could see.”

				He took a long breath, which she could read as either disappointment or relief. Then, taking her arm, he walked her across the room . . . she guessed. “We honestly didn’t know, so that’s a good sign.”

				“You say I’ve been here for eleven days, and since my collarbone is feeling pretty good, I tend to believe you.”

				“Why, thank you.”

				More sarcasm. She would have to be careful. She might begin to like him.

				“Here’s a chair.” He put her hand on it. “If you can, we’d like you to try some broth. Can you do that?”

				She smiled toothily. “I can always eat.” Although she wasn’t particularly hungry, and that was a bad sign. Usually when she woke after an injury, she was ravenous. So when the scent of chicken broth wafted past, she seated herself, found the mug he placed in front of her, and drank little sips. It was salty and rich, not tainted with the bitter taste of drugs or poison, and, possibly even more miraculous . . . not from a can. “My compliments to the chef,” she said.

				The scrape of a chair, and his voice was close and to her right. “I keep the Belows safe, and in return they bring me food.”

				She remembered taking food from Irving’s kitchen at the Chosen Ones’ headquarters and passing it out to the street people, and remembered, too, that some of them carefully stowed it away. For the Guardian, they whispered.

				That made her frown. “You’ve got a racket going.”

				“I suppose you could say that. But I actually do keep them safe.” His voice grew sober. “I never ask for anything in return. They bring the food because I need it, and because they want to pay me as best they can. They have their pride, you know.”

				“Okay.” That made sense.

				And she was finished with the broth. She groped, found a table before her, put down the mug. He helped her to her feet, and she followed where he led. “In all this time, why haven’t my eyes healed?”

				“That particular demon’s venom is primarily a neurotoxin, although Dr. King thinks he delivered a load of harmful bacteria, too. The neurotoxin attacked your nervous system—you suffered vertigo, convulsions, pain, and you were panicked because you couldn’t see. Dr. King thinks the shock of the flash to your eyes, combined with the venom, injured your optic nerve, and if we let it rest . . . Here’s your bed.”

				Her legs wobbled as he lowered her to sit on her pallet.

				The broth should have revived her, and maybe it did. But she was still weak, her head swimming.

				Beside her, the creature steadied her with a touch and waited, maybe in concern . . . or maybe because he anticipated the pleasure of tearing out her throat.

				She wasn’t afraid. She had always known she would die down here, and for right now . . . she had to know whether this man, this thing, would murder her. . . .

				So she attacked.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Charisma lunged toward the voice, shoved at the creature.

				He toppled with a hard thump.

				She landed on top of him. Kneed him in the groin.

				He gasped in pain.

				She lunged for his throat.

				But he was very tall.

				And she was blind.

				She missed his throat, caught a handful of the cloth at his chest, gripped it, and clambered up him, planting her feet and knees hard into his belly and his chest. She lunged for his face.

				He caught her wrist.

				She still had one free hand, and she knew how to kill. She was ready to take him out, but . . . he was warm.

				She hadn’t expected that. She had really thought he was a demon, cold-blooded, pretending to care about her, presenting an illusion of humanity to lure her into some foolish revelation about her friends and her mission.

				Instead he was a . . . well, she still didn’t know what he was. But sitting on top of him, she remembered how he had come to her rescue, and her fight instinct cooled. He breathed in and out, his massive chest rising and falling. His heart hammered beneath the knee she had planted on his breastbone. Beneath the loose clothing he wore, his body parts appeared to be in approximately the right places, so he was . . . a mammal?

				Probably some form of humanoid, a species that was perhaps not an enemy, and she was trained not to kill on anything less than a certainty, or in self-defense.

				He, inconveniently, didn’t try to beat her unconscious or slice her to pieces. Instead he remained motionless, and after a moment of indecision, she swept her hand across his chest.

				It was heavy with ribs and muscles, and abruptly tapered to a thin waist and hips. His cotton tunic left his huge upper arms and shoulders free to move. And they really were huge, abnormally so. The arm felt human, with muscles and an elbow and more muscles and a wrist . . . but coarse hair about an inch long covered the skin. His coat felt like that stray German shepherd that appeared whenever she bought a meatball sandwich at Luigi’s Roach Coach.

				This guy was not formed right. “Lift a lot of weights?” she asked.

				“Yes. And I indulge in an unwise use of Rogaine, too.”

				She half laughed, because it was the polite thing to do when someone joked in the face of . . . of being so very, very different. Her heartbeat began to calm.

				Maybe everything about him was the truth. Maybe he was merely one of the unfortunates who lived beneath the city because above, they would be the objects of horror and mockery.

				Beneath the rough weave of the tunic, she felt the heat of his skin, and over that, more of that coarse, long, thick hair. A ruff of hair—of fur—circled his throat.

				He didn’t wear a collar. He didn’t smell like a dog. He didn’t smell like flea shampoo. He smelled like a man who used Dove, probably in its liquid form, and rinsed in rainwater.

				She hesitated, her fingertips hovering over the top of his jaw.

				“Go ahead,” he said, his voice rougher than before. “It’s a little late for you to worry about intruding on my personal space.”

				She nodded. “Truth.”

				With the flat of her hand, she stroked his cheek, then his temple. The hair here grew back toward his ears, like a man’s beard, but smooth. And softer than the hair on his arms.

				Up the center of his face, from the point of his chin to his forehead, his features were shaped like a man’s—and covered with fine, short hair like the coat on a dog’s face. Except for his lips. They were smooth, soft, sculpted in the same shape as human lips.

				He was definitely the guy who had saved her ass. She remembered the outline she’d seen when that light blasted her eyesight away. “Why didn’t the light hurt your eyes?”

				“Since I set off the bomb, I knew enough to close them.”

				“Makes sense. Are you a werewolf?” She was joking. Since Aleksandr, one of her fellow Chosen Ones, had disappeared, the Wilder family had visited the Chosen Ones more than once: Aleksandr’s parents, Firebird and Douglas, along with his grandparents, Konstantine and Zorana.

				Konstantine had raised a family of shape-shifters, and had a great deal of knowledge of the creatures that populated the night. He had snorted when Charisma asked about werewolves and vampires and ghosts.

				She believed him, too.

				But this creature beneath her gave a sigh. “Maybe.”

				She gave a quavering laugh and slid her hands into his long hair. The ends swept his shoulders, and the strands felt clean and glossy to the touch. But when she allowed her fingers to delve into his hair and touch his scalp, she gasped, and he flinched away.

				The skin there covered . . . something. Something weird. Harder than bone. With a seam.

				“Who are you?” she breathed. “What happened to you?”

				He took her hands and held them, not to imprison her as he had before, but as if he wanted comfort for himself. “They call me Guardian.”

				Her heart picked up the beat again. “What do you mean, they call you Guardian? Who calls you that? Is it your name?”

				“The Belows call me that. The people who live down here. So I guess it’s my name.” He shrugged, a massive roll of his shoulders that for her seemed like a roller coaster. “Say, could you do me a favor?”

				“Maybe.”

				“Could you get your knees out of my stomach?”

				“Sure.” Hastily she slid off him and settled on the ground, sitting on her heels. “Could you do me a favor?”

				“Maybe.”

				“Tell me how you got the name.”

				He took a breath, and another, then said, “When I first got down here, I was, um, sick. Out of my mind. Wounded. Terrified, like an abused wolf cub. Moises found me and he coaxed me into this cave with a trail of bread crumbs.”

				“Literally?”

				“Pretty much. I was starving. Moises told Amber about me. Taurean overheard.”

				“These are all Belows?”

				“Sometimes they go above. But yes. They are my . . . staff, I guess you’d say. My friends. I trust them.”

				“It’s good to have friends.” Charisma missed her friends. Missed them terribly.

				“Taurean announced to the Belows that a guardian had arrived.” Reflectively, he said, “I vaguely remember the clamor that resulted.”

				“So Guardian is like a title.”

				“Yes. And a legend.”

				“A legend.” She clutched his hands tightly.

				He gave her a light squeeze back. “Does that mean something to you?”

				It did mean something. She was a legend, or part of one, and in these uncertain days, she knew never to discount a good legend. “I’m Charisma Fangorn.”

				“I know. In your delirium, you told me.”

				What else had she told him? Uneasily, she said, “Tell me all about your legend.”

				“The Belows believe that in times of trouble, someone comes to them—apparently, it’s always serendipity—and he protects them from the dangers down here. In normal times, it’s all about the Aboves who are creepy enough to come down and scrounge for slaves, or the serial killers who prey on the disadvantaged, or the rich boys who come down to get their fill of rape and pillage. These days, of course, it’s all of those, plus the demons.”

				As he spoke, Charisma slid her crystal bracelet up and down her arm, trying to coax the stones into speaking to her. Who was he? What was he? Was he really a legend, and did he have a part to play in the fate of the Chosen Ones?

				The stones were silent, their magic exhausted . . . or perhaps it was that her magic had abandoned her. “So you fulfill the duties as Guardian? And you took that as your name?”

				“I don’t remember my real name. I had some kind of surgery on my brain.” His voice grew strained and scratchy. “I’m not right in the head.”

				“Oh. That explains your, um, skull.” He was crazy. That was what he was saying. He was crazy.

				Not that she hadn’t met a lot of crazy people, and conducted business with them, too. About half the street people and ninety percent of the people who lived in the tunnels should be on meds and weren’t, and Charisma thanked them when they brought her reports of weird creatures and demon attacks that no one else believed.

				Although . . . although perfectly respectable people were starting to report such oddities, and they hated when the police doubted their sanity.

				The trouble was, of course, that Osgood owned the city, and the police department, and Osgood did not want those reports circulated. He wanted the populace quiet and docile . . . until the seven years were up. Until it was too late.

				So respectable citizens kept quiet when they saw scary things, and Charisma listened to the street people and never feared them.

				But then, she’d never been blindfolded and trapped underground by one before.

				But he seemed to get it. “I’m not violent or anything. As far as I remember. I can’t recall much before I was down here.”

				“You have amnesia.”

				“That’s what Dr. King tells me. He says my mind will release the past when it has healed from its trauma.”

				“Amnesia isn’t so bad.” Really. She hoped.

				“I suppose not, although I do hope I don’t remember I’m a serial killer.”

				“Oh, me too.” Except . . . “Why did they operate on your brain? Whoever they are?”

				“They told me they would make me what I was meant to be.” His voice changed, grew deeper, with a growl that sounded ugly and hostile.

				And it seemed death hovered close in the heated air.

				Yet Charisma had never learned to shut her mouth. “What were you meant to be?”
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