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Ash had been on the market for only a few weeks before we’d gotten it taken off the streets, but in that time it had devastating effects. All because some stupid flower, the Bleeding Soul, Sangurne N’ashu, an extremely rare, bioluminescent flower from Charbydon that had the ability to win the war for the nobles in ancient times, and to kill humans or make them addicts for life.

Now the person responsible for putting ash on the market was right here. In my city. And he was about to get a visit from a very pissed-off, potentially divine ITF officer.
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(Cont. Sec.1102.07 pg. 620)

• Drug diminishes the will of the human spirit, causing weaker disembodied spirits to easily gain control.

• Ash has a honeysuckle aroma. Do not inhale. Once ingested, fatal overdose may occur. Survivors must maintain routine dosage in order to prevent fatal withdraw. No known cure.

• Manufactured using Charbydon flower, Sangurne N’ashu. Colloquial term: Bleeding Soul.

Sons of Dawn: A cult created by the biblical King Solomon (son of the human woman Bathsheba and the jinn High Chief Malek Murr). Said to have discovered some truth behind the legend of the First Ones. Purpose: to liberate Charbydon from the nobles and return control back to the jinn.

Known Members:

• Grigori Tennin. Jinn tribal boss. Resides in Underground Atlanta. Stands to become the next High Chief should the jinn regain control of Charbydon.

• Llyran. Adonai. Level Ten felon. Stole the Old Lore from the Hall of Records in Elysia and used the cult to foster his own bid for supreme power. Deceased.

• Mynogan. Charbydon noble. High Elder of the royal House of Abaddon. Manufactured the off-world drug ash along with Grigori Tennin and Cassius Mott. Orchestrated the ritual to bring darkness over Earth. Deceased.

The First Ones: Divine beings mentioned in the Old Lore of the Elysians. Myth claims that from them, the three noble races descended: the Elysian Adonai, the Charbydon nobles, and humans. The myth also claims that the nobles once ruled in Elysia, but were later cast out into Charbydon.

Noteworthy:

• The Sons of Dawn’s mission is to find physical proof of the First Ones’ existence and prove to the nobles that their true home is in Elysia. This will lead to the nobles waging war for Elysian territory.

• Ahkneri. One of the First Ones. Called the Star, and later the instrument of vengeance, retribution, and punishment. Holder of the named weapon, Urzenemelech. (The remains of this being were supposedly discovered by King Solomon and used during the Winter Solstice ritual on top of Helios Tower by Llyran and the Sons of Dawn, but no evidence of such a discovery has been found.)

KT.AMMEND/ADD.ITFOOM.1102.07GA (Section1102.07: Known Threats: Amendments & Additions)
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“You mean to tell me every single exorcist in this city is gone?”

Perched on her crude stone chair like an ancient Greek actor shadowed in darkness and smoke, Alessandra rolled her luminous green eyes to the ceiling. “Why is it everyone who stands before me must repeat everything I say?”

Because you say the craziest things? I thought, keeping a straight face.

Under the bowl-shaped seat, a bundle of laurel leaves smoked in a copper basin wedged between thick tripod legs. The fine material she wore over her head and shoulders caught the sweet-smelling smoke rising from below, billowing the fabric and directing much of it toward her lungs. Her hand stroked the back of a python curled in her lap, its fat head resting over her forearm.

Stone, python, laurel leaves—all primitive, powerful things that enhanced the sight and gave Atlanta’s resident oracle a spot at the very top.

There was a time long ago when oracles were killed for being wrong, but Alessandra—with her pale, ageless skin and softly glowing eyes that never focused on anything for long—hadn’t stayed in business the last two thousand years by being wrong. Confusing, frustrating, pompous to a staggering degree? Absofucking-lutely. But never wrong.

The smoke hit the back of my throat, tasting of burnt leaves and bitter wood. I coughed, waving at the ghostly ribbons drifting my way and cursing the oracle’s refusal to install ventilation in her temple.

She called it a temple. I called it a decrepit forties-style theater in Underground Atlanta. There was one stage, mezzanine seating, and staggered seating in the pit. You got a number, waited your turn, and then walked onto the stage to face the hooded oracle seated above her burning leaves.

Alessandra also owned the club next door. She’d had it connected to her temple via a wide, arched tunnel that allowed the beat, the strobe lights, the smoke, and the club patrons to trickle through. Sandra loved an audience, and milking the drunks for every penny they had was an added bonus to an already lucrative career.

The smoke, the saccharine sweetness hanging in the air like jungle humidity, the unbelievably hard time Alessandra felt compelled to give me—not to mention the constant throbbing beat from the club next door—were ingredients for The Perfect Migraine.

And The Perfect Reason why I kept my visits few and far between.

“You waste my time, Charlie Madigan. As usual. Track them down if you want. Search until you expire for all I care. You’ve found how many in the last week? None. Nada. Zip. Zeroooo.” She sang the last word, making an O with her thumb and pointer finger. Her red nails flashed in the dim light. Such a small distraction, but one that made her musical note fade as she fanned out all five fingers in admiration. “Gods, I adore this shade. How can you not love a color called ‘Spanked Bottom’? You tell me.” She flashed her nails at me. “Pretty accurate, no?”

My brow lifted. “I wouldn’t know, Sandra … can we cut the BS for once? I’ve spent the last few days tracking down every exorcist in this city. I have no one left to tell me. Is my sister possessed or not?”

“I see only what the leaves tell me. They tell me nothing about spirits lurking in her belfry.”

“Of course not.” Alessandra could try the patience of a saint, but I swear she only did this roundabout cryptic shit to me. “And the exorcists leaving the city? I suppose that’s just a coincidence.”

“Well, they’re not stupid. They know when the danger is too great to stay. And who said they left willingly … or even alive?”

The fact that all the exorcists in the city had suddenly vanished didn’t bode well for Bryn. And there was no doubt in my mind the danger Alessandra spoke of was most likely attributed to one person: jinn tribal chief, organized crime boss, and Sons of Dawn cult member Grigori Tennin. He was the only one with a direct link to the off-world drug ash, the cult, and my sister’s possible possession.

“Why do you even question her possession?” Alessandra asked me. “Wishful thinking, no? And here I thought you were a lifelong pessimist.”

“I have to question it. Not a single mage in the League, not even the Elders, can sense another presence in her.”

“Yet, only a week ago she killed the warlock mage, the one she loves.”

“Llyran killed Aaron. Bryn just …”

“Helped him.”

My heart sank. It was true. And even though we’d brought Aaron—my friend, my teacher, the man my sister loved—back from the dead, Bryn didn’t remember the part she played. And the only thing I knew for sure was that Bryn was there with Aaron, his blood on her hands, when he died.

The Sons of Dawn cult had developed ash to suppress human will. Ash made humans pawns. The cult needed pawns to further their agenda, needed vessels in which to place the spirits of their dead priests. Just waiting for a new body, a new life to fuck up … And now all the exorcists were gone.

“Well, I think we both agree she wasn’t in her right mind,” Alessandra said. “If she is under their control, she’s in an excellent position to help the cult recover what they lost during your fight atop Helios Tower. Surely you have considered this.”

“Of course I have—that’s why I’m here. I need solid proof before I go pulling a spirit from her without being certain there’s one to pull.”

“Otherwise you’d take hers, and that would leave her quite dead, wouldn’t it?”

I rubbed a hand down my face, letting out a tired breath. White tendrils of smoke drifted my way again, and my head was starting to pound. “C’mon, Sandra, you’ve got to give me something. Anything. Please.”

She regarded me for a long, thoughtful moment. “There is another in the city,” she said slowly. “Drawn by the darkness, can see inside and do many things …”

Relief swept through me. “Great. Who?”

“The sylph.”

I blinked, questioning with a look.

“Creatures of mist, smoke, earth …” She leaned precariously to one side and then swayed to the other, eyelids fluttering. “Left Elysia … branched off … evolved into shifters of a different kind.” Her voice went deeper, breathier. “Been here, part of Earth, tied to Earth so long. Yes, yes. A different kind altogether.”

I was only familiar with one kind of being that could alter its shape at will without the use of crafting— nymphs. The nature-loving beings from Elysia, and the inspiration for much of Celtic mythology (along with the darkling and sidhé fae), were born with the ability to shift into an animal form. But a creature that shifted into mist? “Never heard of them.”

“And why would you? They prefer to stay hidden, unknown. Why should they reveal themselves when Elysia and Charbydon were discovered? The sylphs were already here, long before the nymphs and fae even. They did not see the need to enlighten mankind.” Her voice dropped to a mutter. “And they’re not the only ones …”

That was comforting. “Where do I find the sylph?”

She waved an impatient hand, glancing at the entrance to the club. “Here and there. Above. Below. I’m an oracle, Charlie Madigan. The oracle. Not a map. I do not keep track.” She paused, eyeing me with open calculation. “I can, however, get you an introduction. You want one?”

Alessandra being helpful was a recipe for some kind of disaster. Nothing was cut and dry when it came to her information or her idea of help, but … “An introduction would be great, thanks.”

“Mmm,” she said, nodding and closing her eyes for a few seconds. “No need to thank me. You’ll be charged extra.”

Figures. My bank account was about to take a major hit.

“And where’s your partner tonight?” she asked. “As I recall, last time he was here with you, Tuni broke his nose.” She cast an admiring glance at the rogue jinn warrior standing off to the side of the stage.

Tuni stood with both feet apart, large arms crossed over his chest, his gray skin a near match for the darkness behind him. Only the light reflecting off his violet irises, smooth bald head, and ear piercings saved Alessandra’s Goliath of a guard from blending completely into the shadows. I knew for a fact that the guy had a fist the size of a grapefruit. A grapefruit made of steel as Hank told it.

The last time we were here, inquiring about the new off-world drug, ash, Tuni had indeed broken my partner’s nose. A minor scuffle. My fault, really. Hank’s face just happened to be in the way when I opened my big mouth and insulted the oracle.

I sighed, wondering where the hell she was going with this, but knowing it was part of her game, her ritual. Her boredom. “I don’t keep tabs on my partner, Sandra.”

“Mmm. Maybe you should. Now that he has full use of his siren abilities once more, I wonder how many potential mates will be crawling out of the woodwork. New Year’s Eve is coming. Time for kisses. I’ll be kissed. Will you?”

“You’re the oracle. You tell me.”

A genuine laugh breezed through her painted lips. “I think I’ll keep that one to myself, Charlie.” She leaned forward with a conspiring gleam in her eyes. “You want me to tell you what your siren will be doing tonight?”

My teeth ground together. He’s not my siren. “I’ll pass.” Because I knew exactly what my partner was doing tonight. Sleeping. Just like he’d done yesterday and the day before and the day before that.

When Hank had used his siren voice to issue a massive power word atop Helios Tower, it ended the battle between us and the war-obsessed cult Sons of Dawn. But there was a consequence for that kind of energy drain.

He’d held it together after the battle—long enough for us to find a hiding place for the cult’s most prized possession and to check on Aaron—but as soon as Hank had walked away from me at the station, he’d gone straight home, crawled into bed, and sunk into a near comatose state.

That was a week ago. He’d missed Christmas. And he might even miss New Year’s if he didn’t wake up soon.

“So certain you know, eh?” A smug grin crawled across the oracle’s face. “You of all people should know you can never truly know another. Trust. Faith. They are only hopes, not absolutes. Never absolutes. Thin hopes, at best, to ease the mind and heart.”

Me of all people. Nice. Hit me where it hurts, Sandra.

I gave her the most annoyed expression in my arsenal even though she spoke the truth. My ex-husband Will and I had been together for eleven years. I would’ve sat across from the devil himself and bet my life on Will’s faithfulness and honesty. And the devil would’ve collected my soul, leaving me completely blindsided. Alessandra was right. You can never truly know another or what they’re capable of. Will and his secret life of black crafting had taught me that. It was a lesson I’d never forget.

“There are limits on love and loyalty, Charlie. Everyone has a line, a truth, a sacrifice they are unwilling to make for another no matter how much devotion and love they have. Your siren has secrets just like you and everyone else. The only one who can truly know all is”—her white teeth flashed from within the darkness of her hood—“me.”

My expression went flat. She might know the future as it was tonight, but I firmly believed the future was fluid, changeable, affected by constantly varying factors.

Whatever.

No matter what Alessandra saw or knew about Hank and me, she wouldn’t get to me. Not this time. I gave myself enough hell as it was. Every time I thought about losing control and blatantly falling under the siren spell like your average groupie, and then getting that damn truth mark, I could barely breathe let alone think about Hank’s last words to me. You don’t stand a chance.

And what the hell did that mean anyway?

Dating? A fling? Something more? The answer hinged on what happened next. Except the “next” had been put on hold while Hank recuperated.

“How long?” I asked tightly as her eerie green eyes laughed at me. “How long will it take to contact the sylph?”

Alessandra waved the smoke away as though just realizing it bothered her. “As long as it takes. Now leave your token at the altar.” Which was code for: We’re done; get the hell out of my temple. “And for Dione’s sake, get your Revenant out of my club.”

I turned, immediately finding the seat Rex had promised to stay in. “Shit,” I whispered through clenched teeth. Damned if he hadn’t gone into the club. I looked at my watch. Thirty minutes to gather Rex and get to the Mordecai House to pick up my kid from visiting with Bryn.

My token consisted of a credit card swiped through a conveniently placed machine (aka the altar) by the steps. Tuni and the twelve other bodyguards lurking around the theater made sure everyone paid and everyone treated Alessandra with the utmost respect.

I glanced down at the receipt and cringed. Three hundred bucks. Great. I shoved my card back into my wallet and then made for the steps.

“Oh, and Charlie?” Alessandra called. I turned on the steps and waited to be wowed by her next vital and coherent piece of information. “Do me a favor and don’t summon your power tonight, ’kay?”

I paused on the steps.

“Number one hundred and twenty.” A booming voice called the next patron over the loudspeaker as I started back up the steps to ask her what the hell she meant.

Tuni blocked my path. “Move along.”

I leaned to the side. Alessandra wasn’t even looking my way anymore and I knew from past experience she wouldn’t elaborate once she was “done.” With a sigh, I left, making for the giant archway that led into the club.

The music grew louder as I approached. The blood vessels in my head pounded in time to the deep bass. Strobe lights flashed through the tunnel, making the smoky air light up in bursts that did nothing for my developing headache.

“Let me come with you. Don’t worry I’ll be good as gold,” Rex had said earlier.

Yeah. Good as gold, my ass.

As I approached the two guards at the archway, one reached for the snap to the velvet rope as the other one went to step in front of me. I swore if he asked for a cover charge after I’d just spent three hundred bucks, I was going to blow. He pulled out a stamp, pressed it to the back of my hand, and allowed me to pass. Smart man.

Inside the tunnel, the music was louder, the smoke suffocating, the strobes brighter. The faintest hint of nausea spread from my gut to my throat. With every step farther down the tunnel, my desire to kill Rex mounted. Now I just had to hurry up and find the—

A record scratched. The music stopped. And a voice rang out loud and clear.

“Come and get it, muthafuckahhhs!!!”

Rex.
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Club patrons raced past me, down the corridor, and toward the temple. I eased back the side of my jacket. As soon as my fingers curled around the cool polymer grip of my 9mm sidearm, a sense of calm and familiarity came over me. I didn’t pull the gun from the holster, but I was ready if the need arose.

Rex stood at the end of the tunnel where it opened into the club, his back to me, wielding two legs of a metal chair; the rest of the mutilated chair lay nearby. He swung the legs around and around while exchanging insults with a group in front of him. And he was enjoying every minute of it.

Spread out over the recently vacated dance floor were eight black mages, otherwise known as Pig-Pens for the thin, dirty aura surrounding them. The aura was a result of an Elysian giving up their inborn power for the dark power of Charbydon, which lent itself better to black crafting. A lot of Elysians looked upon Pig-Pens as though they were abominations of nature. But I knew better than most the lure that black crafting held. Enough to destroy lives …

Pig-Pens could be any Elysian race, but the ones facing off with Rex were a collection of sirens and nymphs. Males and females. All dressed in dark clothing. All black-eyed, pale, and wearing grave expressions.

I’d never seen more than four together at one time, and even that number was noteworthy because Pig-Pens usually worked in pairs.

“Mind explaining this?” I said to Rex, stopping at the head of the archway, out of his swinging range.

“They were asking around, looking for you, about to head into the temple. Call it saving your ass. You can thank me later.”

“So, what, you decided to play Super Ninja all by yourself?”

Rex might have remembered his jinn past and his training as an elite warrior, but he was still in a human body, my ex-husband’s body to be exact. Rex would survive a mortal blow—his Revenant spirit would simply be set free. Will Garrity, on the other hand, would die. And I wasn’t about to let that happen.

One of the Pig-Pens stepped closer, his dark eyes zeroing in on me. “Where is it?”

“Where’s what?” I asked innocently, even though I knew exactly what he referred to.

“The sarcophagus. Where is it?”

“We destroyed it,” I answered.

“You lie!”

“Why would I? Do you really think we’d risk keeping it? Gee, let’s see … destroying an object for the greater good of mankind or keeping it around. I don’t know … seems like a no-brainer to me.” The lie flowed easily from my lips, but my heart raced. Destroying the sarcophagus hadn’t been an option, so we hid it the best we could. The fact that these guys were here now meant that Tennin and his crazy-ass cult hadn’t bought into the rumor of its destruction. “What did he promise you? Money? Power?” I asked, knowing these guys were just hired hands; they had no clue what was inside of the sarcophagus.

Footsteps shuffled to my right. Alessandra’s jinn bodyguard Tuni appeared next to me as another one of her enforcers took up position on the other side of Rex.

“Madigan,” Tuni’s deep voice echoed in the lofty space. “Should’ve known.”

I leaned toward him. “For the record, I did not start it. If they back off, I’ll walk out of here without another word in their direction.”

“Enough of this talk! Where is it?” the Pig-Pen shouted at me. The others behind him shifted, eager to pounce. Their energy intensified, building, getting ready …

Three sidhé fae appeared behind them. Straight out of thin air and practically glowing in their silvery chain mail tunics and pearly skin. Each one had a crisscross of sword hilts peeking from behind his shoulders. Two blades that I knew were curved, thin, and razor sharp. What I didn’t know was what the hell they were doing here. And where they’d come from, because these guys looked old-school; I’d only ever seen armor like that in books.

The tallest one in the middle took a step forward, assessing the situation with a quick, perceptive eye. The guy was at least six and a half feet, long, lean, and agile-looking. He had a noble face, ruthless and hard as granite. Light hair had been pulled back into a ponytail, accentuating his widow’s peak and giving him a sharp visage. He wore black leather pants and boots and a leather belt over the silver chain mail, arm guards, and thigh guards.

The familiar, light pink irises typical of the sidhé fae fixed on me. “You are the one they call Charlie Madigan, aye?”

Half of the Pig-Pens turned in surprise at his voice. The air went thick with hostility and an underlying confusion. This new development threw everyone off balance, including me.

I glanced around, wishing there was another Charlie Madigan in the club, and wondering what the hell I’d done this time. I returned my attention to the sidhé. “That depends on why you’re asking, and if you’re here for the same reasons as these guys.” I gestured to the Pig-Pens.

A haughty eyebrow lifted as if to say breathing the same air as them was appalling.

“Stay out of this,” one of the Pig-Pens growled at the fae. “She’s ours.”

As they exchanged heated words, I glanced over at Tuni even as goose bumps spread over my arms. “I’m apologizing in advance. Make sure you tell Alessandra I was only defending myself.” He crossed his thick arms over his chest and grunted. “So … you just gonna watch or help me clear the dance floor?”

The jinn were a warrior culture. I wasn’t surprised to see the corner of Tuni’s mouth twitch into a grin. His big fists clenched, his rings flashing in the light. He nodded. “Just this once. Since they are disturbing the peace.”

A welcome spike of adrenaline surged through me.

Rex let out a huff and his arms dropped limply to his sides as he glared at Tuni and me. “You guys are like two little old ladies over there talking. Shut up already and let’s kick some oinker ass.”

“Rex,” I warned, as the argument between the Pig-Pen and the fae continued, “stay behind me. I don’t want anything happening to Will.”

An incredulous snort came out of his mouth, just as one of the Pig-Pens shoved a fae.

And that was it.

I ignored the thrumming vibration of power stirring inside of me and whipped my Nitro-gun from the holster under my arm, flicked the setting to stun, and fired as Rex engaged with his chair legs.

“Damn it, Rex!” I yelled at him.

He didn’t have to fight, since the odds were in our favor to begin with. Sure, there were eight of them, but the sidhé fae were preternaturally efficient and could dispatch ten times their number with ease.

“Charlie, duck!” Rex shouted. I dropped to the floor and rolled, barely evading the bolt of power that surged over my shoulder. “Damn it, Rex! What the hell are you doing?!” I pushed to my feet, angry that he put Will’s body in danger, no matter how good he was.

“Again, with the saving your ass!” he shouted back.

One more attacked him, and the black mage went down swiftly. “Come on! Who’s next?! Here piggy, piggy, piggy! Soooo-eeeeey!” Rex’s voice rang with laughter as he faced another.

I never knew a human body could move that fast and beautifully. Rex had tapped into his former self—the jinn warrior he used to be before his spirit had been forced from his body during the Great War in Charbydon. He’d said he was the best … and watching him now, I believed him.

A boot connected with my kidney.

I flew forward, gun tumbling from my hand as hot pain burst through my torso. I fell to my knees, gasping. Fuck. I’d allowed Rex to distract me. Stupid mistake.

I rolled onto my back as the electric hum of power began to flow through my limbs.

The Pig-Pen attacker stood over me with a leer, his hands cupping a bright red ball of energy.

My chest swelled and my arms and hands went numb—a searing, painful numb like the pricking of a thousand red-hot needles. A scream built in my throat and all I knew was that I had to get rid of it. I sat up, overwhelmed and blinded, and threw out my hands, releasing my chaotic energy.

It all happened so fast. Once second I was flat on my back and the next, a bolt of blue energy slammed the Pig-Pen square in the chest, sending him flying across the room and through the drywall.

Jesus. I sat there panting as the faint hum of power receded. The room had gone quiet.

The sidhé fae calmly sheathed their weapons. They hadn’t even broken a sweat. I put my palms on the dance floor, about to push to my feet and approach the leader of the fae, when a deafening report tore through the club.

I bent over, hands pressed over my ears. An enormous vibration rang through the club, as though some kind of sonic boom ripped the air apart. The shock wave shook the ground and my surroundings, every bit of glass in the club shattering.

What the hell?

As the roar diminished, I let my hands fall from my ringing ears. Glass pinged the floor, the lighter bits rebounding and hovering in the air for a split second before being whisked sideways as if caught in a freak current. Another shock wave?

Other things were picked up in the strange current—paper, napkins, credit card slips …

Warnings darted under my skin like tiny fireballs. I crawled a few feet to retrieve my gun and shoved it back into the holster under my arm.

“Rex!”

More debris began to tornado around the club.

“Charlie!”

There. He was hunkered down behind an overturned table. “Run!” I shouted. “Get out of here, now!”

Rex stood to yell back at me, but a flying bar stool hit him in the back of the head. He landed motionless at the feet of the sidhé fae leader. The fae’s gaze went from Rex to me, and in that grim, knowing expression, I understood. He knew exactly what was happening.

The fae shouted a stern order to the others in his old language.

And then it dawned on me—nothing close to me was moving. While debris spun around the perimeter of the club, I sat in the center of an eerie quiet.

The eye of the storm.

Fear threaded into my psyche. I swallowed hard, slowly standing, wary of the circle of spinning debris. Stay calm. Balance. Be ready. I bent my knees, centered my weight, and crossed my right hand over my chest, poised to grab the gun under my left arm.

Something darkened in the spinning debris, catching my eye. A shadow. Then it simply glided out of the chaos.

A tall mass of gray. A suggestion of a tall, cloaked being. Yet it swirled and moved, becoming so thin at points that I could see straight through it.

It was in front of me in less than a second.

I stayed rooted to the spot. A shot, a kick, a punch, would go right through this creature. Still my fingers flexed over the grip of my weapon. A comforting gesture, because the more I looked into this … thing, the more darkness I saw—a terrifying, empty void.

It leaned closer. My pulse thrummed like a freight train.

A deep voice spoke, and there was so much power in it that I swayed on my feet. Primal. Ancient. Frightening as hell.

And then it enveloped me.

One gasp was all I had before it flew at me, passing completely through my body and coming out the other side.

Invaded. Turned inside out. Violated.

I dropped like a stone.

I awoke to Rex’s tiny, repetitive taps on my cheek. For a moment, all I could do was stare in shock as my brain scrambled to make sense of my last coherent memory—the terrifying shadow passing through my body. All five senses came flooding back with the memory, leaving me feeling exposed, raw. Weak.

I honed in on the worried face above mine.

But in my disoriented state, all I saw for a moment was Will. Will’s face. Will’s body. Handsome. Tall. Athletic. The concern shining in those stormy blues and the gentle smile was so much like him … But it wasn’t him. It was Rex in control now. I let my head fall to the side, irritated that my mind had gone there for even a second.

The club was in utter ruins. Employees and bodyguards picked over the rubble, righting chairs and tables …

“Come on, sunshine,” Rex said. “Time to go.”

I grabbed his outstretched hand and let him pull me to my feet. My vision swam and my stomach gave a sickening wave. The groan was out of my mouth before I could stop it.

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said through gritted teeth. “Let’s get out of here.” Before Alessandra got there and started assessing damages.

I started moving toward the exit until her last words struck me still.

Do me a favor and don’t summon your power tonight, ’kay?

“Charlie?” Rex was a few feet in front of me, his brow wrinkling.

I’d summoned my power. The loud crack. Then … that thing had come. And she’d known. I turned and marched toward the tunnel, my strength and fortitude returning.

“Oh man, here we go again …” Rex muttered from behind me, shoving debris out of his way to catch up.

Alessandra was already striding through the tunnel toward me, her angry steps matching my own. The light from the temple behind her lit the veil over her head and shoulders like a halo. Her eyes glowed in what could only be called Pissed-off Green.

We met in the middle of the archway. I’d never seen the oracle so angry before, but the implications of her wrath—and their consequences—were lost on me at the moment because I was just as steamed.

“What the hell was that thing, Sandra?”

“I told you not to summon your power.”

“What. Was. It?”

Emotions cycled through her expression and finally settled on something akin to spite. “Fine.” She leaned in close. “Sachâth. Destroyer. Death. Call it what you will. But you brought it here.” She poked me hard in the chest. “Now you have to deal with it.”

She shoved her way around me, shouting Tuni’s name and leaving me standing there in the smoky tunnel with my mouth open.

The air on Mercy Street was blessedly cleaner than the acrid haze contaminating Alessandra’s temple and club. After several purifying breaths, I threaded my fingers through my hair and gave a hard ruffle to remove the burning smell and bits of glass and debris. My jacket came off next, and I gave it a good shake.

After I was finished rearranging myself, I tucked my jacket between my legs and brushed off Rex’s shoulders.

“Ow! Take it easy there, Nurse Ratched.” He stepped away from me. “I can do it myself.”

I shot him an eye roll as he brushed off his clothes and then bent over to ruffle his hair. Small fragments of the club hit the sidewalk. He straightened. I smiled despite being so rattled. His brown hair stuck up, making him look like a kid just out of bed.

“What?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. Come on.”

I chose a path down the center of the carless street to avoid the after-Christmas-sale shoppers populating the sidewalks. January was just a few days away, but you wouldn’t know it from the temperature. The darkness hovering over Atlanta seemed to insulate everything beneath it from the winter weather. Or maybe, like some theorized, the darkness was generating its own energy, its own heat …

Whatever the case, I didn’t need the light jacket I slipped back on as I walked. But it covered my weapons, and I’d rather not be gawked at for parading around with three different firearms strapped to my body.

Without warning, the hair on the back of my neck stood. I glanced over my shoulder with the distinct feeling of being watched, but there was nothing unusual. Just your typical day in Underground Atlanta.

“You ever see anything like that before?” I asked Rex as we walked.

“Those old fairy dudes? Nuh-uh. And now that I think about it, I’ve never seen a Pig-Pen do that much damage.”

“I meant the creature.”

“What creature?”

“What do you mean, what creature? The one that came out of the wind. The one that went through me. The reason I was out cold on the dance floor.”

“I thought you just couldn’t handle the Donna Summer remix.” He reached over and patted my head.

I swatted at him. “What are you doing?”

“Checking for a bump.”

“There is no bump. It was there, right in front of me.” I used my hands to explain. “Yea big. Tall. All gray and floaty-like …”

He frowned. “That must’ve been after you made me get hit with a flying bar stool.”

Oh. Yeah. I’d forgotten about that. Might explain why he hadn’t seen the creature.

I pulled out my phone, hitting Sian’s cell number. “Hey. It’s me.” I proceeded to tell my new office assistant every detail I could remember about the creature and asked her to put her research skills to work. “Oh, and while you’re at it, access the gate logs and see if any new sidhé fae visitors have come through from Elysia within the last two months. And I want whatever you can find on their warrior classes, groups, sects, cults, whatever …”

My steps slowed as I came upon Hodgepodge, my sister’s variety shop, which catered to crafting, odd off-world items, and rare plants from all three worlds. “That’s it. Thanks,” I mumbled, hanging up. The doors were open for business and shoppers browsed the aisles.

What a relief.

I’d finally convinced Bryn to take advantage of her part-time employee’s offer to run the store while she dealt with the ash addiction. Gemma was a retired schoolteacher and had been working for Bryn for almost two years now—just weekends and some evenings, but she’d been around long enough to know exactly how Bryn liked things done. And Bryn desperately needed the sales after having been closed during the holidays.

Seeing the female figure behind the counter made my chest tighten. It should be my sister standing there, stealing M&M’s from her stash, and talking to her array of herbs and plants. My gaze traveled up to the second story. The blinds in the windows were down. No light from within. Barren.

And it was all wrong. So damn wrong.

Bryn was currently staying at the Mordecai House, the League of Mages headquarters in Atlanta. Her choice, not mine. Bryn was afraid. Afraid to be alone, afraid of what she was capable of, and more determined than ever to uncover her lost memories. Her guilt in possibly aiding or even directly causing Aaron’s death was eating away at her faster than her addiction to ash.

“Okay,” Rex said after we’d passed the store. “You can say it.”

“What? That you promised to stay in the temple?”

“No, not that part. The part where you tell me how awe-inspiring I was back there. You know”—he slid a look my way—“you might make a pretty good sidekick one day.”

Oh my God.

“Rex …” I paused, forgoing the lecture because it wouldn’t make a damned bit of difference anyway. “What am I going to do with you?”

A slow grin spread across his face. “Now that’s one hell of a question.” He threw an arm around my shoulder and picked up our pace. “So glad you asked. I have plenty of ideas. First …”
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A slow, familiar zing snaked through me as I entered the crowded plaza where Mercy Street, Helios Alley, and Solomon Street converged, and made for the wide concrete steps that would take us Topside. Like the first jolt of a drug-induced high, the Charbydon genes inside of me responded to the forty-mile swath of darkness that hovered above Atlanta and its outskirts.

I hated that I was getting used to it … that, little by little, I was coming to terms with the inevitable. The Charbydon and Elysian DNA that had been given to me as I lay dying ten months ago was altering me from the inside out, changing me into something new, or something old if I believed Aaron’s “divine being” theory.

But it wasn’t the darkness that made me stop in the middle of the plaza.

It was Alessandra’s comments about Hank that had quietly tunneled beneath my confidence, making fine cracks in my trust.

Just like she’d intended.

People passed by, conversations came and went along with the sounds of traffic from the city above. And I just stood there, knowing I should keep walking, that I should have some measure of belief.
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