Dust to Dust 3

 Ghost of a Chance
By Eden Crowne
Copyright 2016 Eden Crowne. All rights reserved

Chapter 1
Tamsin

Tamsin saw the white light, a burning beacon of magic, burst open far above her. A jagged tear in time and space that meant one thing: a body. The sorcery of death to life, Morte ad Vitum Veneficia, was calling. 
All around her, phantoms massed toward the rift. Some pitiful, some terrifying. Hunting for a new body to hijack. Just like her.
None of them needed wings to fly in this world and they soared through the darkness. Ethereal hands reached for her. Lesser spirits trying to hitch a ride into the light. They couldn't enter the body but hoped to ghost once again in the real world. 

Others, just as strong and determined as Tamsin, fought to force her out of the way. The rift represented the last breath of a dying supernatural. The first to reach that tantalizing promise of light and life might live again.

The universe is a vast sea of energy and the afterlife no different. Magic was both esoteric and dangerously physical here in the Shadow Realm. Tamsin had lost bodies in melees like this before. Drawing a short gray blade from the scabbard strapped to her back, she closed her fingers around the sigils etched into the handle. In the mortal world, she was nothing more than a swirl of spiritual dust. Here, she had form. And purpose. With a whispered word, the sword flared into icy blue flame.

Evie felt the icy spell twist around trying to bite her as she knew it would. She had to remake the blade anew every time she got sucked back into this spiritual black hole. The weapon was bound with a wild, feral spell. It did not like being tamed and fought her every time she used it. Once it tasted blood, or whatever spirits bled, the spell would focus the anger on her assailants.

The lesser spirits clawing at her arms burst into jagged pieces of crystal as the spellcast blade turned its anger away from Tamsin and reached for them. Screaming in frustration, they drew back. She surged ahead, hacking at the stronger phantoms blocking the way, pushing to the front of the free-for-all.

There were so many. More than she had ever seen. It was as if someone had mailed gilded invitations to the death event. Tamsin tumbled and spun, hacking with her blade, kicking and throwing sharp spells like shuriken from her left hand. The other spirits did the same and she felt their hexes slicing into skin. Spirit world did not equal misty ball of fluff. She had a body and felt every cut, kick, and punch. She made sure her adversaries felt them just as strongly.

The light from the rift dimmed slightly. A shadow moved across it and Tamsin swore in frustration. Something had beaten her to the doorway. Beaten all of them. It took a heartbeat before she realized she was wrong. The shadow was not going into the light, it was coming out of it.

All of them, lesser and greater phantoms, spirits and monsters, skidded to an airborne halt with a collective gasp of surprise.

Things went into the light from the Shadow Realm, nothing ever came out.

The shadow sped toward them. The trajectory fast and precise, as if it knew exactly where it was going.

Throwing its shadow arms wide, the phantom shot a blast of energy, blacker even than itself, and pushed through the mass of spirits. Anything the shadow touched exploded dramatically in a shower of burning sparks. The phantoms around her panicked. They split to either side of the oncoming nightmare like a herd of frightened deer, leaving Tamsin completely exposed.

She had just enough time to think 'Yikes!' before the shadow was upon her.

A pair of red embers burned into her eyes, only inches from her face. The shadow wrapped around her sword and oozed up her arm in a cold, wet mass. Unlike the others, she did not blow up firecracker-style. That was a good thing, she hoped.

Tamsin struggled, chanting spells and spitting hexes at the entity. The shadow ignored her. The burning red ember eyes turned resolutely away. Dragging her along like a trophy, it made a U-turn and flew directly back the way it came, scattering the spiritual sparks left in its destructive wake. None of the other phantoms tried to approach the shadow. They hung back in a seething, roiling mass and watched. Before Tamsin knew quite what was happening, she and the shadow entered the rift.

One of the rules of the afterlife was the body had to be on the point of death, not quite dead yet but nearly there, for a spirit to take possession. Time passes very differently on the borders of life and death. The entire battle to reach the rift and Tamsin's kidnapping had happened in the blink of an earthly eye as the body teetered on the edge of that abyss.

For spirits on their way back in, the blinding light is not warm and welcoming. This dark magic bordered on necromancy and the keepers of the afterlife did not like the blackest of black arts. Entering a body at the point of death was not a pleasant experience. As their spirits crossed, Tamsin was forced every time to see the life that was lived speeding by. A raging, unfiltered torrent of images and emotion worse than any physical assault. Though each body she entered was a supernatural, not all of them were bad or evil. Many were good people. Feeling their consciousness fade – even though Tamsin knew death was not the end – was still heartbreaking.

Each time Tamsin struggled against that tide, following the tsunami of consciousness back to its spiritual source. If she succeeded, she emerged into the metaphysical center of the body. When she didn't, and there had been many failures, the body spit her right back where she started.

Tamsin hurtled through the portal, exploding into the real world of the body and saw... nothing. No images. No roller coaster apex plunge and somersault of love and hate. Only darkness. A thick, viscous darkness surrounded her exactly as the shadow had. Tamsin's progress came to a screeching halt. Where was the path? Somehow she must have entered too late, despite the mysterious intervention of the shadow with the glowing eyes. 

Unwilling to give up, she stubbornly pushed through the morass. There were emotions embedded in the metaphysically sticky liquid, hate and rage that tried to rip away pieces of her spirit. This body was obviously not one of the happy ones.

The primal instinct for survival is even stronger in supernaturals than human beings. And he, she, or it had to be supernatural. Tamsin's spirit could not enter a human being. The Soul Eaters had seen to that when they murdered her and took her human soul.

Something grabbed her hand. If she'd had a body she would have screamed. In the real world, she was nothing more than a puff of spiritual dust. Her spiritual self did its best to panic, squirming and struggling. The hand pulled her through the suffocating darkness. This had never happened before either. Then Tamsin saw it. A spark fluttering ahead. The shadow hand released her and Tamsin instinctively strained forward, sending threads of energy to feed the tiny glow.

The spark blossomed and began to push back against the dark, revealing a shining path. Tamsin turned her own energy in that direction straining to embrace it. 

Usually, she had to writhe and wriggle herself in as she hijacked a body. Pushing into the corners, filling it like a spandex dress two sizes too small. As she reached the path, she slipped smoothly into a curiously blank form.

Everything was wrong with this possession. Unfortunately, she'd come too far to go back now. 

Getting the heart, lungs, and other major organs started was vital. Once she filled the body, Tamsin had a very short time to come to life. Too long and she was back with the other hungry ghosts.

The lungs would not fill and the heart refused to start pumping and fill those cold veins. She was suffocating.

A presence flowed into the hauntingly empty space with her. A flare of hope and, almost, laughter. The familiar essence embraced her spirit. She knew that touch. The Charmer Witch.

Her last body was a wonderful little Charmer Witch from Faerie. Clarissa. How had she lost that body? Tamsin couldn't remember and it didn't matter at this moment. With every transition, she carried a little of the essence of her former body. A touch of their magic. Faerie magic was very good at transformation and the Charmer better than most.

A clap of thunder heralded the first beat of the body's cold heart and a breath of air seared Tamsin's old/new lungs. The Charmer's magic had done it. Like the little spark of light, life swelled Tamsin's spirit to fill this vessel, becoming one synchronous entity.

The body was sluggish and chillingly cold, but she was alive. Breathing turned from agony to automatic. Gradually, she mastered the internal organs. The heart settled into a slow steady pace.

Tamsin opened her new eyes waiting for the fuzz to lift. As it cleared, she cursed – though the only sound was a hoarse croak. She knew exactly where she was. That telltale chill and the smell no amount of disinfectant or air conditioning could remove. The cold metal slab with the grooves carved to drain the blood away from autopsies pressed into her back and hips.

A morgue.

This scenario was not new and she had no interest in repeating that particular drama. Somehow she must get up and get moving before a doctor or one of the attendants came back.

The room was cold, but she was far colder internally. Like they'd taken her out of the freezer. Maybe she'd frozen to death? In a morgue? Her spirit had to wait until the moment of death. Not hours later. Perhaps this supernatural had lingered in the cold, hovering between life and death. That would explain the fuzzy numbness.

It took an enormous effort to wiggle her fingers, then her toes. Circulation returned in burning waves. Someone was bound to come in at any moment.

Her stomach came back to life faster than the rest of her. Tamsin flinched as it growled and gurgled. She always woke up famished – taking a body expended a huge amount of her spiritual reserves – but not like this. This hunger was ravenous.

Predatory.

Tamsin strained her new muscles to raise her head, trying to get a look at her body. At least learn if she was male of female this time around. 'Please let it be female... please let it be female,' she chanted as she lifted her chin.

A woman's body lay on the table. Thin, too thin, pale and covered in complex tattoos. Grinning skulls hid her small breasts and flat belly. They ringed her bony hips and spilled over onto her thighs and legs right down to her toes.

Skull tattoos.

No, it wasn't possible.

The hunger surged through her again.

It can't... it couldn't be. She was back in the body of the twice-dead Prime Vampire Princess Angelique Duprey.

Tamsin began to scream.

Chapter 2
Tamsin

A group of people rushed upon her. Some dressed in surgical scrubs, others in street clothes. One wheeled a metal IV frame, the tubes dangling. There was a lot of yelling. None of the words made any sense. Maybe the synapses processing language had yet to reconnect.

Tamsin was having too much trouble keeping her heart beating after the shock of realizing she had slipped into the body of Angelique Duprey. They could be whispering the secrets of the universe and she wouldn't care because this was a very, very dead Princess. Tamsin had first taken her body after Drake, the Fae Hunter tormented by Angelique for more than a century, drowned her. Prime's were elemental vampires, the only thing that could bring them the true death was one of the elements. In Angelique's case, water.

A few days later-- too few --Tamsin drowned Angelique again to free Drake from his bond to the wizard Bartholomew Knightly, one of the Soul Eaters who had taken Tamsin's soul.

A second chance at life for a body was one thing. A third? That just didn't happen.

They lifted her from the hard metal bed onto a gurney, covering her with blankets and inserting the needles as they rushed her from the room. They talked stridently, as though arguing. Raised voices, harsh words. Not angry. Frightened. Tamsin could feel the fear resonate through the fingertips of the one with the needles.

Being back in Angelique's body meant she was in Prince Duprey's hands once again. A powerful aristocrat of Fae and the master of Chicago's dark world of magic. She owed him a blood debt.

No, wait.

That had been fulfilled. When she had her new body, the Charmer. Or old body considering she was now Angelique again. That meant the Charmer's body was gone. Really and truly dead. How had she lost it?

Her head was too fuzzy. She remembered being Angelique clearly enough and all the traumatic events associated with that. Then she was the Charmer. Looking again for Knightly. He had disappeared the night she drowned Angelique. Everything else was a blur. And what did it matter anyway because she was so unbearably hungry. Her stomach clenched and she couldn't keep back a moan of pain.

The ceiling sped overhead in a dizzying blur as they hurried her along. Evie had no tricks to pull out of her magical hat to help her escape. She still could barely move. Rolling off the gurney and flopping on the floor was not a plan.

They wheeled her into a room where everything was far too bright. The walls, the lights. Someone dimmed them almost immediately. Blinking back tears, Tamsin watched as they placed her next to another gurney. From the corner of her eye, she saw a man. He lay very still.

Two people in green surgical gear busied themselves around the man and Tamsin smelled something wonderful. She tried to sit up, get closer to the tantalizing smell. Strong hands held her down. Tamsin was swept up in a wave of pure feral hunger. Her vision narrowed to one goal. The only thing that mattered.

Blood.

A tiny prick in her arm and she not only felt but tasted the wonderful liquid flowing into her starved body. Human blood. Deliciously warm and alive. She stopped fighting and sank back onto the thin mattress letting the sensuous euphoria overwhelm her.

One of the people stroked her hair and another leaned close to whisper soft words. She couldn't keep her eyes open. She slept.

Chapter 3
Tamsin

“My apologies for your awakening alone in that dreadful room.” A deep, accented voice spoke in Tamsin's ear. “You astound us, Miss West. Truly, this will to live you possess is beyond remarkable.” She felt fingers brush her cheek. “Just as I hoped.” 

Her spirit shrank from his touch. It would have been better if she had never woken again, just slept on and on in an eternal night. Slipped back into the otherwhere far away from the Prime Vampires of the Duprey clan. Desperately, she looked within for a remnant of the shining path into the Shadow Realm. Please, please. Just let her crawl away from this hateful body. 

It was too late, of course. Only violent death could bring that release.

What had she done to wake up once again in the body of this murderous Prime Vampire? Had it been days? Weeks? Month? She couldn't dredge up much memory at all. Prince Duprey. A terrible pain in her chest. Yes, that had happened. The pain and his cold, implacable voice whispering in her ear, “This was never about Knightly, my dear. Nor the Saints, or the Sinners. Not even you, Miss West, are the true prize. I play the long game. This is all on Drake. Come, my Angelique awaits.”

When did he say those words?

The all-consuming hunger had abated. Not entirely, but enough. She opened her eyes and looked into the steely gray gaze of the Prime Vampire. He stepped back to lean casually against a large bank of monitors, arms crossed over his chest. He was tall and iron straight, a large nose and old world aristocratic features like those painted by a Dutch master. He had a hard, thin mouth, high cheekbones, and strong jaw. Tamsin had never seen him dressed in anything but a sharply-cut suit in shades of charcoal and ash. He wore one now, with a dark-colored shirt and tie. His thick black hair, long on top, was brushed back over both ears.

Duprey regarded her, his head tilted slightly to one side, a half smile tugging mirthlessly at his lips. 

Tamsin tried to speak, only managing a few hoarse croaks. The Prince was by her in an instant, cradling her head and lifting a cup and straw to her lips. 

“Drink.” 

She didn't have strength to protest. Sucking on the straw, she sighed as a thick, cool liquid slid easily over her tongue and down her throat. Thank God it wasn't blood. Angelique's reaction would have been far more dramatic.

“A special solution, Miss West. Plasma, electrolytes, herbs, and coconut milk. Coconut milk!” He exclaimed, sounding mildly amused. “Who would have thought it was such a potent elixir for Fae bodies? There. All done?” 

As she finished the last of the drink, he laid her head back on the pillow and resumed his position against the monitor desk. 

Tamsin wiggled her fingers and toes experimentally. They responded easily enough. Encouraged, she tried to lift her knees and arms. They were stiff and heavy and her back ached terribly. Groaning at the effort, she struggled up enough to push back against the pillows and at least raise her head. The exertions left her breathless and for a moment all she could hear was a roaring in her ears. 

Duprey, saying nothing, continued to regard her with his frighteningly piercing gaze as she recovered her breath. 

“How...” she panted, “how did I get here?” 

She knew he would understand she was asking what happened to her other body. 

He raised one eyebrow quizzically, “Don't you remember?” 

She shook her head.

“I killed you.” 

Tamsin swallowed. 

“With a knife. Through your back. Near the heart, not into it. I needed to keep you alive long enough to enter the ritual circle I prepared ahead of time.” 

Tamsin stared at him. 

The eyebrow arched up again. “No? Oh do try to put it together, Miss West. The battle between the Saints and Sinners in the hospital. Your manipulation of the necromancer and his zombies in your effort to locate that pompous little Soul Eater, Bartholomew Knightly. The hound reached him instead. Your heroic Fae Hunter Drake swooped to the rescue and the hospital fell to pieces.” He mimed an explosion with both hands. “Boom. Coming back to you now?” 

The alley. Smoke and dust. The whole front of the hospital had come down into the street. Drake. She thought harder. Yes. He'd been there along with Desmond the Shadow Hound, Theo, and his leopard, Kitty the demigoddess. Someone else. Spiders. Big spiders. Noelly! The Jorogumo shapeshifter witch. They'd been together. Beyond that, her mind was blank. 

Duprey waved one hand, brushing her memories aside. “Not that it matters. Let us concentrate on the here and now. You are once again in darling Angelique's body and my plan is back on track.” 

“Your plan? I fulfilled my blood debt to you already. And how is Angelique part of your plan?”

“Oh come now,” he moved abruptly away from the monitors, his voice sharp with impatience. “Surely you don't think you were drawn to Angelique the first time just by chance? A Prime? I orchestrated that event. Very carefully, I might add.” 

Tamsin sat up a little more, the adrenaline getting her slow heart back up to speed. “You allowed Drake to drown your daughter?” 

“I have a kingdom to preserve. We are aristocrats. A child's duty is to serve their parents. In this case, Angelique's duty was to die.”

“Did she agree?”

“Don't be naïve,” he sneered.

“Didn't think so,” she said under her breath. 

“And now you are going to serve me once again. Just as you did when you slipped into the little Charmer. Exactly as I planned.”

Duprey had mastered some subtle necromancy to put her back into Angelique. She should be freaking out big time upon learning this. Who knew how many drugs were zipping through the Prime’s half-dead system? Her emotions seemed to have deflated. 

“But you let me go,” she said. “Remember? You gave me a choice to stay or go. The first time we met.”

“I did, didn't I? I was honor bound by certain rules to allow you a choice. The demon I summoned to aid me with the spell stealing you from the ether made me agree to those terms. Allow you to accept of your own free will. Or not. You chose not to.” 

He sighed, shot his cuffs and adjusted the cuff links in a distracted way. “At the time I thought things would have been so much easier if you had. However, in that odd way of destiny, it all twisted to my advantage. I then orchestrated your return as the Charmer. She provided me with an intricate strategy that eventually won us the game here in Chicago. As head of the Sinners team, I have been amply rewarded.”

Tamsin couldn't quite raise her hand but got it to twitch. “Wait, wait, just wait. How can I be back in Angelique? Your daughter's spirit had fled. This,” she tried to indicate her body – thankfully now covered in a hospital gown – and managed a feeble wave. “She met the true death months ago. There was no one to come back to.” 

Tamsin didn't even see him move. One second he was on the other side of the room and then he was looming above her, both hands on her shoulders. He shoved her roughly into the mattress. “Stop deluding yourself. Your victims are not as dead as you believe.”

“They're not my victims!” Tamsin snapped. 

“Oh, but they are,” he shoved her again and then stood, glaring down at her. When he spoke, his tone was ice cold. “You are not a guest in their body. You are a thief. The instinct to survive among those you call supernaturals is far stronger than humans. Even after you abandon them to a second death, there is a tether. Tenuous and thin as it is, they could come back if they had your strength.” 

“No,” she gasped. Duprey said something like this the night he called in her blood debt. As much as she wanted to deny it, she had begun to suspect he might be right. 

“After your spirit fled the Charmer Witch, we revived her. Her body is on life support in a nearby room. Her organs functioning, her wound will heal. Granted there is only minimal brain activity, however, she is not brain dead. Death is not final. Humans can survive for minutes after they flatline. Supernaturals can be revived after far longer periods. You say you jump into their body after their spirit has fled, but it is still very close, holding desperately to life. How else do you think you have their skills? Their sensory memories? That vicious entry by your spirit slices their sweet link to the afterlife, dooming them. Dividing them from their very soul. They are as much a victim as you were.” He gave her a thoughtful look. “I am surprised you have not met any of your former selves there in the shadow world of phantoms and spirits.”

Tamsin felt the sting of those words even through the medication. She had access to her host's powers, skills. She called it muscle memory. Now it seemed something far more sinister. Was she really no better than the Soul Eaters who doomed her to dust? Some of the supernaturals had been evil creatures. Not all, though. Not all.

“Angelique is strong. After you abandoned her body, I found her tiny spark in the darkness. Nourished it. I bound her to another Prime of nearly equal strength. When I sacrificed that body, I drew you in.”

Duprey had used the death of another Prime Vampire to push the tattered remnants of Angelique's spirit to trap Tamsin. He must have been directing the dark shadow with the red eyes. Pulling her past the other phantoms; ensuring she would enter the body. 

He turned abruptly, sliding a card key into a metal security door. The door slid into the wall. Pausing in the doorway, Duprey said, “We just did not expect you to arrive so soon. The ceremony had not even been concluded. You are full of surprises, Miss West. So refreshing to be surprised for one as old as I.” 

The door slid closed and Tamsin was alone. 

