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Dedication




To the weary who are groaning,
To the sufferers whose tears soak their bed,
To the grief burdened and the heart broken,
To the unfairly treated and accused,
To the righteous who flee from the evil doer,

To these I dedicate the words on these pages.
To these I promise the Lord has heard your cries.
Inspired by Psalm 6:6-9
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1
Becoming a Warrior


The Haven (A Parallel Spiritual Dimension) – Tuesday Early Evening – Evie 
“Before time began all angels trained together but then a third of the angels fell, beginning their demonic nature.” Theo’s voice filled the arena, and its protected observatory filled with Balance Keepers. “They will use many of the same techniques you now face with me. You got this. Now, let us try again.”
“You’re a difficult angel to beat.” Evie swept a stray curl out of her eye, ignoring the sweat dripping down her face and grinding her toe in the hard-packed dirt. The familiar scent of the training arena centered her. She narrowed her eyes at the mammoth sentinel angel who’d taken it upon himself to give her team a thousand years of training in one relentless month. It made her previous year of training child’s play in comparison.
“Some might say I’m impossible to beat.” Theo grinned. His simple, white tunic wasn’t stained, torn, or wrinkled. He exuded power in the way he walked, the confidence with which he swung around to battle, and the constant calm surrounding him. As one of the Haven’s main sentinel leaders and her team’s trainer, he made formidable battles a three times a day occurrence. 
Evie’s ribcage squeezed, anxiety dogging every session. A deep breath of the cool morning air did nothing to quell it, especially when Theo’s lethal glance landed on her. 
She peeked at Caleb, her boyfriend, who was sweating, but Callie, her best friend, was smiling like a shark. Their team may be small, but no one should underestimate them.
Caleb stopped beside Evie’s shoulder and, under his breath, whispered, “Sure! Train with Theo, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.”
Evie chuckled. She ignored the wonky beat of her heart and pulled down her tight galaxy-nebula shirt, a nervous habit. Grimacing at the battle grime under her fingernails, she said, “Focus.” But it was more for herself than Caleb.
Caleb caught her eye with the sparkle in his own as he fell back beside her. 
Warmth tickled through her. What were they supposed to be doing? “We’re training.” Her words were breathy. 
As the mind reader of their team, Caleb could plainly see how he affected her with front row seats. He grinned. “Yep. We are.” He seemed not the least bit affected. 
Residual desire warmed her. Stole her breath away. Her heart skipped a beat. Trying to shake it off, she rolled her eyes at him and forced her voice back to normal. “You’re distracting me.” 
Caleb’s lips curved in a flirty smile. He dashed in and planted a soft kiss on Evie’s cheek as their trainer glared at him. “Sorry Hon, get back to it.” 
When she didn’t move, because she couldn’t, Caleb gave her a quick shove forward, nearly knocking her over, as he dashed back into his position.
“Hey.” She curled her fists - overzealous brat.
Caleb fought a grin and failed. His azure eyes heated, almost glowing as they matched the blue of his uniform. His deeply tanned skin rippled with muscles developed from training. 
Theo cleared his throat.
Evie dropped her eyes, focusing on her protective battle leathers and trying to calm her breathing. “Just let me fix these.” Theo had somehow twisted them askew in their training. She pulled it back in place.
Callie chuckled. Evie found Callie pointing at the gear on Evie’s thigh where it had also pulled to the side. Earlier, Evie took one hit from Theo, and she’d flown halfway across the arena, leaving her leathers in a mess. Evie frowned, adjusting the straps over her old Fortress Battle thigh injury. 
“Okay! Let’s do this.” Callie bounced side to side keeping her muscles warm and ready. 
“Again?” Evie puffed out her breath, blowing a stray strand of hair out of her eye. “This is the worst.”
Theo unfolded his wings with a sharp snap and dipped his chin, ready to attack. “Yes. Again, Evie. You must master this defensive strategy.”
“It’s not so bad. Come on. We got this.” Callie smiled, her cheeks pink, her pin-straight black hair dancing at her chin. The uniform she was wearing rippled reflectively, a symbol honoring her power over water. 
“Three sessions! More like three too many.” Evie fussed with her arm guard again, trying to keep it from chafing in one spot.
It was high school PE all over again. Except in PE, the projectiles included a soft ball instead of flying knives. And best of all, the stink of body odor would soon be washed off. She stretched her neck out and it cracked, her arm aching. 
“Hmmm. It is very difficult for you.” Theo’s lilting, melodic voice created a magical peace in the air around them. “You are training to fight against an enemy who started preparing centuries before you were born. Are you certain you want to stop now?”
Evie frowned. She missed her loving parents and their home in Asheboro. Now, her family – all of their families - were scattered in the wind. The simple life of playing the piano or sleeping in on the weekends was gone. She glared at the arena around her, but all she could see was this spiritual war and an enemy way more prepared than she was. 
How was their small team – Callie, Caleb, and Evie – ever going to acquire enough training before their next battle? She didn’t know when the next battle was. No one did, but her spiritual radar was pinging. It might be soon. “Okay.” She squared her shoulders. There was no way she’d allow her only battle to haunt her every step. “Okay. Again.”
Theo’s wings stretched, giving him a lethal reach. He waved them forward with a permanently unfazed expression chiseled on his face. “Callie, you are up first.”
Callie spun from beside Evie, kicking a spray of loose sand with her toe and using her water to thrust it like a shotgun blast at Theo. 
Blown off balance, Theo tilted to the right, but he remained unaffected otherwise. “Good. Keep that up. Now complete the main thrust of the defensive maneuver, Evie.”
Using the air, Evie sent it at Theo in a focused explosion, doubling down on what Callie started. Their team was only a year into their Balance Keeper roles, and Evie as leader was barely sorted out. 
A muffled cheer sounded from behind the thick, protective glass of the air-controlled, colosseum-like gallery seating. Several onlookers were outlined at the glass wall where they peered down at their training. 
With a twist, and no time wasted, Theo flashed his wingspan wide, catching Evie’s wind and using it to dive headfirst for Callie. 
“Argh!” Evie formed a thick wall of air in front of him to slow him down and refuse him passage. 
Theo’s massive muscles rippled as he evaded their attack coming at them with preternatural grace. “What’s your next move? Focus on the strategy.”
A wrong step on her bad leg sent a flare of pain burning up Evie’s spine. She grunted.
You okay? Caleb’s thought radiated concern. His telepathy was convenient in battle.
But frustrating in a relationship. I’m fine. Evie pressed her lips together. 
Okay. Good. Let’s get him.
Caleb told her his telepathy was like hearing multiple radios playing near him, and if he loved the person, the radio was louder and easier to hear. 
He dipped his chin as he ran straight for Theo. 
Her stomach dropped as Theo caught sight of Caleb and followed suit, charging at him in a dangerous game of chicken. “Caleb! That’s not the strategy we’re trying to master. Hey! You’re supposed to stay behind me.” 
The lethal points on the end of Theo’s wings traced long lines into the sand as he glided right at Caleb. Evie and Callie dove to the side, but Caleb was directly in the flight path. He folded backwards until his back was flat to the ground, face scrunched up, as the angel passed an inch or two above him. 
Evie got to her feet as Theo flexed his wings. “He’s going to take off. Form up!” Callie and Caleb formed the rest of the three-pronged approach, spread out, ready to attack at Evie’s order. “Now!” Evie threw everything she had into the air, sending a glimmer of wind wrapping around Theo’s wings. 
On Evie’s other side, Callie pulled water from a deep underground well, but it was too late. Theo broke through Evie’s defenses with a flap of his wings and shot into the air. “That’s why Callie needs to distract the enemy first. Then you attack, Evie.” The faint words that followed barely made it down to them. “Caleb, you need to stay behind Evie.”
“It's okay,” Evie whispered. “Form up. Battle position three.” They’d successfully pulled it off a bunch of times. 
“Don’t give up on the new strategy.” Theo’s words thundered at them.
Callie moved to her right, lithe like a dancer, her cheeks flushed. “Ready!”
The air buzzed with impending impact. “Good. He’s coming back and fast.”
“Try the defensive strategy one more time.” Theo’s words raced at them.
Evie crouched, lifting her chin. “Another second and we’ll see him. Callie, remember – you first.” She exhaled, trying to calm her racing heart. 
Theo dove to the earth with the force of a rocket, tossing their team like shrapnel several feet in every direction. The cement-like ground caught Evie square on her back, the air whooshing out of her. She coughed and rolled away from the edge of the gallery onto her side, refusing to admit how close she’d been to out of bounds. She pushed to her elbow, stars dancing at the edges of her vision.
Callie bounced from her back to her feet. Her face glowed red. She missed the timing. “I got him.” She was up, charging at Theo with two giant spears of water, one in each hand, and a battle cry that would send demons fleeing. Atta girl. 
Theo grinned and rocked his head from side to side. “Callie. You must focus. Timing is everything.”
Callie tossed her spears with speed and power, leaping across the space.
But now, it was Evie’s turn, and she wasn’t ready. "How does she recover so fast?" 
Caleb was standing, brushing the dust off. He shrugged and held a hand out to her, yanking her off the ground. She wavered on the spot, the black dots disturbing her vision. Caleb placed a hand on her shoulder, steadying her until her vision cleared. 
"You okay?” Caleb’s brow furrowed.
"Well, I only have about fifty bruises today. But we better get back in there." 
I guess. Caleb led the way.
Out of nowhere, Theo swooped in and plucked Caleb from the ground. Caleb’s smile turned brittle, his legs dangling uselessly in the widening gap between him and the ground. “Remember, the enemy won’t give your team a break to gather yourselves.”
Crap! Evie spun underneath them as Caleb fought one of his arms free. He glared triumphantly at Theo, but he’d only made his situation more precarious. If he freed himself, he’d plummet into the hard ground.
You’ll catch me. 
Her heart skipped a beat. “Wait! What?” 
You got this. Caleb twisted away from Theo who tried to get a good grip on him again.
Let me think of something. She couldn’t think when he was in her head.
It’s just a training session. Caleb chuckled, but his words held a tinge of how he truly felt. 
“It is your team’s job to protect Caleb.” Theo was teaching them, but all Evie could hear was how she’d failed. She shut down, almost crushing her last bite of emotion. Almost. 
I’m all right. Caleb lifted his chin defiantly at Theo. We’ll get this one just like we figured out our last issue.  
She frowned. He was referring to her PTSD.
He’s only doing this because it upsets you–
Us, it upsets us. Let’s give him a reason not to do this anymore. Evie wove her air together, fortifying it. 
Caleb’s smile radiated in his next thought. Sure. Just remember, we have to anticipate–
Evie clenched her fists. She ordered the air to draw tight, thickening into a forcefield above Theo, covering him in a net and drawing it, with him, back to the ground. Theo flapped, gaining, then losing, then gaining distance again. The going was slow.
Good job! Caleb commended.
She opened to Caleb, allowing his mental power to mingle with her spiritual one. Together, he and she could form a debilitating spiritual weapon known as Erchomai, designed to defeat their demonic enemy, a historically special gift. A new, hard-won skill they’d gained for their last battle. With an exhale, Caleb wrapped around her mind, and a soft, blue light danced out in long tendrils between them, reaching for one another, capable of destroying and creating depending on their next orders. 
“Erchomai.” Theo’s eyebrows raised a slight fraction.
Evie grinned triumphantly. 
The tendrils connected and a thin blue light slipped around Theo’s massive body, encompassing his wings. He released his grip on Caleb as he fought against the burn. His wings singed, smelling of burnt marshmallows and vanilla candles.
Evie caught Caleb and returned his feet to the ground next to her. 
“Nice work!” Caleb plucked her off the ground and swung her in a circle. “I knew you’d catch me.”
Evie shook her head, frowning. “That makes one of us.” 
Theo twitched before coming to rest on one knee, head bent, wings draped over his motionless form in front of them. “Yes. Good job.” 
She signaled for the team to form containment position one. They'd been training with this one for a few months now. 
Theo called lazily from his knee. “That’s right! Use your strategies. Lean into what you know.” His wings trembled as he stood. 
Caleb’s pinky glanced off her own. Her heart rate slowed, and warmth traveled up her arm to take root in her heart. He was so infuriatingly focused on her. It was sweet, while also deeply annoying. She could hardly think, let alone focus.
Evie moved behind Theo, nodding at Callie over Theo’s shoulder and glancing at Caleb, narrowing her eyes. Stop distracting me.
Instead of being cowed, he grinned. “Okay.” 
She drew air, preparing at Theo’s back to form the containment while Callie continued to keep him focused on her. Erchomai could be formed into any shape, used in small penetrating darts like bullets, or like in this case, turned into a net.
Theo dropped to a knee under the onslaught. 
Evie eased her attack. She didn’t want to hurt him. 
“Don't let up when you think you are winning, or you imagine you’ve caged a much stronger enemy.”
“But—” 
“No. Don't give ground. Don't cede anything to the enemy.” Theo shook under the blazing blue light of heaven as Caleb and Evie tightened their grip again. 
Theo’s words came in spurts. “Make sure . . . you come—” He grunted, “—full force . . . together.”
Caleb twisted the net tighter around Theo. 
Theo grimaced and gave a nod to Caleb. “Yes. Fight hard. Fight long. Make it happen until it’s finished.” Theo surged against them, dragging the cage with him, scoring the ground with its edges, and sending the scent of Erchomai’s burning touch wafting in his wake. Sentinels, really all spiritual creatures, were extremely strong and embodied many talents. From the team’s left, something whirred, spinning through the air. 
Knife! Caleb sent the mental message to both Callie and Evie, his spark of concern carrying an extra oomph, compelling Callie to step in front of Evie.
“Don’t!” Evie lurched into action, but it was too late. 
Callie left formation and covered Evie.
Evie moved to knock the knife from the air, but she was too slow and missed. It connected with Callie’s shoulder with a soft thud. Her eyes widened as she tipped backwards, the momentum carrying her to the ground. An “oomph” escaped as she hit her back. 
“Callie!” Evie raced to her side. “Don’t move. Hang on.” Evie held Callie’s shoulder still.
“Get it out!” Callie reached for it.
“No! Let the medics handle this.” She turned and shouted, “Medic!” Evie wrapped a hand around Callie’s and gave Caleb a lethal glare. She’s injured because of you. 
Caleb’s face fell. 
“In a fight with the enemy, where Callie takes a similar injury, she would need to continue on.” Theo’s wings sent dirt flying. 
Evie’s chest tightened, exhaustion weighing her limbs down. The day had been too long. “Medics.” The medical team moved to Callie’s side. 
“I’m all right. I can still fight.” Callie tried to brush the medics away.
Theo smiled. “Take the help while you can. But if you are under fire, you’d remove the knife, pack the wound, and defend yourself.”
“I got this, Callie. We’re thankfully not under fire. You get patched up.” Evie turned her focus on Theo.
Caleb brushed against her arm, an apology of sorts. Her heart softened even as her stomach churned. “Time for us to finally get this right.” Evie glared at Theo.
“You can do it. When you are down a team member, you must plan to account for the loss of their role.” Theo’s wings drew him into the air. 
Evie formed the air into a sharp-edged blade and pushed it into the hard-packed ground, digging out chunks of the arena floor and setting them to hover around her. She charged with Caleb at her side. 
Theo raised his wings to cover himself, leaving his back vulnerable. More knives slipped into the air where they spun end over end at Evie and Caleb. 
Evie swiped them out of the way as her dirt grenades exploded, mimicking Callie’s step of the maneuver. 
“The enemy may not respond the way you have trained for. Be prepared for a twist in the battle.” Theo's face was a mask. He threw out a whip of light to curl with a burn around Evie’s middle. 
The whip’s weight was nothing compared to the sharp bite of white-hot pain it delivered. With a twist of his wrist, Theo flung her to the side. Her heart stuttered, the sharp bite of pain eating away at her focus. She grappled with the whip, but her movements only drew it tighter.
Caleb sprinted to her side. Evie reached across him and grabbed a razor-sharp knife from a holster at his hip. Clenching her teeth against the burn, she drew the sharp edge across the light, and the whip fell to pieces, dispersing on the ground like a failed firework. She bit her cheek. Theo had caught her too easily. 
Caleb met Evie’s eyes, but she ignored the question hiding there.
She ordered the air to subdue Theo, but it moved slowly, fought her orders, and failed to detain Theo. Only more evidence, she wasn’t as fine as she was trying to pretend to be. Evie drew out the sword sheathed at her back, swung wide, and almost nicked Caleb.
His brows pinched above concerned eyes. He stepped in front of her. “Come on, Theo. Let’s end this.” His voice boomed across the open space. 
Theo turned in one massive, sweeping motion, his wings outstretched, throwing dust and debris into the air as he launched at Caleb.
I’m not without some training. 
Evie harrumphed. Right, but that’s not the strategy we’re trying to learn.
Caleb shrugged and then threw himself into battle, using Theo’s forward momentum, blocking the attack, slipping under the angel’s wings at the last second.
Theo spun and dove back at Caleb. 
Evie caught Theo with her air, battling him back, making a path for Caleb to get to safety.
Except, Caleb didn’t use the window. Instead, he slapped her on the shoulder as he ran past. “Thanks, but I got a bone to pick with that sentinel.” He pulled out his weapon of choice, two daggers known as Sai. Normal daggers except each had two sharp prongs curving outward from the hilt.
“No. Caleb, wait!” Evie ran after him.
 Theo’s eyes sparked with challenge as he dropped a staff on Caleb’s head. Caleb caught the blow with both Sai in his white-knuckled grip, trembling.
Evie ran at Theo, screaming.
Caleb’s eyes widened. 
Flashes of battle illuminated the cloud of sulfur rolling through the Fortress and she drew to a sudden stop, closing her eyes, fighting her racing breath. Even behind closed lids the images - chains, dripping rock walls, ebony darkness - flashed across her mind’s eye. She inhaled with a gasp. 
She steeled her spine and opened her eyes. “I got this.” She drew the air to her sides. She’d fix the battle, lock Theo in place, leave him no recourse. Another centering breath, and her demons would be back in their cages. She hated how the Fortress still affected everything. Another beat, and she was ready.  
“Don’t let emotion dictate action.” Theo coached. “In battle, you might be down a member. How will you defend them?”
Evie closed her eyes, this time on purpose, and allowed the air to do her dirty work. The Fortress flashed across the backs of her eyelids. She refused to be distracted. Pushing the flashes away, because she wouldn’t let it put her back in her past, back in her weaknesses. 
Finally, a whisper from the wind. Footsteps. Instead of opening her eyes, she grinned. The air would steer her well. She swung wildly, fighting her history, fighting the iron fist of the past. She was going to be the one to fix herself, to step into her future, to lay all threats flat out.
Theo rumbled like thunder across the opening. The wind swirled across her skin.
Evie ordered it to give her thrust, enhance her strength, cushion her skin and bones with a thick shield. Oh, this was going to be difficult. Why hadn’t she thought of this earlier? 
Something was wrong. But she let her arm rip through the air despite the warning. Theo had given her worse many times over. When the resounding “Oof” finally broke through her haze, it came both in her mind and in her ears. Her eyes flashed open, the brilliance of the arena temporarily blinding her. She blinked.
Caleb lay flat out on the ground in front of her, both hands covering his nose. Brilliant, crimson blood spouted through his fingers. “Why are you in front of me? Caleb? Why aren’t you in position?” She dropped to her knees next to him. 
Caleb was turning red. “I thought you were having a flashback . . . Didn’t you need help?” 
Evie’s shoulders grew taut. Tears pricked at the backs of her eyes. 
He shook his head. “You had your eyes closed . . . It—it doesn't matter.”
“We have a plan. A formation.” Evie’s heart thundered against her ribcage. “We need to stick to it.” Her stomach sank as Caleb’s hands moved, revealing blood smeared across his chin. 
Caleb grimaced as he pushed himself back up. 
“You disobeyed a direct order.” Why would he do that?
Caleb’s cheeks flushed. “I didn't mean—"
Evie hammered on. “You pay attention to the wrong things.” Were they ever going to get it right? She tried to stop her thoughts there, but they continued, burning like acid through her mind. This was her fault. Everything was her fault. 
“But you were—"
“I don't care. I have my battles to fight. You have yours. We need to operate as a team. This was last week’s problem. You can’t keep putting me back there.”
Caleb drew back as if she’d slapped him.
“We need to do what we’re here to do, or we’ll never win against the demons.” She whispered the last bit.
Callie stepped between them. Her shoulder in a white bandage, her arm in a sling. “Evie, you're right, but Caleb's also right. We're all still healing. The Fortress—”
Evie flinched at the word.
Callie stared at her, not giving an inch. “It took something from us, and I don't mean James. It—it showed us bad things can happen.”
Familiar heat rose from Evie’s chest. She was trying so hard to do things right, to be this person—this warrior the angels said she was supposed to be—their leader. She was trying to become this woman, when everything inside of her seemed too small, broken, not ready, not enough for this war. She turned frantic eyes on Caleb.
Warmth and kindness radiated from him.
She wanted to step into it. She wanted to live in it. Her lips tipped down, and she blinked back tears. Either someone was getting hurt, or she was hurting someone. Her shoulders drooped. 
“You will get this.” Theo landed beside Evie.
She shook her head. “I never wanted this.” Not to worry about life and death. 
“It is your calling.” Theo’s voice rumbled across the expanse of the arena.
Caleb’s eyes locked with hers. 
Evie grimaced, fighting tears.
You’re your own kind of normal. He grinned and his gaze dropped to her lips and stayed there. He frowned and shifted his gaze . . . I mess everything up. It was almost a silent whisper. Open pain radiated from him.
Ditto. All her hurting parts were better because of him. She whispered over her shoulder. “Theo’s right. We’ll get it.” Eventually.
“Every warrior falls. It’s in the rising every time that battles are fought, wars are won, and true change begins.” Theo said.
Evie turned to Callie, a tear forcing loose and racing down her paling cheeks.
“A break is necessary. Take a minute and go to the locker rooms.” Theo sighed.
Callie turned arm and arm with Evie and headed towards the girl’s locker room. A prickle of awareness traced the back of her neck. Caleb’s burning gaze sent butterflies flitting in her stomach, but Theo was right. She needed a break. Would she ever figure out how to be their leader?




2
Together


The Haven – Tuesday Early Evening – Evie 
The familiar musty scent of the arena locker room suddenly became Evie’s safety. Evie’s tumultuous emotions unsettled her in so many of their battles. It was really getting on her nerves.
Callie’s shoes clicked on the tiled floor as she followed Evie in. 
Evie sighed and flopped on a nearby bench, letting her back bang into the metal lockers behind her, curls frizzing, sweat beading on her forehead. “It's always so humid in here.”
“Showers have that effect.” Callie grinned. With her water power, she was, of course, sweat-free as she instantly evaporated moisture from the air around her. Callie winked at Evie.
Evie peered to her right where the locker room turned into the showers. It was a wide-open space with modern décor – an upscale version of a locker room. White flowers in four-foot-tall vases reflected in the wall-to-wall mirrors from where they decorated each of the corners. Anywhere there wasn’t a mirror, there was a seating area or a locker nook. There was nothing like it found in any public high school – that was for sure. “You know, you could help a girl out.”
“According to you, we all have our struggles. At least, that’s what you said to Caleb.” Callie furthered her point strutting over to the always filled towel rack, grabbing a towel, and throwing it at Evie. “Look girl. You can't act like this. His telepathy gives him sight into your mind. It’s gotta kill him to see you in so much pain, and you . . .”
“What about me?”
“You expect him to let you just struggle. You gotta accept help.”
“I accept help!” Evie glared, but it fell almost instantly. Some help was easy to accept. But she didn’t want to have PTSD. She didn’t want to still be struggling with what happened months ago. She especially didn't want to fight with Callie right now. Her heart ached and her mind was too confused already. Why was she so awful at everything? 
Callie walked up to her and stood before her legs wide and hands on her hips. 
Oh no. It was lecture time. Evie dropped her head into her hands.
“Maybe your head says you need help. Maybe somewhere inside of your brain you know it – like we all need help - or something. But you are trying really hard to stand all on your own emotionally.” Callie had moved to the mirror and was fixing her hair. She speared Evie in the mirror with a sharp look.
“I want to stand on my own. What’s wrong with that?” The backs of Evie’s eyes pricked. She didn’t even know what she was saying anymore, what she wanted anymore, she just knew she had to get rid of the pain.
“Pride and arrogance have no place on a team or during a war.” Callie narrowed her eyes. “You know, you've been through a lot.”
“We all have.”
“It's not surprising you don't trust . . . guys—”
“Bu—”
Callie held a hand up, stopping Evie. “I get it's going to take a while for you to heal from, you know, James. You probably have a bunch of mixed-up stuff in your head duking it out with your heart.”
Evie finally dragged her eyes to meet Callie’s.
“You . . .” Callie’s expression softened. “You loved James for a long time, and to be betrayed and lose him like you did . . . it was trauma. And trauma takes time to heal.”
Evie let her gaze fall to the white tile floor. 
Callie gripped Evie by her shoulders and forced her to look up into her eyes. “But you can't use it to push Caleb away. What you guys got,” Callie shook her head. “It's gotta be true love.”
Evie rolled her eyes. Ever since Callie had met her new guy, Eli, she was on this true love kick. He was a nice guy and a good friend to Caleb, kind, considerate, and easy on the eye. Evie chuckled. Callie was right, too – she was in love with Caleb. She wanted him to be there, to be with her, maybe even for forever. 
She regretted punching him, especially as hard as she had. It was an accident, but she’d ignored the warning signs. “I didn't mean to do it.”
“I know.” Callie threw her arms up. “Like obviously.”
“He didn’t follow orders. If he had—”
“If he had nothing! He isn’t going to follow orders because he can read our minds. And your mind is all messed up. Anyone who sees you knows it’s true. You have got to let yourself heal and move on.” Callie slipped down on the bench beside Evie and stared at her through the wall-length mirror.
 “Yeah? I’d love to! You might want to add any suggestions for How-To in this little lecture of yours?” Evie folded her arms. She forced the humid air into her lungs and back out. When Callie remained silent, she continued. “No? Got nothing? I didn’t think so.” She was trying to do her best, to move on from the Fortress battle.
Callie’s shoulders slumped. “Girl. I wish I had something easy for you, but sometimes the only way through something is facing it head on.” Callie bumped Evie’s shoulder.
“I’m trying to be ready for our next battle in this war.” Evie so wasn’t ready for it. She believed she was chosen for this, sure. But before the Haven, becoming a warrior never once crossed her mind. Now, attempting to become the leader of her team of warriors, she couldn’t help but ask. Was this really what her heart wanted? If life before the Haven were any indication, she’d say the Creator made her so she could help others see the beauty in the world through music. There was also the desire to spend her days in books and living carefree. Battles and war? They're not carefree or beautiful. Evie shook her head and let one tear wriggle free. She turned to Callie. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . . I’m really struggling. You know?”
Callie’s face fell as she turned to Evie. “I know.” Callie’s warm, steady hands grasped Evie’s. “I know this is hard, but you've got to understand every time we make mistakes, we're learning. We’re never going to get through this perfectly.”
“I know that.” Her words came out fast and hard. When had she become so . . .? Every little thing was setting her off.
Callie raised an eyebrow. “Sure, but the part I think you haven’t realized is this is a journey. The things that make our journey help make us. Maybe it’s not perfect.”
“Definitely not perfect.” Evie bit her lip.
“I know, you know this, but understanding it, and—” With a frown, Callie thumped Evie on her chest just below her collar bone. “—feeling it is different. Heck, even living by it is different.”
“Things were so much simpler back home.” Evie gusted out a breath.
“I know.” 
“Do you miss your mom too?”
Callie’s face softened. “Yeah.”
“It’s funny how they sometimes say the perfect thing just when you need to hear it. I really could use that right now.” Callie’s strong arms wrapped around Evie and something missing fell into place, warming her heart.
“I miss home too. This . . .” Callie stared at the ceiling. “. . . has been life changing.”
They grew silent. It was hard being away from their families, hard trying to stand like adults and be adults far before they felt ready. Would she ever really be ready to become an adult? No way. Not if she couldn’t figure out who she was supposed to be anymore. Because she wasn’t really a warrior. Nope. Not yet. Not on the inside. Inside everything was raw and painfully soft. 
“Why was I chosen to be the leader?” Evie pulled away from Callie. 
“I don’t know. Come on. Break’s gotta be over.” Callie smiled. 
At least she had her head on straight. “Why don't you lead the team?” Evie wanted to pull the words back into her mouth. As much as she didn’t want the job, didn’t know how to do it right, it was her job, her place. It was the only thing left that was truly hers. If everything she used to love, the piano, leisure time, her family were all in the past, then being a warrior leader was her future. She was already so lost, if she let Callie lead, then what would she do in life?
Callie grinned. “Yeah, that'd be great.”
“You looked good out there.” Evie fought her frown and forced a grin. 
“It’s not my calling.” 
“It's not like anybody goes into life wanting to spend it in battle.”
“Well, there you have it. Come on. Let’s go.” Callie pulled the door open.
“Then, why was I chosen?” Evie wasn’t ready to go back out there.
Callie threw an arm over her shoulder. “Sometimes, we don't know why, but what I do know about you is that strength lives inside of you. You stood by Tristen while he went through cancer. You sat by James while he made one wrong decision after another. You held it together. You know how to function under pressure and deal with the hard stuff. You know the sacrifices it takes to put someone else first.”
“Well, I wouldn’t have gotten through any of it without you.” Evie frowned. “Because you stood by me through all of it.” She put an arm around Callie and squeezed her tight. “Together?” They’d been saying this one word of comfort to one another since elementary school.
Callie smiled. “Together.”
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Failure and Betrayal


Stregone’s Fortress (Outside the Parallel Realm) - Six Months Ago: The Fortress Battle - James
A subtle shift in the air around the Fortress struck his heart like an alarm seconds before a yawning, swirling void of powerful darkness was tripped by the Haven’s attack, and now it expanded around his Evie. In one great swallow, she was consumed. Gone! He stumbled back. A vice gripped his lungs. She couldn’t have vanished. Heart pounding, he shouted. “Evie!” She couldn’t just disappear. He twisted this way and that. 
An explosion obliterated the front lawn, tossing him head over feet into the night. It all happened so fast, before his legs could catch up with his mind. His new home, his brethren, his adopted family would be destroyed. He cursed. A cold shudder raced through him. He picked himself up and squared his shoulders. They’d prepared. They were ready. He’d go after her, find her, keep her safe. 
The night’s creatures grew silent. In slow motion, a second concussive blast sent the dirt into the sky. Another frustrated gasp of earth and debris flew in every direction, pelting James’s frozen frame with its abuse. 
He’d take it. He needed it. Its sting would refocus him, help him to understand, to get himself under control again. She wasn’t gone. She couldn’t be. He had a plan.
Stregone’s devastation surrounded him, the branches of the surviving trees and their leaves bent back, creating arms now reaching for the ground. She was somewhere. He would find his way to her. He swallowed hard. 
There isssn’t any sssign of her body.
James balled his fist. There wouldn’t be any body. He was such an idiot. Evie was with the most powerful man he knew, Stregone. A small part of him hated Stregone’s power. It gave him an upper edge. It made James small and insignificant. He didn’t want Evie alone with Stregone. Not for one second.  
Betrayal! It sang from deep in his soul and ate away at his mind. He narrowed his gaze at the Fortress door. He’d trusted the brethren. He’d trusted Stregone. 
As Evie’s team found their feet again, James’s chest grew tight. Time was of the essence. Callie’s battle cry echoed in his damaged hearing, bouncing around like bubbles blowing in the wind, popping before he could orient himself. He tried to force his body to operate properly, but he couldn’t keep his focus on anything but Evie, and any real danger to himself faded in her absence. 
Darkness within him rose to the surface, filling him with strength. Hurry! You mussst find Evie. Ssssave Evie. Its voice compelled him forward despite his physical state.
Water sprinkled across the left side of his face. He turned listlessly to the battle raging between one of the brethren and Callie. Rage drifted across her face as she locked eyes on him. So, she’d come to the same conclusion. Evie was taken. He swiped the droplets of shrapnel from Callie’s water bomb out of his face, rose from his knees, and held out his hands, calling his fire to rage in each, rising high into the sky.
She’ll be gone. It’ll all be over. Obliterate this little girl and find her! The darkness writhed in his mind. 
It was right. His dreams were turning to nightmares, crushing him. The elegant, shimmering white gown Evie would wear one day, how it would slip along her soft curves as she walked in rhythmic steps down an aisle, dissolved. 
Sssee! You will lose her. 
An image of her small smile, concealed behind the light lace veil, exploded into a breathtaking vision as Evie locked eyes with him waiting for her at the altar. She reached her hand out to place it in his, but she hesitated, looking over her shoulder. Debris from a bomb crafted out of the earth by Eli broke through the image, slamming James into the ground. The darkness of night pierced her satin gown, tearing it and her to shreds. The last glimpse he caught, was the smile on the groom, Stregone. 
Searing pain flashed through him. He shook his head, trying to erase the vision. A rhythm pounded within him, revenge. He’d grown to care for these brothers. Through blood, sweat, and tears, they’d trained for their mutual ascension. He’d thought they were his allies. But no. They’d used him. It was always about getting Evie. Getting her power.
James was not one to be used. No one stole from him. No one double crossed him. No one dared mess with his Evie. Still, the master’s true plans suddenly became clear. He had always planned to acquire Evie through any method, at any cost. Stregone wanted control over her fate. James was inconsequential. A means to an end. Costs considered and accepted. One brother was an easy trade to toss the great balance into Darkness’s final favor. 
A savage pain tore through James as fire hotter than hades bellowed from within him. It danced along his skin and traced across the ground before and behind him. 
Sure, Evie was the key to balancing darkness and light. Her gift over the spiritual forged her name in future history books. One day soon, her decisions would guide the opposing forces on Earth to peaceful resolution. But queen of darkness or queen of nothing: She. Was. His! 
The inferno rose from his flesh until it was caressing the bottom branches of the nearby tree. Stregone’s battle plans, the ones he’d shared in meticulous detail before this battle, gave Stregone’s hand away. His words rang in James’s mind as they had from Stregone’s throne in the great hall of the Fortress. “Brethren, take Evie alive.”
Wrath pulsed within him, a living breathing truth. He flung blast after blast into everyone, brethren and enemy alike. All were the same now. 
When a blast landed near Callie, she rotated. Her gaze locked on him with murderous intent. She wanted to fight him, but he didn’t want the same thing. What Evie loved, he’d protect, and if she was still alive, he couldn’t kill her best friend. 
Water flew through the air. He hit each of her attacks with an equal blast, evaporating the water with a hiss. He dipped his chin and smiled. “You can’t fight my fire.” 
Two brethren flanked James. Neither lifted a finger to help. He clenched his jaw. It was confirmation he’d been betrayed. Had he been the only one? Did they all know? How long? Were they ever brothers at all?
James sent a wall of fire crawling toward Callie to keep her busy. He turned on his pathetic excuse for brothers, stepping between the two men. One black-haired and tall, Jeff, was probably guilted into action, shot a spear of electricity at Callie. The other fatter, squat brother just grinned. 
You. You first. James narrowed his eyes and flicked his wrist. Fire poured from his fingertips and washed over the man. A guttural scream ripped from him as he writhed. James smiled and turned on Jeff. 
“Look man!” Jeff stared at James with wide eyes and his hands up. 
Like anything would stop James now. He smirked and dealt the same fate – their judge, jury, and executioner. Turning away from the charred remains, he dropped out of the useless fight to climb the steps of the Fortress, to find Evie. 
Caleb’s mindfulness tickled along the edges of James’s awareness. How did this guy replace him? 
Can’t she sssee how weak and pathetic this boy is? Take him out! End him!
Something savage like joy ripped through him. A battle with Caleb was worthy of his prowess and time. James drew on every demonic defense within him. “You gonna hit me?” He leaned back, his arms crossed over his broad chest, flexing his muscles under his black athletic shirt. “Seriously! How did a nobody like you take my place? What does Evie even see in your weak, miserable existence?” 
Pain rippled through James’s mind. “Weak. So, very weak.” He tipped his chin, his body trembling in fury. Caleb had stolen his life! He clenched his jaw, grinding out his hatred of this imbecile. He half expected Caleb to grovel at his feet. Leering into Caleb’s face, he said, “What could a pathetic excuse . . .” 
Caleb’s invasive telepathy climbed James’s spine like ice-cold fingers rising from the grave. Short stabs pricked at his mind. James narrowed his eyes and gave the guy a full-scale smile, letting a little crazy out. 
A drop of sweat above Caleb’s left brow trickled down his temple. He balled his fists at his sides and stepped forward as if he might attack.
James leaned back on his heels and chuckled. “What has you so fired up?” 
Caleb swiped at the sweat and rolled his shoulders back, jutting his chin forward. “Where is she?” 
A sharp pain slammed into James. “Whoa! Really pulling out all the stops for my Evie.”
Caleb bristled. “No one owns her.”
James let his hands relax at his sides. “Blah, blah, blah. Semantics have no place in battle.”
“Semantics like ownership over a woman do.” Caleb clenched his fists. “Evie—”
“Shut up!” James roared. He wanted to smite this worm, but he couldn’t waste time when Evie might be— If Stregone had her—
“Stregone has her?” Caleb didn’t wait for an answer. He threw his shoulder down and tackled James into the front wall of the Fortress. 
Unfazed and unimpressed, James rolled his shoulders as the demon-imbued powers redirected all physical pain away. The darkness washed through him. It cared for him. It protected him, refreshing his spirit, restoring his physical body to withstand almost any attack, and never betraying him like his dad, his old classmates, and even the brethren now. Putting Caleb down would only take a minute.
“It will definitely take longer than a minute.” 
James chuckled and shoved Caleb off of him. “I doubt it.” 
Caleb pulled a Sai from its sheath at his side. “Pride goes before a fall.” Caleb lunged. 
James twisted out of the way.
Caleb regrouped and took a second Sai out. 
“My, my, someone’s been training. Good for you, man.” James wouldn’t prolong this short pitiful fight any longer. He wasn’t cruel. Besides, he needed to find—
Caleb’s full weight slammed into him, pressing him against the wall again. One of the daggers met James’s throat with a sting of pain. “Don’t move.”  
The sharp pain, Caleb’s dagger digging into vulnerable flesh, sent alarm bells ringing through James. Still, the darkness whispered through his mind, filling him with power. 
Ssset Caleb on fire. Throw yourself on the knife if you must but kill thisss pathetic idiot. Save Evie from a life anchored to thisss peon. Use your dying breath! Murder him! 
“Silence Evil!” Caleb lifted the knife just a hair from James’s throat. “You must help me rescue Evie.” 
“You think I’d help you!” James sneered. “I’d rather die than find Evie with you. Evie is mine!” Spittle flew from his mouth as he roared. 
Caleb again pressed the knife to James’s throat. “In the name of Jesus, evil spirits, leave!” 
In church a lifetime ago, the name of Jesus was repeated. It had held no power over him. It was a word in a long stream of lectured dos and don’ts. Blah, blah, blah God’s plan for his life. Mind numbing delusions about accepting Jesus and one day going to heaven were hung like bait before him. The motions were easy, safe, something constant in his lifeless life. Sunday after Sunday he attended. None of the routines within those ‘holy walls’ contained any real power. 
Yet, when the name of Jesus crested Caleb’s lips, when they entered the air, the sharp crack of power lashed into James like a whip. The darkness writhed in agony. His mind shattered as darkness fled into the night sky. 
Falling to one knee, James pressed his throat into the blade. The sharp bite of pain sent a tickle of blood pulsing a path down his collar bone. He backed away from the blade, touching two fingers to the slithering red snake now marring his brethren attire. They came away scarlet. He narrowed his eyes. This was an ending only waiting for a more certain beginning. He’d have to be careful now.
The darkness, ejected from his mind, called to him. It wanted to come back. It wanted James. 
There isss no power without usss. It reminded him. 
He hesitated. Pushed fire into his palm where it faltered, flickering low. 
Darkness sent power washing across his skin. Let usss fix it. 
“James think!” Caleb urged.
Its absence ached within him. “I can’t . . .”
“James!” Caleb growled. 
But the loss of power left James withered. The fade of the inferno dissipated from his heart, leaving him cold. The smoky tendrils of evil curled into the air around him, and he considered something new. Could he choose a different path? 
We will not wait! Come! Darknessss waitsss on no one! 
His heart hammered in his chest. Could he follow Evie, instead of dragging her with him? 
You will be weak. Insignificant. Worthlessss.
The truth trembled in his muscles. It would leave him! It was going to go like everything and everyone else in his life left him. No! He couldn’t be weak. Not now. Not when Evie needed him most.  “Come back to me!” He cried out.
As soon as the words whispered across his lips, its punishment was instant and brutal. It blazed a trail of torn and twisted pain through his body, not protecting him from any of it as it took its rightful place within him. 
His body seized, bending in response to the torture. He roared. Propping himself on his hands and knees, he experienced a clarity he rarely enjoyed. Like scales falling from his eyes, the darkness was revealed, and he’d invited it in. Then, the darkness settled back over his thoughts and mind, and there was nothing left to consider.
Familiar power tore through him. James reveled in it as tears streaked his face. The driving need for more pulsed within his bones. His body flipped backwards as power arched through him. A bone cracked under the pressure. James screamed, no longer in control. 
Hate you. Hate pathetic, little man. The legion was furious with him. Die. Die. Die. Not deserve power. Not deserve darkness. Die. 
The sky blackened as the darkness within stole his vision and wrenched his arms backwards. A guttural roar shook James’s frail body. His arms flew forward throwing a blanket of molten lava straight at Caleb. 
Words formed, shaped by his companions as if he were somehow the puppet and it was the master pulling the strings. “You think you can have Jamessss back!” A thousand voices erupted into the night. The legion twisted James, another thunderous crack sent pain ricocheting through his bones. 
It was his choice. He’d invited them in, and they’d won this battle, but it cost James everything. 
“Jesus,” tripped off Caleb’s lips once again. 
James flew back several feet. His body slammed into the Fortress wall. His arms and legs twisted and useless. His head wrenched to home in on Caleb. Pain swallowed his mind. Blackness stole his vision. Finally, oblivion washed the pain away, and he drifted weightlessly there, waiting for the world to reclaim him. He’d been left to die, discarded, judged, and rendered useless. He was garbage to be taken out with the enemy. 
[image: image-placeholder]He came to in what felt like a moment later. The cold hard floor pressed against his aching eye. The voice of his newest betraying enemy, Stregone, drew his thoughts into focus. “My dearessst Evie, I have brought you a presssent!” 
He wanted to clench his fist, to burn to ash everyone he once trusted. He would never trust Stregone again, the monster. 
“I want nothing from you, except to leave your dungeon with my brother.” 
Evie’s words became a beacon of light in James’s mind. How could she command Stregone to do anything? Was she insane? She couldn’t battle a mighty sorcerer. 
“Nothing you say?” 
Stregone’s mocking tone sent a cold chill through James’s bones. 
“Hm, Interesssting. I releassse the two of you and keep the ressst?” 
James recognized the deceptively playful tone. No, Evie don’t listen to him. He’s a liar. Evie would be destroyed. Stregone tolerated no disrespect. James tried to lift his head, or his arms. He tried to scream, but his body wouldn’t obey. His stomach roiled. He was about to witness Evie’s death. 
“No! That is not the deal. You release us all and leave this place permanently.” 
She was so fearless. If only he could look into her beautiful eyes, standing there all powerful. He wanted her. He needed her by his side, demanding the best of him.
“Don’t you want to open your present? It’sss ssspecial!” Stregone never spoke so softly. 
James’s stomach dropped. Stregone only used that tone once in James’s presence, when a brother was found out as a traitor. Stregone’s punishment had not been swift. He’d devoured every tortured breath, every scream. His eyes gleamed as they ate dinner in silence in the Great Hall, screams echoing through the Fortress. James couldn’t eat, but Stregone sat on his throne like a god, devouring the torment. No mercy, no grace, no weakness was allowed. The brother’s screams filled the Fortress for days and nights until the man screamed his last. 
James hated the memory and fought with his eyes until one finally slid a hair’s width open, heaviness weighing it down. It was just enough to take in Evie’s wild, pained eyes now locked on his. Her hand flew to her throat. She was playing with a much greater evil than she was aware. 
He needed to warn her. 
Stregone’s voice echoed in the dungeon. “Do you like my presssent?” 
Her hair was wild and dark streaks marred her cheeks. A savage glare burned across her features. 
A bone crushing pain stole his breath away. Stregone’s sulfurous breath whispered across his cheek. His voice quiet in his ear. “Dearessst little queen, isssn’t my presssent lovely?”
Evie flew backwards through the air with a wave of Stregone’s arm. She hit the stone wall with a thud. 
James fought to move. No! His lips were thick and unmoving. No, Evie! Don’t fight him. Don’t argue. You can’t beat him. No! 
Unconsciousness swallowed James once again. 
[image: image-placeholder]Sometime later, maybe minutes, maybe hours, hard fingers clamped around his throat. The urge to fight for his life rose with savage vengeance through his body. He opened his one cooperating eye to find himself face to face with Stregone. Before he could even wonder what had happened, tingling washed through his arms and legs. A yellow haze of fear descended over his mind. Something was horribly wrong. Why was he face to face with Stregone? Why was the dungeon filled with sulfur? 
Stregone grinned, holding James’s throat tighter in his grip. The room brightened in shades of red. A glow that had Stregone’s grin faltering, shifting his gaze. 
The air heated, burning across James’s face. He flinched as Stregone began to disintegrate. Was it a portal? No! The grip on his throat tightened. No! No, not now. Not with Evie so close! As Stregone folded in on himself, the hole widened, pulling the hand holding James straight into the fiery pit beyond. James body stretched as if each cell were being pulled apart. Blistering pain washed over every inch of him, sending him over the edge of sanity as he followed that hand into Hell. 
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Healing All Wrong


The Haven - Current Day Monday Early Afternoon - Caleb
Caleb shut the door of the Mustang, closing the icy breeze out. This time of year, the chill of the morning never warmed even with the midday sun doing its best. He zipped his brown leather jacket and gingerly touched his sore nose with his frozen fingers. 
He’d had the rest of the week and the weekend to heal, but Evie wasn’t handling the incident any better. In fact, her attitude grew worse directly in proportion to how many times he assured her it was fine. 
He was going to be fine. Eventually. He shook his head. 
At least Theo, his mentor, gave him permission to take his favorite Mustang out. The lend-a-car was a benefit of the training program, and one of the best perks the place had to offer. A Mustang was always the way to make a Monday one hundred percent better.
He checked his nose in the rearview mirror and gently touched near where the bruising was darkest. Tears sprang to his eyes. He bit them back with a grunt. It was just a nose. 
He rubbed his fingers across the black leather dash. “Hey there, Ruby.” If she were his, he’d spend every waking moment polishing the scarlet-red beauty to a shine.
Eli loped towards the car wearing his standard off-campus flannel and tan pants. Dude had wild genius, prep school, and mom-bought-this written all over him. He twisted back to the building where Callie and Evie were taking classes. 
Caleb smirked. He commiserated with the guy. They both had it bad for their girls. At least, Eli wasn’t on the outs with his.  
Eli’s hand dashed through his straight black hair, dislodging his glasses. He took them off, cleaned them on his shirt, and put them back on before climbing into the passenger seat beside Caleb. Did he even feel the cold?
Eli gave Caleb a nod. 
Caleb grinned. “Why don’t I own a car like this one?” If only. He twisted his mouth. 
“Because you’re a Balance Keeper.” Eli leaned over with one raised eyebrow, deadpanning. “Jeans?” Eli nearly sneered.
Caleb chuckled. “Nothing like a great pair of jeans.” Although, they were a bit snug after wearing loose-fitting uniform pants every day. “I could own a car like Ruby.”
“You named the car?” Eli raised his eyebrows.
A twist of the key and Ruby’s thunderous engine rumbled to life, sending a shiver down Caleb’s spine. He’d live and love Ruby courtesy of the angels. He stepped on the gas, and a wild grin tugged at his cheeks as she roared her enthusiastic greeting. “Don’t listen to him, girl. He’s just jealous I’m the one driving you.” Caleb patted the steering wheel. 
Today was going to be awesome. It was a special-permission-to-miss-class kind of day. A side mission with the guys, Eli and Mason, to maybe make things better for Evie with a special present. His heartbeat sped up. A day off Haven campus was what the doctor ordered. 
Caleb met Eli, who could manipulate the earth, after the Battle at the Fortress when he was out and about running an errand. Evie was down for the count, and he found Eli was a great confidant, someone he could trust. Caleb just had to ignore Eli’s constant evaluation of everyone’s dress code. Mason was Eli’s right-hand man and soon became a good friend to Caleb. Although, he loved to play pranks. Those were annoying.
“Where’s Mason?”
It was good Mason was a part of their trio. He was their resident enthusiast . . . and often entertainment. His electrokinesis matched his spunky personality. 
Eli’s lips tipped at the corners. “Guy’s always late.”
Caleb frowned. “Maybe next time, we go without him.”
“Nah. He’s one of us. Can’t leave him just because he can’t tell time. Everyone has their weakness.” Eli glared at Caleb’s jeans before moving his arm to the armrest. He turned for another long, hard stare at the building where Callie was.
“Callie, huh?”
Eli nodded, not breaking his watch over the building.
“She’ll be fine.” Caleb scanned the area. He was playing the long game with this mission. Nobody could know. Except those in the loop. Just the three amigos. Three guys out to find happiness for his girl. “Man.” He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. He glared out at the empty parking lot. “Mason needs to hurry up.”
The cold breeze stirred clumps of dried, fallen leaves, sending them dancing across the black asphalt, but nothing else disturbed the quiet of the early afternoon. All of Haven sat studiously in class or a training session. It was the perfect time for them to take off and get this secret mission underway. He exhaled. “Whatever. I’m out of here.” He spun the wheel and headed towards the gate. “Mason will have to come along next time.”
“Give him five more minutes.” Eli murmured.
Caleb pressed on the brake and clenched his fists on the wheel. “Fine.” Nothing could get in the way of this mission. 
He scanned the classroom for Evie’s mind, to check on her, and he found her musing over a jumble of self-accusation, guilt, and exhaustion. 
Her mind traced and then retraced events. He sighed. The training fight he’d been injured in morphed into the Battle at the Fortress. How long would Evie blame herself? A tumult of self-loathing and nightmarish flashes washed over her mind. She needed to break out of this rut. It wasn’t healthy.
Hey. He whispered into her mind like a gentle knock on the door. He relaxed as her thoughts turned to him. Her mind brushed against his like a caress. He smiled. Their deal was easy for him. He would announce his presence each time he entered her mind, so she could maintain her privacy and sense of self control.
Hey, her slightly breathy and sweet response tickled in his mind. The cloud of misery settling around her tasted like sour grapes. 
My nose isn’t broken anymore.
Her mind replayed the blood spurting through his fingers, dripping into the sand where it couldn’t be washed away. She tried to hide the truth. She didn’t want him beside her in battle. She was unsuccessful. He narrowed his eyes. Please don't worry about me. I’m fine. He was strong enough. He could take a good punch. Besides, I gotta learn to fight too.
Concern for him tore through her. It’s my job to worry about the team. You’re a part of that team. Besides, you worry about me all the time, and that’s a double standard.
Double standard? He didn’t want to fight. 
You’re doing it now.
He paused. She had him there. Would she ask him to leave? According to Theo, he had to if she asked. He thumped the steering wheel. Okay. Fair enough. So, you’re good then?
She was shaking herself, mentally trying to get in the right headspace. I'm sorry. We're going through all this, and . . .
Me too. He allowed the wheels to roll forward without pressing the gas. Ruby wanted to roll!
Eli tapped his watch.
Caleb stopped, frowning at the gate. It isn’t your fault. He let his thoughts skip over the Battle at the Fortress, their extended stay at the Haven, and his broken nose.
I know this isn’t about us. This war is so much bigger. 
We're lucky to have made it to the Haven. Being a part of a war was devastatingly hard. It took its toll on everyone, but he didn’t want to be normal like Evie did. Not anymore. With the training available there, he wanted to become an ace, at least a geeky version.
Lucky? Even when she thought the word, her scoffing was loud and clear. 
He wanted to curse the Fortress and how it had shaken her to her core. Its aftermath might be her undoing. But he was going to fight it. He’d do whatever he had to. Caleb sent her a little wave of how he was feeling, a soft, warm invitation, a welcoming. He was so happy to be with her. A knot formed in his gut. He couldn't mess things up.
He wouldn’t survive losing her. She was it for him. Deep in his bones he ached to know her more, hurt when she hurt, hungered to know her secrets, loved how complicated she was. Each of her thoughts were wild and free, leaving Caleb just as confused as if he’d never entered her mind in the first place. She was such a beautifully complex woman.
Mason knocked a knuckle on Eli’s window, shocking them both. Mason hopped from one foot to the other. Dude was only wearing a long sleeve Henley and black slacks but no jacket. Eli clucked his tongue at the outfit but still got out to let Mason in. With a “Hey!” he ducked low and climbed in, protecting his faux hawk, a kind of Mohawk with its short sides and strip of long hair running from the front to the back. Caleb chuckled.
“It’s freezing out there!” Mason huffed as he settled into the back seat and ran his hands up the sides of his hair.
“Really.” Eli’s dry humor was at it again. 
“What? I just got it done perfect.” Mason grinned. “Jealous?”
Caleb focused on Evie. Gotta go.
Where are you? Evie’s thoughts curled around him as if they were going to hold him there until he answered. 
Caleb smiled and let the wheels roll forward. It’s a surprise. Love you.
Everything warmed inside of her. The chemical reaction turned several colors before settling on a warm love. A thrill of energy shot through him. He sucked in a deep breath and fought with his desire to stay, protect her, hold on as long as she’d let him. He had to go and bring her back something that might . . . God please let it . . . help.
Back before all of the spiritual warfare, they’d pass in the halls. His gaze would land on her slightly freckled cheek and will her eyes to turn to him, but she never once looked, passing by, laughing with Callie at something they shared. Now, she'd lost herself in the whole battle. 
She was going to be incredible one day, when her heart healed, when she trusted again. Losing James, who she believed was the one, shook her belief in things. It was like the tilted axis of the world fell flat and was rolling around without any rhyme or reason. Caleb shook his head. James was so bad for her. She was so wrong, then and now. She could trust Caleb, the angels, her team, even herself. She just needed to believe it. 
He would give anything to help her find herself in this new world. Before all this, she was a sweet, quiet girl. He grinned. She was the kind of girl who snuggled up with a book and played the piano. Oh! Her music was amazing. And she had this geeky brilliance that set her apart from everyone else. She knew all the answers in that world. It was no wonder she felt lost in this one.
Eli cleared his throat.
It was getting awkward in the car as they all sat in silence. Mason grinned at Caleb in the rearview. Just before—
“Ah!” A shock rattled through Caleb.
“You were turning bright red. Just wanted to make sure your heart was still beating properly.” Mason sat back and notched his chin high. “Everything’s in working order.”
Caleb rubbed his arm. “Yeah. You just had to zap me to figure that out.” It was his turn to give Mason a stony glare. 
Mason cleared his throat. “So, what’s the plan? I mean, I know we’re headed off campus, but you left all the details out.” He caught his reflection in the rearview, turned this way and that, and then patted an invisible hair back into his faux hawk. 
Caleb pulled out through the Golden Gate and headed towards the portal, the only way to leave the angel’s spiritual realm and head into the mortal coil. “We’re picking up the perfect gift to raise Evie’s spirits.” He left off his hope that it might even be therapeutic.
“We’re going to cheer Evie up.” Mason’s grin sent his dimples diving and his white teeth stood out in his ebony skin. “That’s awesome man! She’s really been a Debbie downer lately.” 
Eli raised an eyebrow but said nothing.
“I mean.” Mason sat back against the leather seat. “I know you’ve been struggling with how hard things have been for her. I’m glad I get to help make that better.” 
“Thanks.” Caleb clicked on the radio. They were all various shades of learning to be warriors and growing up into men, but they were solid, brothers. He and Eli sang along with Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Sweet Home Alabama.” The perfectly right lyrics swallowed all of Caleb’s concerns as he belted out the chorus. Eli sang with gusto, but Mason only hummed along. 
When the song ended, Mason scowled. “Falling in love makes you even crazier than the spiritual war zone we’re living in.”
“Evie loves it when I sing. Maybe it’s why you don’t have a girl.” His heart warmed. He would belt the lyrics of every song if it brought a smile to her face. At least, he could do one thing right. Well, two, he made her feel better, sometimes.
When he pulled up to the storefront with its red lettering, he turned off the music. Their logo was perfect: Petland Pets Make Life Better! Exactly. He'd already called the owner, made sure everything was ready. 
“It’s odd to walk under a normal human awning of a regular mortal store with plain everyday things going on around.” Eli mused as he opened the door.
“It is bizarre straddling these two worlds.” But Caleb was confident it was his calling in this life. 
They squared their shoulders and walked in. A baby screamed, children ran around one aisle, and a man was arguing at the front counter. Caleb fought to filter them all out. Sometimes, he could shut the world out, but there were so many thoughts spiraling around him, countless people hurting. One guy passed him wondering if the kitten in the box would finally make his wife happy. A kid bouncing nearby repeatedly thought - buy this one Mommy, this one. The onslaught overwhelmed him, and he momentarily forgot to breathe trying to manage it all.
Mason thumped Caleb on the back. “Come on man. The faster we get her your surprise, the faster we’re on our way home.”
A spark of excitement speared through him. “Thanks Mason.” This was going to be the best surprise ever. 
“I can’t believe how bad you’ve got it.” Mason grinned.
“I’ve known Evie a long time. I really hope this will be therapeutic.” This pet needed to be able to help ease the absence of her family and her PTSD. 
“You’ve outdone yourself!” Mason smacked him on the shoulder. “When I get a girl, it’ll be flowers and chocolates all the way.” 
Caleb slowed. “Probably a smart plan. How am I going to keep this a surprise from her?”
“We’ll help you.” 
The look on her face would be— “Thanks.”
He shook his head, placing one determined foot in front of the other. It was a crazy big, over the top present, but it was the one he believed would be perfect for her. And it didn’t matter how hard it would be to keep a secret. He was going to do it. “Here Eli.” He handed him the money and took the blanket-wrapped, squirming bundle. Eli paid and took the bags while Mason grabbed the cage. 
“Remember,” the salesclerk said again, “She’ll need to see the vet. These are the medications you’ll need right away. She’s been dewormed, and here’s her records. Let me know if you need anything or if there’s any problems.”
It was the same thing he’d said on the phone. “Thank you, sir. Did you put the training manual in the bag?”
“All the information on training a therapy dog is in there. I also included a list of online sites with helpful information and local training centers that might be good resources for you.” The man smiled and cast his gaze over Caleb’s head. “Call if you need anything. I’ll be here.” 
“Thank you, sir.” Caleb turned with Eli and walked toward the door. When he noticed Mason missing, he called over his shoulder, “Come on, Mason.”
Eli carried the two bags of essentials the sales guy had specified for training. “After Mason grabbed the crate, he went over to talk to that pretty girl by the kittens.” 
“Okay.” Caleb was floating on a cloud. Evie was going to freak out when she got her!
The bundle squeaked. Eli winced. “Don’t you think—"
“She’s going to be perfect?” Mason said, pulling up the rear and cutting Eli off. He tossed the crate in the trunk and hopped into Ruby’s backseat. “Who’s in charge of the puppy during class and training?”
“I have a rotation planned.” Caleb grinned. He didn’t care if he looked like a fool to the rest of the world. Evie needed something, and he was going to deliver—big time!
Eli folded into the passenger seat and Caleb climbed in behind the wheel.
“Eli, you'll take the shift in the morning. You have mostly afternoon classes. Mason, you'll take the shift in the evening, because all your classes end pretty early. That leaves it alone for only two hours. Of course, I'll take over night.”
Mason grabbed the back of both of their seats, pulling his face flush with Caleb. “This is so exciting. She's going to freak.”
Even though he’d had the same excitement racing through him a second ago, Caleb still frowned. “Do you think it's too much?”
“No, man.” Mason grinned.
As usual, Eli sagely nodded, not saying a word. He leaned back, calm and steady. Seriously, dude was a grandpa in a teenager's body, wise beyond his years, and typically the voice of reason. If and when he actually voiced something.
Maybe silence was his judgment. “So, Eli, too crazy, huh?” His stomach churned. “It is too crazy.” Caleb ran a hand through his hair sending the curls in every direction.
Eli rubbed his chin for a quiet moment. “It is a very thoughtful gift.”
Caleb narrowed his eyes at Eli, and then turned to put the car in motion, holding them in place with the brakes. “I can’t return it.”
Eli pursed his lips as if he was having a conversation with himself and finally checked the illuminated red letters of the pet store. “Nope.”
“She has to come back from the Fortress. And she needs help to do it.” She needed to find herself again, to find her happiness.
“Sure.” Eli gave Caleb a warm, comforting smile. “But—” The creature let out another squawk. “—this is a time-consuming gift at a time when she’s possibly already feeling overwhelmed and frustrated.”
 “I think of it like therapy.” A heaviness pressed on Caleb’s chest. “She can't see her mom, her brother, or spend time with her dad. She needs something to hang onto.”
Eli’s smile grew somber. “Well, now, you're going to give her something that's going to keep her arms busy for a very long time.”
That wasn't what Caleb was trying to do. And then he realized what Eli was implying. The squirming bundle might come between Evie and him. “No, man. It's gonna be, I think . . . it's gonna bring us together and give us a normal thing to do.”
Mason nodded. “Yeah, that's exactly what’ll happen.”
Eli frowned. “Whatever you say.”
Caleb twisted to see Eli’s face.
“For your sake, I hope you're right.” Eli smiled and settled back in the chair.
The ride back was stilted as they quietly listened to the music and steeped in their individual thoughts. It was easier to tune Eli and Mason’s thoughts out. They were familiar, their thoughts easily recognizable. There was something calming about just being a bunch of guys listening to music in an awesome car.
As they headed back through the low hanging cloud resting heavily on the road, the one portal the angels taught them to travel to and from the Haven, Caleb’s own thoughts were tormenting him. What if she hated dogs? What if she was allergic? What if she wasn’t ready to love another thing yet? Did she have a puppy growing up? He couldn’t remember. He sighed as they came out of the cloud into the perfection of the spiritual realm. 
His heart raced. 
She was going to love it. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Ra-ack! Ra-ack! Ra-ack!”
Caleb tore the sheets off himself and wiped a hand down his face. This gift was going to kill him.  
“What is it, little gal? Potty?” Caleb opened the crate and the furball shot out at him like a bullet, tongue licking before it even made contact. Caleb dodged the tongue, shaking his head and smiling. He’d already fallen in love and into a sort of nickname. She was his hope. “Well, Hope, potty it is.”
He took the leash off his desk and pulled on a jacket. The little pup was already chewing his laces. “No!” He shooed her off and clipped the leash on. The drama queen stopped all movement, refusing to follow the leash. The three-pound ball of black fur growled and yipped at the offensive line as if it was there to kill her. She fluffed her fur out and backed under his bed, rumbling in outrage.
“It’s okay.”
She glared at him.
When he growled, her eyes grew wide, and she trembled. 
“Ah. It’s okay little Hope.” He scooped her up, carrying her like a baby. He cooed at her, reminding her to be perfect for Evie, telling her how important she was in the war between Heaven and Hell, showing her how she needed to be wonderful and trained so she can play her role as healer.
Hope stared at him, lapping up his attention. Her tongue still licked the air.
[image: image-placeholder]Evie’s voice woke Caleb as she cried out. “Leave James alone.”
What was she doing in his dorm room? Would she find out about the puppy? Hope’s cage was covered, one of the techniques he’d read about, but still, if the pup heard Evie, it might wake and squawk at her. He glanced around his room, only to find he was alone in the darkness. He raked his hand over his face. What was going on? “Evie.” 
“I am Balthazar.” A deep rusty voice rattled through Caleb’s bones.
Evie! Caleb sat up. Blankets fell around him. Where was he? He started. He must have accidently jumped into Evie’s mind while he slept, and something in her dreams was wrong, terribly wrong. 
Training told him he shouldn’t be in anyone’s unconscious mind. They’d spent months warning him of the potential trappings of a sleeping mind and its natural defense system, but Evie was under demonic attack. He didn’t know how. He didn’t understand it, but he was certain. He closed his eyes and connected with her mind, forgoing polite greetings, and charging in despite the dangers. 
Her mind was sluggish in sleep. Its entire focus was on the beastly demonic voice tormenting her. Shadows swarmed at him, and Caleb dodged her natural defenses. He had to help her. But how?
Her dream was covered in fire, every surface, every crevice writhed with orange and yellow. The air hissed and crackled with its force. 
“You are mine!” The unearthly voice sent a shiver of goosebumps across Caleb’s flesh.
“Never!” Evie screamed. Something horrible, crushing, lived inside that sound, tearing his breath from his lungs. 
Evie! Evie! What can I do? 
No response. 
“There isss no escape, no rescue, nothing to change your fate.” Balthazar stepped into view, fire lapping at his legs. James’s mangled body dangled from the talons holding it aloft. “You have no choice but to sssuccumb as my ssslave.” 
A nightmare, and that sibilant ‘s’ was clearly demonic. Caleb’s heart ached for her. Though the demon’s name was new – he had wondered if she was having nightmares about Stregone – the torment was all the same. Evie. 
She couldn’t hear him. 
Evie! It’s not real.
The nightmare held her entranced in sleep and out of her right mind. 
Shhh. It’s all right.
Guilt and fear washed over her
You are here at the Haven. He can’t get to you anymore.
Balthazar turned and locked eyes with Caleb. The piercing gaze sent his heartbeat stuttering. Black orbs studied him. Wait, it was just a dream. Right?
“Be gone.” The beast roared and Caleb was ejected from Evie’s mind. 
Caleb loosed a string of curses, pounding his fists into the bed under him. Helpless words powerless to save Evie. She needed him. He should go wake her. Get her away from the beast. He rubbed his hand across his forehead, wiping the sweat away. Things were so much worse than he’d imagined. So much worse. 
He checked the clock on the bed stand. It was five a.m. If he’d awakened, then maybe she had too. He didn’t want her to know he’d somehow peeked into her nightmares. He chewed on his cheek. What should he do? 
Theo would be ready for mentor visitations in just an hour. He’d shower and be there as soon as the door opened. Heck, he’d meet Theo there as he came in. Theo would know what to do.
[image: image-placeholder]Caleb plopped in the chair opposite the epic mahogany desk surrounded by thousands of years of manuscripts and history on shelves probably just as old and wise. “Theo, Evie's never going to be herself again.” Caleb shook his head. Lost even with everything surrounding him.
Theo steepled, his fingers in front of him. “I see.”
“I want you to . . . to, I want you to do something. Not just see what I'm saying. Not-not just advise me. I want you to do something.”
Theo frowned. “Sentinels are not in command. We are not the ones who do things. We’re Messengers. We obey the command of God. We’re his army, and as much as we may want to intervene, it isn’t our position unless we’re ordered to do so.” 
Caleb let his breath gust out and flopped back into the chair. Last night was the worst sleepless night he’d had in a long while. Between the squirming bundle’s screeching cry and Evie’s nightmare, he couldn’t wait for the sun to crest the horizon again. 
Theo crossed his ankle over his knee. “You seem agitated today, tired, out of sorts.”
“Man, I got her the perfect present, to you know, fix things.” He sighed. Evie needed help now. Right now. “But it won’t be enough.” It would take a while to train the puppy into a therapy dog. The image of Balthazar flitted through his mind. Intervention needed to happen right away. He shook his head. 
“I see. A grand romantic gesture is just what the King ordered. Huh?” Theo’s eyes sparkled.
Caleb shook his head. “Yeah. I thought so. But I don't know now. Not after . . .” He’d broken the rules being in her mind without her knowledge. He’d tried to let her know he was there, but for some reason, she couldn’t hear him. Only Balthazar. “Something is really wrong, and my . . . present won’t be ready for a while. Besides the fact, based on my experience last night, it is almost certainly more a form of torture than therapeutic. She needs something . . . more. Something now.”
Theo nodded, encouraging him to continue. 
“I’m starting to believe the only way to really help Evie would be to rescue James.” Caleb sulked. “But we don’t even know if he is alive, and it would be too risky, and no one has ever done that.” How was he the one making this crazy suggestion? It was usually Evie on this side of the fence. He ignored the question on the tip of his mind. Was there a return policy on squirming bundles of cuteness?
Theo’s face grew somber. “Look, Caleb, angels have a territory they are given domain over. We manage it, if you will, and Hell is not in our domain. So, we have free reign and can travel anywhere in Heaven, on Earth, and even in this parallel, spiritual realm. But we cannot for any reason go into Hell.”
Caleb started to speak, but Theo went on.
“It is the enemy's holding place. It’s the one place dedicated to binding them. Just like they can't come to Heaven, we can't go to Hell. We wouldn't want to. No one would.”
Caleb’s heart burned. “Right . . . Makes sense.” His head throbbed. “And the demons can come here on Earth, the parallel realm, and Hell. Each group has their assigned territory?”
Theo said, “And we must obey the rules.”
“James was dragged to Hell before his death.” That most definitely broke the rules.
Theo nodded solemnly. “Yes, they broke that rule, and it will be dealt with, but under no circumstances can they enter Heaven, nor may any angel enter Hell.” 
“So that’s where the line is drawn? Heaven and Hell? Even if they are torturing one of our own?” Caleb glowered at the carpet.
Theo’s hand fell, warm and steady on Caleb’s shoulder. “We will always do what we can to protect mankind. However, when mankind, like in the case of James, chooses to side with the enemy, it binds our hands, and we are bound by honor and our service to His glory to do what is right. Always.”
Caleb’s stomach clenched. “Well, I don't know how to help her. I don't know how to be what she needs me to be when . . . when everything is inside out and-and her support system, her family, is gone, and she’s . . .” He sighed. There wasn’t going to be any help from Theo. Caleb stood.
Theo rose with Caleb. “In extenuating circumstances there may sometimes come a small concession for action. Is there something I should know about?” Theo searched Caleb’s eyes. 
Caleb wanted to say something about the dream, but he’d spent the last year getting reprimanded and retrained for slipping into the minds of others, namely Evie. He’d learned his lesson, mostly. He locked eyes with Theo, willing the angel to see the turmoil and somehow figure it out on his own. 
A kind smile tipped the sentinel’s lips upward. “I see a great kindness in you, Caleb. I see your love is deep and strong. You are willing to do what it takes to protect your soulmate.” 
His soulmate? Was she the one? Caleb's heart pounded against his ribcage. Were his instincts . . . right? Was Theo confirming Evie was the one? 
The thrill racing through him must have shown on his face because Theo backtracked, turning to stand and look out the window. “I've said too much.”
“Not at all.” Caleb stood and went to stand beside Theo. “I already knew.” They stood side-by-side, studying the flock of birds swooping and swallowing as a well-coordinated team, flying through the blistering cold wind of early morning. Nothing stopped them, not the icy wind of sunrise, nor the brittle blast of evening’s breeze. 
“Well, as her soulmate—"
“Let's keep that between us.” Theo grimaced. “She might not be ready to discover something of that magnitude. At least not right now.”
 “Okay, so keep it a secret?” Caleb frowned.
“It would be my advice for now.” Theo smiled and clapped a hand on Caleb’s shoulder. “You're a good man, Caleb. You've got a promising future with many blessings ahead. Be patient.”
“What if she never comes around?”
“She will . . . eventually.”
Caleb wasn't so sure. “So, what's the difference between Angels and Demons?”
Theo chuckled. “Well. So much and so little, honestly. Demons are Fallen Angels. They're the ones who chose to turn against God and seek their own glory, following Lucifer, the beautiful one.”
Caleb nodded. “Sounds about right. At least from what I’ve heard in church.” 
“But there's more. There are creatures tainted by the mixing of human and Angelic blood, the Nephilim, and they become a different breed of demon as their souls can't go to Heaven because they’re bound to the Demonic side as well. They become a subset of demons.”
The hierarchy of demons was fascinating but also overwhelming, like humans, or maybe just Caleb wasn’t meant to understand it, like his brain fought the knowledge. He had his hands full with the glimpses he perceived on his own. Add dating and all the normal stuff teenagers faced and . . . He huffed. His breath clouded the window obscuring the long yellow rays of the rising sun across the rolling, frosty hillside of the Haven. 
He turned to Theo. “Would an angel die if he goes to Hell?”
“No, not at all.” Theo chuckled. “But if we break the treaty, if we go against the command of the Father, then we would be joining the Fallen ranks. We'd become demons ourselves.” He crossed his arms over his chest.
Caleb’s stomach boiled. “Awesome. So, rescuing James would be classified as defying God.”
“It's a lot to take in. There's so much at stake for you and Evie and for your team. But you will heal.”
Caleb shook his head. “Evie won't let this go.”
Theo sighed. “All things are made beautiful. All things.” Theo cocked his head to the side as if listening to a distant call. “It would seem your squirming present is calling for you.”
A flush of red heat flashed across Caleb’s cheeks and ears. Caleb clenched his fists. “Yep, Mason probably forgot it was his shift. I have to go. Thanks, Theo. I’ll stand by Evie no matter what and do the best I can. If you have any advice or anything, please let me know.”
Theo turned to him. “Sometimes, everything is confusing and hard, and it is a real struggle to keep moving. It is terrible to feel lost. But remember, you are never truly alone. My advice for you is to remain in Him. He will guide you, heal you, make you stronger than before. He’s the Great Comforter, and He loves you more than you will ever fathom.”
Yep. Sure thing. But it didn’t feel great right now.
“You are never alone. See me anytime you need to.” 
Caleb hugged Theo with a clap on the back and turned to go. “You wouldn’t have some kind of powers for calming pups, would you?”
“Some journeys are meant to be the way they are. Good luck with your surprise.”
“I don’t know what Evie will want to name her, but I’m starting to think a good name might be Hope.”
Theo opened the door to his office. “Hope is always a good thing.” 
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What good are Angels?


The Haven - Tuesday Early Evening - Evie
Caleb’s warm hand wrapped around Evie’s arm. “Hey, don’t hurry off.”
Evie reached out and put her other hand awkwardly on the statue of a demonic creature and moved it quickly to the plaque at the bottom. It stated the demon would be one hundred times this size in real life. Evie swallowed. “I’m not hurrying off.” 
Caleb sighed and let go. He glared at the hand-drawn, poster-sized sketches of demons hanging on the wall. Evie turned to stare with him. What would it have been like to live her whole life without knowing anything about demons? Evie shook her head. “It’s crazy we’re in our second year of demonology. We’ve somehow already survived a year of this.” A year of them becoming closer, going through their worst and best moments together. It brought her full circle to ask, why had he stopped her? What did he want to say? 
“That updated map is . . .” His eyes stared hard at Asheboro.
“—terrifying.” Evie stepped closer to Caleb. His heat wrapped around her in a safe bubble of pine scent and something intangible like being home. 
On the closest and largest map, deep, red circles encapsulated the epicenter of all the major cities of the United States. But now, Asheboro’s circle was double the size it was a year ago. And wasn’t even a major city. It was basically nowhere. There were a million cities like it in a bunch of other states. Why were things so much worse in her hometown? So much worse. “All those people in Asheboro.” 
Caleb moved to her side and entwined his fingers with hers. “That’s why we’re here. We’ll fix it together. Keep the balance.” His jaw clenched.
She narrowed her eyes. “But after a year we’ve made zero impact. It’s gotten so much worse.” She pulled her fingers from his and brushed her hair out of her face. 
Caleb put his hand on the back of his neck where it hung, a sure sign of impatience. “Look.”
“No. I am looking, and I’m seeing we’re not making any impact. We’ve lost so much to them.” She spun on him, the air dancing with her rising emotion. “I can’t stand it. Any of it.” She checked to make sure everyone had left the room. Everyone else was moving on to the dining hall for dinner, everyone except them. The world was going to Hell in a handbasket. Was there even a balance to be kept anymore? 
“Maybe we’ve slowed the growth. Maybe without us it would be triple the size it first was. Maybe we are having an impact that will reveal itself in six months time. We just don’t know, but at the Fortress—”
Evie flinched. “How can you even say that?! You know how it makes me feel!” The air spun around her lifting papers from the nearby desk, causing the chart paper with the demonic depictions to flutter off the wall and back down. Demons were rising still. They had taken over her hometown, and now, they were expanding their territory. “It’s like, sometimes you don’t even know me at all!” Evie spun on her heel and threw her hand pointing at the drawing. “Everything is getting worse!”
Caleb caught her by the elbow. 
She flexed her power, increasing the pressure in the room. 
Caleb’s eyes were open and honest, his grip loose. His muscles relaxed except for the one in his jaw. Then something passed across his features, the flicker of a strong emotion, but Evie couldn’t gauge what it was, and frankly, it didn’t matter. He could have all the strong feelings he wanted to; it wasn’t going to change how awful the situation was. Even if no one else was going to call it like it was; she would. 
“You’re not . . . really, um, acting rationally right now.” He winced.
Rationally? She stepped into his space. She wasn’t acting rationally! She crossed her arms to keep from launching into battle. “I’M not acting rationally? Everything’s getting worse, you don’t seem to care, and I’m not acting rationally!” Forget it. If he wanted a fight, then she’d deliver a hundred-fold. She dropped her hands at her side, loose and ready to attack. 
“No-no. I don’t want to fight.” He clenched his jaw. “It’s just . . .” His gaze darted for the door.
Evie chuckled. He might be able to run, but he couldn’t hide forever. She rocked her head side to side, keeping everything loose. 
His eyes widened. He put both hands up in front of him. “Have you been sleeping well?”
“What?” What in the world was he getting at? “You’re being weird. Why are you asking me if I’ve been sleeping well? Have you been sleeping well? What kind of question is that?” Did he somehow know about her nightmares? People had nightmares after battles. War was a scarring experience. He couldn’t expect her to walk away the same. None of them would be. Not this time, the next, or the time after that. They’d signed up for life. They were never going to be the same. 
“It’s like there’s a barrier between us. You’ve been . . . distant with me.” Caleb’s cheeks grew pink.
Had she? She wasn’t trying to, but it was hard to keep pretending everything was good. She studied the map. Everything was NOT good. “What are you not saying?” She dropped her arms at her sides and turned back to the map, bracing her hands on the edge of the desk. He couldn’t know about the nightmares because he would try to fix her, and she wasn’t ready to be fixed. She needed to know why they were happening before they made them go away. And even then, she might never be fixed. “Because with everything that’s going on, I can’t handle one more thing.” She turned and leaned her hip against the desk. 
“Got it. I don’t want to be one more thing for you. I want to support you, help where I can, where you’ll let me.” He locked eyes with her, but whatever he saw had him looking away. “You know, I went to see Theo this morning.” He studied her reaction. “It was good to talk.”
“Oh.” Where was he going with this? Unease slipped through Evie. What had they talked about? 
“Have you thought about meeting with Abigail? I mean . . . to talk things through?” His blue eyes radiated hope and something else. 
Dark circles traced under his eyes. Had he missed sleep or were they left over from the broken nose. His hair was in a disarray like he’d run his fingers through it a million times. What was he worrying about? She stood and walked toward him. “You look like you’re struggling.”
“Aren’t we all?” He held his chin high, and that strange emotion flitted across his features again. Evie couldn’t put her finger on it, but something was wrong. She was sure of it now. 
“I guess. Sorry” she waved her hand to indicate the strewn papers around the classroom “for all of that. I’ve not been my best self lately.” 
“It’s all good. Class was over. But seriously, talking to Theo helped. You might try it.” He smiled and even with the exhaustion creeping into his features it was full of warmth and radiated love. “Or . . . you could always talk to me about anything.”
“Maybe.” It would be nice to talk to someone. She couldn’t talk about everything. Not yet. She hadn’t figured the nightmares out, and she didn’t want a bunch of opinions about their connection to her PTSD. Her spiritual discernment left her believing the nightmares were more than . . . scars. Maybe talking to Abigail would provide some insight. That was what mentors were there for. Right? “I’ll go see if Abigail’s in her office.”
A brilliant smile slipped over Caleb’s features. “Good!” He grabbed her hands and stared into her eyes earnestly. “You need to talk about everything with someone.” 
Evie almost asked him what he meant, but he turned and pulled her by her hand out of the room. 
“I’m starving.” Caleb grinned. “See you after you talk to Abigail.” He took off at a jog for the dining hall. Probably not as much because he was starving as an escape from their conversation. It seemed really hard for him.
Evie sighed. She guessed she might as well go see if Abigail was in. It was clearly important to Caleb, and she said she would. There was no backing out now, no matter how much she wanted to steal a few more days to figure things out.
Evie knocked on Abigail's office door, and quickly tucked her hands behind her elbows. Today, she couldn’t seem to fake it. Her smile kept falling into a frown. Maybe it was the talk after class with Caleb or the nightmare that morning, but her ability to fake it was gone. 
The cold, oak door wore natural marks almost like a face frostily observing Evie. Evie sighed. Abigail’s sweet voice slipped through the solid door. “Come in.”
Evie twisted the knob and pushed the door open. Each footstep fell a little heavier than the last. Once inside, what should she do? Walk up and sit down? Start talking? She fidgeted, standing just inside the doorway.
“Hi.” Abigail shuffled some papers and turned them face down on her desk. “Please, come in and have a seat. I’m just straightening up. I’ll be all yours in a moment.”
Was Abigail pale? What a crazy notion. Angels didn’t outwardly show emotion. If she were human . . . Evie shook her head. She was an angel. Not some human who reacted at every turn of events. Who knew though? She seemed . . . Was something else wrong, or was she panicking because of the nightmare, or . . . and this scared the garbage out of her . . . was her discernment cluing her in to whatever horrible future event was right now ruffling Abigail? 
Everything had to be all right. Evie wasn’t accepting any more problems. Not until she’d figured out her nightmares which were getting worse. Much worse. So . . . Everything was definitely not all right.
Abigail stood, interrupting Evie’s musings. “Everything okay?” She gestured to a chair.
Nope. Evie fell into the brown, thickly padded, leather chair opposite Abigail's desk. “Not really.” Evie gusted out a sigh and covered her eyes with her hands, massaging her forehead. She was so tired. 
Abigail slipped into the chair opposite Evie, her hand fell comfortingly on Evie’s knee. Abigail whispered. “Do not be afraid.”
Well, she’d already failed at that. Evie couldn't help but allow a dark chuckle to fall from her lips. Why couldn’t she be better at all of this? In battle, she was the warrior – she could see herself as others did. But the minute things got quiet, doubt crept in and tried to send her reeling. Ten times out of ten it worked. She bit her cheek as heat burned up her neck, splashing across her cheeks and ears. “I can't get James out of my head.” She twisted her t-shirt around her finger, refusing to make eye contact. “I can't get images of him wasting away in Hell out of my mind.” Her voice was nothing more than a whisper. “He wasn't supposed to go, was he? Was that a part of the plan? Was it all meant to happen? Can things happen outside of the plan? Do you know?” Her voice had climbed higher and higher with each question. 
Abigail shook her head. The corners of her lips drawn down. 
Was Abigail disappointed in Evie? Was that why she frowned? If only she could understand everything better. If somehow, she could figure out how it all worked together into a grand plan, then maybe it would help stop her nightmares and help her conquer her doubts. She took a deep breath. 
Floating dust motes drifted in the late slant of the waning sunlight. Her leg was throbbing with the day’s trainings. But her head hadn’t been right ever since she woke from that nightmare. No sleep, plus trying to keep everything from Caleb, and all the things in a day at the Haven left her empty and raw. She needed sleep. 
Abigail caught her eye, and her expression softened. 
“I know. I know.” Evie put her hands up in surrender. “It's just . . . I can't help it. I want to understand. Without knowing, I’m left struggling.” With horrifying nightmares that were just getting worse. “I want – no, I need to know how this all fits together and works. How, how in the world can things go so horribly wrong, and yet still somehow be the right path?”
Abigail exhaled, crossed her legs, and sat back in her chair. “Faith is not easy.” Abigail began. 
Evie scoffed. “No kidding.” 
“It’s so easy to memorize scripture, to listen to a preacher in the safety of a church and amid fellowship. In theory, following Jesus, taking up the cross, living by faith might sound easy while you're safe, but when times get hard and you’re called to fight in the real fight, no matter what that looks like, it’s going to hurt. Sacrifice is costly.”
Evie wiped a hand over her face and slouched further into the warmth of the leather. “I planned on fighting in the regular world. Things like being kind to someone who’s been hateful toward me or being loving when a friend or family member hurt me. I thought Tristen’s cancer was the worst it could get in this life. I never imagined standing in a very real war with a preternatural enemy. I never thought I’d have to persevere when all the odds are stacked against us. With all appearances declaring we are losing to the enemy, I’m struggling.”
“Evie. The battle has already been won. The King has already conquered the enemy.”
“And, I know that, but for some reason . . . I can’t shake this . . . I don’t know what it is.”
Abigail nodded.
Evie focused on her hands. What was she even doing here? She couldn’t tell her angelic mentor her faith was wavering. She couldn’t reveal the darkness hiding in her heart. 
“There’s a very steep learning curve to perseverance.” Abigail paused, but Evie refused to look up. 
Evie’s cheeks warmed with Abigail’s gaze. “I never thought my life was going to be made easy, or perfect, or I don’t know. I didn’t expect gooey feelings and streaks of excitement. I just thought . . .”
“You thought you’d feel better. But see, it’s in the times you don’t feel it and still you choose love, you’ve truly wielded an incredible power. When you face uncertainty, potential loss or pain and choose joy and thankfulness instead of sorrow, peace instead of fear, and perseverance instead of giving up – well, then, you’ve become more like Christ.”
“I don’t feel like I have any choices. Not only that, but my feelings are also all over the place. They’re making it hard to discern what’s real and what I’m just reacting to.” Evie let her breath gust out. She didn’t care about joy. She cared about understanding how these horrible, horrible things were, somehow, a part of this grand plan. The unknown was undermining her faith.
“That’s when your choices matter the most. Remember, the things of the spirit give you strength in the storm. They hold you together when the world is trying to tear you apart.” 
 “James didn’t die; therefore, he hadn't finished his journey.” She spoke slowly trying to make sure she didn't mess up when she asked her question. She had to know. To understand this one truth. She had to.
Abigail nodded encouragingly. 
“So, if his journey wasn’t over, then he shouldn't be in Hell. I just don't understand how the enemy can circumnavigate God’s plan. I mean, is it possible? Can something happen outside of His will?” Her stomach free-fell as she waited for the answer. 
She didn't want to hear yes, but she also didn't want to hear no. Yes, meant things were out of control, and she desperately needed things to be under His control. No meant it was in God's plan for James to be taken. And how could she ever believe in the idea of a loving God, who also sent a very human and living James to Hell before his time was up? It also meant, it was God’s will for James to be snuffed out. How did that jive with being loving? 
Abigail glanced at the papers on her desk, out the window, and back at Evie. She swallowed once. “These are . . . very honest and very hard questions. Thank you for trusting me to help you. I won't dismiss your questions or give you some quick quip.”
Evie sat a little straighter, respected, honored. 
“I'm here and will help you every step of the way. I will pray with you. Ask the Creator to reveal these things to you when you are ready to understand. I will be with you to help in any way I can.”
Evie snorted. Because she couldn’t – no, she wouldn’t suffer nightmares for the rest of her life. It had been months since she’d slept through the night. She was losing her mind. And Caleb could was on to her.
Abigail rubbed a small spot on her forehead. “You want the angels to go to Hell and rescue James, but, if we go to Hell, then the balance will fall into peril. It will inadvertently start the apocalypse if the events haven’t already brought its existence into the here and now.”
Evie fell back in her chair. Starting the apocalypse. Rescuing James would start the Apocalypse. She wanted to scream. “So what? He just suffers there forever.” And I suffer alongside him here? Please don’t let that be the answer.
Abigail stood and walked to the window. “Honestly, the ripple effect of him staying there forever is inconceivable.” Silence filled the room, leaving Evie’s ears ringing with what wasn’t being said. 
“You know, if angels can't go to Hell, can humans? Could I go rescue James? Could my team?” Please say no. But what other reason could she have for the reoccurring nightmares?
“Why is it you are so . . . invested?” 
The quiet question sent off alarm bells through Evie. “I’m not invested. I’m—” Great! Now what did she say? I’m having nightmares about him, and it’s the only way I can think to get them to stop. Yeah. Great. “the team leader.” 
“James wasn’t a part of your team, but your instincts are right, James has a purpose in this life, and with his life cut short, the balance has been affected.”
Maybe the balance was sending her the nightmares. Maybe she was being called to rescue James. Maybe there was some explanation for all the madness going on in her mind.
“Rescuing James might just be the only thing capable of ensuring the balance remains intact.”
Evie sucked in a breath and stood. “It’s that serious?” This was why she was having nightmares then. As team lead, God was communicating with her. Should she press on? Tell Abigail everything? Or should she stop and digest everything she’d learned? Evie faced the window. “Okay.” God why me? “All right. He’s definitely not my favorite person after what he did to me and my brother.” Or someone I could ever grow to trust again. “But what can I do?” Because she couldn’t continue with these nightmares. “I'll do anything.” To get some sleep again.
“You can begin by forgiving yourself for what you believe you did wrong in the Battle at the Fortress. Your Creator has already forgiven you.”
Anything, but that. She closed her eyes and sighed. “What about something else?”
Abigail chuckled and walked over to Evie, grabbing both her hands and holding them. “Forgiveness is what it's all about. Forgiveness is freedom. It’s what is so amazing about His love for you. He forgives you, and if he can forgive, when he has the power and position to condemn, you shouldn’t condemn yourself. He chooses to love you as his child, as his daughter, as the daughter of the King of the universe. He chooses to lift you up and see your potential instead of your pitfalls. Won’t you try to see yourself in the same light?”
Evie resisted the urge to stab her toe into the carpet and tear her gaze away from Abigail’s. This would be a perfect moment to grab a good book, curl up and avoid this whole, hot mess. A little tiny part of her pushed her to stay and listen to what Abigail was saying. She’d screwed up. She’d-She'd gone left when she should have gone right. She didn’t know what exactly she did wrong, but she was convinced she messed it all up for him. He made his choices, but had she tried hard enough to help him change? To save him? 
She wasn't sure what exactly it was she’d done to ruin everything, but she was positive if she'd done things differently James wouldn’t have gone to Hell. And now, the loss may have ruined the balance. She’d failed as a leader before she’d even begun. Should she lay it all out there for Abigail? She looked up, tears burning at the backs of her eyes. “I messed up so bad with James.”
Abigail released Evie’s hands and grabbed her shoulders. “James made his choices. James chose to work with the enemy. He chose for selfish reasons to align himself with the demonic. That's not on you.” 
Evie breathed out, tension easing in her shoulders. “There's a part of me, in my head, that knows you’re right, but another part of me believes if I’d tried harder, said something different, didn’t overreact or make the mistakes I made . . .” Evie let her shoulders slump. She’d gone out when the angels told her to wait. She’d dragged Caleb into a massive battle at the gas station almost getting him killed. What if those mistakes . . .? “Well sometimes, I can put it all down and accept forgiveness. But other times, it's like - it's like it keeps coming back to me, a stain I can't seem to erase.” 
“When it tries to come back. Remember, He is what makes you right. Give your burdens to Him. When they come back, pass them on to His big shoulders. He forgives you, and because of that, you are free and loved. A part of something beautiful and amazing.”
“I want to feel forgiven.” A tear escaped Evie’s control.
“You can. You are forgiven.”
“But I don't feel it. I feel a constant like nudging or urging or burning inside of me, and it's torture.” It wakes me up at night screaming. “I try to step away from it, to forget, but I don't understand it.”
Abigail turned towards the door. “Then spend some time in it. Respect where you're at and let yourself feel what you're feeling. Let yourself go through what you need to go through, so you can come out the other side. Because you will come out the other side! Evie, you're strong, and you're capable.”
Evie swallowed, she wasn't so sure she was strong or capable. Scrappy. Maybe a fighter, she guessed. But she was more confused than anything. As she headed for the door, she turned to Abigail. 
Something flashed behind Abigail's eyes. 
Evie wanted to know what caused that flash. She waited, holding her breath, hoping Abigail would just explain. 
“Demons are not supposed to take living humans to Hell. They broke the rules. He didn't die and was still dragged to Hell.” Abigail closed her eyes.
“And that means—"
“Your instincts, your discernment, is right. Something needs to happen.”
Evie’s heart fluttered as she waited for Abigail to say what that something was. 
Abigail gave her a tired smile. “Sit on it tonight. I'm sure when the time is right and after a little rest, some food, prayer, and fellowship you will feel better. You’re gathering with your friends tonight, right?”
Evie nodded. 
“Excellent. All right.” Abigail smiled. “Evie. Remember, faith is not being free of all doubt. Faith is choosing to remain, to have faith, when there is no proof. It’s in the face of doubt. Talk to your friends. Don’t bottle up your struggles. Reach out and in fellowship with one another and the Creator you will all heal. Have a good evening.”
Evie stepped outside the door. Did she feel better after talking to Abigail? Not really. Caleb made it sound like it was some kind of miracle. She harrumphed. She needed to be reminded she was forgiven. True. Her heart ached with this burning. She'd let them all down, let James down. Even though it was his choice, and choices had consequences, she still hated the whole situation. It made her question things she wasn’t ready to question. 
If he was supposed to be a part of her team, and it sounded like Abigail believed as much, then she’d failed him. And if he was necessary to the balance, were they now doomed? And Abigail’s question – why was she so invested – clung to Evie like a bad odor. Why was she so stuck on this? Everyone else was moving on. She was having nightmares! What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she couldn’t get passed this first battle? 
She swallowed. She did need to be around her friends. She hoped they were already watching a movie. Maybe, on her way over, she'd call her mom to talk. Mom always knew how to be faithful in difficult times. She was a total mountain during Tristen's cancer. She pulled out her cell phone, as she walked into the crisp, Autumn air. 
The sun's rays now licked the edges of the sky, barely keeping the shadows at bay. Evie shuddered. Sometimes shadows were simply that, and sometimes they were something more. 
Her team had enjoyed a period of calm after vanquishing Stregone, but deep in her spirit something was coming unsettled. 
Balthazar. 
She didn’t want to think his name or remember his claim over her. 
It gnawed at her. She should have said something to Abigail. But it was just a dre—nightmare. Still, the words settled deep in her gut, an anchor dredging up everything she was trying to move past. If her spirit was right, things were on the cusp of irrevocable change.
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Nightmares


The Haven - Wednesday Morning - Evie 
Evie’s legs tangled in the sheets, sticking to where sweat soaked through her pajamas. Flashes from the battle at the Fortress, traced across the backs of her eyelids. James’s beaten body sucked, stretching cell by living cell, into an eternity of Hell. The memory of her hand colliding with the cold, moist rock of the dungeon. The sharp pang of ice racing up her arm and piercing her heart. The portal closed. She was too late.
“Help me! Evie! Hel—!” His muffled voice cut off. 
He’d haunted her ever since. Dogged her every step. She swiped the tangled mess of her hair out of her face, dropped her hands, and balled her fists. Still, nothing eased the constant niggling in the back of her mind. She pushed herself to sitting. 
Quietly, she untwisted the sheets from her legs and climbed from the mahogany four-poster bed. Callie’s gentle snore stopped, and Evie froze. Callie shifted in her sleep, twisting to her right side. Her lashes motionless across her porcelain cheeks. Her pin-straight hair lay perfectly across her pillow. Evie smiled. A deep gratefulness washed over her as she slipped from the room. 
They’d survived the battle at the Fortress. She scowled at the name. It still messed with her insides, and now, over a year of training with supernatural warrior angels, they were in a much better place. She would choose to be thankful, especially when it came to Callie and the others. 
She shook her head and padded along the palatial residence hall. Alone. She glanced back at her door she’d left askew. Her stomach growled. She pressed onward to the kitchen. Every few limping steps, Evie passed gorgeous art and sculptures. The Haven was a place fit for a king – or at least a king’s heirs. 
She paused, resting against the wall. Her leg was bothering her off and on again. Tonight, according to the condition of her sheets, she’d suffered severe nightmare gymnastics. Her leg pulsed with pain, worse than ever.
Why couldn’t she just be grateful? She pushed away from the wall. Just let things happen. That’s all she had to do. Let go of the things she couldn’t control. And she did, in her head. But her heart still wore the battle heavily. Why? Why couldn’t she sleep? Why was she in Hell with James? She was over him.  
She reached for the milk but dropped her hand. Milk wasn’t what she wanted. She bent low, searching for . . . she had no idea. Something to make it all better. Something to ease the tiresome ache. She bit back a curse. Taking a deep breath, she pushed all the angry words from her mind. 
She’d live to fight another day. 
It was a good thing. 
She sat on the kitchen floor, the fridge door standing wide open. Nothing in the fridge would make things better. She clenched her fist. She wanted to punch something. Maybe James. Maybe Balthazar. Maybe herself. She hated this confusion. Why couldn’t she just let it go?
The miserable salad and vegetable drawer was right in front of her, but this wasn’t a baby carrots moment. She stood and moved toward the pantry. They’d been a no-go zone since the demon attack back home when she broke Tristen’s arm with her power over the air. The kickoff moment to her whole, stupid, awful destiny. She would probably have a love, hate relationship with small, dark rooms for the rest of her life. 
Her shoulders slumped as she forced her feet forward. Warriors couldn’t have hang-ups with pantries and closets. Her heart thundered in her chest. The whole thing began with a freak fire at the grill followed by a demon exploding out of her pantry, her gift destroying her parent’s kitchen and more importantly her brother’s arm, and then they were here – at the sentinel training program. All of which couldn’t happen again. It was a series of freak moments that only the Creator could have planned. 
She placed a shaking hand on the pantry door and pulled. A low, slow creak rattled through Evie’s bones, and she released the door handle, letting it swing freely. She studied the darkness inside with narrowed eyes. It was strange how becoming a warrior began only a year ago. It somehow was both eons ago and just yesterday to Evie. One day, she was a teenager, seventeen, ready to go on her dream date with the boy next door, and the next, all Hell literally broke loose, chasing her straight into her current lifestyle: Demon Warrior, Balance Keeper with the Sentinel Angels.  
The shadowed corners, an inky blackness under the shelves, a viscous ebony behind each container of sugar and flour glared back at her. There weren’t eyes, nothing moved, but sweat beaded on her forehead and her palms grew wet. 
She shook her head again, trying to shake off the wariness that was her constant companion. But instead of the world turning right, the darkness swirled in front of her, and a wave of nausea burned a trail up her throat. She gasped. She forced her breathing to slow, forced her eyes to blink, forced herself forward into the pantry. 
She stretched as far as she was willing to go. Her stocking feet toeing the entry when another wave of nausea slammed into her. Right then, things happened so fast she could barely register them. Her knees gave out from under her, her chest slammed into the cold, slate floor, and the darkness shivered out toward her. Her teeth clacked as her chin thumped down just before a wash of fiery heat coated her skin.
Her throat was instantly dry. Her knees and palms ached with the impact. Gritty sand caught in the corner of her eye. What the—? A searing, orange fire traced around her body like the chalk at a murder scene, like it was repulsed by her, like it was containing her – she didn’t belong. It blinded her from her surroundings. The kitchen, the pantry was gone. The fire’s aversion didn’t last. It slowly curled into blue rolling flames slipping closer until it sent her blood boiling. 
“Demons!” She hollered out in warning, but would the team hear her? Her muscles tightened, ready. She let the lens of her spiritual discernment descend over her eyes turning the fires a blazing white, Hell fire. Evie dropped into a defensive posture slowly searching, assessing the area for demons, movement, anything that might be a threat, but the fire swallowed most of her sight.
After two full rounds of inspection, like she’d been taught, she pulled up short. In front of her, in every direction, lay a desolate, unfamiliar landscape. Flat, like she’d never experienced in North Carolina, reached far and wide. The only disturbance on the horizon was a thin layer of red-orange fire. 
Evie exhaled. Where was she? What was this place? How’d she get from the kitchen to . . .? She stared, unbelieving. Why was she wherever this place was? 
“Callie!” Her heart pinched as she whispered the name. She was alone. Lost. Bright stars flashed in the corners of her vision as her skin grew too tight. “Get it together. You can’t die . . . Not here.”
She blinked and the scene transformed into the Fortress battle, just before the explosion when she was stolen from her team. She squeezed her eyes shut, closing the explosion out, forcing her eyes to tell her what truly lay in front of her. 
She opened them to find herself plunged into utter darkness. Another flashback! Her kid brother, Tristen, was chained to the wall. He hung from his shackles latched to the wall far above his head. His small feet dangled above the ground. His face blue from the cuff around his slender, pale throat. 
Tristen! Evie screamed immediately regretted the wash of toxic air on her next inhalation. Her throat tightened. Her nostrils burned. Where was she? And why was she there?
Stregone, the demon prince who’d chased her and her family from their hometown, chuckled and grabbed Tristen by the neck, pulling him from the wall with enough force to tear the anchors in the rock straight out, rock still clinging to the anchors for dear life. Tristen’s blue face metamorphosized into James. His thick black hair hung long over his gaunt cheeks. Stregone squeezed James’s neck in his hand, and James wheezed out a small breath of air. “He’sss mine now. Eternally mine!” With a wash of purple smoke, they both disappeared. 
Was this a retaliatory attack? Was this what it was like to be in Hell? 
Her heart urged her to chase Stregone, to fix her mistake with James, while her mind didn’t trust a single thing it saw. She couldn’t force her feet into battle. Had the training today pushed her over the edge? Or was it the talk with Abigail? She wasn’t even in bed this time. Nightmares were one thing. What was this? Maybe Caleb’s suspicions were the one thing able to break her.
She pulled herself together. This wasn’t the time to process. She needed to observe, report, maneuver. She pushed to her feet. Spinning, she let her training rule her confusion, her muscles lengthening and strong, her heart slowing and her eyes studying the strange place. With a keen eye, she assessed the hopeless desert of fire. It was a world of isolation, lacked vegetation, and nothing moved but the constant fire creeping towards her legs. When it licked across her skin. She bit her lip trying to hold in the precious air there. 
Familiar flames writhed around her. It was the burn of acid in her thigh all over again. It was the life-like, wild flames James unleashed on her. The pain— Focus! Familiar fire like in her nightmares. This was the same place. But she’d been fully awake. It couldn’t be.
A darkness swept through her, icing her heart. It was a darkness she’d grown familiar with, she’d hidden it from everyone, after losing James, after fighting at the Fortress, after realizing things didn’t always work out how she wanted them to. “Why am I here!?” She shouted at the sky.
She gritted her teeth and forced her gaze back to the horizon. No one was coming. She was her own rescue. Make it out alive. Then she’d figure out why this nightmare was different. She’d figure this whole mess out. She squared her shoulders. 
She searched the sky for a sun, but the only light came from the fire. Her heart sank. She gripped her throat, the pain of thirst scorching through her. Burning, searing fire lapped like low waves across her bare skin, imprinting her with its touch. Evie drew her right leg out of the fire, glaring at her damaged ski—
Where were the blisters? Shouldn’t her skin be peeling off in a layer of singed flesh? Blisters never raised, and her nerves never died, though the pain was constant, the impact was negligible. She stretched her injured leg. Wait, where was the constant ache where Stregone’s acid burned deep into the muscle and bone of her thigh. It was gone. Still, the flames. The more she focused on the fire the more intense the pai— She switched legs. How was she healed? 
A terribleness climbed her spine and wrapped its fingers around her rib cage. 
Run! The urge slammed into her. 
Where? There was nothing. Nothing. She swallowed, but her throat spasmed instead. 
She wasn’t going to let darkness win. If it didn’t win when she was a novice, year one Havenite, she certainly wasn’t going to let it win during her second year. She poured steel into her determination. No matter how this land affected her mind, she wouldn’t lay down and play dead. 
The fire pulsed its way to the middle of her thigh like a rising tide. Desperate, her eye caught on the only, barely visible change in the distant horizon. A tiny bump of something, maybe land. She tucked her chin and fought her way through the fire. No matter the distance, she had to make it out of - was this Hell?  Because it was most certainly the land of her nightmares.
Just one more step. She closed her eyes, exhaustion creeping in like the demon it was, chafing at her mind. With her remaining strength, she peeked at her progress through slitted eyes. Keep moving. Keep on keeping on. Callie had said that to her once. Before all this. Before the unreal world became real. 
“Help! Help me!” 
She would never forget James’s voice. Evie spun. “James?” Seriously?
“No! Not agai—” Something was wrong. 
Somehow, was this the rest of the message? Was this what she’d been missing from the nightmares? Was this the Creator’s real message? If He was trying to tell her something, she wasn’t sure what. Where had James’s voice come from? 
“Help me!” A scream followed. 
Evie crossed her arms and stared at the tiny bump in the distance. “You want me to find him.” She widened her stance. It was unwise to argue with the Creator, but she always believed He could take anything she brought to Him, and she needed to understand. She needed to heal. 
A whisper raced across her heart. Forgive.
The fire climbed to her waist. She didn’t have time to understand. Maybe, it kind of made sense. Had she been dropped in to save James? Her whole body was healed. “Fine. Help me find him. I can’t do this for long.” Lifting her chin, defying the pain of the fire, her focus became singular. 
The demon prince, Stregone, cheated. No one went to Heaven or Hell before their time. That was the deal, the contract established at the beginning of time. It was time to rescue James. 
But could she forgive him? He didn’t deserve forgiveness. That was for sure.
Deserves? The whisper was a question. Did anyone deserve forgiveness – would it be needed if it was deserved? It was a reminder to stay on the path, to follow Him. It was a reminder her place was in heaven. She was already rescued from Hell, and forgiveness was given to her freely when she didn’t deserve it. 
She nodded. “Okay. I forgive him.” She couldn’t save him before, but she could now, here. If the Creator willed it, He would make it possible. 
She lengthened her stride, squinted, and pressed on as fast as her legs could push. The fire pulsed against her. Its burn cost her. She clenched her fists. Her senses grew dull. Her feet became too heavy to lift, and after a short while, she collapsed to her knees where the fire consumed her body, mind, and soul. Its searing touch forced her eyes tightly shut. She pounded her fists into the rock-like ground. Get up! Get back up! 
Her legs were slow to respond. Somehow – no, miraculously – she’d landed in the exact place she needed to be to save James. That was faith. Right? Believing without proof. If she was wrong, it wouldn’t cost her anything, but if she was right, she’d be faithful. Either way, she would rise. Pushing to her knees, she forced one foot under her and stood. She turned in a full circle. 
The Creator didn’t send mortals into Hell to rescue people . . . and yet, here she was exactly where Stregone dragged James. 
Fire singed the bottom of her ribcage as a long, wailing screech like the rending of metal ripped through the roar of the fire. The cry went on as if it would never end. It swept across the land growing closer to her with incredible speed, until it seemed it would land on top of her. Just as suddenly its cry was in the distance again. It must fly a thousand miles a minute. Except for its outline, the dark, gray creature was indistinguishable against the black sky, and within seconds it was a dot above the bump on the horizon. 
Evie’s heart beat against her ribs. Her knees shook. Why would the Creator pick her to rescue him? James had hurt her. Her ears rang with the deafening silence. “Please don’t make me do this.” 
As if the first cry had awakened a horde of creatures, the fire’s roar was now the monotone backdrop to a chorus of screaming, screeching monsters. The earth thudded and shivered with their abuse. While one creature turned the hard-packed dirt to quicksand as it rose to the surface, another dove into the solid earth in a blast, raining debris in a huge radius, while another pounded the ground back into an impenetrable rock with its heavy, mammoth stomps. Every shape and sort of monster flew toward her from every direction. 
She only had seconds. How would she rescue James with monsters everywhere? A sizeable part of her wanted to forget him and run. She checked over her shoulder. She would die if the monsters caught her. She froze as the stampede grew closer with supernatural speed, sending the rubble on the ground leaping and jumping.
As if conjured by her terror, a heavy hand slammed onto her shoulder, shoving her to her knees. Fire danced in long painful waves across her skin. Thick shiny bones tightened around her. Claws bit into her collarbone, glistening in the red fire light, piercing into her soft flesh. 
Her scream was drowned out by the multitude. 
The beast laughed, a wretched sound like tumbling rocks. It blew her hair into her face and left the metallic taste of blood in her mouth. It echoed through her mind, razing through her spirit. 
She roared a war cry. She mourned the lost opportunity to rescue James. She cried out for her own salvation. She was desperate for a miracle, a rescue, any help. It blasted out of her like the most powerful prayer of all. And in the same strange way she’d found herself on the ground of Hell, someone shook her by her injured shoulder. The grip no longer piercing, but equally firm. 
She slammed her arm into her attacker. Caleb’s crushing weight lifted from where he covered her torso. 
“Caleb?” She rolled away. Caleb’s weight was gone. Pain radiated through every part of her body. A cool cloth traveled her forehead from temple to temple. Caleb?
“I’m here. I got you.” His warm pine scent erased the stench of sulfur. 
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Somewhere in Hell


A Cliff in Hell - After the Fortress Battle - James
Emptiness settled into James’s soul. It was his constant companion in this place. That and a terrible consuming pain, gutting him daily, throwing him back into his memories and the void of unconscious oblivion. He regretted everything. He’d been such a fool. Tricked with one of the most common tricks in the book – sell your soul for power. 
In brief moments, when he regained a footing in the here and now, he struggled with a terrible sense of wrongness. Flashes of memory whispered through him, but the untrustworthy bits were fickle. They slid between what really happened and some Hell version. The memory would flip on its head as if the place he’d landed in highlighted the worst in everything. 
Somehow, in this place, Evie twisted a knife in his gut. It never happened. Yet, somehow he believed it. Evie gave him to Stregone, encouraging his hand on James’s throat to hold him tighter. And as the memories replayed, they became history to him, what really happened. 
What was real in this strange place? How long could he hold on to sanity and hope for relief to come?
The consuming pain always sent him back to the beginning. Again, and again, he went into nothingness, emptiness, only to find himself back at the explosion, then in the dungeon. The cycle was endless. Would he ever heal? Would he ever return to his life again?
Why wouldn’t the fires of this place recede? Why wasn’t he able to control them? 
“Save me.” He shouted at the fire, urged it to obey his command, tried to force the unending silence to become something more. 
He commanded the wall of rock to get up and carry him to safety. Then he’d castigate himself for the idiocy. Broken, beaten, and left for dead, he would rage until exhaustion consumed him and sent him back to the confines of his mind. 
His arms and legs remained dead weight, but he still begged the sky for help. “Please! Take everything I have! Is anyone there? Help me!” He raked the rough ground beneath his fingertips. “Release me from this!” He commanded the world around him, but only the roar of the ever-present fire kept him company. 
[image: image-placeholder]Much later, he came to, weak, worthless. A truth finally broke through his awareness. He was not his own anymore. He traced over the commitments he’d made to Stregone and the brethren, and truth rested on the tip of his mind. He deserved this punishment, chose it. But he wasn’t above begging even someone as evil as Stregone to save him. 
Evie. The name trickled into his mind like a shaft of light through thunder clouds. She was his light, his hope for rescue, and he’d led her right into Stregone’s claws. What happened to her? His mind vomited a series of horrendous potentials. He didn’t deserve to be loved by her or by anyone. The pain he’d inflicted made rescue for someone so worthless, impossible. No one. No one cared about him anymore. He’d broken everyone’s trust. He’d turned on everyone who’d loved him. He deserved torture for eternity. 
His mind, his only companion, was a fate worse than death. He covered his face with his hand. He shouldn’t have ignored Evie when she urged him to change. He shook with sobs, but no tears trickled from his eyes. He couldn’t even enjoy the cathartic release of tears in the sea of his own emotion. No. He didn’t deserve that either.
But his hand! It moved. It actually moved. He held it out in front of himself and watched the flames dance around his fingers as he tested each one. Hope engulfed him. 
His fractured mind flashed back to his last moment with Evie. A fissure of pain opened inside of him. Her love was gone. His heart plummeted. 
He was where he belonged. Wherever it was, it was the perfect place for a man like him, a man who’d betrayed those who loved him. 
[image: image-placeholder]He lost time. It came and went like the tide, unending, unmeasured, unmistakable.  He came around to find a semblance of focus and understanding. Somehow, this strange place was sustaining him. Even without food or water, his broken, mangled body was mending. Soon, he’d be able to investigate his surroundings. Soon, he might be able to escape, or at least, move again. 
He turned his head to find no life around him. No plants, nothing but a vast inferno covered the wasteland, and in such a place, he was certain there was no hope of rescue. 
[image: image-placeholder]More time passed. James could sit up now but standing was impossible. For hours he tried, pain ripping through him. Would he ever completely heal, or was he stuck to the ground for eternity? His heart should be racing, but in this place, it barely beat. It was as if it fought through sludge. Would he die here? 
No. That would be a mercy, and this place had none. 
The awful stench of sulfur bathed him with its toxic fumes. It was only another pain to endure. He couldn’t allow it to decide his fate anymore. No one was rescuing him. He had to stand, to fight, to move from this spot, to rescue himself. He pushed himself to sitting, readying for the pain of standing. 
A thick, spear-like thing stabbed into his left flank. Its point glistened with his blood. His hands, on instinct, wrapped around it, willing it to disappear. “Aargh!” In a world of nothingness, how had he missed the approach of an attacker. “Stop! Let me go!” 
The beast dangled his body just above the ground, dragging his feet in the dust. The idea of leaving the familiar wall sent goose flesh down his arms. He’d gladly keep the hard ground under his back for weeks or months. He’d stay in the only recognizable spot forever, if it meant he wouldn’t have to endure more pain. 
“No! Stop! I can’t!” White, piercing pain tore through him as the beast dug his claw deeper for a better grip, yanking upward on his dead weight. 
James peered at the horned beast. It was three or four times the size of a man. Standing on two feet, with hands tipped with claws and wrists with long, sword-like protrusions. Its mouth had tusks like a saber tooth tiger, and it roared at the world around them.  
“Let me go!” James kicked it. Searing pain ripped through his side. A strangled sob escaped him. He drew in all his strength and begged. Who? He had no idea. He hadn’t seen a soul since his arrival, but the instinct ripped through him. “Help! Help me!” 
He gripped the sharp end of the beast’s appendage now protruding from his abdomen and pulled himself along its length, inching towards its end, away from the monster. It was torture, but he’d already convinced himself it was well deserved. No matter what, he wasn’t going to be dinner. Torture, sure. Dinner, absolutely not.  
The beast turned its mammoth head and glared with burning red eyes at James. Its body was covered like a lobster or crab with a shell-like armor that gleamed in the enduring flames. Spiney protrusions ran along its shoulders, elbows, spine, and forehead. The worst of the beast’s weaponry was already speared through James. Even under its gaze, James fought against the monster. 
With a smile on a face made for Hell, the beast whipped his claw, tossing James to the ground to roll in a crumpled broken mess until his momentum slowed to a stop. Its steps shook the ground as it moved faster than expected, and again, it pierced James, this time through his left shoulder just under his shoulder blade. 
James’s blood curdling scream echoed across the empty space. His breaths came in pants. No one could endure this. Death must surely take him soon. The beast tossed the bulk of James’s body over its shoulder where the spiny protrusions pierced him in several places. The claw through his shoulder holding him firmly in place. The wall, where James had been safe for so long, receded from his sight with every pounding step of the beast. 
James moaned. Why wasn’t death already there for him? Somehow, it wasn’t coming. The one thing he trusted in this strange, awful, burning place faded from his view, and once again, James was claimed by the blissful, cool, nothingness of oblivion. 
[image: image-placeholder]When he came around, he was tucked on a small ledge of rock where the beast must have wedged him. Dark earth surrounded him on all sides. The sky was replaced with rock only illuminated by a low burning fire. His side and shoulder throbbed. 
It didn’t matter. He flopped to the ground. The motion jarred him to his bones, and he wished for death, longed for it. However, a small nagging part of him was beginning to suspect he wouldn’t like what was on the other side of this life. 
He wasn’t alone. He snorted. Glanced at the busy beast, and when nothing happened, he shifted to his knees. The desolate place didn’t offer any comfort. How could he have been so stupid to wish to see another person or thing in this awful place? No. He wished he were alone once again with the sky above him and the strong wall beside him. 
He took a solidifying breath and notched his chin. Everyone wanted something, even a beast. He would figure out what it wanted. It was that simple. If the beast got what it desired, then it would leave James alone. The plan only worked, though, if the beast was intelligent. If it was a mindless killing machine, or bent on consuming James, then things were hopelessly hopeless. 
His familiarity with fire went far beyond the normal man’s, and still, the fire roiling off every surface in the cave baffled him. It needed nothing to consume. As if it were eternal. It burned for the sake of burning. 
James twisted his good arm and called the fire to him. The fire didn’t come. Now more than ever, he needed to rule it. He couldn’t be powerless. Not here! 
His hopes that maybe the wall was blocking his power were crushed. As the fire singed his lungs on each inhale, James endured the pain of fire for the first time instead of being the one to inflict it. It drained his energy, but unlike his foes, it never consumed him, not completely. 
Bones piled a foot deep surrounded a fire built at the center of the cave. No. he wouldn’t let the beast kill him. He wouldn’t become a part of the beast’s central décor. 
It turned and glared at him with those soulless eyes as if it heard James’s thought. 
James ducked his chin. Subservience had gotten him out of a few pinches with Stregone. The beast’s footfalls thumped out of the cavern. James inhaled. He’d wait until the beast returned, and he’d kill it.
He stumbled to the pile and grabbed a three foot long, giant bone. Its point was jagged and viciously sharp. 
Yes. He’d kill the beast. 
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Deplorable Pantries


The Haven - Wednesday Morning - Evie
She’d never gone back to sleep. Not after the incident in the kitchen. The hot coffee mug in her hands warmed her cold fingers as she absently traced the indented E. The mug was a gift from Callie. Coffee was her life, healing warmth delivered as liquid heaven. It was still way too early though the sunshine was finally warming her where it hit her blue pajamas. It should melt the cold permeating her bones. Its rays brushed across the soft cloth but didn’t seem to make it far enough to make a difference. 
Caleb had shaken her awake early this morning after she’d . . . Collapsed? Fainted? Had severe PTSD? . . . None of that fit. But something happened. Something like a . . . vision. Something way worse than the nightmares. 
Earlier was . . . She blushed, wrapping her arms around her body as she remembered Caleb’s kisses after she’d first come to in the pantry. Frantic. Adoring. Blissful. She shook her head, shifting her gaze to the clear blue sky where answers should be written but never were. What was going on with her? She stood from the small round table and the wooden chair at her window and wandered to the side of her bed where, yesterday, she’d dropped her training gear in a heap. 
It’s your thoughts. Caleb had said earlier. 
Her thoughts were constantly betraying her and letting him in on her secrets. She rolled out her neck. 
He had kissed her on the corner of her lips. Her eyes closed, as she reveled in the memory. They draw me in like a moth to a flame. She’d curled into him. You fascinate me . . . But I know something is wrong. Really wrong. And there was the rub. There was the reason he’d pushed her to go see Abigail. It was the reason he was doing it again. 
She growled. How could he think he knew anything more than she did? She knew nothing! It was all a mess of confusion in her mind. At least, there weren’t any nightmares last night. Because whatever happened in the pantry wasn’t a nightmare . . . it was something. Something else. At least, things were changing. Maybe now she’d be able to figure it all out. 
She sniffed her training gear. It had another day in it before it had to hit the wash. She pulled on her uniform shirt. Training would start in twenty minutes. Everything seemed off. Once, she had pulled on her uniform overwhelmed with joy to know her elemental power and be a part of the Balance Keepers, to belong. Now, it didn’t make her feel anything. Now . . . it was like she was hollow.
“Get going. You’re the leader – can’t be late.” Evie spoke to the empty room, pulling the bottoms of her uniform on. He’d told her a million times how her thoughts didn’t help him understand her. Touché buddy. Her thoughts didn’t help her either. 
Last night was his turn confusing her. His kisses said he cared. But he followed them with words anything but blissful or adoring. No, he’d commanded her to get help with her nightmares. Thrown his lack of trust in her face. She’d lambasted him. People who love each other trust each other. People who care don’t criticize. No! They carried one another to the finish line if they had to. She could figure this out. Him demanding that she go see Abigail again was . . . infuriating! 
He wanted her old self back, she could tell, but that person didn’t exist anymore. She was different now. She pulled on her battle leathers, carefully covering her thigh wound. 
He’d said he wanted her to live again, fully and completely in the here and now. But she was. Healing took time. If only she’d had the ability to say these things last night. She wasn’t ready to talk about the . . . experience. She needed time to process, and he was frantically pushing her to go get fixed. She couldn’t think with the pressure. And frankly, she resented him believing she needed to be fixed – even though – whatever.
These things were happening to her. Happening in her body. Nightmares were a constant companion in the last month. Now this! Everything was escalating. Trouble finding her when she was awake, pulling her back into the past, pulling her back under. 
She yanked her curls into a messy bun on the top of her head and checked it in the mirror. She was ready for the dreaded early morning training session. Evie shut it all off. She wouldn’t let her thoughts wander. Warriors got knocked down, but the power of a warrior was in the getting back up. She was still standing. Maybe not perfectly as last night’s pantry episode indicated, but she was making progress. They’d all spent months healing. Everything was mostly back to normal, with a few exceptions. She chugged the end of her coffee and set it on the small round table at her window, overlooking the Haven quad. 
Squaring her shoulders, she tucked her secret away again. Caleb was too close to the truth. Yes. Something was wrong. But it wasn’t the nightmares or even what happened in the pantry. That stuff was – definitely odd, but the real problem was . . . It didn’t matter. She was going to get better. She’d feel again. Soon. 
She checked over her room: bed made, desk clear, coffee cup empty on the small side table at the window. She flicked off the light. Sure, there was armor covering her heart. Sure, she was struggling to feel something, anything. Her heart—it just didn’t experience the world the way it used to. Love was muted. Excitement was absent. Goosebumps and sparkling wonder didn’t tickle deep in her stomach anymore. It just was gone. 
When she tried to pretend, the emotions rang as hollow and empty. But war did that. It broke things. When it was safe again, her heart would go back to normal. Right?
Her footsteps sounded confident as she stepped through the hall and out into the shocking cold of the early morning. She held her chest and chin high as she walked the icy path to the arena. 
Someone laughed to her left. The world was broken and dangerous. How were people still laughing? She gritted her teeth and pulled the door open. The balconies were already filling up. Several balance keepers waved to her. She smiled, knowing it didn’t touch her eyes, and waved back. 
Today, Callie and Caleb were standing with two other guys. Evie stepped to Caleb’s side. 
“Hey.” Caleb dipped his chin and studied her face. His blue eyes sparked with a somber consideration Evie didn’t like one bit. His shoulders were slightly hunched, his muscles flexing under his blue uniform. 
“Hi. So, what’s the plan for today?” Evie rubbed her hands together trying to force warmth back into her numb fingertips. 
Callie smiled pointing at a tall, thickly muscled guy in a dark brown uniform. “Eli will be joining us for training today.” Everything about him exuded strength, and he moved as if he always stood on solid ground. It was more than confident. It was control. “And this is Mason.” She indicated a short, stocky black man with a faux hawk, twinkling eyes, and a killer smile.
Evie frowned. “What team do you guys usually work with?”
Mason smiled, his dimples popping. It was a contagious sort of smile. The kind that pulled a grin to Evie’s face as he stepped forward, knuckles out. Evie chuckled and bumped knuckles with him. “We just got here when you guys returned from—”
Caleb cut his gaze sharply at Mason.
“—y’all’s first battle.” 
Caleb caught her watching him, but he still subtly dipped his chin to Mason.
“We’ve been working together, but a team of two is kind of small, and your team of three is not too big. Eli and I have grown to be like brothers with Caleb.” Mason smiled.
With a smile like that, he probably got what he wanted; he was clearly used to using it like a weapon. Evie smiled again, despite herself, shaking her head. 
“When Abigail asked if we’d be interested, we agreed instantly.” Eli interrupted probably figuring Mason was going to smile everyone into agreement and never get to the point.
“It was Abigail’s idea?” That was strange. Theo was their physical training Sentinel. Abigail took on the more cerebral training. Evie pursed her lips. “I like the idea of a team of five.”
Eli stepped forward all business. “I do too. Better odds.” His uniform was perfectly clean and appeared to even be pressed. Dark hair framed his serious face, short and all business. He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Mason is electrokinetic, power over electricity.” 
Mason grinned and light zapped from his shoulders to his fingers where he let it sparkle and cling. 
“I have power over earth.” Eli paused as if waiting for Evie to request a demonstration. Through conversation, she’d found out what his gift was, but she’d never seen it in action. When she didn’t say anything, he simply Mcontinued. “We’ll be stronger together, and since neither Mason nor I have any natural leadership inclinations, we’d be happy to step under your leadership.” 
Caleb clapped them on their backs. “It’ll be fun to have some more guys on the team.”
Evie smiled. “I’d be happy to have you. If Abigail says it’s a good idea, then it’s a great idea. Welcome guys!” 
Callie smiled at Eli. 
Evie chuckled. She’d have to keep an eye on those two. Disney might need their blue lovebirds back for their next rendition of Cinderella. “So, where is Theo? Did he call off training this morning? I could sure use a morning off.” Another cup of coffee was calling her name. 
“Nope.” Caleb moved toward the center of the arena and the team followed. “He said he had something to do for a minute and would be right back. I think he was giving us time to get adjusted to the new team dynamics.” 
“Probably a good idea. Let’s go over our current positions and strategies. Defensive position one. Eli flank Callie, and Mason, you take Caleb’s flank.” For a good thirty minutes, Evie worked the team through each of their positions, working their ability to shift into each at her order. 
When everyone was sufficiently panting and landing the maneuvers, Evie said, “Good. We already look like a team.” She beamed at them. Working together wasn’t hard since Eli and Mason acted like a natural extension of each side. Mason would follow Caleb or lead when they reversed positions and same with Eli and Callie.
“Yes! It is good.” Theo’s voice thundered across the arena. “You began without me.” He raised an eyebrow as he landed with a sweep of his wings sending a soft breeze wafting through the arena. “You are ready to fight.”
Evie grimaced. “We’ve already been training for thirty minutes. Class starts in another forty-five. We need—”
“To get started. Agreed.” Theo swept a wing out, knocking Mason off his feet.
“Oh no.” Mason leapt to his feet from his back. “You didn’t just do that!” A quiet crackle sparked off his hands and traced along the air toward Theo’s torso. His reaction indicated Theo often pulled that trick, and Mason was always falling for it. Evie chuckled.
Theo grinned. He spun, his wings closing in around him like a seamless shield and when the electricity licked along Theo’s feathers it traveled to the tips where he guided the current out with a long sweep of his wings, sending it right back at Mason and Eli. 
“Don’t let it touch you.” Mason shouted. When Eli didn’t react, Mason’s tone shifted to warning. “Eli.” 
Theo hadn’t targeted anyone else. “What’s going on?” Evie asked Callie quietly.
“I guess Theo’s showing us what they can do.” Callie whispered. “That’s good. Right? Electricity will be handy.”
Evie wasn’t fooled with Callie’s focus on the training at hand. “You are too thrilled to have Eli working with us.” She chuckled. Ever since Callie had mentioned Eli, she’d been lost in smiles. Suddenly, she was a romantic and believed in true love. Evie was happy for her. Things were new, but their relationship seemed to be blossoming if the smiles and blushing were any indication. Caleb said Eli didn’t even want to leave campus when the sentinels sent them on a small mission. Too funny! Evie shook her head. 
Callie dipped her chin and blushed. “It’ll be nice.”
Their attention diverted to the arena floor as it rose like a shield in front of Eli, blocking the electricity, grounding it. 
“Cool.” Evie smiled at Callie. “Both of their abilities will be handy in battle.” 
Theo flew into the open sky, his wings sending eddies dancing across the team. Evie crouched into defense position one and called to her team. Everyone fell in. The time for demonstrations was over. 
Evie moved forward calling the power of the air to her with her newest elemental kata. She held her arms strong, sweeping them in large movements as she pulled from every area of the arena. “Mason.” 
His eyebrows shot up.
“Charge the air with your gift.” 
He grinned and a crackling slipped across the air, filling the pressurized mass she’d gathered. With a controlled movement drawing her arms together and then propelling the mass forward, Evie dispersed it at Theo, and the mass exploded with a gasp and a blast of light. 
Theo’s eyebrows rose, the only indication he was surprised. And maybe a bit pleased. 
Evie grinned. “This is going to be fun.” 
Caleb laughed. 
Evie’s step faltered as black dots swarmed her vision, threatening to overtake her. She ground her teeth, refusing to give up in the middle of a defensive thrust. She pulled the air to her again, this time forming a spear head. “Caleb, Erchomai.”
He nodded. Tension sat in the lines at the corner of his eyes. 
Evie blinked, trying to clear her vision. Their abilities melded together, easily, and she launched the Erchomai spear at Theo who was flying away, probably wanting a moment to consider the shift in their team’s power profile. Finally, a training session that would be fun for her. 
She blinked again and fire blazed in every direction. 
Fire? What the . . .? Her breath stuttered out of her. “No!” 
She spun. Where was everyone? “Caleb?” Her voice was quiet in the roar of the inferno. “No. No!” The fire world surrounded her; the arena was gone. How? 
Another vision?
A beast’s cry rent the sky.
Let me be invisible. She called the air to her, to hide her, but nothing moved. The air was heavy, sluggish, as if her power wouldn’t work in this land, but it had to. Keeping her voice low, she prayed. “Please blind the beasts. Blind everything hunting me.” 
Could this somehow be a part of her spiritual discernment? Was this the next level of it? She bit her cheek. Maybe it was changing. Maybe the Creator was developing it because she needed to see into Hell. She analyzed the horizon, letting her training kick in. She was growing more powerful, accessing facets no one could have previously imagined or predicted. Maybe it was always going to be like this, but she had to learn to push for it.  
With double abilities shouldn’t she be able to wield them in any realm? She tested her spiritual discernment and the fires again turned blazing white. Okay. Easy peasy. Now for air. She ordered it to pile together and lift her above the flames. Nothing happened. 
She bit her lip. She shouldn’t be in this Fiery Realm. Not now. Actually, not ever.
What was going on back in training? Caleb would be off the deep end. Besides, her team couldn’t have a leader stuck between two worlds, envisioning one while passed out in the other. No. She’d figure out how to whisper the dense air around her into submission. Maybe this was part of her training. No matter what, she had to figure out how to get back to her team. She was rendered fully ineffective like this. 
She began the push and pull of one of her oldest and most reliable katas. It would focus her intent. She drew in the toxic air. It burned all the way into her lungs. The air was sick, heavy-laden, unlike any air she’d ever manipulated before. 
Another beast cried out, closer to her. 
She searched the area for the bump she’d seen in her last experience. In a place like this, all alone, with her physical ability on the frits, she couldn’t fight. 
James’s whisper, raspy and pained, drifted on the breeze. “To the rock. I’ll be safe in the cave. No. No . . . It doesn’t matter.” His words grew faint as if he were walking away from her. “But monster inhabits.” Still his voice, but louder, firmer, more argumentative. “It’s the only place. The only place. Only. The only one.” The softer, plaintive voice faded until it disappeared. 
Could she reach him? His voice was closer this time, but he was moving away from her quickly. She clenched her jaw and shifted to her left where his voice sounded. If it was a vision of some kind, maybe she was there to gather information. Maybe it was an extension of her spiritual discernment, and that’s why she couldn’t physically manipulate her surroundings. 
She took off. Moving fast, she squinted into the farthest distance, where a writhing mass of monsters raced toward the bump she now headed. Crap! Not this again. They were almost there, and she wasn’t far behind. If James was already there, how would she ever find him before the monsters did? She skidded to a stop and stared. So close, the scent of sulfur and burnt rubber mixed with the metallic of blood wafted off the horde in front of her. 
The beasts slammed chaotically down on the small group of hovels, the bump in front of her. She might find James there. But she also might find her end. She touched her shoulder. Wait. It couldn’t be just a vision. The monster had physically hurt her in this place, and that was when she was just suffering nightmares.  
Please. Please make the monsters leave. Could prayers be heard in Hell? There wasn’t anywhere to hide, but she’d wait. Timing was everything. She’d learned that last year. She slid into the shadows of a hovel on the outskirts. Barely hidden, time slowed as she waited out the monsters’ frenzied movements. When something drew the monsters into battle with one another, she hoped they’d fly or stomp off with the new distraction. Still, she waited. She was betting they’d continue on like a cloud of locust moving across the land. 
When the opening came, she was ready. She moved quickly and silently into the group of hovels. Several on the outskirts were crushed, but farther in many remained solid structures. People, if they could be called that, wandered aimlessly in the settlement. An arm was missing on a woman here, and another was missing a leg. A younger looking inhabitant dragged a bent and broken foot, dangling awkwardly behind himself. 
Evie pressed her back to the hard-packed, earthen wall and studied the inhabitants. Their eyes were empty, black orbs. Their bodies were made of sagging, leathery skin. No one wore clothing. A shock ran through Evie. 
A stringy, somewhat long-haired, smaller inhabitant with a raspy, high voice wandered nearer to Evie. She cringed into the low eave of the hovels roof, hoping it would move on. The inhabitant moved away with the others as everyone seemed to wander in every direction, mumbling incoherently about plans, hurrying as if they were in a real world. Black, blank eyes focused on a place they’d never see or reach again. 
This place was everything Evie had imagined Hell would be like. Did the inhabitants chase a memory, a lost hope, a mortal desire endlessly in misery? Was it searching for something familiar in a land of monsters and terror? 
Evie’s heart raced at the savage emotions on each face. If only she could save them. Her throat caught. Focus. She was there to rescue one only. A deep ache took root in her gut. She wanted no part of this place.
The ground shook with a rumble. A forty-foot serpent-like creature rose from the depths of the barren wasteland. It screeched at the sky, and when it threatened to disappear into the ether, it turned mouth unhinged until only teeth and its blood-red throat were visible. It aimed at an inhabitant moving quickly toward Evie. Its mammoth body slithered through the air as it shot like a missile towards them. 
Evie bit back a shout of warning. No one ran. She pulled away from the mumbling inhabitant whose voice rose in a frenzy as if some part of its mind, though lost to another land, was aware of the sudden danger in this one. The serpent swooped in and swallowed the person whole. 
The hairs on the back of Evie’s neck stood. She swallowed her scream, and clenched her fists, her nails digging into the soft flesh of her hands. 
The creature disappeared back into the ground as if it was running from something worse. Something that was coming. Something that drove the beasts from the village. The cacophony rose in a frenzy as the horde raced farther into the horizon. Something might already be there, and Evie never wanted to lay eyes on it. 
The sky opened and brimstone fell in a torrential downpour, battering the ground, the huts, and the people. A large, burning shard slammed into her shoulder. Evie covered her scream with her fist, biting her knuckles. She stayed against the wall, protecting as much as she could from the onslaught. She tore around the corner, thanked the heavens when she found a door, and slipped into an empty hut. The air was thick inside. She didn’t move from where she pressed herself against the wall, waiting until it was safe to find James. 
[image: image-placeholder]Hours seemed to pass with torturous slowness, but the world grew quiet with a steady roar. Sulfuric air rose around her, choking her, a cough sending her to her knees. She crawled along the ground, pushing back through the door. The exhaustion pressed on her, making her legs weigh a ton. The fire’s scorching touch ate away at her resolve to accomplish anything, but she had to find him, to end this constant cycle of coming and going from one place to the next. She had to get back to her team. She couldn’t keep this up. She shoved a foot under her and leveraged her weight upward. With all her strength, she stood again. 
Her feet scuffed the ground, forming long drag marks, scoring the hard-packed dirt. Was he here? Would he be around the next hovel? Where was his voice? Fifteen steps. She could make it. She blinked and her eyes refused to open again. Was it all a trick? A demon mimicking James’s voice? Or was it James? She pushed on until something tripped her. The burn of the fires along the ground ate at her skin. She screamed, and then there was nothing.
[image: image-placeholder]Caleb crushed her to the ground. She blinked up into his blue eyes. His mouth bracketed with lines framed by his wild locks. 
He caught her gaze in his own. What just happened? A quiet fury lived behind those blue eyes. 
The sudden shift in environments was hard to keep up with. The dusty sand of the arena floor under her fingertips, the bright sunlight streaming from the open sky above, all worked together to bring her mind back into the here and now. “What just happened?”
She doesn’t know. Caleb’s voice was an instant comfort.
His arms were all solid muscles, his nostrils flaring. His emotions rolling off him buffeting against her. She had to get out from under him. He barely had things under control. “Caleb . . . I need to get up.” 
He scrambled off her. “You were screaming.” He stared at her, a bleak awfulness living in the shadows of his eyes. “It echoed through the arena.” 
Words came slowly to her. “Am I back?” She shook her head and rose unsteadily to her feet. Her mind was still in the fire. Sweat slipped in droplets from her forehead. She ran a hand across her brow, wetting her palm. Over Caleb’s shoulder, Callie’s rumpled hair stood out in all directions around her huge, wide eyes. Eli stood with a hand on Callie’s shoulder.
“Hey there. That was a nasty spill.” Mason smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. He stood beside Caleb as if he’d been supporting him.
Caleb kept his hand on Evie’s. “You okay?” 
Evie made a face. Her heart pounded. “Of course.” She wavered where she stood. Caleb steadied her. 
“Evie, seriously, what’s going on?” Callie’s southern drawl was hushed, worried. “What happened?” 
“James.” The word rasped out of Evie’s dry throat. 
Caleb glared at the word as it hung in the air like an invisible wall. 
Evie shifted her gaze to Callie whose eyes were wider than before. “What about James?” Callie tilted her head in warning, something severe and terrified slipping into the planes of her face.
“We gotta find him. Gotta rescue him.” Evie licked her lips with a tongue made of sandpaper. Her eyes drifted closed. A wave of exhaustion washed over her.
“She needs water. She’s had a vision.” Eli’s no-nonsense voice took the lead. “Caleb, she needs to rest. We can’t train any more today.” 
Theo nodded. “How long have you been having these . . . visions?” Theo considered Eli, then returned to studying her face. 
Evie narrowed her eyes at Theo’s hesitation. “It’s not always one of these episodes.” She needed time to think, time to process. 
“Episodes?” Callie knelt beside her, as Caleb helped Evie to a chair. 
Settling into the chair, Evie closed her eyes and finally rested, the cool breeze chilling the sweat on her face. “Nightmares? Experiences? I don’t know what to call them.”
Caleb’s voice shook as he shouted. “No more!” 
Evie peeled her eyes open to find Caleb in Theo’s face. 
He continued with a finger in Theo’s face. “You’ve got to stop this.” 
She blinked. “No. Caleb, it’s not Theo. It’s a mission . . . The Creator wants me to find James. I need to go back.” Her lips hardly moved. 
Caleb got on his knees and hugged her to him, stubble scraping along her cheek. “Please.” Stark vulnerability shone from his eyes, but he stopped the flow of words, pressing his lips together in a thin line. It was clear he didn’t want her to do this, to risk everything for James. A muscle jumped in his jaw before he continued. “Are you sure it’s a mission?”
No. She wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure about anything, but they kept asking her things right when she’d come to. Besides, this wasn’t up for debate. This wasn’t something she dreamed up on a whim or followed some obsessive infatuation from her childhood. No. This was an order from their Creator. She pushed herself up in the chair, straightening her spine. “Theo.”
Theo turned; his eyes held the power of a storm barely in check. “Yes, Evie.”
 “At first, I thought I was suffering from PTSD. I was having horrible nightmares the past battle at the . . .” She forced her lips to say it. “—Fortress blending with new scenarios and information. I think they were premonitions. They turned into interactions with a creature who called himself Balthazar.”
Theo put his hand on his sword at his side. “I’ve fought many battles against Balthazar.” His voice warned her of danger ahead, but she already knew things were going to get rough. Balthazar had promised as much. Theo indicated she should continue.
“Now, I’m having visions or episodes that steal me from the here and now.” Evie took a deep breath, fighting the exhaustion threatening to break her down. 
Theo bent on one knee and bowed his head. When he brought his gaze back to hers, it was aflame as only an angel’s gaze could do. “We shall meet with the sentinels. This must be discerned together.” 
Caleb clenched his jaw. 
Evie nodded. “Together.” 
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The Haven – Wednesday Late Morning – Evie 
Evie strutted into Gifted with a Purpose 101, a class that investigated each ability’s potential purpose for the Creator’s greater plan. She wasn’t going to let this morning’s hiccup during training trip her up. She’d pay attention to the teacher’s lectures. The monotonous list of dos and don’ts would soothe her. 
She sighed, caught the eye of the instructor, and slouched, wincing at his glare. She pretended to take studious notes, giving her a reason to look away, but really her plan was to endure the lecture until Theo called for her. 
Twenty minutes passed easily enough. The lecture was standard for the day. Callie asked something about her water power. Evie didn’t catch it all. In fact, she really wasn’t even paying attention to what she was writing. 
What the heck? Instead of notes, she found James’s name surrounded in swirls of fire smack in the middle of a detailed drawing of a cave with flames covering every surface. Her heart fell. What was going on with her? 
She chewed on her cheek. She needed answers. She couldn’t fully move on or heal until the visions stopped. They thrust her back into the person she was before she’d become a warrior. The enemy was out there. She needed to fully heal before its next attack. Was Balthazar going to be leading it? The name from her vision was one Theo recognized and had a history with. A battle was coming. And they weren’t ready for it. 
A gentle chime dismissed class. It was time to move. She stood and accidentally knocked everything off the desk. 
Caleb gave her a warm smile and stepped to her side. “Let me help.” But when he caught the content of her drawings, a deep red crept from under his collar. 
A wave of his anger spilled over and washed across Evie. “I wasn’t paying attention.” Evie fidgeted. 
Caleb’s anger seemed to fill the room, pushing against her, but he still bent and gathered her stuff from the floor, passing it to her. 
The classroom was empty. Evie glanced at the door. When she turned back, Caleb was watching her, his expression guarded. Fine lines crinkled around his eyes. What was he thinking? Evie shuddered. 
He stood to his full height and hit her with a brilliant smile. “Did you know doodling helps the mind slow, reducing anxiety, calming and, oh! Studies have shown it isn’t random. At least, not as much as doodling appears it is.” He placed a strong arm around her shoulders, his dark woodsy scent swallowing her until, for the first time that day, she felt safe. Caleb rubbed circles into her shoulder and walked with her out of the classroom. “On to the café?” 
Evie sighed. Maybe he knew it was nothing. Maybe she should take his lead and think nothing of it, but her drawing stuck with her like a barb. Still, she followed him.
He pursed his lips when she didn’t reply but kept walking. It was when he went left when he should have turned right towards the café that Evie stopped. “I thought we were going to the café.”
“It might be better if we—” He glanced at the door to the quad. 
“Sure. Wherever you want to go.” Her shoulders sagged. Whenever he wanted to talk about something difficult, he pulled her aside. Heaviness spread through Evie’s stomach, weighing each of her steps down. She didn’t dare hope he just wanted some alone time with her. Life was getting so strange these days. 
“We’ll only be a minute.” He opened the door for her.
She stepped out into the cold. The late morning sun barely melting the ice crystallized on the grass and tree limbs. When would they meet with Theo and the sentinels? She needed answers. Caleb needed answers, and he was about to ask her for them, but she didn’t have any. 
They reached the end of the courtyard, and Caleb turned Evie to face him. The warmth of his hands soaked comfortingly through her thin shirt. When their eyes locked, Caleb held her gaze, not relenting. “Evie, nothing would stop me from loving you.” 
“Me either.” Was he expecting her to disagree? Where was he going with this? She wasn’t ready to face him, to talk about the visions, to try to answer anything. 
“I will follow you into a tornado, suffer the blast furnace of Hell, and I will carry you through the darkness when you can no longer carry yourself.” Caleb’s hands dropped from her shoulders. 
Cool air hit her skin, but his words warmed her from the inside. “I know.” 
“I already proved this when I carried you out of the Fortress.” A muscle in his jaw jumped. 
 She stepped away from him. He knew how the name of that place affected her. He knew it hurt her. Why? Why say it to her now? 
Shadows twisted in his eyes.
She wanted to touch his cheek, put some heat back into his gaze, but something big was bothering him, and she wasn’t the mind reader in their relationship. He’d have to talk until he made some sense until he explained why he chose to speak that word to her. Was he breaking up with her? 
Caleb’s eyes softened. “I don’t need to read your mind to see your eyes dilate at the word Fortress, or to witness the sheen of cold sweat rising to the surface of your skin. Fear is a visible thing to me. I see it like a makeshift barrier surrounding you. Evie,” He grasped both of her hands in his. “You’ve been traumatized. I get it. But I really need to know.” 
“Know what?” Evie couldn’t even swallow. He wasn’t making sense. What was he getting at? She both wanted his next words to come quickly and needed him to give her more time to heal. 
“You want to rescue James from Hell.” Caleb cleared his throat. He leaned in like he would kiss her, and then leaned away as if he couldn’t. 
Hurt washed through her. “No. I don’t want to rescue James from Hell. I don’t want anything to do with James. I don’t even want to talk about him or any of this. The Creator is telling me to do it. I think. It’s a mission, maybe, and neither of us can ignore that.”
He winced but still locked eyes with her, plowing forward, “I choose you Evie. You’re amazing, powerfully strong, and deeply loving. I love you.” 
“I choose you too.” What did he want from her? He didn’t think the mission meant she didn’t love him. Did he? “Because the Creator has called me, maybe us, to rescue James from Hell, you think I don’t love you.” 
“No. Of course not! I mean, when I went to go talk to Theo, I suggested we go on mission to rescue James. I did that because I know you need to fix this. I get it, but I also . . . I need to know . . .”
“What? What do you need to know? Because I don’t have a lot of the answers – a million questions, but not the answers. Besides, you’re the mind reader, you probably already know as much as I do.” She pulled away from him. 
“No! Don’t go. We need—”
Evie glared at him.
“I need you to talk this out with me. I need to understand what’s been going on in here.” He pointed at his head, silently watching her. When she stood there, lips firmly pressed together, he shifted his weight from one foot to the other and looked away. “It’s going to be all right.” He said still not making eye contact. “It’s okay if you’re not ready to talk about it now. But sometime? I want to be the person you confide in. So will you confide in me?” 
She touched his arm. “What do you want me to say? I don’t know anything. What is there to confide in you about? We’ll meet with the sentinels. Hopefully that will help, but . . . I can’t make up the answers.” 
He locked eyes with her, but his expression was guarded, and it stood between them like a thick wall. “I need—” He cut himself off. 
Evie bit the inside of her cheek. But when he began to turn away, she dove in quietly. “Caleb, I have no control over these visions, the absent moments, my confusing actions that keep happening to me. I’m not doing it. It’s happening to me.” She paused.
Caleb sucked in a quick breath, shaking his head. “I’m not trying to start a fight or attack you or whatever. I just want to urge you to talk about the visions, the absent moments, the confusing actions. I’ve been sensing them for the last few weeks, but you haven’t opened up to me.” He let his eyes finally meet hers. “It hurts . . . when you don’t choose to let me in.”
Evie’s heart beat furiously. “I should have let you in. I should have said something. But I wasn’t ready. I’m still not.” 
“I don’t get it. Why not talk to me? Why not open up and let me in? Together we can work through anything. You’ve been mourning him for weeks, months really. It doesn’t make sense. All of this for a fictitious man, a person who only exists in your mind. James was no hero, nothing wonderful to be cherished.”
“I don’t cherish him! He was my enemy. Our enemy! I’m not trying to have visions about him!” 
“I just don’t get you!?”
“That makes two of us!”
“Why are you so bent on helping a self-centered, egotistical maniac, consumed by – no worse – who chose darkness and evil? Why?” He crossed his arms over his chest. His hair blowing in the wind. 
“Bent on helping?” His words evoked a visceral response. She’d been wanting to hit someone for a while. She balled her fist. “Shouldn’t we all be bent on helping those in need?! Since when do we only do good for good people? Since when do we only help the nice people?”
“You know what I mean!” 
“No, Caleb, I don’t.”
“I don’t want to be the one to say it to you, but in my opinion James’s situation is kind of a case of . . . good riddance.”
Evie bristled. “How can you say that about another human being!? Seriously! Who are you?”
Caleb put both hands up. “I understand you need to fix this, and I support any mission the Creator sends us on.”
“You have a funny way of supporting.”
He huffed and continued. “I just don’t want these visions to change what you know or destroy what we have. James was never superman.”
“I hate James for what he did to me, to us, to Tristen. I mean . . . It’s just . . . These visions aren’t from me, and until I understand why I’m having them, I’m not going to just ignore them. I don’t even want to be swayed by what other people might think is going on. It’s not PTSD.” Evie put both hands on her hips. 
“I know.” Caleb’s eyes burned with frustration and unsaid words.
“I don’t have any choice with what’s going on in here.” She hit her own forehead. “It’s like the Creator wants me to go there and rescue him. Which is crazy! I know! You think I want this? You think I don’t ask why me? Because I do.” How could she continue with these visions when she didn’t have a single answer? “We’ll meet with the sentinels. They’ll have a plan. They always do.” They had to know what to do. 
Caleb’s chest swelled and sank until it seemed he would deflate into nothingness. “Okay. Okay.” He pushed his fingers through his hair, sending it wild and frazzled, swaying in the wind. Finally, he let go of the war raging across his face and wrapped his arms around her. 
But Evie wouldn’t lean into him this time. She needed him to understand. She wanted him to be there for her, not give her the fifth degree. It took everything in her to not rage out at him. Because this was happening to her!
Caleb sighed into her hair, sending a strand into her eyes. “I’m standing here to tell you I love you.” 
Evie finally relaxed into him, tucking her face into his shoulder. After a moment, she murmured a muffled, “Okay.” She tried to quell the rising fury he’d stirred in her. “I’m just really . . . broken right now.” 
“I need to hear the words back.” Caleb held very still.
“Caleb—”A deep fissure opened inside of her. Every way she looked some kind of battle was required or somebody needed something from her. When would she be able to just process things? His confusion and fear tore her apart. She couldn’t blame him. She had pulled away, hidden her visions and nightmares from him, tried to figure things out on her own. But to hit her with, I love you, right now. To say it the first time at a time like this. To try to get her to say it back in the middle of a fight. He couldn’t be serious! “I’m sorry.” She shook her head.
“I am too. No matter how long it takes, I’ll stand beside you and love you.” A muscle in his jaw jumped.
 “I’m so confused. I feel lost.” 
He locked eyes with her. The vulnerability living there told her how going to Hell and rescuing James terrified him. It begged her to say she loved him, to promise to stay where it was safe. But most of all, it cried out in frustration as it seemed the world itself was against them. 
A tear fell from her cheek to her arm. 
Caleb turned and reached out, but let his hands fall to his sides when she didn’t move.
“Where would I be without you? Probably still stuck in that stupid dungeon. Caleb, you’ve been there every time I’ve needed you.” Evie wrapped her arms awkwardly around herself. “I’m not choosing the visions. I’m not choosing to remember James. It’s like the thoughts are being shoved into me, my pen is moving on its own, the visions are for some future I’m unaware of, but it all has me a mess, and it is all important. Abigail said James’s death has a ripple effect, and if we don’t fix it, the balance may be lost.” 
“Wow. Theo didn’t say anything about that.”
“I think it was brand new news when Abigail told me.”
“That’s heavy.” Caleb rested his hand on her cheek. He swept a gentle caress along her hairline landing under her chin, pulling her gaze to his. She stared into his eyes, trusting him, wanting him to understand. Sending him her feelings, or at least trying to feel them as strongly as possible. 
Waves of comfort and peace washed over her, and she smiled as he comforted her even though he was feeling a lot of things right now too. 
He cleared his throat. “Okay. I hear you. There aren’t any answers yet. I can wait.” He ran his hand through his curls. “I gotta go think about all of this. It’s a lot.” He pulled her into him for a quick hug. “We’ll figure this out. Somehow.” Caleb turned and walked away, heading back without her. 
Without his comfort, she felt like a ship in the middle of a stormy ocean. 
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Dreams Aflame


The Haven – Wednesday Night – Evie 
“Can you believe it!? It was like he was checking if I loved him. Except, it was the first time we said it to each other!” Evie flopped on her bed. “Well, he said it to me.” She huffed. “He can’t do that. Not in the middle of a fight or argument or whatever.”
Callie dropped next to her and squeezed her shoulder. “He can read your thoughts. It can’t be easy to hear you thinking about another man.” 
“They aren’t romantic thoughts. They’re like those commercials with the starving children. Except, in this case, it is a Fiery Realm, and he’s near death and needs to be rescued.” Evie rocked back from Callie, grabbing her pillow and hugging it hard. 
She was beyond furious. The air molecules in the room stirred, shooting hot gusty wind at the curtains, making them dance wildly. The visions were starting to ruin her life.  
“Look.” Callie glanced at the window. “I hear you.” Her forehead creased. “Was he really questioning your feelings, though? Based on what you described, it sounded more like he needed to hear you say it to him, more like he was scared that it was going to be too dangerous for you and all of us.”
“Do you agree with him? It’s not like we can pick and choose which missions we’re called on? You think the Creator doesn’t know what we can and cannot handle?” Evie couldn’t sit on the bed any longer. She stood, pacing the room. Hot tears coursed her cheeks. “Look at me. This is driving me insane.” 
“Of course it is. It would make me insane too. I really want to help you. But like you said. No one really knows anything yet.” Callie crossed her legs on the bed and leaned against the headboard. 
“Why didn’t the sentinels call a meeting today? I need answers! I want things to be good with Caleb.” She bit her lip.
“It’ll just be a day or two. They can’t take long. Not with your visions escalating.” Callie’s earnest gaze followed Evie from one end of the room to the next. “Evie, just like you’re all twisted inside from all of this, he’s feeling both yours and his own feelings.”
“Caleb isn’t the one going through it.”
“Yeah. He kind of is. Through you, he’s experiencing it. We’ve all been through this awful thing. A few months aren’t going to make it all better. It won’t erase all trace of the damage. He, you, even I have damage! We just need to try to understand and be kind to one another. That’s all you can do. Right?” 
“No.” The wind in the room settled as Evie gripped the rail of the foot of her bed. “That can’t be the only thing. I need this to stop. It’s awful.” Evie swiped at her tears. “The place. The inhabitants. The monsters.”
Callie nodded. 
“The fire.” Evie dropped her gaze to the bedspread. “They’re becoming more and more frequent. I’m scared where I might collapse next. What if I’m in the middle of something dangerous, and it kills me.” 
“It is scary.” Callie’s eyes grew wide. “But we gotta trust God wouldn’t let that happen.”
Evie fought her trembling lips. The air grew thick with unreleased moisture. The molecules followed her emotional reactions, imitating her tears. 
Callie waved her hand removing the extra moisture in the air and tossing it out into the cold night sky. “Let me help. We’re a team, aren’t we? Besides with a boyfriend who’s also a mind reader, you’ll have to face your demons together every time. Otherwise, they’ll control both of you. They’ll divide and destroy what you have.” 
“I see James every time I close my eyes. It’s as if I’m there in an awful place full of fire, despair, and destruction.” Tears dripped off her chin. She grabbed a Kleenex and blew her nose. 
Callie got up and wrapped her arms around Evie. “If these are from the Creator, then there is a reason for them. Think of Revelation.” Callie leaned her forehead against Evie’s. 
“Today, while we were in class, I doodled an image of the cave James is in without even knowing I was doing it. That’s what caught Caleb’s attention, kicking off our whole fight.” 
“Wow. That, plus the pantry, and the arena.” Callie frowned. “It’s really escalating then.” 
Evie’s lips trembled. “I can’t take it anymore.” 
Callie pulled Evie into her arms. “You’re chosen by the Creator, doubly gifted, able to share in Erchomai, able to see the spiritual as none of us can – It’s not surprising you have visions.” Callie’s words were gentle, wrapped in southern charm and a quiet, familiar comfort. 
“I thought it might be my spiritual discernment growing, developing. But I don’t know if I can handle a lifetime of these visions.”
“Yeah. This is hard, especially after what we’ve all just gone through. You know? Like survivor’s guilt but with a twist.” 
Evie gave her a wry smile. “Yeah.” 
“I’ll pray he reveals their meaning to you.” Callie folded her hands in her lap.
“There’s something in these visions, something I’m supposed to understand, but I don’t get it. And I don’t want to focus on a guy who tried to destroy me. I want to focus on being a great leader, becoming a better version of myself, and on Caleb and you. I need answers ASAP.” Evie teared up again. 
“You need to focus on the things before you. Remember, the Creator is only going to give you the next steps, not the outline to your whole life. If you don’t understand, ask for help, ask me, Caleb, the sentinels. Anyone who loves you. Don’t shoulder things on your own. We weren’t made to operate that way.” Callie reached into her bag beside the bed and pulled out Evie’s favorite comfort snacks: Cheetos and Skittles. 
Evie smiled. She’d needed this girl’s night and sleepover for months
“Let’s paint our nails and have some fun. Troubles will be there tomorrow.” 
The rest of the evening flowed from nail painting, to watching their favorite romcom, and finally curling up together side by side in Evie’s bed. When the moon was swept behind a cloud, their eyes drifted close. 
[image: image-placeholder]A piercing screech rang out across the barren land. She was in a new spot of the Fiery Realm. A mountain rose high in the sky behind her, interrupting the usually uniform landscape. A gaping black void yawned thirty feet up. A cave. The roiling black clouds above her rushed across the sky, never giving her a peek at what hid beyond. The fire and heat licked at her knees. A cold chill ran down Evie’s neck, the tiny hairs standing in its wake. Her survival instinct kicked in – assess threats and assets. 
Every time she was here, she reacted. This time, she was going to examine everything carefully, allow her spiritual discernment to show her this place. One of her nightmares were in a cave. This might be the closest she’d been so far. She’d climb to the cave and search for James. She found her first foothold and pushed to reach a grip high above. Fire shimmered across the sheer cliff face, and she bit her cheek to distract her from the pain of its touch as it traced along her whole body. Pushing harder, she refused to slow her climb. Her muscles ached with exertion as she finally swung her legs over the lip and gasped in the toxic air. She peered into the cavern. 
A creepy glow cast enough light to make out the walls and shadowy depths beyond. Awesome. This was the time to have a team with her. She rose and keeping close to the wall, she maneuvered around an obscure corner. Just in time too, a prehistoric screech ricocheted across the land. Thank God, she was inside. 
Bits of rock and dirt rained on her head as the creature’s wings beat like percussive blasts against the nearby sky. She dropped to her knee and covered her head. Shadows swallowed her in their hidden depths. 
As the monster receded into the far-away sky, her breathing echoed off the walls of the small space. She tried to slow or soften the sound, but the toxic air left her gasping. Were there more monsters nearby? Would they hear her? 
She kept moving, constantly checking over her shoulder. Slowly, her eyes grew accustomed to the red glow. Some distance in, she came upon an opening. Across from her, in the center, a fire pit burned low, illuminating the bones scattered around it. Evie shuddered. 
A wave of toxic fumes boiled through the cavern, and Evie fell, hitting her tail bone and throwing up her arm to protect her face. Instantly, all oxygen was gone. She sucked in for air, her hand to her throat, as she tried and failed to use her ability to reoxygenate the air. Don’t die in this place!
Black slipped into the corners of her vision slowly consuming her sight. No! She couldn’t leave yet. Not without some answers. She dragged in a gasp of air and pushed to her feet, stumbling farther into the cavern. Determined to learn something useful, she fell against an outcrop of rock in the corner of the cave, her vision coming back to her slowly. A body rested there, wrapped in an alien sheen of red. Even still, she recognized him. Her heart burned. He was curled into the fetal position, his skin oozing in three different places. “James?” 
James slowly sat up on the rock shelf and stared at her with wide eyes. He scraped his nails against the rock floor. “No more torture! Please! Make the memories stop! No. No. She wouldn’t be here. She couldn’t be here.”
She reached out her hand.
He flinched. “Torment. Memories. Another choice. Can’t fix. Beautiful Evie. Don’t come here.” James balled his hands in his lap. 
She touched her throat. She wouldn’t last another minute. She stared at everything around her, searching for something, anything to remember, to help them when they finally came to rescue him. James’s voice drew her back to him.
“This is a bad place.” He turned away and curled on his side again, leaving her staring at a wound the size of a fist ripped into his clothing and flesh. Everything was covered in black shiny blood. 
The hushed roar of the fire drifted away, further and further, until darkness stole the last of her vision. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Evie! Evie! Wake up!” Callie shook her so hard her teeth clacked together. 
Evie pried one eye open. Callie’s eyes were bulging, her face a deep red. Her hands left Evie’s shoulder. Evie inhaled, but no relief. Crap! She stood and twisted her arms through the air. The room filled with fresh oxygen.
Callie’s eyes were wide, her lips pale, her hands trembling as they fell to her sides. She sat on her knees on the floor. They both inhaled. Callie closed her eyes. 
“Ca—” A cough took over. Evie’s throat was sore as if burned. She was worse off than after her last vision. She pushed to sit up, and her tail bone ached. She groaned at the ceiling. “Ugh.” The hoarse croak ended in a cough. Her lid stuck to her dry eyeball when she blinked.
“Here. Drink this.” Callie pulled out a water bottle from her snack bag and sat back on her knees again. Her breath came in short pants. She stuck a finger in her ear and wiggled it around. “I can’t hear right.”
After chugging the entire bottle, Evie said, “Callie, it’ll come back. Give it a minute. You okay?” 
“That was beyond terrifying. You got hot, like really hot. I tried to wake you, but when you screamed, you sucked all the air from the room. Then there was some air, but not enough. Nothing I did worked! It all happened so fast!” 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
“I couldn’t breathe.” A tear ran down Callie’s cheek.
“I’m so sorry.”
Callie wiped the tear away, shaking her head. “What did you see this time?” 
“I saw James! Every other time, I thought I’d heard him, but I’d never seen him. He’s badly hurt! There was blood everywhere!” Evie stood. “He’s in an awful place. So horrible, Callie. It’s a burning cave in Hell.”
“We need to tell the sentinels. They’ll know what it all means.” Callie started changing into her black infiltration gear.
“Now? I thought we were waiting for them to call a meeting.”
“You have new information.” Callie pulled on her black ninja-like pants, and speared Evie with a glare when she didn’t join in. “And this one almost killed us both.”
“Callie, they’ll be . . . Well, it’s the middle of the night.” Evie sat on the edge of her bed. Her tailbone throbbing. “Why are you wearing your infiltration gear?”
“You have to always be ready in war, and now, with the Creator showing him to you in this vision, we need to ready everyone else. This vision happened now for a reason. We can’t ignore it. Night or day, we’re warriors.” Callie stopped and took Evie’s hands in hers. “You feel so hot.” Callie pressed the back of her hand to Evie’s forehead. “What’s going on?”
“I told you. It’s an inferno there all the time.” A wave of dizziness swept over Evie. 
“Lay down. I’ll get someone.” Callie pulled her shoes on. 
In a small voice Evie didn’t recognize as her own, she told Callie the worst of it. “I couldn’t do anything.” Evie pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. She needed to erase the images, make things different. She didn’t want to feel anything for James. He didn’t deserve her pity. Yet, a tiny voice inside of her disagreed, and that voice seemed to be dictating her every move these days. She sagged against the pillow. 
“But why are you hot when you return? Why did the room lose oxygen? If it’s just a vision, you should be normal here.” 
Evie winced. “I hurt my tailbone this time.” 
“Wait! What?” 
“I fell.” 
“The sentinels need to meet with us right now.” Callie stood. “Evie, this is serious. We could have died.” Callie wrapped Evie in a huge hug whispering a prayer over them both and then she was gone. 
This mission was lining up to be something out of a horror movie. It would probably cost them more than they were ready to pay. 
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Deceit and Truth


The Haven - Thursday Ridiculously Early - Evie
With Callie already on her way to the sentinels, Evie didn’t have long, but a coffee and a few minutes to center herself were necessary if she was going to have to rehash her recent visions. She grabbed her cup of coffee from the Keurig and drew in a long, deep breath of it. She walked to the window. Her stomach roiled with the tension thrumming through her. Three in the morning wasn’t a time she often visited consciousness. She touched her nose to the rim of the mug. Its smell, its taste, the warmth, was by far the best rough night, now-awake-and-in-warrior-mode cure in the world.
Exhaustion crept through her. Why couldn’t Callie have waited just a few hours? Evie sighed, tipped the cup to her lips, and let the coffee erase some of her nerves. 
Outside, darkness washed the night sky, not even a single star gave her eye something to rest on. She touched her fingers to the sill, leaning forward, and prayed. Help me be who you want me to be.
The chaos in her head was drowning out God’s still, small whisper. Voices below her window drifted through the night air, and Evie leaned closer to view the sidewalk below. Caleb, hair standing in every direction as if he’d just woken up, wore his blue uniform, wrinkled as if he’d slept in it, and stood in a halo of lamplight across from Callie. With a wave of her fingertips, she used her power to carry their voices to her. 
Caleb said, “She is strong.” 
Evie shuddered. Was she though? Strong enough? She was seriously beginning to doubt it. And obviously, she wasn’t handling things as well as she wished. She yanked her curly hair into a messy bun. 
Callie said, “Caleb, I get it. I’m worried too. All we can do is stand by her and support her until God reveals what’s going on.” Each word softened his taut shoulders until they sagged forward. 
Evie shoved her feet into her shoes and slipped on her jacket before casting an eye over her room. She needed to join them. 
“I don’t want her to think—” 
Evie turned back to the window when Caleb’s words cut off.
He rubbed his hand down his face. “Her mind is so stressed. The war inside her – It’s like it might destroy her. I want to help. But . . . she won’t let me in.” 
Warmth washed through her and softened the hard parts around her heart. 
“Yeah. She’s really struggling with it. But it’s good you are there, reaching out, offering to help.” 
At Callie’s words, Caleb sighed and then caught sight of Evie in her window. He waved. Evie dipped her chin.
Motioning for her to hurry and get ready, Callie said, “It’s like fire reached out and grabbed ahold of her in the middle of the night. Nothing I did woke her. There wasn’t any air left in the room.” Callie wrapped her arms around herself. “I couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t breathe.” Caleb leaned in toward Callie, probably freaking out about what she was telling him. “We could have died.” 
Waves of comfort washed the air. If Evie had to guess, he was probably watching Callie’s memories of the events while comforting her. Caleb stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Callie. “I see.” He whispered and peered at the window. “I see.” He stepped back from Callie and ran his hand through his hair, sending his curls in every direction. “I shouldn’t have asked her to say anything. I just got so— It doesn’t matter.” 
“It’s been a rough few months. None of us know what we’re really doing anymore. Things are so complicated.” Callie put a hand on his shoulder. 
“I’ve been playing second best to James my whole life. I watched him nearly destroy her not once but twice. The guy keeps coming—” Caleb shook his head. “I can’t let fear drive my actions.” 
Evie nodded at him and turned to leave her room. Caleb’s deep voice filled her mind. I love you. 
Evie smiled. In her heart, she caught the little words and held them there. She closed her eyes. With everything going on, she needed Caleb, and if he needed her to say it – well, she still wasn’t ready, but she could think it to him. I love you too.
Evie rounded the corner, meeting Caleb’s green, vibrant eyes. They searched her face and drifted to her lips where they stilled. Evie smiled. 
But it didn’t last. She hated the nightmares, visions, and even the strange images in the middle of the day when she let her mind wander. What if they meant they’d be battling again soon? Another fight where they could potentially lose additional team members! How could she ask that of them again? More evidence she wasn’t the kind of leader they needed. She curled her hands into hard fists. Everything was impossible to figure out. 
Instead of battle, she wanted to grow closer with Caleb. She wanted them to heal together, both in body and mind. Her focus was all wrong. This was war, and war didn’t pause to play house. No, it took, and then it took some more. 
“You okay?” Callie touched her arm.
Wind whipped through the plants nearby. “I’m fine. Are the sentinels going to meet us?” Evie put her hands in her pockets to keep from fidgeting. 
“Yes, in the Spring Conference room. These dreams are important.”
“Like a harbinger of battle.” Caleb’s quiet voice did nothing to soften the blow of those words.
“Exactly.” Callie swished her black hair out of her face, pausing a beat, her shoulders tight. Then she turned and powered forward, tripling her earlier pace. 
“Wait up.” Evie rushed after her with Caleb right beside her.
Caleb caught Evie’s eye. His face was somber. He took her hand in his, and they raced behind Callie. They only slowed when Caleb held the door open for them both. They passed in front of him, into the palatial foyer of the Haven Conference Center. 
Intricately carved pillars stood sentinel in each of the four openings of the long hall. White marble glittered under the enormous chandeliers, sparkling with faceted jewels lit by a hundred tiny lights. 
Her steps slowed on the carpet. Geometric circles surrounded a central star all with a black background. How did darkness and light look so beautiful on the carpet running the length of the hall? To her right were double doors also decorated with geometric shapes, circles and squares. Chairs fit for kings and art made for the wealthiest dappled the area lending it warmth, creating an inviting allure. 
Caleb was struggling too. It finally clicked, sinking in like the final missing piece of a puzzle she’d been working on for too long. Really, she knew all along, but with all that was going on . . . she’d missed how hard it all was for him. She’d stopped seeing things from his perspective.
Caleb’s strong arms were crossed over his chest. His gaze was burning into her. Focus. 
His warning fell on deaf ears, because she was finally working through something that had alluded her this whole time. She was finally realizing how much he needed her too.
He curled her into his arms. Thank you. He whispered into her hair. She allowed the wash of his woodsy scent to drift over her. The roiling anxiety inside of her settled a bit.
She gave him a crooked smile. 
Callie cleared her throat. “You guys figuring things out?” She was already down the hall with a hand on the doorknob to the Spring Conference Room, where it was nestled at the end of the long hall. 
His faith in her had never wavered before. “I’ve done so many things wrong.” 
The image of her in his arms as he carried her from the dungeons of the Fortress flashed like a whisper of lightning into her mind. She cut her gaze to him. “That was before. We’ve been training. Do you still believe we can do anything together?” 
Their gazes clashed. He pursed his lips. Was he going to answer her question? It was moments like this when his silence irked her. He was probably trying to figure out what to say next. Finally, he lifted his chin. “I believe God’s got us.” 
“Good, me too.” She drew her spine ramrod straight before stepping through the doorway and entering the Spring Conference room. She walked with confident, purposeful steps to the head of the long, mahogany table. This was it. This was when they figured it all out, and the confusion would end. She took a cleansing breath. She was ready to fight someone, anyone, as long as the visions stopped. If only she could go into this without dragging the whole team along. She resisted the urge to peek back at Caleb.
“We have much to discuss.” Abigail drummed her fingers against the dark tabletop. She paused as Caleb swung through the door and moved to Evie’s side. The long table had room to fit twenty people comfortably. 
Rich maroon curtains and plush carpet gave the room a welcoming warmth even though the walls could probably whisper of terrifying battle stories and plans of war. The scent of ancient wisdom, leather, and dust wafted in the air. This was a place every problem could be solved. A room where fate was determined. Evie squared her shoulders. Good. This was exactly where they needed to be. 
“Evie,” Abigail said, “Please share every detail of your visions with us. I’ve just returned from the Throne Room, and I have a message from the Most High.” After her words, Abigail settled gracefully into her seat and the room fell into a hush.
“Okay.” Evie easily glided the pearly white chair out on perfectly maintained rollers. She tried to emanate confidence as Abigail did.
Evie cleared her throat and began. Faces of chiseled, stoic perfection shifted toward her. As her story unfolded the angelic expressions grew fierce, and when she came to the monster, flames lit in their gazes as only angels could do. She only paused when a murmur passed through the room. 
When she kept going, she was more and more uncertain about telling them everything. She clenched her jaw. She hated feeling weak and lost. “I mean, at one point, I really did consider I might be losing it.” She finally admitted, dropping her eyes to her hands. 
Caleb rose and stood behind her, one hand on her shoulder. She touched her fingers to his.
“Well, there were inhabitants of the world.” Evie grimaced. She never wanted to think of them again. “Oh, and it was hard to move like my legs were not strong enough to walk. The second vision was more vivid. It also is reoccurring.” Standing, she paced the long table. 
The words flowed naturally, and she lost herself in her memories, her mind firmly in another plane of existence. When she finished with the latest vision, the room burst into debate, discussing the real and possible implications of her words. 
Abigail caught Evie’s eye and stood to gather the attention of everyone in the room. “Darkness through Stregone’s hands has broken many sacred laws and committed many crimes against the Throne with their sabotage of James’s journey on Earth. It was not complete, and they took him living to the Fiery Realm.”
“Unprecedented.” Theo murmured. 
Abigail squared her shoulders. “There have been discussions regarding the impact of this on the Balance, and now the Most High has spoken. These offenses must be addressed, and a the Most High approved the dispatch of a team to the Fiery Realm.”
The sentinels in the room gasped. 
Theo stood, commanding attention. “Only mortals will be allowed to enter.”
Evie’s stomach sank. 
Caleb shook his head. 
“Informants have provided us with several facts. James survived the trip from this realm. He is currently protected after being recently transferred from one location near the cliffs to the Great Cavern along the Eastern side of the Realm. You are right, Evie.” Abigail turned to her. “He is in grave danger.” 
Evie sucked in a deep breath. “Did the Creator call on our team to rescue James?” 
“Your team, as a whole, must be certain. They choose whether they go or not. Your lives are of incredible importance, and—” Abigail studied Caleb. “Not everyone is settled yet on their path forward.” 
Caleb glared. “She’s waking up dehydrated, feverish, and disoriented. Callie and her almost died this morning.” He folded his arms over his chest. “It’s going to be very dangerous, but we have to get these visions to stop before they kill her.”
“Caleb is right.” Abigail moved to stand beside Evie’s seat, and all eyes followed her. “Though it will be dangerous, you will not be without guidance. Nothing can separate you from the Creator’s love, neither death nor life, angels nor demons, fears today or worries tomorrow—”
“Not even the powers of Hell can separate us from God’s love.” In Sunday School, Evie had memorized the exact verse.
“Yes.” Abigail beamed. “You will be risking your lives, but you will not be separated from God. You will never be alone. If you and your team choose to rescue James, it will help secure the balance, and we will work to preserve your lives as well.”
An overwhelming peace washed over Evie. She closed her eyes and let it drift through her. It was confirmation. This was her path. Her destiny. Goosebumps skipped along her arms. This was the right thing to do.
“If I die. Let it be for a worthy cause.” Evie planted her feet wide, ready for the battle. 
Callie had held her own counsel through the entire meeting, but she stood and spoke now. “We are a team, and we can do this.” 
Evie was grateful for the warmth of Callie’s hand on her arm. “We can.” 
Callie squeezed Evie’s arm and let go.
“When the time is right, we will call another meeting.” Abigail turned to Evie and continued. “For now, rest and prepare for a difficult and dangerous journey. All of your lives will depend on one another.”
Evie walked out with Caleb and Callie.
“I need to get some rest.” Callie yawned. “I’m beat.” 
“Classic Callie, call a world-is-ending meeting and then take a nap.” Evie gave Callie a small smile and wave as she took off. 
Evie turned to Caleb as they both headed toward the door. “Can we talk for a minute?” 
He put his hands in his pockets and looked down the hall. He was clearly ready to get out of there. He kicked back against the wall and stared at the door, the early morning sun blazing in the sky.
“This is going to all work out. Our team is strong, we’ve trained hard, and God will make a way where there is a will.”
His face was chiseled stone. He pushed away from the wall. “This isn’t going to be an easy journey.” 
Her stomach twisted. “I know.” 
The muscle in his jaw pumped, his face pale. “I want to protect you.” 
“I know, but we can’t just tell God - Gee, thanks for the life plan but no thanks.”
“You’re right. We’ll survive this somehow. Just promise me you’ll be careful.”
Evie nodded. “You too.”
“Go. Get ready. I’m going to pray.” A muscle in his jaw jumped again. His lips pressed into a thin line. 
Dried leaves and broken branches crunched under foot as Evie walked to her room. She swiped at a tear. The cold, brilliant morning bit into her cheeks. She wished Caleb wasn’t so worried. It was making her worry. He couldn’t control everything, least of all her. Besides, they weren’t at the Haven training as demon warriors to be safe and stay home. No. This was what they were created to do. Something clicked in her chest. This was the moment her visions had been driving her toward. It was only a matter of time before they were on mission to Hell. 
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James and the Fiery Realm


The Fiery Realm – Thursday – James 
James gripped the bone in his good hand. Movement spurred him on. He’d been ready for hours, hidden behind the fire and waiting near the cave entrance where the beast came and went. In a kill or be killed scenario, he believed instinct would carry him through. 
Those hours wore on him, whittling away at his resolve. He’d spent time focusing attention here and there, studying the strange opening to the cave. How it was rounded at the top, constricted in the middle, and flared at the bottom. How it was shaped almost like a key. But pain from three of his worst injuries radiated through him, drawing his mind back to what might happen if he failed. 
In a place like this, wouldn’t it be a small mercy to meet one’s end? Maybe he should allow the beast to take him. Maybe he’d earned it fair and square. Maybe it would be a justified killing. He certainly made the decisions that landed his butt there. 
Karma sucked. 
Still, even as he tried to give up, the will to fight and stay alive rose in his chest. He wanted to battle the beast to the death. 
Stomping grew closer. He wiped his brow. Force of habit. There wasn’t sweat in Hell. No water at all existed in the constant fires. His heartbeat stuttered and drifted aimlessly along. Like it didn’t get the message he was about to be thrust into a life and death battle. It wasn’t the first indication something was wrong, but it was starting an irritating worry at the back of his mind. 
Could he die in this place? Did it mean the longer he was stuck there the more likely he’d stay for eternity? At least, he wasn’t losing too much blood.
If he was going to control the narrative of his journey in this world, he had to be ready for his opportunity. He waited for the beast to come closer. The steps turned to the fire, behind which James hid. Something hit with a thwack. Sparks and crackling filled the air. James forced the sulfurous air to silently fill his lungs. His grip on the bone was confident and ready. 
The beast’s footsteps shuffled around the fire. Was it searching for him? Did it notice he was missing? James squeezed his eyes shut. Wait for it. Wait for it. When it stumbled within reach, James would stab it in the eye. Thump. Thump. Thump. James shifted slightly, coiling, every muscle tight. 
The beast leaned over and inspected him. It was part of the plan. Normally he was laying flat on the ledge against the cave wall. He suspected the beast might wonder if something was amiss. If beasts wondered. Before the beast could react, and with every ounce of muscle he had left, James drove the long, sharp bone into the beast’s left, burning eye socket. 
Its bellow shook the cave. James covered one of his ears only to pull it away and find blood on his palm. He couldn’t cover the other ear. That arm was useless now. The beast raked a hand down its face, knocking James out of the way and into the wall. It roared a second time, so loud it certainly traveled miles from their location. If it had friends, they were on their way. 
James jumped up, dodged another swipe from the beast, and fled through the keyhole-shaped opening. Surely with that lethal strike, the beast would succumb to the injury. Being impaled through the eye should cause major damage. He’d join his pile of bones. No way would he be able to pursue. Still, James flew along the path on a burst of adrenaline. 
But logic caught up with him before he found the end of the tunnel. If the injury was lethal, then the beast wouldn’t have been able to bellow. Yet there it was again. The ground rattled with thunderous chase. James moved closer to the shadow of the wall, and pushed his body to its limits, ignoring the heave of his chest and the sluggish beat of his heart. He was dizzy and disoriented, but he didn’t need to see things clearly. He only needed to get away. 
He gritted his teeth against the impossible situation. The beast would catch him soon, and he couldn’t allow it to happen. A rock tripped him, and he sprawled across the fire-covered hard ground. He cursed, his shoulder and side pulsing. With another colorful word, he pushed back to his feet and took several faltering steps onward. Every movement set sparks of agony blazing through him. 
He was never going to escape this place of horrors! He swallowed the thought, refusing to let it linger. Another rock tripped him, and he fell, slamming his right cheekbone against a protrusion. This was his eternity. A sob cracked him open and rasped out of his dry throat, echoing down the tunnel. This was Hell. 
In fact, he’d gladly take the loneliness, the emptiness, above the sure and certain painful torture of the beast. Another bellow rushed through the tunnel. It was closer. 
He couldn’t make it. But his defiant feet fell faster as his instincts took on a single-minded focus: save himself. It was an insanity of instinct. He didn't have plans beyond surviving. He didn’t hope for a future. Yet, something in him demanded he exert control over this world of horrors. A primal element inside of him commanded him to live on no matter what.
His toes brushed the edge of the keyhole. Small rocks skittered the bald face of the cliff. Without hesitating, he flipped on his stomach and placed the palm of his hand against the solid, bump of a rock, his first handhold. Adrenaline sent pain into his distant memory as his damaged arm suddenly worked. 
Black blood was left in a spotty pattern across the rock face as the wound in his shoulder seeped with each movement. Don’t look down. Don’t do it. Still, his eyes drifted to check his progress. Fire billowed to greet him. There was no way to gauge the distance to the ground. His foot slipped, and his legs dangled as he precariously hung off the rock. 
His heart gave a stuttering squeeze, begging him to stop daring the world to end him. He dipped his chin and grinned. Controlling his end would be worth the cost. Hand hold by foothold he scaled the stark face. Until, about halfway down, he risked another check below at the roiling fires. The ground continued to hide in their depths. Fine. It didn’t matter how far away the bottom was, he wasn’t going back. 
His bad arm lost its grip, and the slip gained momentum almost instantly. He bounced off the cliff and free fell. His bad shoulder banged into a ledge, sending his body spinning to the ground. He pulled at the fire, demanding it catch him. He’d flown on their blaze before. In this world, he should be able to reign as Fire King! Instead, the fire simply waved at him as he fell, faster and faster. He screamed just before impact. Thud. He blinked once, before the fires swallowed him whole. 
[image: image-placeholder]The world came back to him in a rush. He pushed to standing, leaning against the bottom of the mountain, and searched the horizon. There wasn’t a sun to divide the sky, no familiar points along the land, nothing to mark the way, not even a breeze. He hated the beast for taking him from the safe wall.
Several larger rocks fell from the cave tunnel above sending James to his knees. The beast. He took off running without a real direction except away from the mountain. An earthquake shook the ground accompanied by a grunt. Did the beast jump from the tunnel? Over his shoulder, one red eye locked in on him. 
A shudder ran through James. He was losing his mind. Driven mad by the Hell he’d endured, the torture his body had somehow survived, and now the terror hunting him. He punched his fist into his thigh and fell to his hands and knees, hiding in the flames. He crawled quietly along the ground.
Behind him loose stones skittered in his direction. 
Too close. 
He forced his body up and running, ignoring the drag of pain. He would escape. He would find his rock wall again, lay down, and forget the whole horrible incident with the beast. He only had to find the rock wall. 
Stupid monotonous horizon. 
He wanted to cry out, needed to scream. 
But the beast’s roar reverberated behind him, hunting him across the flaming desert. 
James snorted. “Angry?” Maybe he was wrong. Maybe if he let the beast have its way, he’d be free of the agony of this miserable place. James’s steps faltered, and he hit the ground hard, his teeth clacking, his wounds roaring. This! This was going to be his end. He would never say it out loud, but he was relieved. He was going to be added to the beast’s pile of bones, finally an ending to his torment.
The beast’s footsteps wandered away, spun back, then deviated in a new direction. James just waited for the inevitable.
But . . . He narrowed his eyes, laying there, staring at a bleak, cloud covered sky. What kind of eternity would it be if he could simply die? How was Hell eternal torture if he could be turned to bones? If it were that easy . . . If he wasn't going to be tortured forever . . . 
Hope flashed through him. He wanted the small relief more than his next breath.
“No.” He whispered sending a puff of dusty earth floating and tumbling away. “No. Please.” He clenched his fist. “It’s too much. Too much!” He held his hand over his mouth, forcing himself to swallow the scream of rage and terror trying to break through. He couldn’t stand another hour let alone . . . 
But he’d already experienced regeneration in this world. He’d already stitched back together. An eternity of healing only to be torn apart again was worse than anything he’d imagined yet. 
Or – and this was possibly worse – would his soul live in his useless, discarded bones? Would he feel other carcasses piled on top of him? Would he know when the beast stepped on his skeleton? Would he feel the torment of breaking under its mammoth weight? Here, in this place, his existence already didn’t make sense. Maybe, he wasn’t consumable. Was he even still corporeal? 
He pierced his wound with his fingers, and it gushed blood. 
“Ah!” He exhaled almost silently. This. This was how the beast tracked him. The wretched scent of sulfur and decay washed over him from his left. The beast had found him. Would he put a claw through him? Play with him some? 
Dark emotions washed through him, coating him, filling him until he was certain he’d explode. Still, he just laid there, waiting to be destroyed by the beast. His heartbeat slowed, thudding every other beat now. 
What was its holdup? 
Waiting was worse than torment. 
The beast kicked him in the side. 
But it was too late. James’s heart thumped its last, and darkness descended over his mind. 
[image: image-placeholder]A sudden burst of adrenaline and fury sent his heart thumping erratically in his chest. Even it refused to give up. He peeled one eye open. A claw swung into view three feet beneath him. He gasped. Around the beast, sulphur and death rode the air like poison. James coughed. Severe pain along his ribcage almost made him black out.  
The beast turned its head, its long saber-tooth maw gaping open and growling at James. The sound triggered something primal inside of him. He scraped his good hand over his head and down his face, pulling at the flesh there. Piercing red eyes studied him a beat, then the steady thump of the wide gait continued. 
“Why? Why are you keeping me alive?” The spiny protrusions on the beast’s shoulders pierced into James’s side. Each step sent suffering ricocheting through his bones. 
The beast turned its head toward James again. But James was beyond caring.
Why did he have to land in this place? Oh God! Why me? His life was such a waste. He hadn’t accomplished anything worthwhile. No one would remember him. His life lasted barely a beat and was gone. And he would never experience real love. And the entirety of it could be summed up in one word.
Suffering.
Truth ate at him like acid, a whole new kind of torture. 
The beast’s bellow was so close, both ears rang. He tried not to tense before the beast plunged its piercing claw into him again. Another cry sent out its triumph to the sky, the mountain, the everything filled with nothing. 
This is my conquest its roar told its domain. Look and see! It dared everyone and no one. 
Was there something out there? Were there people? Other creatures in this world of monsters? Anyone else like him? Why take him? What was the point?
His questions were silenced as the point of the beast’s claw forced its way through tender, most likely infected, and certainly inflamed flesh.
Darkness threatened to take James. He ground his teeth against it. He’d stay conscious. He would leave if the opportunity presented itself again and if he survived. With James secured in one hand, the beast climbed the mountain, his every movement jerky and sudden. The jostle echoed through his soft damaged flesh, tearing his wounds, all of them, open again. 
He’d never escape this land. Whether the beast consumed him, or something else became his ending, or if there wasn’t any ending at all, James was certain eternal damnation wouldn’t be stymied. Because the truth, the terrible, awful, horrible truth was, he was cursed. Unlovable. He had shoved it all away as long as he could. But he had to face it. In this place, there was nothing but truth and torture.
Here in Hell, surrounded by demons and the unforgiven, escape was impossible. This was his forever, and he would never find relief again. 
As the creature tossed James against the rock ledge, a horrible, monstrous idea trickled through his mind. 
Whey wasn’t the monster eating him like it did its other conquests? What other purpose could it have for what was left of his body? 
His mind turned this way and that. When it finally fell on a logical conclusion, it was the worst truth of them all. The beast was using him for something.
 It didn’t make sense why it wanted to keep him alone and alive in his cave. None of it made sense. Unless – this monster knew Stregone. 
Unless Stregone wanted to use James for bait. 
Was this an elaborate attempt to reel Evie in? 
James shook his head against the rock where he’d landed. There was only one person on Earth he knew might be crazy enough to save him. God no! And she was always determined to save him. She never gave up. “Oh! Evie.” 
A smile fit for Hell’s legions descended the beast’s face, pulling the corners of its maw to the sides. 
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It Is Time


The Haven – Thursday Later that morning – Evie 
A nervous agitation followed Evie like a cloud as she padded back to the conference room. It was only a few hours after their last meeting. Was it time to go to Hell? Were they ready? She ran a hand over the tight muscles at the back of her neck. Could they really pull this off? Toeing the edge of this cliff was one thing. Making the leap into action was another. 
“The reconnaissance team has returned.” Abigail started before anyone sat. “Sentinel Mattie will report their findings.” 
A small, black female sentinel stood. Mattie locked eyes with Evie. Her short-cropped hair framed her firm, don’t-mess-with-me expression in curls. “We do not have much time if we are going to successfully save James.” 
Evie stood just inside the door, and Caleb stepped around and slightly in front of her, as if he could shield her somehow from Mattie’s next words. She stepped out from behind him, and he sighed. Evie needed to be there front and center. She pushed forward until the front of her thighs met the edge of the long, mahogany, conference table. 
“Much you already know. The direst information has naught to do with the mortal’s physical injuries, though they are extensive.” Mattie gazed at Evie. 
Evie pressed her lips together, and then said, “We thought so.” 
“The beast who currently holds James captive, Balthazar, is a powerful Under Lord of Hell. If we are to save James Cabot, we must make our move within the week. Our informants indicate Balthazar returns from his sessions with the underlings soon.” As she finished, she seemed to float back into her seat. 
“Sure, send in a bunch of teenagers.” Caleb flopped into a chair and let it rock all the way back. 
“You are far from normal teenagers.” Mattie crossed her legs and spun her chair to face Caleb, undaunted.
He whispered to Evie. “I don’t know. This is so . . .” He curled his warm hand around hers, entwining their fingers together. 
Evie stared at their connected hands, and her shoulders dropped forward. “He’s lost, Caleb.”
“I only want—” They began at the same time. 
Caleb winced.
He was stuck in the past. She could understand because it sometimes blinded her too. “James can’t see the truth. The enemies’ lies leave him confused, surrounded by darkness.” 
“It was his choice.” 
“I know, but his choice is affecting the balance. It’s not only hurting him. It might hurt everyone on our team.” Caleb ran a hand through his hair, dropping his gaze to the table.
“We have a Creator who loves us and keeps us safe.”
His gaze cut to hers. “Will we be safe, though? On mission? In Hell?”
“We’ll be safe.”
Caleb’s expression shut down, and he shook his head.
“Sentinels surround us, guide us. No one is helping James.” 
“You tried, before.” Caleb whispered staring at his reflection in the table. 
“I did. I failed. I take full responsibility.” 
“No. That’s not what I meant. He had so many chances.”
Mattie cut in softly. “How many chances are too many when the world is at stake?”
Abigail nodded.
“The balance cannot fall to darkness. James is an integral part of the balance. He’s another lynchpin in the plan.” Mattie leaned forward in her chair.
Theo placed his elbows on the table. “You have the promise of the Almighty Creator, that He will work all things to your good.”
“We live in these promises, Caleb.” Evie squeezed his hand before pulling away. “We enjoy the ability to see through the lies. Can’t you see? We’re so blessed. James has no one. Nothing.” 
“I’m trying to keep you sa—” Caleb lowered his chin. A muscle worked in his jaw. “Why you?” Caleb’s words rasped as if they were shredded by a razor. His eyes cut to her and locked on as if her next words were a lifeline. 
Goosebumps rose along Evie’s arms and legs. A silent, peaceful calm rushed from her heart and warmed her chest, arms, and then legs. The Creator’s power washed over her, flowing through her. “Do you feel that?”
Caleb frowned.
“He’s here. God is with us.” Joy whispered through her as she smiled. Even Caleb’s expression softened. The sentinels glowed. Evie closed her eyes and let her head fall back as His presence warmed her. 
When she spoke again, her emotions were calm. Somehow, the numbness she’d been hiding fully subsided to let God’s light in. Her words flowed seamlessly. “I fear pain and loss too. But in a battle that isn’t against flesh and blood, we can’t allow fear to reign. We must hold on to His promises. And they are promises of good and love and hope. We have to let belief and faith lead us into the truth.” 
Caleb’s blue eyes sparkled with unshed tears. “I know.” His shoulders sank, deflated. “I believe.” He swallowed. “But what if you die? What if we all die?”
“Then we stand in heaven together knowing we did our best.” Evie gave him a small smile. She didn’t want it to end. They’d hardly lived. But if it was her destiny . . . “I can accept it, can you?”
“It’s a lot.”
“It is. But our promise is eternal life in heaven with a Father who loves us. We can sacrifice this light and momentary pain to help another out.”
Callie put a hand on Caleb’s shoulder. “We gotta help him.”
“Who else could?” Caleb shook his head. 
“Against all odds, we’ll make it through. We will go.” Please let us make it back. I want a life with Caleb. A long, happy life. “We will rescue James.” 
Caleb’s eyes widened.
Had he read her thoughts? She smiled at him. If he did, good. She had plans for him. 
His shoulders curved inward, his head low. He glanced at Callie who stood by Evie. “So, we’re going to Hell.” 
Abigail smiled. “Each of you should pack a survival bag. Be at the ready. We will call a meeting with your parents, give you some time to be with your families. Then when the timing is right, we’ll meet at the departure center.” Abigail stood, and the sentinels all rose with her. 
Before Abigail could leave, Evie had to ask. “Will the Fiery Realm have a portal like the one to the Haven?” Had anyone ever traveled there and returned? 
“It is a dangerous undertaking and would only occur in extreme and unique circumstances like what we face now. The guardians of the gate will escort you through the In Between to the gate, but beyond the gate is up to you.” Abigail slipped out, leaving the team silent and a bit lost.
Callie whispered. “What goes in a survival bag for Hell?”
Caleb stood and pulled Evie to face him, shaking his head at Callie. “No idea.” He smiled at Evie, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “I have a gift for you. I’ve been preparing it, but it’s almost ready.”
“Yeah? It’s not my birthday.” A thrill of excitement raced through her. She loved presents!
“I just wanted to get you something.” His smile took over his whole face making Evie smile with him. They were going to Hell. She was finally going to see her parents and brother, they all were. And Caleb got her a present. Two out of three were good. Not bad odds. 
He rounded the door without another word. Evie stared at the empty door frame. “Do I follow him?”
“This is hard on Caleb.” Callie stared at the empty door.
“It’s hard on everyone.” What was his gift? “He got me a present.”
Callie grinned. “Yep! You guys are getting serious!”
“Yeah – You don’t think . . . No.” Evie’s heart started pounding. “Do you think it’s a—”
“Ring!” Callie squealed and started for the door.
“No way. That can’t be it. It’s too soon. Right?”
Callie shrugged. “Going to Hell might speed the need to put a ring on it.”
Evie’s stomach fell. “No one wants to go to Hell, least of all me. But we are going to make it back.” Evie shoved her hands in her pockets. 
A soft voice whispered from a quiet sentinel suddenly in the door frame. Callie screeched. Evie startled and slammed him with the wind. Jacob stumbled backwards with a small smile. 
“Sorry!” Evie moved through the door and stopped in the hall her hands held out like she’d help him, but he was fine. 
“It is nothing.” Jacob was a blond-haired Greek-god-looking angel. He straightened his tunic.  “My team wanted you to know Tristen—”
“My brother.” Jacob was on the team tasked with watching over her family. “Is he okay?”
“He’s displayed an ability. Normally, he’d be older, but his interactions during the Battle with Stregone triggered him a bit early. A small contingent will escort him to the Haven.” His soft-spoken manner eased Evie’s heart. 
“Thanks.” 
He gave her a curt nod and disappeared. 
“Did you know they could do that?”
Callie shrugged. “You better go find Caleb and get your gift while you still can.” 
What could it be? “Yeah. You’re right.” She called over her shoulder and picked up the pace, curiosity powering each step. 
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Hope


The Haven – Thursday That Same Morning – Evie 
“You doing okay?” Caleb leaned in, his gaze earnest. A small smile tipped the corners of his lips.
She’d caught up to him just fine. He’d been waiting, propped against an oak tree. “Define okay?” Evie chuckled, and his small smile grew. He pushed off and began walking in the same direction she turned. 
After the awakening of her heart in the presence of the Creator, everything seemed muted again. She was back to just surviving. Pushing herself, she tried to touch her excitement again, get back to feeling alive and vibrant, but it just skittered out of reach. With a sigh, she glanced at him. What was this present? What if she wasn’t ready for it? What if it was too extravagant? 
All too quickly his smile was overtaken by a frown. 
She spoke whatever popped in her head, covering up anything he might have heard in her thoughts. “Yeah. I’m fine.” He locked eyes with her. “So, where’s this present?”
His face exploded in a full smile. “I can’t wait to show you. Come on.” He took her hand and led her along the sidewalk. 
“Caleb, slow down.” Evie laughed.
He gave her a Cheshire grin. “Sorry.” He slowed, matching her pace.
The brilliant sunshine of the crisp winter morning sent prisms shimmering along the ice crystals coating the grass and fallen leaves, making the world magical. Her breath frosted in the air. “I’m excited to see what you got.” 
A mischievous grin took over his face. 
Evie frowned. “It’s not too much is it?” Bubbles of excitement tickled her stomach. 
“You’re going to freak!”
She was on overload with everything that was going on. A big surprise felt like a lot, but Caleb’s joy was contagious. Through him, she was able to feel the flicker of some life. She couldn’t get enough of him when he was like this.
He grinned. 
“You heard that huh?”
“Yep! No take backs!” He turned, grabbed her hand, and pulled her down the sidewalk.
Evie laughed. “I’ll take it back if I want to.” She punched him playfully in his arm with her free hand.
He spun her into him. 
“Nice dance moves.”
He captured her in a warm embrace, the chill in the air a distant memory. “Nope.” 
She tilted her head. “What were we talking about?”
He chuckled. His lips came close enough to brush her own. “No take backs. Not gonna happen.”
She willed him to kiss her.
His lips brushed hers and a tingle ran along her spine, warming everything it touched. He deepened the kiss, and Evie curled her arms around his back, running her fingertips along the hard muscles there. 
He put some space between him and her, chuckling. “Don’t you want to see your present?” 
Evie pulled him back to her and rested her cheek on his chest. “Definitely, but I also love it when you’re like this.” She sighed. Her heart ached for their future. Why couldn’t things just be easier? Normal?
“I don’t know.” He whispered into the top of her hair, clearly responding to her thoughts. “But, if you’re ready to go, there’s something amazing inside my dorm.” 
Her heart raced. She spun away from him, clamped a hand in his, and pulled him toward his dorm. 
His chuckle turned into laughter as he followed her toward his dorm with a squeeze of her hand. When she slowed outside his building, he pulled her through the double front doors, and for the first time, she entered Malickime Hall. 
It was weird being in the boy’s building. But his exuberance carried them both through the lounge and up the stairs to his door, Room 619. They stood just outside where a sudden awkwardness descended on them. Evie’d never been in his room - Haven’s rules. 
“Oh.” Caleb ran a hand through his hair. “Right. I forgot about the rules.” 
Evie smiled. She could go into his dorm room with him. She could just see what he got her. Maybe it would be okay to be in his room this one time. Maybe they’d kiss some more and . . .
“No—” He squeezed his eyes shut and gripped the back of his neck. “They’re right. We can’t break the rules. Let me get her—”
“Her?”
“Oh no you don’t. You’re not getting a single clue out of me.” He spun and slipped just inside the door.
Evie stared at her empty hands but when Caleb turned she finally peeked up at him. 
He braced both arms against the doorframe, a huge grin on his face. It fell when he noticed her expression. 
“You’re right.” She couldn’t help the disappointment. She’d wanted to go in. See his room, learn a bit more about him. 
Caleb stepped in front of her, standing so close they were almost touching. “I want you to come in.” He ran a hand through his hair. “You have no idea, but . . .” 
His face was so serious and close, staring at her as if he was waging a war. “It’s okay, really—”
Caleb placed warm hands on her cheeks, tilting her face to his. Soft lips tickled across her own. Butterflies with featherlight wings launched inside of her, whispering across her chest. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer, pressing against his lips as if they were an anchor for their future. A kiss couldn’t be the key to every answer, the hope of a love forever, but in that moment, it was to her. 
Caleb wrapped his arms around her back, deepening the kiss, drawing her body flush to his. His scent wrapped her in a spell winding her heart higher. Her arms wound of their own accord around his neck, twining her fingers into his hair. Evie wasn’t sure where he began, and she ended. This. This was what she needed more of in her life. 
A throat cleared nearby.
Caleb pulled back. A sheepish grin swept across his features. He turned to the intruder. “Sorry.” 
Evie giggled. 
Caleb took her hand, and they walked toward the lounge together. He stopped in front of the large window. “Wait right here. Okay?”
Evie nodded. Her lips were tingling. He leaned into her, his hands on her arms. She stood on tiptoes. If she had to wait there, then he should stay with her. 
“I’m going to go get your present.” Caleb chuckled.
She let her eyes drift close. “Fine.” She smiled. “Go, but don’t be long.” When nothing happened for a second, she peeked her eyes open to find him staring at her. 
“You’re so beautiful.” 
She giggled. 
“No. I mean it.” His lips curled in a delicious smile. “I love your freckles, when you have that contented smile, and your frizzy hair.”
“My frizzy hair?” She was laughing now. “You have the best compliments.”
He swiped a hand through the air as if washing the words away. “You know what I mean.” 
She grinned. “I think I do.”
He leaned into her and bopped her nose. “I love you in sweatpants eating popcorn watching old movies.”
“You do, do you? Well, I love me like that too.” 
He chuckled. “And I love you being brave, although I’d prefer you to be a little less. I do love how determined you are and how frustrating you can be. Scratch that. I don’t like how frustrating you can be.” He frowned.
Evie shook her head. “So, you love me?”
Caleb laughed. “Yep. You’re stuck with me.”
“It’s a good thing.” His eyebrows sprang up. Inwardly, she nodded. This was what she was waiting for. The right moment to say, “Cause I love you too.” Evie pushed to her tiptoes and met Caleb in a kiss that whispered of promises and passion. 
Caleb only pulled away when the kiss became fervent, and someone, probably trying to use the lounge too, cleared their throat. 
A hot flush raced across Evie’s cheeks. “I’m gonna get kicked out of the boys dorm.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
Caleb grinned. “It’d be worth it.” He spun on his heel and was down the hall in a second. 
Evie bit her lip. She considered the couch, but she was too amped to sit. Outside the crystal world was melting as the winter sun slipped higher in the sky. A cloud of birds weaved in and out of one another in a mesmerizing dance. 
A minute later, the familiar sparkle of chemistry whispered through the room. It was like a ray of sunlight warming her back and tickling all her senses. Something yapped or yelped, and she spun. “What was that!”
In Caleb’s arms sat the tiniest bundle of wiggling fur. “It’s a girl. I’m not finished training her yet, but I couldn’t keep her to myself anymore.”
“Caleb! You got me a puppy!” Evie squealed. “That’s the blackest cotton ball of fur I’ve ever seen.” She stole the puppy from Caleb. “Where’s her face?” 
A tiny pink spot no bigger than her pinky swept out and licked Evie on her lips. She laughed and pulled the puppy away to arm’s length. “Hi there little one.” 
“I wanted to help you. You’ve been struggling with . . . things. I knew you’d love her.” Caleb ran a hand through his hair, grinning, leaning back against the wall, taking her response in.  
“I love her so much! Wait! Can we have dogs here? I haven’t seen a single one.” What if she had to give her up? Did he think about the rules? Had he checked? “What about potty training? I’ve never had a dog before. Tristen was ill, and we didn’t have time, and—”
Caleb placed his hands on her shoulders. “You’re not alone. I’ve had a dog my entire childhood. In fact, I’ve had her here for a week. I was going to train her for you first, but then you were going to miss all the funny, little antics, and we’re going to Hell, and—”
Evie smiled and cradled her new baby. 
“She’s brought me so much joy to have the little bugger to love. I couldn’t keep her to myself anymore.” He nuzzled her nose. “Dogs always make tough things better.”
She took in the tiny black triangle of a nose, the teeny toenails as sharp as razors, and the one floppy ear. Her face fell. “I’ll have to leave her. We both will.” 
“Well, that’s true. But we’ll get to return to her. Right?” He cocked an eyebrow at her. 
Evie nuzzled her nose in the now sleeping pup’s fur. “Is this why you got her? To give us a reason to return.” Evie gently slid her hand across the pup’s fur and watched him carefully. In a whisper, she said, “We’ll return to her.”
“No. I mean, that’s not why I got her.” Caleb’s voice was quiet. “With your family gone and the nightmares, I wanted you to have something, someone by your side. You know. When I couldn’t be.”
“Awe, Caleb.” She wanted to hug him but didn’t want to wake the puppy.
“I’m training her to be a therapy dog. I’ve read the manuals. I’m still going to train her, but I just couldn’t hide her anymore. Not from you. Not when you needed something wonderful like Hope in your life.”
“You named her Hope?” Evie’s heart melted. “It’s the perfect name.” She whispered to the little bundle warming her arms. 
“Listen.”
“I have been listening.”
He blew out a breath. “I want to keep you safe, to help you heal.”
“You are.”
A crease between his brows eased. “Isn’t Hope amazing?”
Hope yawned in Evie’s arms and pressed her tiny nose into the crook of her elbow. “I love her.”
“I love you.” 
“You already said that.” Evie shot him a cheeky grin.
“It’s worth saying over and over again. I’ll do anything to keep you safe.”
“She’s perfect, Caleb. Thank you. Thank you so much!” Evie rubbed gentle circles into Hope’s fur. “What are we going to do with her while we’re gone?”
“I’ll find someone to watch her, maybe the sentinels, or a younger member of the Keepers.”
Evie frowned. “Maybe, Tristen. Jacob just told me he’ll be here.” 
Behind Caleb was a box with all Hope’s necessities. 
“Oh! You thought of everything.”
He grinned. “I tried to.”
A tear traced Evie’s cheek. “This is the perfect gift. How’d you know I needed her?”
He shrugged. “I just know you. The rest was a bit of a gamble.”
Evie rested Hope in her box and wound her arms around Caleb’s waist. “Thank you.” She rested her head against his chest. No one had ever given her such a wonderful gift in her life. Never. 
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Family and Friends


The Haven – Thursday Afternoon – Evie 
Evie stared out the window of Callie’s room. “After the family picnic we’re going to go see Caleigha. I need some advice.” She turned to Callie who was buried in her closet, digging through a pile of clothing. 
“I have jeans in here somewhere.” Callie tossed a cape, three uniform shirts, and a pair of undies into a heap on the floor of her bedroom. “I swear they’re in here!”
Evie grinned. “Want some help?”
“Nah.” Callie moved deeper into the walk-in. “Ah! Found them.” She came out hugging them to her chest. 
“So, Abigail is hosting the picnic with our families and has given her blessing for a side trip to Caleigha all for this afternoon? Really packing it in isn’t she?” Callie stared consideringly out the window.
“What is it?”
Callie paused, checking the preparations for the picnic on the quad. “Do you think she thinks we won’t make it back?” She locked eyes with Evie. “My parents won’t come to a picnic for fun. If they knew . . .” Callie threw the pile of clothing back in her closet.  
“Yes.” Evie frowned. 
Callie absorbed the affirmation like a curse. “That’s not good.” She slid on the jeans, slapped on a brown leather belt, and put on a long-sleeve dress shirt with avant-garde shapes. She left the top three buttons undone. 
Evie shook her head. Callie’s parents were always busy working. It was a problem when they were all living at home. Now, it made it impossible for Callie to connect with her family. Evie’s heart sank. 
Callie, peering at her reflection in the mirror, dragged a brush through her hair. “You better get ready. Your family will be here in fifteen minutes.”
Evie pulled herself off the bed and opened her bag. “You’re right.” She had packed so they could get ready together. She slipped on black leggings and a simple, violet cotton dress. 
“You’re going in that?” Callie covered her right eyelashes in mascara. 
“Mom bought me this dress for my birthday.” 
“Ah. Okay. Good choice then. Today, it’s all about the family.”
“For me maybe, but for you, it looks like it might be all about someone named Eli.” Evie tossed Callie’s pillow at the back of her head. 
“Hey!” Callie grinned. “You’re gonna make me poke out my own eye!” 
Evie gave her a smug look. “Do you still plan on joining my family?”
“Yep. After I meet Eli’s.” Callie coated her left eyelashes, and then handed the mascara to Evie. “Need some?”
“Nah.” Evie bit her lip. “It’ll be good to see them.”
Five minutes later, they stepped out into the quad. The hum of excited voices wafted through the cold air. 
Callie gripped her arms around herself. “The sun makes it look warm outside. But it’s so cold!”
Evie waved at Caleb. “That’s why everyone’s wearing coats.” Evie chuckled as Callie slipped over to Eli’s side. 
“Evie!” Tristen, Evie’s little brother, came running at her. His arms wrapped around her legs, pinning her to the bottom of the stairs. 
“Hey kiddo.” She scooched and wrapped her arms around him. “Come on. Let me say hi to Mom and Dad too.”
“No.” Tristen smirked. “I’m going to stay here at the Haven now.”
“I heard.” Evie fought a frown. This was supposed to be happy family time. “That’s great! You’ll need to spend time with Mom and Dad too then.” 
Her mom and dad met her at the bottom of the stairs. “Evie.” They enfolded her in their arms, and they stood there, the four of them, wrapped in one another, soaking in the feeling of family. Something Evie would have never imagined she’d miss so hard and so often. 
Her dad caught her by the shoulders and walked her off to the side of the quad. Her mother gave him a conspiratorial glance and then checked on everyone else, making sure they were involved with their own families before following him to Evie’s other side. Tristen stepped on Evie’s foot and didn’t move until she messed up his hair. He curled into her. “What about Callie?” Evie asked her dad.
“We’ll get her in a minute. We want to have some alone family time.” A deep crease lined her father’s forehead. 
“What’s going on Evie?” Her mother rounded out their family circle and dove right in. 
“A lot of things are going on. Are you talking about something in particular?” Because no one was supposed to know about their trip into Hell. No one except the sentinels. 
“I heard the sentinels discussing a huge, upcoming mission. Are you a part of that mission? It sounds really dangerous.” Her mom grew quiet when her father wrapped an arm around her.
What was she supposed to say? She was a demon warrior. Of course, she would be in danger at times. “Mom. You’re not supposed to eavesdrop on the sentinels.”
Her mother blushed. “Well, I couldn’t exactly not hear what they were talking about right next to us.” 
“Well, I am a part of that mission, but risks have been assessed, and there is a good plan in place. When dealing with demons, everything is a risk. Nowhere is exactly safe. But we are trained, and I’m ready to lead the team where we need to go in order to protect the balance.” 
Her father smiled. “Wow.” He knocked her on her shoulder gently with a fist. “You really sound the part kiddo.” 
Evie’s cheeks heated. “I’m doing my best, Dad.”
“We know you are.” Her mother caught her cheeks in her hands. “We just worry. We’ll pray for your mission.” Her mother squared her shoulders. 
“Thank you, Mom. That’s exactly what I need, what the whole team needs.” 
 “Oh! Wait! Hope!” They had to meet the puppy. She turned toward the dorms, and over her shoulder, she called, “Be right back.” 
“Evie.” Her mother started to follow her. 
Evie was inside and back out only a minute later. A squirming black bundle hoisted to her chest. A bright pink tongue already licked out in anticipation of meeting new people. 
“This is Hope. Caleb got her for me. He’s training her to be a sort of therapy support dog.”
A shadow passed behind her mother’s eyes before they softened, and she scooped the bundle into her arms. “What a wonderful gift! But won’t it be a lot with the mission and all?”
“The mission won’t be long. Isn’t it a super sweet, incredibly thoughtful gift? We have to figure out who’ll take care of her when we’re gone, but we’ll come up with a plan.” She picked Hope up and snuggled into her soft puppy hair. “I was thinking you might want to watch her for me Trist.”
“Oh man! Yes! One hundred thousand percent yasss!” Tristen picked Hope up and spun with her. “We’re going to be best friends.” 
“It’ll only be for a day or so.” Evie smiled at Tristen already playing and trying to train the puppy.
“So, you guys are pretty serious.” Her mom said, wrapping her arm around Evie’s shoulders. Tristen nuzzled into Hope’s soft fur. 
“Yeah. We are.” 
“We need to go see him.” Her dad said to her mom. 
“Oh, no. Let him be with his family today. We’ll have plenty of time for you to have your scare-the-boyfriend talk.” Because today wasn’t the day to add any more stress to anyone. 
Her father nodded, seeming to catch her vibe. 
They spent the hour playing with the puppy, catching up on each other’s lives, eating salty beef hotdogs and barbecue chips while making plans to get together again soon, something they may never actually get to do if this next mission didn’t go well. Soon the individual families grouped around one another, spread out and everyone mingled with everyone like one big happy family. It was exactly what Evie imagined heaven would be like – minus the cold air, hotdogs, and potato chips.
[image: image-placeholder]Even tired, Evie was excited to visit Caleigha. Her wisdom and advice born from her long service as a Balance Keeper helped save them during the Battle at the Fortress. But it was their instant camaraderie that had Evie adopting her as her honorary grandmother. A rare smile she felt to her toes stayed on her lips. Family and Caleigha in one day. It was just the medicine she needed to get through this next mission.
“You ready?” Callie flopped on her desk chair and spun in a circle.
Evie grabbed her purse. “I’m glad we get to do all this. I needed it.”
“Your parents are amazing. Mine would have spent the hour grilling Eli.” Callie rolled her eyes, opening the door.  
“Yeah. I lucked out with my parents, but I did have to stop Dad from having the scare-the-boyfriend talk.” Parents were all the same. 
“I know.” Callie closed the door behind them.
All too quickly, they were parking their borrowed yellow Corvette outside Caleigha’s shop. Its weathered sign danced in the ice-cold breeze. Evie shivered.
“Cal’s Heavenly Treasures. What a great name for an antique shop run by a retired Balance Keeper.” Callie pushed the door open and slipped inside. “I wish you brought me when you came last time.”
“I’m sorry. How many times am I going to have to apologize?”
Callie twisted to give Evie a skeptical eye. “Just a million.”
“I see. Well, only a few thousand left to go then.”
They didn’t have a lot of time. Abigail could contact them at any moment, and with the clock ticking, pressure and tension were building. The evening sun cast long, wide beams through the shop window, its red and oranges shimmering across the trinkets and treasures as if the precious world itself were about to go up in flames. 
Caleigha called out. “Over here.” She was shuffling through something behind the checkout counter, bent over, and out of sight.
“Caleigha, it’s so good to see you.” 
Evie brushed her fingertips along several beautifully hand carved African Elephants and lingered before a picturesque landscape of the African Safari. How did Cal acquire such amazing art? “I love the new pieces.” Evie’s heart pinched. Caleb would have liked them too. 
“Oh, thank you dear. It’s lovely to see you again.” Caleigha’s red face peeked from behind the counter. Wild, wispy, fly-away, gray hair stood out in every direction. A dazzling smile met Evie, but it fell almost immediately. “I hope things are well. Is Caleb with you?” 
“Not today.”
Caleigha’s gaze caught behind Evie. “You brought a new friend.”  
“Caleigha, this is Callie. Callie, this is Caleigha.” 
“Wow dear, that’s a tongue twister.”
Callie walked up and held her hand out to Caleigha. “Hello, nice to meet you.”
“Oh,” Caleigha clasped Callie’s hand. “So nice to meet you dear, and how you’ve rescued me from this newest selection of inventory. I wasn’t sure I could do it all on my own!” Caleigha huffed, brushing her hands on her dress. 
“We’d be happy to help.” Callie smiled and leaned against the counter. “Where can I get started? Evie wants to talk to you for a while.” 
“Here, this is the inventory list. Check where items should be displayed and confirm they are, in fact, on the shelves. Confirm pretty much everything this silly paper says is in here.” Grimacing, Caleigha tossed the papers at Callie. “Thank you, dear!” 
Callie laughed. “Got it. Now, you two talk. I’ll take care of everything else. There isn’t much time left in today.” 
“Bless you dear.” Caleigha chuckled, turning to Evie, tossing the brochures and old mail out of the two seats and into an empty box. She sat with a huff and patted the cushion next to her. “I have been up to my elbows in this new order. But that’s neither here nor there. Goodnight! What must be going on to bring this expression to your face Evie? So serious! So somber! Whatever has happened can’t be that bad. Tell me, what’s going on.” 
It was too hard to hold Caleigha’s penetrating gaze. Evie turned to watch Callie move methodically through the shop. “I’ve been kind of having some sort of semi-prophetic visions, and we might be traveling to Hell soon to rescue James.” 
“Might be?”
“We are. Soon.” 
“I see.” 
The backs of Evie’s eyes prickled. “Oh! And my brother, who is only nine, just displayed an ability and is moving to the Haven soon. Everything is so—” 
“Intertwined?” Caleigha patted Evie on the knee with her almost translucent, gnarled hand. “Let’s help Callie. Six hands make the work go much faster. Then let’s talk after I’ve had a chance to pray about your mission and your brother.” 
“But I didn’t really ask anything—”
“Oh pish posh dear. The Creator knows. Come now.” Caleigha stood and bent back behind the counter. 
Evie sighed. “Sounds good.” 
They worked hard for an hour and a half in silence. Every minute of the day until now was filled with someone or something. The noise and movement kept Evie from her own thoughts and feelings. Maybe, she’d been avoiding the quiet – afraid of what might be hiding inside of her. Surprisingly though, the quiet time at the shop somehow worked miracles on her heart. Where despair once lived, hope took root. “Well, I guess we’re almost to closing and dinner time.” Evie smiled. “Any divine response?” She placed the last of the beautifully hand-painted ostrich eggshells into the display case. 
“Grab Callie. Let’s have a quick cup of tea and chat.” 
With warm tea in each of their hands, they all sat together. “In all of my time in the field as a Balance Keeper, we never did experience a perfect plan from beginning to end.” Caleigha twisted the tea bag string around her cup’s handle. “We had some doozies.” She smiled. Her eyes focused on a time a million miles away.
Evie started to speak, but Caleigha held out her hand.
“Life is messy. Faith, as you’ve already learned, is how you get through it without falling to pieces. The missions we completed came with the perfect measure of strength and knowledge at exactly the right time and not a split-second sooner. The people on my team and the sentinels who helped and guided us all came to the table with everything required to fulfill our callings.”
“But a journey to the eternal lake of fire is unprecedented.”
“Yes. I have no memory of such a trip.” Caleigha folded her hands in her lap, her tea forgotten.  
“How do we know it’ll work out? A trip as dangerous as this must surely end in some kind of—” Evie wouldn’t say it, couldn’t. 
“Loss. Death. Eternity.”
Evie dropped her chin, gazing at her knuckles. Each of Caleigha’s words held too much power, and she wasn’t going to lose anyone. Not again. “It’s the first mission I’m leading, ever, and I’m just me.” 
“Is it though? A leader leads their whole life. What is it you think a leader does?”
“Has the answers for one thing. Confidence. Knows the right direction.” 
“Hm. Those are very nice, but what does a leader do when they don’t have those things, because they won’t always.” 
“I can’t do Stregone all over again. I can’t—”
“My, my. Definitely not with that attitude. I see the problem.”
Evie searched Caleigha’s face. “I’m not sure you do.” Evie dropped her head into her hands. 
“My dear, a leader who follows our Creator doesn’t lean on their own understanding. We are too small and self-centered to develop the perspective we need to understand, to really understand.” Caleigha patted Evie’s hand. “But you’ve been chosen to lead because you were born to lead. Trust you were created for this and find the leader already inside of you. She’s there. Dig deep. You’ll find her.” 
 “Our last battle nearly killed us.” Evie’s voice whispered through the shop. “What if it is God’s will we die? What if His plan—What if it’s our last . . . our final mission?”
“Everyone dies. One day, you will fight your final battle. Is it today, tomorrow, some other day? Only He knows?” Caleigha shrugged. “What I know for certain, is when you’ve been called you’ve been equipped. As the leader you must believe there is a way even when you don’t feel confident or know the right direction. You are the leader because inside of you exists the right measure of what your team needs to make it through.” Caleigha held out her hand to stay Evie’s words. “Now, now. It is true. Some people die. Bad things happen all the time. But there’s your choice. When you feel like you’ve got nothing, your attitude and whether you believe, trust, and live-in faith are always daily choices you get to make. The rest is covered in promises. He knows the number of our days, and nothing can change it. What is to be, will be.” 
Evie nodded. Dying was the easy part. She didn’t want to die, but she was willing. What was hard . . . really, extremely, impossibly hard? Dying for a man who didn’t deserve it. Even harder was the idea of losing someone she loved for him. Why did it have to be her? Her team? “Thank you, Caleigha. Deep down, I think I’m starting to get to know the leader inside of me. I sense her. But . . .” 
“You don’t want to save James.”
“Of course, I do.” 
“No, you want someone else to save him.”
Heat raced over Evie’s cheeks. She didn’t want to speak about the flickers of truth hidden in the dark recesses of her mind. “Why me?”
“My child, why not you?” 
Caleigha’s kind gray eyes wormed under Evie’s defenses. She shook her head, unable to resist rolling her eyes. “Okay, but then, how do I do this angry? Because it’s completely unfair for the victim to be sent to save the perpetrator.” 
“Are you a victim? Or did you survive a battle against the enemy?” 
Callie speared Caleigha with a sharp glare. “They are the same.” 
“They aren’t. How you view yourself determines a lot.” Caleigha rubbed her knuckles. 
“Okay. Well, I’m still angry.” 
“Our Creator is okay with that. He’s big enough and strong enough to take on your anger and love you through your healing whatever that looks like. So, give it to Him. Tell Him how you feel and ask Him to free you from it so you can do what you need to.” 
Callie bristled.
Caleigha didn’t bat an eye. “You are both his daughters, and he loves you beyond anything you’ll ever understand on this side of heaven.” 
Evie sighed. This wasn’t what she wanted for an answer. Where was a quick fix when she needed it? “Okay. Fine. I’m the leader because I was created to be. But I’m still struggling.” Evie ended in a whisper, the words almost refusing to come out. 
A chill ran down her spine. What was this mission going to reveal in her? How was it going to form her into a new version of herself? Because spiritual lessons did that. They were a frightening experience. One she would never take lightly again. 
“Sweetheart.” Caleigha chuckled. “Your Creator has you. He won’t let you fall. He won’t leave your side. You keep on keeping on. Ask the hard questions. But know, He’s there for you every single step of the way helping you become loving, joyful, peaceful, patient, kind, gentle, good, faithful, and self-controlled. You will never be alone.” 
“What if this mission, what we are learning, how we are growing and healing in the faith pulls Caleb and me apart?” Dusk was throwing its shade over everything. Evie was almost out of time. 
“You’re both traveling the path of growth. Be patient. He will come around if he truly loves you, and it is God’s will.” 
“I feel like we’re being tested.” Evie balled her fists.
“I believe, we all are.” Caleigha’s quiet voice was full of concern. “Focus on what you know to be true, the rest will sort itself out. And remember, we’re called to love our enemies. We’re urged to do good to them and bless them, to pray for them.” 
They were. Man, it was hard. But it was the truth. Something wholesome and healthy swelled in Evie’s breast. “Again, Caleigha, how would I ever figure this stuff out without you.” She checked on Callie. She’d been so quiet. 
“We all are in various stages of growth, with the pains to prove it. Even those of us who are past our prime.” Caleigha’s wrinkles folded into deep crevices as she smiled. “It’s why we shouldn’t judge. It’s like judging a half-baked cake, soggy in the middle. It would never win the cake baking competition.” 
Evie couldn’t help laughing.
“That’s a good metaphor.” Callie smiled. 
Caleigha grabbed Callie’s hand and pulled them both into a hug. “You’ll be fine.” 
“Thank you, Caleigha.” Evie pulled away and dusted her hands off on her jeans. 
“Yes, dear. Now, it seems you might need to get going. And thank you for your help today! This new inventory was trying to bury me alive.” 
As they walked out of the shop, Evie sighed. “So, how are you doing with all of this? Has it hit you as hard as it’s hitting me?” 
The door jingled as it closed behind Callie. “I’m fine.” Her forehead creased and her chin trembled. 
“Fine, huh? Well, if or when you want to talk, I’m here for you.” 
“I know. I’m just used to . . .” Callie wrapped Evie in a hug. 
The sign to Caleigha’s shop swung in the breeze with a loud squeak. They both jumped. “Geez, that scared the garbage out of me.” Evie laughed, pushing the image from a recent vision, the creature’s long talon piercing her shoulder, from her mind. She took Callie’s hand. “We’re in this together.” It’s what Callie had said to her when they first arrived at the Haven. Now, it was her turn to say it to Callie. “No one needs to be the strong one all the time.”
“I’m not quite ready to go back to the Haven.” Callie whispered. “I am freaked out. You’re right. But what do we do about it? I should be stronger.”
“You can’t always be the strong one.”
Callie looked up sharply. “Right. The idea of going into . . .” 
“It’s okay. We can stay a minute before we go.” 
The bell jingled behind them, and they turned to find Caleigha leaning out of her shop. “Girls, one more thing, you’re handcrafted by God. Your strengths, weaknesses, desires, hopes, dreams were all stirred into your hearts like a map of your destiny.” 
“Thank you.” Callie whispered.
Caleigha came out of her shop to hug Callie. “Oh, these faces. Girls! We have to do better. They might freeze in these frowns. Don’t let the darkness turn you into something ugly and unidentifiable. The enemy is always working to undo God’s creation. To find your way, listen in the quiet, follow a slower, less popular path, and always act in love for one another with thankfulness.” 
Evie smiled. “Okay. That we can do.” They both waved and stepped off the sidewalk. 
Caleigha sent her wrinkles dancing as she smiled and called. “Many blessings on your journey. I’ll be praying for you, all of you.” 
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New Vision


The Haven – Thursday Night – Evie 
Hard rock bit into her knees and palms. Fire’s red glow covered every inch of the cave. Heat burned her bare flesh, and she gritted her teeth, studying where she’d landed this time.
The shadows of the darkest corner hid her where she was tucked against the cave wall. The fire’s light was low, barely illuminating her surroundings. She crouched there, hiding. 
This time, she’d ascertain James’s exact whereabouts. This time, she’d come back with actionable intel. Let this be the cave James was in. Was he still alive? Would he survive a dangerous rescue attempt? 
A familiar rock ledge caught her attention, and she moved toward it. This was where he’d been laying during her last visit. Her breath caught. Now, a shrunken lump lay crumpled on top of the ledge. Images of long talons and maws filled with too many teeth resurfaced in her mind. One would easily hack off his legs. She shuddered. Was he still alive?
Evie’s breath came in short spurts. She reached out a trembling hand determined to turn him toward her, his body curled against the rock. For the team and the risks they were about to take, she couldn’t leave anything to chance. She swallowed. It stuck in her dry throat. There was only an inch between her hand and his shoulder, but she couldn’t bring herself to touch him, to pull his body toward her. 
Instead, she examined the blood splatter raked across the rock and wall. Only a fatal wound could create a pattern like that. It made her head spin. 
Faint, almost inaudible, mutterings of a raspy voice pulled her attention back to the lump on the ledge. “It doesn’t matter. You aren’t real. It doesn’t matter. You aren’t real. It doesn’t matter. You aren’t real.” The chanting barely whispered out of James as he tightened his grip on his legs, pulling himself into a tiny ball.
He was alive. The truth barely registered before his words sank in. Had the place already driven him mad? 
A new heat buffeted and blistered across the cavern. Like the fallout from a blast detonated somewhere nearby, a flash of light illuminated the dark tunnel and cave. Her hand brushed against James.
“Go away.” James recoiled.
Why would he want her to leave? 
“Will nothing stop this torment? Leave me! Leave me alone! Let me burn!”
“No.” She held out her hands.
“I hate you!” He uncoiled and shouted. “Get away from me!” His eyes were wide, his hands limp at his sides. 
Evie slid along the ledge, moving closer to his face. “I’m here—”
“No! No! No!” He flailed at her, screaming, forcing her to stay away. When she moved out of his reach, he turned his fists on himself, hitting his head. 
When she moved closer, he hissed at her, launching off the ledge and out of her reach. “Memories. Miserable memories. Godforsaken memories. Why? Why? Why didn’t I—” A sobbing wail wrenched from his lips.
Evie stopped, her heart pounding her ribs. Her breath came in shallow gasps. She followed after him, hugging the shadows as much as possible. There was no telling why James stayed in the cave. He could move. But for some reason, he didn’t leave. Discarded bones along the walls and around the fire at the center of the larger portion of the cavern rattled her more than she would like to admit. 
James sat curled until his head was between his knees. His words came in pants. “Okay . . . Can’t hurt her . . . not real. Shuffle. Shuffle. Death and trouble . . .”
“What’s not real?” How did he get so bad so fast?
“World of rubble . . . Comes too close. Can’t take more. Can’t. Can’t.” His beating fists moved to his chest and leg.
“Stop.” She was now an arm’s length away.
James peered at her through his hair. His shoulders caved as he tried to shrink away. His arms tightened in a death grip around himself. 
“I’m not going to hurt you.” He was like a wild animal. 
He became a small ball again, almost hidden in the shadows. He shifted like he might look up, but he never connected with her eyes. No. His gaze focused just over her shoulder. “Can’t hurt Evie. Can’t hurt what’s not real . . . Not real. You’re not real.” 
His words compelled her to follow his gaze. But before she made a move, less than a heartbeat later, searing pain pierced her shoulder. Her battle shriek exploded into the cave walls, which threw the sound back at her tenfold. 
You sssmell different. The beast used its claw in her shoulder to pick her up. The pain was so great white stars danced in Evie’s vision, and she panted trying to force herself to stay present. It raised her to its bull like nostrils and drew a few strands of her hair into its slimy nose as it took a long deep inhale.
Alone there, James useless, she’d have to find a way to rescue herself, but every possible scenario was bleak at best. She might try and twist her body off the beast’s claw, leaping in front of James, shoving with her foot against the beast behind her and catching herself on the ledge . . . But Hollywood hero moves like those had no place in Hell. Here, it would take more than tricks and camera angles to be freed. 
How soon until she woke in her own world? She’d found James alive and in the same cavern. Wasn’t there anything else to get from this vision? 
James stood, his arms and legs bone thin. A drawn and tortured expression preceded a series of emotions flitting across his features. His eyes landed on her. Realization dawned. His face dropped as he processed Evie dangling from the beast’s claw. 
“Wrong.” Understanding and shame crumpled his features. His brow creased, and he drew his lips back in a scream. 
“No. James, it’s okay.” She was there but not for long. If any of her other visions were any indication, she was about to disappear due to her wounds. 
His teeth clenched, and a familiar muscle leapt in his jaw. His gaze shifted to the beast. As darkness stole her from the vision, two things happened. James sighed in relief, and the beast’s dark chuckle filled her mind.
That chuckle held a promise to chase her. It vowed to enjoy every last moment of her torture and torment. And something behind it, hidden in the depths of his spirit, something only her discernment could catch, flickered forward. And as its presence evaporated from her mind, a crystal-clear view of the beast’s intentions radiated through Evie. James was bait. Bait to catch her. 
Her discernment identified the demon as Balthazar. Battles, war, and destruction were its middle names. He planned to use her to bring about the apocalypse. 
[image: image-placeholder]Evie winced, pulsing pain in her shoulder stealing the oxygen from her lungs. She gasped. Her shoulder! The beast’s claw pierced her. Where was she now? 
Goosebumps fought a sheen of sweat in a war over her skin. She stood trembling in the moonlight now casting its beams across her bed. Her book discarded by the pillow. The skin at the back of her neck was tight. A drop of sweat trickled down her temple.
Sweat.
In and out. In and out. Her heart skittered across its beats, forming one long line of thu-thu-thu. There was no time for the mp-mp-mp. Another inhale. She’d escaped once again. 
What would happen if the whole team walked into Balthazar’s cave? Would they walk out again? Would they be the same people? A bone deep ache settled deep in her muscles and across her blistering hot skin. She dropped into her favorite chair by the window. The sky glittered with stars in a poisonous dark background. Fat, bulbous clouds ate away at the edges of the starlight, threatening to steal all the light away from the night. 
Every joint screamed in protest as she moved her arms carefully to rest on the table. Her shoulder throbbed. Help. She needed help. But who? Caleb who hated when she got hurt? No. Callie who was just starting to come to terms with her own demons? Evie shook her head. They’d all say the same thing. Wait on God’s timing. She clenched her jaw.
As if it were whispered into her mind, Abigail’s name came unbidden. She’d come when Evie called her in the gas station battle against James. Maybe she could call her again. It was time to rescue James. She’d give the intel and get the help she needed, two birds with one stone. “Abigail, please help me.” Evie spoke quietly into the emptiness of her room. 
A moment later, when nothing happened, Evie grimaced. What would her mom do? She always seemed to have it together when the world was falling apart. Evie’s mind traced carefully over the days Tristen suffered with Leukemia and landed on the day he was given his license to live a long and beautiful life. She smiled. Every time something went wrong, her mom prayed. Evie bowed her head and asked for help.
“Evie.” Abigail’s voice uttering the single word whispered hope into Evie’s sleeping room. The puppy stirred, barked once, then settled back into her dreams. 
“Abigail, I had another dream.” She whispered. “My fever, it’s too high . . . I can’t . . .” Her words were raspy, her lips dry and cracked. 
Abigail pushed the window open. The cool, winter breeze flowed over Evie’s feverish skin. She poured a glass of water and tipped it to Evie’s lips soothing her parched throat. 
“Abigail, it’s time. We must go rescue James. The . . . the beast is using him as bait.” Evie’s shoulder throbbed, and she winced.
“What aren’t you telling me?”
“My shoulder . . .” Evie touched the spot. “It’s hurt.”
Abigail leaned forward and palpitated the area gently. Her fingers came away crimson. 
“What!” Evie stood in front of her desk mirror and pulled her nightshirt aside to inspect her shoulder. The skin was as hot as fire and blood trickled from a large wound. “This got me sent back. I had hoped to find the location of the cave.” Evie shook her head. 
“We can heal it.” Abigail brought the cool side of the glass of water to rest against the overly heated skin of Evie’s shoulder. 
Evie shuddered. 
“First a Blessing of Healing, then we assemble the team once your fever has abated.” Abigail’s eyes burned. 
 “The battle begins tonight.” Evie glared at the now overcast sky.
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Against One Another


The Haven – Thursday Night – Evie 
Two giant man-like creatures stood before them. Their heads held four faces, a man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle. Six wings sprang from their backs, and they were covered in eyes. A cloud of flashing light surrounded them. Their voices were thunder and lightning, and three of their faces sang a continuous chorus of praise to heaven. 
“These cherubim guard the gate to the Lake of Fire?” Abigail nodded at the cherubim.
The power of their presence slammed into Evie like a force, sending her to her hands and knees. The cold wet grass cushioned her cheek, but nothing she did gave her the power to rise. With a twist of her head, she discovered Caleb and Callie in the same position. It frustrated her she couldn’t check on Mason and Eli behind her.
“Rise.” The cherubim ordered in chorus.
Though they commanded she stand, their multi-timbre voices held so much power a primal fear crushed Evie to the ground, and she was prostrate before them. 
“Do not be afraid. Rise.” Their heads rotated until the man-face peered at her while its three other faces continued its praises.
 Evie drew her arms under her, fighting for the strength she needed, but Caleb was the first to get to his feet. He ran at them, hollering. 
Caleb?! What are you doing? Evie pulled the air to her, lifting her upright, and readying to defend Caleb in his idiocy, but mid stride he slammed face first into an invisible wall and landed flat in the field of grass. The angels didn’t move. No one did. He coughed, and then mumbled something Evie couldn’t quite catch. She narrowed her eyes at the cherubim. 
Calling upon her discernment, thick strands of gold filament became visible, wafting from the massive singing heads, seemingly created by their praises. It floated in their purple and blue aura encircling the cherubim before shooting straight into the sky. The strands lifted as far as the eye could see. Far enough to possibly touch heaven. Were they directly connected to the throne room? 
“Oh no.” They were beyond anything Evie had encountered before, and constant contact with the Creator would make their power limitless. The hard planes of the man’s face locked in on Caleb’s prostrate form. Evie held her breath. She fought the urge to put a barrier between Caleb and the angels. 
“Caleb don’t move.” If the cherubim wished, they could squash him without a second thought. Evie scrambled to his side and helped him up, keeping her eyes low. Be careful! She was beyond grateful for their silent ability to communicate. “They are powerful beyond our understanding.” She pulled him back to the others. “Let things happen. Clearly—”
“Clearly?” Caleb gripped her shoulders and shook her. His eyes were wide. “Do you hear yourself?”
She shook her head. Caleb, I’m sorry. “If the angels of the gate are here . . .” She glanced at Abigail who nodded. “Then nothing we say or do is going to change what happens next.” 
Brewing in the shadows behind Caleb’s eyes was a doozy of an argument. “But.” His shoulders sagged and whatever he was about to say dissipated. “How do I respond to that?” His chin dipped forward. “Evie.” He whispered. Let’s just run away. He took her hand in his.
She pulled away, shaking her head. No Caleb. That isn’t the answer. “This is what we’ve trained for. We can do this.”
If he was crushed before, then it was devastation crumpling his features now.
“When He sends us into the fires, He is able to deliver us.” Mason grinned encouragingly at Caleb. “Right man?”
“And if He chooses not to deliver us?” Caleb spat the words at Mason. 
Mason’s smile fell.
“Even if he doesn’t deliver us, I choose to follow Him wherever He sends me.” Evie squared her shoulders and locked eyes with the cherubim who studied their conversation with a curious expression. “I’ll go straight into Hell, or wherever else He may send me. It’s an honor.” 
Caleb shook his head. I know you’re right. I know it. But I can’t stand it. What if—
We can’t think in what ifs. Evie wrapped Caleb in a hug. I’m scared too. But . . . she pulled away and turned back to lead the team. Our destiny awaits. 
The cherubim nodded his head. They turned as one, their movements shifting the air around them, sending it blustering in every direction. 
A tremble took over Evie’s hands. Her body followed, a quaking starting in her stomach. 
The cherubim tilted his head to the side, shifting his blazing eyes to his twin. Their lips didn’t move. Only minute facial changes and a slight shift in the air indicated anything was happening. One dipped a brow. The other’s lip tensed. A muscle in the first’s neck grew taut. Finally, the other lifted a shoulder.
Did they speak into each other’s minds? 
They inclined their heads toward Abigail. Was it a go ahead? Was this it? A shiver tripped down Evie’s spine. 
“The cherubim have informed me they were ordered to open the gate only twice. You will only have twenty-four hours to accomplish your mission. Do not miss your exit window.” Abigail’s voice was hushed. 
“What?” Caleb pivoted away from the cherubim. “You’ve got to be kidding me! Twenty-four hours!” He thrust his arm at Evie. “We’re going to risk everything and not have enough time to succeed.” 
Evie ignored her own nerves and held her chin high, squaring her shoulders. “We’re ready Caleb.” Please stop this.
“Not quite ready.” Abigail murmured, her eyes drifting to the line of trees to their west.
“What do you mean, not quite ready?” Evie twisted to peer in the same direction. 
A girl emerged from the line of trees and stormed forward. Her midnight hair and black clothing made her almost invisible in the night. 
Abigail sighed. “They’ve made it.”
The girl’s stealthy movements belied her skill and training. One moment, she was a good distance away, and the next she was only a few paces off.
“Wait! What is this?” Everything was so upside down. “Did you say they? Who? Abigail?”
A katana poked out of its holster from her back, and it was obvious in the way she carried herself the girl was a fighter, a real warrior.
When she reached Evie and the team, she nodded at Abigail. Her beautiful porcelain face set in a determined stone-like glare. “Hello Evie.” 
How did she know her name? Evie was starting to get a bad feeling when behind the girl, a mountain of a man shivered out of the shadows, walking toward them with the confidence of a sultan. His carefully placed footfalls were graceful and hinted at danger. 
“Abigail?” Evie growled.
“Her name is Josie Savannah Cabot. She is James’s stepsister.” Abigail’s eyes glittered.
“James never mentioned a sister.” Suspicion dug icy fingers into Evie’s gut. “Why are you just showing up now?” Evie glared at Josie.
“He never knew of me. I only just learned about him through the sentinels.” Josie stopped beside Abigail and stood like a soldier at attention. “They found me.” She stared at the strange man, clearly someone she knew maybe even loved. “After my brother chose to join the darkness.”
“We took her to one of our other training facilities after Stregone attacked her.” Abigail said.
“Attacked her?” Evie had heard none of this!
“Stregone was always working to manipulate James in any and every way he could. We removed one of their links to him.” Abigail smiled at Josie. 
 “And that’s when he turned his full attention on my family.” Evie narrowed her eyes. “I see. And him?” She pointed at the shadow man. 
Abigail touched Evie’s shoulder and calm radiated through her. “Josie’s ability is over weather-related phenomenon. She can call a cold front, create a tornado, or send a blast of air. This is Justice Ryan Corbin.” Abigail indicated the guy. “He has completed a full Light review after a tangle with the dark side. His advanced work with his electrokinesis over electricity will prove to be essential to the success of your mission.” 
“We already have an electrician for our team, Mason.” Evie folded her arms over her chest.
“Yes, but the advanced work Justice brings to your team will be an asset.” Abigail’s wings fluttered behind her. 
Evie caught Caleb’s gaze. “Would you . . .” check them out. You know? Their thoughts.
You don’t trust Abigail? 
Of course. She did, but more information was always good. “Please.” 
“On it.” Caleb tilted his chin and closed his eyes. 
Why did these two want to travel with her team into Hell? Evie’s heart pounded. 
They’re here to rescue James. Josie wants this badly. Justice is trying to make amends for some bad stuff he did. They are both legit. 
Great! They didn’t need family, more emotions, or any more baggage to threaten their mission.
Josie whispered into a gentle breeze, “We are not enemies . . .” 
Justice opened his hands wide, fingers flared out, and static electricity crackled along Evie’s arms. 
Caleb stepped forward. “Don’t touch her.” His brow furrowed in concentration.
Justice winced and dropped to his hands and knees, bowing his head in pain. “Just a little demonstration.”
“Let him go, Caleb.” They certainly had abilities they could use. 
When Justice didn’t return to standing, Abigail ordered. “Enough!” Her gaze burned with power as she squared off with Caleb. When he gave her a lopsided grin but didn’t move, she focused on Evie. “Lead your team with honor. It’s your example they will follow.” 
Static electricity dissolved from Evie’s arms, but the sting of Abigail’s words remained. She was right. Sorry, Caleb.
He barely nodded in response.  
Josie turned to Justice. “We are here to help them.” 
Justice stood and wiped his hands on his pants. “I know.” Their gazes clashed and a silent war ensued. It ended with Justice bowing out of the fight. 
Josie locked a penetrating gaze on Evie. “We’re here to join you.”
Great. Evie resisted the urge to outwardly show her emotions. But honestly! How would they become unified before they walked through the gate? How would they trust one another only having just met? “He’s your half-brother.” Evie said, “Are you going to be able to follow orders, or are you going to be too personally invested in this mission?” What would letting them on the team do to their team’s dynamics? Would she fall under her leadership? 
Josie tilted her head, answering slowly. “Being invested should be considered an asset not a detriment.” She kept her arms loose like she was ready to fight. “I’ll follow your lead, fit in wherever you want me on the team. This is your mission. I’m – we’re just here to help.” 
Callie stepped forward and asked. “Why didn’t James know about you?” 
“Clearly our moms didn’t talk, and dear old dad was always so forthcoming, having kids and leaving town and such.” Josie strode past their group and nearer to the waiting cherubim.
“What about him?” Mason asked, throwing a thumb over his shoulder. “This Justice - what’s his connection to you? Does he have a story?”
Josie said, “He’ll open up when he’s ready. For now, you’ll have to take Abigail’s word. He’s here to help.” Josie glanced at Evie. 
Evie shook her head. “This is a bit much. Abigail, I think—”
Josie cut in. “It’s his story to tell, and he doesn’t tell it often. Long and short, we’re here to help, so let’s get this party started.” 
If they had even one link, one mysterious member distracting them from their mission, they might make a lethal or eternal mistake. 
“Look, Evie, you’re heading into Hell. We’re ready and willing to help you accomplish your mission. Let’s do this.” 
Evie squared her shoulders. “Good. You take Mason’s flank and Justice will work Eli’s. We don’t have time to bring you up to speed on the strategies we’ve been learning the last few months, so you’ll have to watch their backs without getting in the way. Will you do that?”
Josie nodded. “Justice?”
“Yep.” Justice said. 
“If you don’t know what to do, fall back and assess. Whatever you do, don’t get in the way of my team.” 
Justice kept his eyes shaded by his long hair. Occasionally, a subtle spark would peek out from his black leather jacket. He tossed the small electrical current playfully from one hand to the next. Evie stepped toward him. Josie glared, and the spark faded. 
Something was off with the guy. It didn’t help he had history with the darkness. It touched the place in her that was still healing, reminded her of the hurt James caused her and the team. Doubting one’s teammates could be lethal on a dangerous mission like this one. 
Caleb, I’m struggling. These changes at the last minute seem dangerous. 
I know. He placed a calming hand on her arm. It’s a shock, but we need all the help we can get. 
Evie nodded. The world around them faded away. It was him she wanted by her side. As long as they were together, they’d be fine. 
I got you. 
The weight of what they were about to do made her heart heavy. Every nerve fired all at once. She bit her lip.
Caleb reached out and took her hand in his. We got this.
She closed her eyes waiting until her words were infused with the divine whisper of the Holy Spirit. “Okay team. We aren’t going to understand everything. But - how amazing is it we get to watch the face of miracles form? This is scary, but anything worth doing is. At least, we get to touch the divine, embrace the brightest future. We fight for the light. It’s an honor to be selected. Have faith. He will carry us through.” With her last words every member of her team nodded in agreement. 
“No matter what,” Caleb stepped forward addressing the team, “Stand by the side of your flank person. Protect one another. No one can do this whole thing on their own.” He ended locking eyes with Evie.
I’m not. “Our team is now seven strong. More than conquerors!” Evie shouted and the team echoed, a few with a fist in the air.
Abigail’s words followed swiftly. “Let us begin.” She took Evie’s hand in hers and Callie’s in her other. Soon the entire team was joined as one in a giant circle. “There will be tests of your faith, do not fail. There will be obstacles we couldn’t have prepared you for. Follow the spirit within you. He never leaves you nor forsakes you. Answers are only a prayer away. The rest is already within you.” Abigail bowed her head and a wave of peace washed over them.
Before everyone pulled away from the circle, Caleb said, “Let’s pray.” And he led the team in a beautiful prayer blessing their journey and asking for the Creator to guide and protect them. When he was finished his grip lingered in Evie’s. A war danced across his face, but when his gaze settled on her, his features grew calm. 
“We got this.” Evie smiled at him.
He nodded.
Abigail said, “The cherubim will take you to the gate.” 
The cherubim on the right dipped his head, and they turned toward the southwest.
“It is time.” Abigail lifted her chin to peer in the same direction. “This is a sacrifice for many of you who leave behind loved ones. May your travel be truly blessed, and you return healthy and whole.” 
A few paces in front of them, the cherubim walked five large steps in opposite directions, turned to face one another, and placed one hand high and one low. They rotated their fists in synchrony. An explosion pulsed into the night. Its blast sent a gust across the field, flattening the grass as far as the eye could see. A brilliant blue swirl the size of a large gate circled between the cherubim’s hands. 
“The first gate is open. You must walk through now. The cherubim will remain with you until you reach the second gate giving you access to the Fiery Realm. From there, you will travel alone to find James. Keep your wits. Be blessed.” Abigail shifted her gaze from one member of their team to the next. 
Evie surveyed her team. Their faces were pale, strained, and their muscles were tense. Caleb took Evie’s hand. She closed her eyes for a split second, willing her heart to ease its pounding. She reached out and took Callie’s hand. “Let’s do this.”
Callie trembled but courageously stood like a warrior beside Evie. A preternatural sensation crept up Evie’s spine and settled like a tension headache at the back of her neck. But this was go time. There wasn’t any room for second thoughts. Together they moved like wooden soldiers toward the blazing portal. 
The cherubim waved Eli, Callie and Justice through first. Eli held Callie’s hand as they stepped through. 
Evie pressed her lips together. Their fate lay on the other side of the gate. 
After a second nod from the cherubim, Mason and Josie followed quickly. 
“Your countdown has begun.” Abigail whispered at Evie’s back.
It was as if a rod of tension was jammed between her shoulders. She gripped Caleb’s hand tighter. 
Something hid in Caleb’s eyes, his nostrils flared. “You ready?” 
She gave him a sad smile. “Ready as I’ll ever be.” She slid her free hand up his arm and over his shoulders and pulled him into a kiss. She pushed every ounce of love, every belief the Creator wouldn’t send them in without bringing them back out, every drop of internal strength she had, to will them through this. 
Caleb tore away from her. “No. You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to say goodbye before we’ve even left. We’re going in together. And we’re coming back out before twenty-four hours are up.” 
Evie nodded slowly. “Who’s saying goodbye? Can’t a girl kiss her guy?” 
He gave her a crooked smile. “Anytime. It’s just—”
“I know. I hear you.” Her heart ached with the potential dangers ahead.
He entwined his fingers with hers, and with an encouraging nod from the cherubim, they charged through the portal hand in hand. 
As soon as she was through, Evie spun to find eight familiar faces standing in a row, witnessing the first ever mission into Hell. 
Officially in the In-Between, an eerie waist-deep wispy mist floated aimlessly over nothing, no mountains, hills, trees, houses, nothing for as far as the eye could see. Everything below the waist was invisible and chilled.
Home was a long, twenty-four hours away. She missed Hope already.
Evie asked the cherubim. “How does time pass here?” 
No response.
Without a sun, twenty-four hours was completely indeterminable. Unless, maybe here, in the In-Between, there wasn’t time. It maybe only passed in Hell. Or maybe this place was like Alaska from November to January, a constant state of late dusk. The sky was blank, not blue, not midnight. No clouds or stars decorated the blank slate.
Evie edged closer to Caleb and Callie. The place felt like a void, like it could swallow them forever. The tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood. A chill shivered down her spine. Her stomach churned. What if they didn’t make it back in time. 
The cherubim led the way a short distance and stopped. “We must close the portal to Earth.”
This – this was it. The real deal. Her throat parched as the cherubim rotated their hands again. An explosive blast slammed into Evie, pushing her back a few steps. The wisps of fog blustered higher, almost blocking her view of anyone else. Her heart hammered. The beautiful portal they’d entered through was unraveling in small strands of green, blue, and purple. 
Caleb squeezed her hand. The blaze of the portal swelled a deep purple black. Waves rippled across the sky where the two worlds blended in a rainbow of color that bled through. Then with a flourish, the color was sucked back out, leaving them standing in a dark void of night, their next stop . . . the gate to Hell.
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Onward into Hell


In-Between – Thursday Night – Evie 
The cherubim swept across the void’s expanse in flowing sinuous movements. A clammy unease coated Evie’s skin. Although, it might have been sweat from trying to keep up. Callie marched beside her, face pale and drawn. 
Speaking in unison, the angels introduced, “The gate to the Fiery Realm.” Between the cherubim, an enormous golden gate, lacking ornamentation, stood, reaching high into the sky. Its three-pronged spindles twisted like a tortured soul rising to flare out at the top. With the gates size, it could only be opened by the enormous angels or a similar being. 
As the team assembled at the middle, the cherubim spoke again. “From this point forward trust no one but your teammates, listen to nothing any creature tells you, and hold fast to the truth you’ve learned on your lifelong journeys. The truth will set you free.” 
The angel on the right bent on one knee, leaning until it met Evie at eye-level. “If possible, remain together at all times. Get in, get James, get out.” He stood back to his full height and cocked his head to the side as if waiting for the team to agree.
“We will. Thank you for your help.” Evie stood tall despite the overpowering urge to crumble in the face of what they were about to do.
The gate swung open as the cherubim simultaneously touched their right fist to their left breast. The mist hovered as if an invisible barrier separated the In-Between from the other side. Ahead of Evie, the familiar red fires burned across an equally devastated and desolate terrain. 
She stepped across the boundary and the group followed. The gates closed without a sound behind them. This was the point of no return. Evie shivered despite the searing heat. In this place, they’d have hell dealing with their individual demons let alone the real ones from her visions.
An ear-piercing shriek shattered the silence.  
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Stupid Dreamer


The Fiery Realm – Thursday Night – James 
James curled in on himself as a cough rattled his bones, blood splattering the nearby rock wall. Stabbing pain punched through his lung, though it had healed well enough to survive, it just wouldn’t finish the job.
He glared at his surroundings. After being gored, Evie never returned. He didn’t blame her. “At least she was safe.” He wrung his hands together. He missed living, being whole, having hope, existing without fear. He kicked the rock wall of the cave and screamed. 
At first, when he woke in this world by the rock wall, his healing chafed. Immobile, at the bottom of the cliff, it took forever for his body to mysteriously heal. Was it magic? 
Back then . . . What had it been? A month? Without a sun, time was difficult to tell and that’s if time passed in this place like it did elsewhere. In a show he once watched, a month on Earth was a thousand years in Hell. If only Hollywood dealt in facts. He shook his head. How long had it been? He stared at the slashes on the cave wall. He’d counted the fireswells since arriving in this dump of a cave. Twenty-six skinny scratches marked the bald face of the rock. 
So much time since Evie’s last visit had passed. It was as if he were truly dying now. When his cells knit back together one by one, ever so slowly, it birthed an unimaginable, incurable hopelessness. He couldn’t win. He couldn’t die. 
Those early days safe by the wall seemed like forever ago. Now, he’d give his left leg to be back there. How could he have known those early moments would become the highlight of his existence? He laughed but it turned into a scream then morphed into a cough, splattering the walls with more blood. 
The coughing blood was new. He leaned his head against the rock of the cavern, where the heat was blistering. He soaked in the foul bite. He deserved it. What kind of idiot gets themselves in—he ran his eyes over the cavern—well, this? 
He shook his head and ran his fingers through his hair. Alone. Except when the monster came to visit, and he wished to God he was alone then too. 
There were minute changes in this world. Nothing grand enough to shift him back to the plane of the living. But little things turned one hell into another. 
The fire had a tide, like the ocean. From swell to swell took too long to be a normal day, but it was a way to mark time, in a rudimentary way. Then, right after the height of the swell, monsters razed the world. Tearing of metal, gnashing of teeth, screeches and squeals sent his hands over his ears. Survival was like that, always on the verge of insanity. 
Twice the giant, horned monster returned to the cave with long, snakelike serpents tightly clamped in its claws. Blood splattered the walls and James, as it sat on its haunches devouring the serpents, watching James the entire time. The cave closed in on him in those moments they shared together. It was so much better when he thought he was just the beast’s pet. Now, after that jagged-tooth grin, he knew he was the bait. It made the smell of death and decay beyond unbearable. 
“You’re always watching.” James tried to erase the memories of serpent brains being flung at him. 
He cried out and dropped like a sack as the beast hauled him up and roared its response at him, just before shoving his face in a pile of waste. 
Finally, the day would continue after the creatures crept across every inch of the land, their piercing screams and spine-chilling threat moving into the distance. Then the sky opened, dropping brimstone and fire on everything. 
The desire to try and escape – again – sometimes gripped James. He couldn’t, not with his injuries. He slammed a fist against the side of his head. The pain radiated into his lung. Good. 
Anyhow, time of a sort, could be counted, if one cared to. Swell peak to swell peak became his definition of a day in Hell. His new plan, since escaping, being retrieved, impaled, and deposited back in this disgusting cave, was to give up. It was working too. Somehow, he’d grown numb. He’d become the bait, and as if in agreement, the beast left him alone. Mostly. 
He’d keep this up forever, or at least, until Evie showed up. He slammed his fist into his head, exhaling as the throbbing started up again. In a bad way, it felt good. 
She was his only ray of hope, but hope was a fickle beast in a place like Hell. She may come rescue him. He hated its burn. How it flickered alive with the simple thought of rescue. He yearned for her. How her pink lips parted when she found him. How a blossom flushed across her cheeks and forehead. If only he’d believed she was real when she’d been there. 
When the monster impaled her, it sent him out of his mind. Would she survive? Was she still living, smiling, breathing? Was anything real anymore? That last moment, when the light drained from her eyes as they widened in horror, was his worst nightmare. 
If she returned . . . If he ever saw her face again, he’d leap into action, fight like a lunatic. He’d keep her safe. It would be the last apathetic moment he’d know because the beast couldn’t keep her in Hell, and that was exactly what it wanted. 
However, until then, he was nothing more than bait. It was an unspoken truce. Deep in his heart where he hid everything that mattered, he secreted away the truth. He was getting better. And when he did, he’d be ready to protect her when or if she returned. She “needs to live. Needs to hold the Balance!” 
If she came back. And it was a huge, awful if. But if she did, it would be because of him. Equal parts of him hoped for and feared it like eternity itself. It would be his fault. All of it was his fault. James touched his own trembling lips. He hated the truth. Hated how it always made him remember who he was. He grabbed his lips with his long fingernails and ripped at them, screaming. When she disappeared—
His eyes roved over the cavern. After she disappeared into thin air, he’d crashed into the beast who in turn tossed him like a ragdoll into the wall. He hadn’t moved since then. The healing process had begun, but he lay there refusing to do anything more than exist. 
Was it all a trick? Hope died and rotted in him so fast its decay spread through him like poison. It was making him crazy. He was mildly aware of its degrading effect.
No. She’d seen him. But how? She couldn’t have. She wasn’t there. He scraped his fingernails in the dirt and dust lining the cave floor. 
“Here but not real. Not real.” Still, her lovely curls had swayed in the rising heat from the ever-present flames. “Not real.” The edge to sanity sat far back along the path of this journey. If he had to pinpoint a spot . . . He narrowed his eyes. It would be when the beast ended his escape. 
Oh! But when his eyes fell on hers! A ragged breath rattled in his chest. Thick, crusty, dry lips curled. But then her lovely face had crumpled in concern. He reached out his hands as if he could still touch her. The memory evaporated. Seeing her was the best anything he’d had in . . . well, maybe . . . it no longer mattered. 
He would be ready next time. Bait could grow strong, survive. Every now and again, her memory would strengthen, furiously poking at him, and he’d let it, encourage it. Because without her in a place like this, he’d have nothing. 
Nothing more than his crooked shin bone and dangling right arm both of which prevented most if not all movement. The constant weeping of the wound at his neck smelled like microwaved tuna fish, and his cough was worsening.
If Evie returned. “Not real!” But . . . if she did. He clenched his jaw. He was useless, worthless, and his punishment was just and endless. But . . . if she came back . . . it might end. The backs of his eyes ached with the need to release tears to wash away some of the pain in his soul. None would come. 
James turned on to his left side. Careful not to jostle his leg. The fire swell began to die down again, and the horrible beasts erupted with a cacophony of roars. As they battled, their piercing screams echoed into the huge cave, shaking the ground in an ever-churning earthquake. 
This time, if she returned, he’d be ready. A nearby shrieking, gurgling scream sent his sluggish heart into a normal rhythm. It was a strange torture to live in this place, always healing, always broken, never eating or drinking. Thirst and hunger were his constant companions. Yet, he never died. If only sweet death would come for him. If only something would steal him from this place. Or even better—
“No! Stupid dreamer!” But his mind still finished the thought – if he could only have one more chance to make better choices, he would never choose the same path again. Never. 
“This . . .” James swallowed back another raging cry at the walls. “Please save me. This is so much worse than death. Give me one more chance.” James bowed his head and wept with dry eyes. He was ashamed he was even asking for help, terrified it might come in the form of Evie, yet desperate anyone come to save him, all while aware he didn’t deserve any of it.
Caleb’s words at the Fortress clattered out of the dredges of his memory. “Jesus.” The one word was so powerful it stymied the darkness – sent it running. 
“Jesus, I think I need you.” His eyes burned with unshed tears. 
Would Caleb’s Jesus, the God he’d learned about in church, listen to him, a lost man in Hell? 
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Stepping into the Lake of Fire


The Fiery Realm – Thursday Night – Evie 
As soon as the gates clicked into place, they vanished. The expansive barren desert flowed in every direction. How would they find their way back? Finality sank like a sickening force in her gut.
Gritting her teeth against the flames, she focused on the horizon, scanning and assessing. In the distance behind them, the sky darkened with a fury of bestial screams, screeches, and tormented wailing. She tried to concentrate, but the fire sent her thoughts skittering and the horde drove her heart into a pounding rhythm. The thick, dark mass was rising from what seemed to be a single hole in the ground, filling the sky with a million demons to fly, stomp, and race across the land. The team moved back-to-back ready for an attack. Evie clenched her jaw, recognizing the horde.
“Is that coming here?” Caleb brushed Evie’s arm.
She pressed her heels into the hard-packed ground beneath her and searched for the familiar change in the landscape. “In my visions, they travel toward the small village of inhabitants. Look for the bump on the horizon. If we can’t get there first, we can at least follow them there.” Another scream. Evie checked over her shoulder. 
Caleb grunted. 
“The fire is different in person.” Evie turned to face the oncoming melee.
“How so?” Caleb didn’t make eye contact, joining her at her side and training his gaze on the cloud of dust raging towards them. 
“The fire is darker. The scent of sulfur is stronger, too.” Evie made a face.
Callie spun to stand beside Evie. Her skin paled at the sight racing toward them. 
“Thank you.” Caleb and Callie stood beside her. For the first time, she wasn’t stuck in a nightmare or vision, alone in this world. “You being here makes all the difference.”
Caleb took her hand in his. “Always.” 
Callie coughed. 
“Let’s get moving.” As the beasts closed in on them, the horrible racket increased. “We need to get to the village as soon as possible.” Evie’s nostrils and the insides of her lungs burned. 
Callie bent over gagging and puked. Another wracking cough took Callie almost to her knees. 
“Eli, help her.” Evie shook her head. “This isn’t going to be easy.”
“We knew it wasn’t going to be easy.” Caleb let go of her hand and pulled out his Sai. “An entire world dedicated to the torture of the wicked. Yeah, not going to be pleasant.” Caleb stared at the oncoming mess and cursed.
Evie clenched fists. “If we run in any direction, it needs to be there. It’s the only place I’ve seen in my vision that protected me from the fires, beasts, and brimstone storm.” She’d thought they would land near the village. What made her think that? She didn’t even land near it in her visions. Disappointment nearly choked her. 
Nothing discernible caught her eye. 
“Do you have a direction, a map, something to guide and lead us with?” Justice leveled a glare on her. 
“Yeah. I don’t see any bumps anywhere.” Josie bounced on the balls of her toes. 
She wanted to show them the way, but, “Everything looks different every time I’m here. Eli, please use your ability and ascertain the correct location of the village.” They might as well be blindfolded and sent to walk into a den of thieves while on fire.
Callie pulled away from Eli. “I got it. I’m okay.” 
Eli gave her a forced smile, more of a grimace, and put three fingers to the ground engaging his power.
“A wise person told me we would be given what we needed when we needed it.” Caleb gave her his crooked grin, finally taking his eyes off the horde.  
Evie snorted. “We’d probably be more successful if we were walking into a den of thieves while on fire. This.” This was impossible.
“Evie?” Caleb whispered to her. 
She had to pull it together. “I know.” She forced herself to take a deep breath.
We’re not going to die here. Caleb clenched his jaw. 
Mentioning death brought Evie full circle, as if it magically imbued the fire with increased heat. At any moment, they would face off with the beasts and monsters, and if Eli didn’t find the village, they’d wander until they missed their twenty-four-hour window. She took quick shallow breaths. They couldn’t— She jumped when another beast screamed close enough for her to make out some of its features including its six eyes. She took a step back and then another.
Caleb grabbed both of her hands and leaned into her face, locking eyes with her. “I got you.” 
“But—” Her fingers and toes went numb as a cold chill raced down her spine. The ground bounced with the tidal wave of monsters, making the loose sand dance. 
“I love you.”
“But—”
“I won’t let this place steal any of our dreams away.” Pain and fear hid in his eyes. 
They had to lift each other up. Evie straightened her spine. “Okay. Okay! You’re right. We’ll cover each other’s backs.” They had to succeed. Failure cost too much.
Caleb closed his eyes. Evie sensed him working his telepathy, sending calm to the team. Immediately, Evie could think more clearly as if he’d washed away the foggy weight of the world. 
She inhaled. “James is alive.”
“Well, duh.” Josie frowned. 
“No, I mean, despite several fatal looking injuries, he has survived this world for weeks. The sulfur, the dehydration, all of it, even wounds from the beasts can’t kill us. At least, not easily.” 
Caleb opened his eyes and smiled. That’s my girl. He spun on his heel and headed toward the mass of demons darkening the sky. 
“Wait. Caleb, that might not be the way.” 
Caleb spun back. 
Evie closed her eyes and whispered to her air. Show the way. The air obeyed but moved slowly, heavily. She addressed the team while she waited. “There’s a community-like area in this realm. We need to find it. James is being held in a mountain cave somewhere near there, so it has to be a place where the ground isn’t so flat.” Being lost sucked.
“How do you know about this world?” Josie narrowed her eyes at Evie, her jaw tight.
“I’ve had visions of this place.” Evie stood tall, honored for being chosen. 
“You’ve had visions of this place?” Josie put her hands on her hips. “Well, then tell us which way to go.”
“I don’t know. Maybe the visions— They didn’t show me the same place every time. I don’t have a definitive answer for you. I just know bits and pieces.” 
“What she’s not saying is those visions nearly killed her. Right Callie?” Caleb fixed a stare on Josie after Callie nodded. “So she wasn’t really able to just stick them out and search the area.”
Callie cleared her throat. “I think we need to get moving.” 
Justice’s eyebrows shot up. “Sure, pick a direction. I’m certain anything you choose will be right.” 
Eli stepped in front of Callie. “Don’t speak to Callie with disrespect. She’s done nothing to deserve it.”
Justice put his hands up. A wicked grin danced across his lips. “Sorry. No disrespect meant.”  
“Eli, did you sense any populations or changes in the terrain like a mountain?” The horde was closing in too fast. Should they try to move to the side? Would the horde just pass by? Maybe if they were far enough away, the beasts would head on to the village. They’d only have to fight off the few who decided to leave the mass.
“Yeah.” Eli continued to hold three fingers in the dirt. 
A spark of adrenaline surged through Evie.
“Sure.” Eli remained bent over, motionless. “Maybe. Hold on.” 
Justice mumbled something that sounded like don’t try to work too hard or fast.
“What exactly is going to happen when those creatures reach us?” Callie whispered. 
“Nothing we want to experience.” Evie shivered. “Remember, when I told you about the monster in the cave and the hand in the village?” 
Callie nodded, staring at the oncoming horde.
“I’m not sure which way is East or West without a sun, but a group of buildings is in that direction.” Eli pointed in the direction the horde was racing. “And a few miles beyond the buildings is a mountain.” 
“A few miles?” Caleb blew out his breath. “That’s not good.” 
 “Move.” Evie took off at a jog, determined to make it to the village. The group fell in behind her. Justice stood closer to the middle of the back, just inside of where Evie had asked him to position himself. 
Evie glanced at Caleb. You okay? 
Fine. A muscle jumped in his jaw, and he sighed. 
What? It was fine if he wanted to hold his own council, but if he wanted to say something then he should. 
Don’t you think . . .? 
Think what? 
“I don’t know.” He balled his fists as he ran. “Control is an illusion, and people are never really safe.” 
“Okay. Where’s this going?” Evie’s breath whooshed in and out of her, quickening her pace.
Caleb shrugged. “You almost died. Maybe if I had a physical power—”
“Caleb, don’t.” Evie somehow tripped on the nothing all around them, and he caught her. 
“Thanks.”
For the next few minutes, they ran beside one another in silence. The lack of grass, even dead flowers, bushes, or trees was unnerving. Not to mention the oppressive heat that was baking the team alive. Signs of the realm’s affect were all around her. Eli kept wiping his hand across his dry forehead. Callie’s shoulders slumped forward. Even Josie’s earlier feisty steps were now trudging. 
“What if I could fix myself?” Caleb’s words shocked Evie out of her reverie. 
She coughed. “Fix? You’re not broken.”
“I’m not as useful in combat.” He slowed, falling behind the team, nearing Josie.
“Um. What’s going on?” Evie wasn’t really the jealous type, but Caleb was awkward enough to do something stupidly offensive while meaning well the entire time. 
“Take Josie for example. What if I could download the knowledge she carries?”
“I’m sorry. What did he just say?” Josie glared at Caleb.
“What if, instead of learning things for myself, I could somehow borrow or duplicate the learning from someone else’s mind?” After a beat, he tacked on. “With permission of course.”
“Caleb, that’s ridiculous.” Evie sensed her own steps dragging and checked the horde’s progress. The beasts were closing in on them and fast. “We need to keep moving. Time is not going to wait on any of us.” 
“Did you know practically everything was once ridiculous? The lightbulb. Electricity. Fire. The wheel. Pretty much anything invented was once an outrageous idea.” Caleb turned a smug smile on Evie. 
There he was. She couldn’t help but smile back. “Fine. Josie are you okay with this?”
Josie shrugged. “Will it hurt?”
“You won’t even know I’m there.” Caleb squared his shoulders.
“Whatever. But let’s get where we’re going first.” Josie scowled.
“I can work while we run.”
Josie raised an eyebrow. “Really?” 
“Absolutely.” Caleb grinned and raced ahead.
“He’s always in my mind.” Evie shrugged. “You’ll be fine. You probably won’t even notice him, unless he speaks to you.”
“In my head?”
“Yep. But the horde is too close, we’re going to have to stop and let it pass us.” 
Everyone checked over their shoulders.
“It’ll be better if we follow in their wake.” Her vision of her time hidden in an empty hut was coming in handy. “Follow me.” If they didn’t make their exit time, they wouldn’t make it out of there. But they couldn’t do much good if they’re trampled. She led the team a good distance out of the path of the horde, and they rested. If they died, if they missed their window for their exit, it would all be because of her. Her hands shook.
Callie noticed Evie’s hands and covered them with her own. “I chose this path. We all did. Don’t worry about us.” 
“But—” Evie pulled her hands out of Callie’s and tightened her messy bun.
“No. You take on too much, more than is healthy. You have nothing to prove to anyone. I chose to come. Each of us made this decision individually.”
Evie gave Callie a small smile, drew in a scorching breath, and stretched out her legs. In her mind, she chanted the one verse she’d used to banish her own fears since her brother got sick. I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. 
The Creator would give them strength when they needed it and courage in the face of terrifying odds. Standing in faith on that promise was harder than she’d imagined. This was always going to be hard. “This path was not only, as Frost would say, the one less traveled, but it’s the one no one has ever traveled before.”
Callie chuckled. “That’s the truth. But we’re a small part of a much larger team taking care of us. The Creator’s love knows no limits. His power reaches all places. We need to trust in the promises we’ve been given.” 
Truly, in the face of trouble, they had to return to the things they built their faith on. They had to find their cornerstone. Doubt and fear would twist and torment the best of people if given a chance. 
“How am I so surprised Hell sucks?!”
Callie smiled at Evie. “I mean, you even had front row seats beforehand.”
They shook their heads and turned as the horde began to pass them by.  
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Evie halted the group. 
Mason raised his eyebrows as if to ask a question, but he didn’t say anything out loud. He dipped his chin at Eli. 
Eli caught the subtle communication. “Evie, in your visions, what happened after the beasts descended on the village?” 
“They attacked. After some time, I can’t say how long, a storm of fire and brimstone fell from the sky.” 
Wide eyes stared back at her. 
“Do you have any idea how much farther it is to the village?” Her breaths came in quick, shallow pants, and she fought to keep her breathing even, licking her lips and trying not to think about her physical needs.
Eli bent to put three fingers deep into the ground. His eyes closed as he meditated, reading the earth in search of the answer.  
“It’s probably one of the punishments of this world.” Caleb muttered under his breath.
Mason, Josie, and Justice gave Caleb a funny look.
Caleb shrugged. “It’s a world designed to inflict pain and torment. Of course, it’ll use the physical aspects of your life to torture you. Thirst, the ache for food, all create a painful emptiness, but you don’t need it here to survive. Something else sustains life in this place according to Evie’s visions.”
Eli’s head bobbed after a few precious minutes. It was time they couldn’t gain back, but time and rest they needed. “We’re much closer. At our pace, we can make it in the next thirty minutes if we keep moving.” 
Callie bumped Evie’s shoulder. “Thirty minutes?” 
As if to drive Callie’s message home, the beasts ahead of them screamed at the sky. 
Josie took off at a sprint, passing the team one member at a time until she was out in the lead heading in the direction of the beasts. She tossed over her shoulder, “So, we run for it. Fire and brimstone are a recipe for awful.” Her words were a challenge to Evie.
Evie nodded and took off after Josie. The team fell in. When the screech of what appeared to be a dragon, sounded farther away, Evie shouted. “If those beasts are leaving, then it means our time is up, and we have way less than thirty minutes.” Their jog sped to a flat out run. 
Caleb moved beside her stride for stride. 
Callie’s brows lowered. 
Mason’s teeth were clenched, and everyone’s steps pounded, heavy and frantic against the hard-packed dirt. 
This was so much harder than she imagined. What if— 
She couldn’t go down that road. Creator, please protect all of us! She clenched her jaw, inhaled the scorching air, and refused to follow the thoughts popping up in her mind. The world was making her crazy. She’d take the Fortress over this place any day.
That’s the first time you’ve thought that word and not shuddered in pain. 
Evie startled. Whatever.
I need to be near you. His warm hand slid into hers. 
His touch did more to bolster her than a gallon of water in Hell. Joke intended. Kind of not funny, though. If only he’d never let go. He was like an anchor in a place like this. Love where no love existed. Only when they started falling behind the group did he let go, and the absence of his touch was like a fire going out inside of her. 
The team was running in formation. Justice still held the center rear. His long, quick strides almost touched the heels of the two in front of him. Their team, though small, was fierce, battle ready, but not even the best warrior could fight against fire and brimstone falling from the sky. Evie pushed the team faster, trying to ignore the bent of her mind. 
Maybe it was the constant pain of the fire, or the lack of oxygen in the sulfur laced air. It might have been the negative energy floating around in the Lake of Fire, but her mind, despite her attempts to control it, kept slipping into a dark place. 
In her mind’s eye, the fire and brimstone fell, smashing into Eli’s chest and delivering a lethal blow to Callie’s head. Each member of Evie’s team fell, gaping holes burned through them. Their last breaths gasped and then arrested. The fallen never writhed in pain. No. They were devoured by the fire. Turned to ash. Then sent to float as dust in the wind of Hell. 
A shiver ran down Evie’s spine. She couldn’t rescue the team if the next phase of Hell descended upon them while they were still out in the open. 
No. The Creator held them in His care. Her memory of her meeting with Caleigha whispered to the forefront of her mind. Caleigha said, when they were on mission, they were given exactly what they needed when they needed it. Evie took a solidifying breath. This place was the worst of the worst, but their Creator never let them go. 
Caleb cut his gaze to her. Even if we move quickly and find shelter, your imagination might become a prophetic vision. 
She shook her head. No. It’s just stupid, random fear. This place getting to me. 
He tilted his chin as if to say, really?
Justice interrupted them. “There! I see it!” His shout of good news was like a shot of adrenaline punching through each of their team. 
Buildings lined the horizon like tiny bumps of hope. The group raced for the first hovel, throwing all caution to the scorching wind. A snake like dragon slipped from the dirt, glanced their way, but dove back in. 
“That’s not a good sign. Move!” Evie shouted and ran faster.
The buildings were more like hovels than formal construction. They hugged low to the ground in rounded mud shapes. 
A shrill scream shattered the silence above them. 
Collectively the group ducked and moved into defensive positions, protecting one another’s backs. They slowed but kept moving methodically toward the hovel. Another scream came from farther within the village. The beast above hovered there, piercing them with its gaze before raising its head and screeching back. A reply echoed and faded. A rumble like an earthquake shook Evie to her core. 
“What was that?!” Callie whisper-shouted, eyes darting around wide and wild. 
Evie was lost in the memory of a monster she’d met in a vision, her first vision. Its memory came racing back to her. Her heartrate tripled. It was coming for them, coming for her. It would rise from right under their feet. She couldn’t do anything to protect her team. Her breath came in pants, her muscles locking down. 
Don’t let fear win. Keep moving. We need to get under protection before the storm hits. Caleb searched the black clouds boiling across the sky. Flashes of fire streaked down exploding on impact. It’s only a few miles away. Who knows how fast it travels. We must reach shelter. 
Callie’s wide eyes locked with Evie’s. 
“We’ll get through this.” Evie put a hand on Callie’s trembling fingers where they gripped her arm. 
“You don’t know that.” Callie whispered. 
Eli moved closer to Callie’s other side and took her hand in his, pulling her gaze to his own. “No, she doesn’t, but I do. I’ll carry you out of this if you need me to. I won’t let you down.” 
Justice charged ahead. “Well, now we’ve all figured out who’s got who, let’s work on who’s going to live through this.” 
Justice was right. She moved toward the closest mud hovel, breaking formation. They needed to get out of the elements. As if the beast were on the same mental wavelength, it cried at the group one more time, diving as if to catch them in its strong jaws and then flapping, once . . . twice, and was gone.
Mason tripped over something on the ground and cursed. He glanced at the group daring them to say anything. He was ever being heckled for his bad language. 
He reached down and collected something at his feet. A three foot long, razor sharp tooth was hiding in the red haze of the fire. He dropped it. Eyes wide. At first, he turned away. Holding up one finger, he said, “Let’s take it with us. We might need a weapon against these creatures here. Maybe having a piece of them might level the odds.” Mason grinned and waved the tooth like a sword. 
 “You’re right. It could double as a weapon,” Evie said.
Mason held it high for everyone to see. “Plus, it will give us an idea of what we’re up against.” 
Justice took off running.
“Oh! I got a pretty good idea from our flying friend who just tried to eat us before deciding the storm was too close.” Callie shivered and chased after Justice, the team following suit.
Justice was the first to reach the door to the hovel, and he slammed his body into it. The door stood strong. He bounced barely catching himself. Josie touched Justice on his shoulder. They locked eyes. Who were they to each other? Josie handled Justice carefully, with familiarity. With just a twist of her wrist, the lever securing the door lifted, and it swung open. 
Justice and Mason both crackled with static energy, preparing to blast anything that might be on the other side. The ground beneath them groaned. Callie smiled at Eli. He was ready to take anything on too. 
The first blast of brimstone and fire touched down three hovels over sending shrapnel in all directions.
Josie charged in. Evie really was starting to like having this girl on their team. She might need to offer her a permanent position if Abigail approved. The group filed in behind her, one right after the other. No one checked for danger from within. The world outside was too hostile. 
In the last second before Mason entered, another blast struck just behind him, sending him flying into the darkness of the hovel headfirst. Justice slammed the door shut behind him. 
Mason swore. “That settles it. Hell is sentient and trying to kill me. Did you guys see that just now?” He rolled off his belly, peering up at the team. 
A deep gravelly voice tumbled through the room, “Well, look what the cat just dragged in!”
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Cat Phrases in Hell


The Fiery Realm – Friday Early Morning – Evie 
A one-armed man leered at them from a darkened corner at the back of the hovel. Maliciousness simmered in the air. 
Evie narrowed her eyes at him. “We seek shelter.”
He slapped his one hand on his thigh. “Ah!” He shifted. “I was afraid the cat got your tongue!” Leaning back on his haunches, he made no movement from the shadows though he appeared to be large and had the confidence of someone in charge. Something was off, almost murderous about the inhabitant. 
Evie’s relief at escaping the consuming fire and brimstone evaporated. The memory of a vision whispered through her mind, the inhabitants mindlessly circling. No soul was in charge here, no matter what they feigned. 
His face wrinkled in what should have been a smile but felt more like the opening of a shark’s mouth. Everything about him screamed you’re the mouse and this is my trap. He stepped out of the shadows, his hand traveling down his rotund belly the color of a well-loved oil satchel. One side of his smile was caught in a half smirk all the more menacing with the backdrop of the red fire writhing in a low flicker.
Evie swallowed, squared her shoulders, and replied. “We’re not here to harm you.”
“S’that so?” He chuckled.
Before Evie could reply, Josie pulled a katana from its sheath across her back and laid it against the man’s throat. 
Evie locked eyes with the inhabitant. “We need shelter from the . . .” What should she call the fire and brimstone? “firestone storm?” 
“Yeah!” He grinned maniacally. “It’s a real CAT-astrophe out there.”
Callie leaned into Evie to whisper, “What’s with the cat sayings!?” 
“Awe! Sweetheart, if you want to know more about me, come on over. There’s enough of me to go around.”
“Ewe.” Callie recoiled.
“Well, one sure thing, your pretty girlfriends don’t know a thing about me.” He stepped closer to Callie. “I’m your rescue.” He unleashed the last phrase like a whip. 
Sparks of fire climbed Evie’s spine. “We don’t need rescue just shelter.” 
Eli stepped closer to Callie’s side. 
“No! Not according to that there way you flew in here all scaredy-cat . . .” 
“We only need to wait out the storm in your home.” 
“Home. This ain’t no kind of home.” The inhabitant spat at the ground. 
Caleb sidled closer to Evie. 
Josie pressed the blade tighter against his throat. “What’s your order, Evie? We could dispatch this inhabitant to wait out the storm in here.”
“Now, now. Let’s not get all hasty and such.” Dark inky symbols wrapped every inch of the once-upon-a-time man. Here, in Hell, only his rumbling voice and enormous stature indicated what he once was, now he was missing a few ingredients. 
“I’m Evie, leader of this team.” She paused waiting for him to give her his name. When he didn’t, she continued “Will you allow us to wait out the storm here?” Right now, he was their only local knowledge. 
“I’ll treat you just like I treated Princess.” His face beamed with sincerity. 
“Princess?” Callie stepped forward again. 
“The best, most beautiful cat ever.” 
Ah. The cat phrases made sense. “Thank you for your kindness.” Evie smiled trying to disarm the situation. Could he tell it was fake? “Josie. Your weapon.”
Josie withdrew the katana with a huff. “I don’t like this.”
“Mi casa es su casa!” He paused drawing his hands together and steepling his fingertips. “What’s not to like?”
Josie scoffed. Justice stepped to her side. 
They were more than just friends. The curiosity was killing her. Evie was going to have to get to the bottom of their story. 
“I might be more help to you than just during this storm.” He stepped closer to Evie, rubbing his hand over his face. 
Was he frustrated? Or was he considering his next move? 
He winked at Evie. “Hey. What’s mine is yours. That’s all I’m saying.” He thunked his head. “Just offering to help in any way I can.” 
Caleb moved a little in front of Evie. Evie. I think Josie might be right.
Can an inhabitant of Hell be killed? It would completely defeat the idea of eternal torment.
I’m certain he can be slowed down or at least moved from this hovel to another. Look at his arm. Maybe we could debilitate his legs in a similar fashion. Caleb clenched his jaw, a muscle jumping.
The inhabitant stepped like lightning around Caleb, probably testing the groups responses, but Josie had her katana on his throat before he could launch himself any farther. He nodded and with his fingertip tried to push the katana away. 
“I don’t trust you.” Josie drew the katana back but held it out and ready. 
He threw his one arm in a sweeping gesture indicating the entirety of his hovel. “Not much to it,” His voice was like rocks falling in a tumbler. “But it’ll keep you out of the worst of the firestone storm.” He grinned, a toothless experience, at Evie. “You don’t look like you’re from around these parts. As a matter of fact, you don’t look like you belong here at all. What did you do to get sent here?” His eyes ran over the team, assessing. 
Justice bristled.
From her visions, Evie expected the inhabitants to seem more unconscious of their whereabouts. But this inhabitant wasn’t lost in a Hell loop. He wasn’t wiling away in his individually designed torture for the eternally detained. This was, in fact, a prison with no hope, no escape, and no deviation, but his cunning lacked nothing. Evie caught Caleb’s eye.
He gave her a subtle nod.
The inhabitant noticed with a narrowing of his eyes. “Interesssting.” 
Evie caught the sibilant s, the demonic sound more telling than anything.
“We’re only passing through,” Caleb said.
“Oh, gee, didn’t know that was an option. Silly me.” He rubbed his non-existent beard with his one hand. 
“Our stay here will be short.” Callie spoke quietly, but her voice was firm. 
“Yeah.” Evie nodded at Callie. “We’re rescuing a guy who doesn’t belong here either.” 
Josie slipped behind the inhabitant and was glaring at Evie, pinching her fingers together and zipping them across her lips, signaling for Evie to shut up.
Evie dipped her chin once. Probably a good idea to only say what they needed to. He couldn’t do much. At some point, he’d fall into a trance like in her visions, and roam aimlessly. But Josie didn’t know that, and caution was best. 
The narrowing of the inhabitant’s eye, the cant of his shoulders, even the closer he drew spoke to his sly nature. Evie shook her head. How could the inhabitants of Hell be anything but harmless, hopeless, and sad? They weren’t the terrors threatening everyone. Those were the beasts and creatures who filled the sky with their screams. Right?
“At least he doesn’t belong here, yet.” Caleb qualified quietly.
“Ha! No one belongs here.” The inhabitant ground out.
Evie said, “If you weren’t meant to be here, you wouldn’t be.”
“By that definition, you belong here too!” The inhabitant chuckled. 
“James is another matter.” Josie growled, moving to stand beside Evie, swinging her katana in a threatening arc. “The living have no place among the deceased and judged.” 
This time Evie lifted an eyebrow at Josie. 
Josie clamped her mouth closed. 
The inhabitant’s voice filled the tiny space. “This place is dangerous. I can help you . . . for a price. The names Richard, Richard Montahue. My friends call me Rick.” 
“Richard, this is a mission. Don’t think we’ll help you out of this realm.” Josie glared.
“Realm! You call this a realm! Pretty lady this is Hell! Pure and simple, and I intend on getting the—”
“There is no way we can help you.” Evie left no room for argument. “We appreciate your assistance if you give it with no expectation of anything in return.” They needed him. She glared at Josie to keep her mouth shut.
“Help! For nothing in return!” He sent out his breath in a gust and stormed toward Evie. 
Caleb blocked him. “You’ll help us. What else do you have to do? Got an appointment with your daily torturer? Busy suffering? Spending the next hour dedicated to memories of Princess? Come on. You got nothing but time.” 
Richard stopped in his tracks, a hand resting on his jaw. A blast exploded nearby, and Evie along with several members of the team ducked. A massive earthquake followed. The roof rattled and pieces of the hovel rained down, dust filling the air and rubble skittering across the ground. Evie dropped into battle position one, her team rotating around her.
Richard chuckled. “Can’t fight your way out of that mess out there.” He turned away from Evie and the team and sat in the one chair in the hovel’s single room. “Where’re you trying to go?” 
Evie stood. Richard was clearly not suffering any concern over the noise and falling debris. She squared her shoulders and considered what she should say. Finally, she spoke. “There is a cave where our friend—” 
Caleb coughed.
Maybe it was the debris in the air, but it was more likely her use of friend. She glanced at him when Richard shifted his gaze back to Callie, assessing, always assessing.  “—is barely living. He was wounded and dragged here by a demon recently exiled from Earth.”
“A cave you say.” He ran his hand over his naked, fat belly. It fell motionless around his hip. “Don’t know of any caves. I pretty much stay put. If ya’ can’t tell, there’s monsters out there. Took my arm clean off.” He shook his stump at the group. “I steer clear of mountains, valleys, and anything else for that matter. Besides, I heard the mountain is the home of . . .” He paused midsentence. 
The last thing they needed was another obstacle in their already impossible journey, but he had to be referring to Balthazar. “We already know.”
Richard raised a single eyebrow. “And what is it, exactly, you know?”
She held his gaze, even though her stomach recoiled at the beady darkness peering from his sooty face. “I’ve met the monster who calls it home – Balthazar.”
Richard ducked as if the roof might fall in. “For criminy’s sake, little thing, don’t be bellerin’ words like that. Skies alive, we might as well call him over for tea with Princess!” 
Caleb was staring daggers at Richard, “Rick.”
Richard glowered. “Rick’s for friends. We ain’t friends. The name’s Richard to you.” His lips cocked up on one side as he swung his focus back to Evie. “I can take you there.” He dipped his chin and stared at Callie from under his hairless eyebrows. “But we’ll have to be careful. Terrible things live here, things designed to devour the pretty.” He lifted the stub of his arm for emphasis. “We can’t go until the storm passes. When the fire is at its lowest, we’ll take off. Until then, we stay put.” He touched his temple, and a sly grin crept across his face. “I’ll keep ya’ safe. To fit in, you’ll need to doff your attire.”
Evie ignored him. They’d need to hunker down. With only a makeshift stone bed and a single rock chair, there didn’t seem to be much for her team. She moved against the wall and sat on the hard ground. “Let’s rest while we can.” Her team followed suit. Caleb’s shoulder brushed her own. It was a small comfort.
“What brought you here?” Callie remained standing. 
“Ah! Great question.” He rubbed his hand through his absent hairline, smearing soot across his temple. “I didn’t murder anyone if that’s what ya’ asking. I was good. Kept to myself. Worked day in and day out, trying to earn my keep. Loved to fish. Loved my Princess. I might’ve told a little white lie here and there, maybe swindled one too many friends out of a bet, but nothing warranting eternal damnation.” 
“If you weren’t meant to be here, you wouldn’t be.” Josie repeated, mostly talking to herself. She moved to Evie’s other side and leaned back against the rock wall, her katana at the ready beside her. 
His face grew broody and dark. “You’re young.” He shook his head with a sardonic chuckle. “Worst thing I did, as best I can figure, was to not give the Big Man the time a’day. Now, I’ve been here for ages.” His eyes sparked with interest. “Hey now, what year is it? Maybe you could tell me what’s been goin’ on.” 
Another explosion rattled the hovel. Evie held her breath. When the roof didn’t cave, she exhaled, and Richard’s words settled in. No way he lived a good life. The cunning living in those black eyes was developed over a lifetime. “Nothing worse?’
Richard flashed an innocent expression at her, but his mouth opened with a dangerous hunger. “An eternal furnace is harsh for the failings of a simple man.”
A simple man who was too proud to bow his heart and was lying his face off to her right now. Evie glared. “You had your chance. You made your choices.” 
“You got it all figured out, pretty lady.” 
“It’s a fairly simple concept,” Josie said. 
Eli cleared his throat. “Freewill can end up costing you everything.” 
Heat washed across Evie’s back as a nearby blast sent an inferno washing over the hovel. Richard sat in the corner and rested his head on folded arms propped on his knees.
Evie needed to get him talking. Maybe he’d accidentally let a few key details loose. “Is this when you rest?” 
“Whenever. Can’t do nothin’ ‘til the time is right.” He closed his eyes while the storm outside roared, and the hovel creaked and groaned like it would give in to the blasting heat. 
Evie shifted closer to Josie who had slumped down to rest near her. “Would you tell me more about how you found out about James?”
“That’s one memory I’d banish if it didn’t mean I’d forget my only family.”
Evie raised an eyebrow.
“Mom died three years ago. Dad’s never been around.”
“There’s definitely a pattern there.” The man drifted through life like dynamite blowing up everyone else’s lives. 
“The sentinels came right before Stregone found Justice and I.”
“Justice?” Evie murmured. 
“We’ve been together for two years. He’s a good guy. He just made some choices that took him down a difficult path.” She smiled. “He’s on a new path now.” 
Evie flicked a pebble out from under where she sat. “There’s definitely chemistry between you too. Though, most of the time he’s hard to read.”
Josie’s whole face transformed with her smile. She shook her head absently and started when she realized Evie was watching her. “Yeah. Well, he’s got a story. Maybe he’ll tell you one day, but I can’t say. I can tell you one thing. I wouldn’t want anyone else covering my back. He may be from Vermont and act all cut and dry and almost insulting – I get it, being from the south myself – but he’s honorable and loyal and kind when he’s not joking around.” 
“By joking do you mean electrocuting?” Evie chuckled.
Instead of laughing, Josie turned wary eyes on Evie. After a tense pause, she shrugged and said, “What’s my brother like?”
Evie coughed. “I’m not his biggest fan. Not right now. He’s made a lot of terrible choices. He practically sold me to Stregone for power, and he kidnapped my kid brother.”
A darkness crossed Josie’s expression.
Crap! Evie sighed. She needed to give Josie the good in James too. “I loved him, once.”
Josie gaze flickered up. “I’d heard.”
“He’s suffered a lot without a dad, his mom always working. It’s left him drifting through life.”
“What made you fall in love with him?” Josie leaned closer. 
“He has this magnetism, charm, that draws you in, and when he focuses on you, it’s like the world tilts toward you and everything else falls away. His heart is huge. He wants to find his place, to belong to a family that won’t leave or abandon him. Like I said, he’s had it really hard.” Evie wanted to deny the pang in her heart, make it disappear, but it was undeniably there. She checked on Caleb. His jaw clenched. But Josie’s hand on her arm brought her back to the conversation.
“Thank you. I want a family too. Maybe together, he and I can heal.” 
Evie smiled. “Let’s try and catch some rest. Okay?”
Josie nodded, and they fell into amicable silence. 
As Evie drifted into a sort of restful quiet, awake and hearing, but not focused on any one thing, something faint, vaguely familiar, danced across the backs of her eyelids. Her heartbeat ratcheted up. She barely recognized the signs of a new vision before she was thrust out of the here and now. 
A bottomless pit billowed smoke, blotting out the air and blocking the sun with its toxic fumes. Giant locusts as big as horses stood at attention before a monstrosity of a dragon. Each proudly carried their chest high with a breastplate of iron and tails like scorpions. Their man-like faces were filled with the teeth of a lion, and resting on each of their heads, full of long flowing hair, was a crown made out of gold. New giant locusts flew out of the smoke in a steady stream. 
Her Creator’s voice thundered from high above the pit. “Torment mankind.” The voice ordered the creatures who started a high-pitched battle song. “With one bite they will be disabled in physical ailments and misery. This will last for five months.” 
“No!” Evie cried out. 
“It has been foretold,” the voice replied, a note of sadness riding on the hot wind. 
“But all the suffering!” Evie collapsed to her knees, hurting for the people, hurting for the Creator, wanting it all to be different.
“I know.” The voice was soft, kind toward her, but when it spoke again, it was filled with wrath and fury. “If bitten, they will wish for death, but death will not come relieve them.” 
The Creator’s voice became a thunderous blast, and then the locust’s wings were roaring as they swarmed the Earth. Before taking off, one of the last locusts remaining near the pit turned and smiled at Evie. She cringed, but it didn’t move. No. It wasn’t smiling at her. In horror, she slowly turned to follow the creature’s gaze. Her eyes locked on a great red dragon, its king, the ruler of the bottomless pit, Balthazar, nodding in approval. “It hasss been foretold.” 
Evie’s stomach bottomed out. The creature bowed once, lifted off, and raced toward her team. It was coming here! 
Evie started from where she sat slumped, coming back into the present. “Revelation.” She whispered. Her bones ached. Her heart pounded. 
“What is it?” Caleb leaned until their shoulders touched. 
“I think my spiritual discernment is making knowledge from the Holy Spirit known to me.” It was as if the memories of the vision themselves were sparkling at their edges. 
Did her visions change in this realm? Was the Creator warning them to move? She shook her head to try and rattle some answers in with the questions. Her gaze caught on Caleb’s curly hair. He shook his head and shrugged. The weight of their mission fell so heavily on her shoulders it threatened to crush her. If it was a premonition, then they needed to move. 
Agreed. Caleb sighed.
Evie caught Josie studying them. Josie held her gaze, her face like chiseled rock. “What’s going on?”
The words of the vision echoed through her, hollowing her out. Like poison tracing a path of pain through someone’s veins, the words tripped through her mind. 
Josie’s features softened. She mouthed, ‘You okay?’
Evie gave her a curt bow, rubbing a hand over the goosebumps rising despite the overwhelming heat. 
Caleb wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly. “I have you.” He whispered into her hair. “I’m not letting go.” 
Wrapping her arms around his broad back, she grounded herself in him, breathing in pine, and allowing him to share her burden, if but only for a moment. 
His arms tightened around her.
“Awe shucks! Yinna gonna make an ol’ feller blush!” Richard wiped a hand over his bald head. He stood and stretched out his spine both hands on his hips. “Come now, let’s be on our way to ruinate the day. The beasts have gone, and it’s the safest it gets out there.” Richard kicked at the dirt. 
Good. Evie stood. “Let’s move.” The team slowly rose one at a time. 
Richard tapped his toe almost impatiently, like he had somewhere else to be. A tick started under his left eye. He rubbed his belly absently, self-soothing. His skin wrinkled, bunched, and fell loose with every stroke. “Keep your heads down, don’t make noise, and don’t interact with anything.” 
The team moved into defensive formation. When the stone door swung too easily out into the unknown, Evie held her breath. How long until her premonition became their reality?
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The Village


The Fiery Realm - Friday Unknown Time - Evie 
They passed like a SWAT team, silent and deadly, one hovel, then two, until the path opened into a bizarre group gathering like in her visions. Nothing marked the center of the village except the open, flat patch of dirt with more souls than Evie could count. 
“It’s a crazy kind of naked in Hell.” Justice gave a low whistle.
Josie coughed out a chuckle, nodding. 
“Like what ya’ see in this ‘ere skinsuit?” Richard rubbed his hands up and down his body, a glassy shimmer beginning to take over his eyes. 
Evie shifted her gaze back to the shuffling souls. Their wide circular patterns rutted into the hard, dirt ground. Occasionally, one wandered wide, losing direction for a beat, but eventually its oblong circle brought it back to the gathering. Each member wove a pattern in the dust, in and around one another. Their skin danced with dark runes that pulsed and shifted, pulsed and shifted. The runes snaked around the arm to appear on ones back. Another’s shifted, climbing the leg to the hip.  
“The runes?” Evie breathed.
“The larger runes are claim marks from the Beast of this village. Smaller runes represent, ah . . .” Richard paused, shuffling a bit from side to side as his runes started to pulse. “The beast over this village is lower-level management. The bouncer of this little slice of Hell. Each territory has a claimant, a ruler. Any soul in its territory wears the beast’s mark, the sins that cursed them here, and the current torment they’ve been assigned. Once the beast tires of one of us, it fills its belly full, but it’s a rare occurrence. More souls equal more power.” 
“I thought—” Callie covered her mouth, wide-eyed. 
Richard’s gaze narrowed. “Ya’ thought ya couldn’t die in Hell.” His grin stretched in layer after layer of wrinkles. He chuckled. “Nope. Can’t.”
“But then—” Callie dropped her hand.
“Ya’ come back.” He cringed at his own words. There was definitely more to the story. 
Callie gasped. “Like from the dead?”
“Honey, we’re all dead here.” Richard leered closer to her. Something hid behind those beady eyes. Something maybe her vision warned her about. But he turned toward the gathering and headed off with purpose. 
Evie followed but kept an assessing eye on the movement of the inhabitants. They weren’t menacing like a horde of zombies. Everyone was more in a daze, lost in themselves. Occasionally, one would lock glazed eyes on Evie, seeing but not. Less often, one would turn away from the pack and shuffle in a new direction. Those dropped to their knees and released a guttural cry into the unsettled air.
“Memories,” Richard said almost as if he were talking to himself. A distant note of wistfulness hid there. Eyes fully glazed over, he swayed, and within a few circles of the group, he joined the shuffle, slowly at first until he was swept into the gathering’s momentum. 
As they moved as one, Evie thought to Caleb. Do you sense anything . . . else? It feels like he’s hiding something. 
Caleb met her gaze. Tight eyes starkly stared at her from his pale and drawn face. Without words, a wave of loss and the clench of Caleb’s fear descended on her. Caleb finally replied after several breaths. He’s blocking me, somehow. 
She wanted to wrap her arms around him, keep the cold fear from taking over. But . . . all she could do was comfort him. We’re going to get through this. Her words felt hollow, empty in the face of everything they were witnessing on this mission.
He nodded. His expression unchanged. I’m working on figuring out what’s really going on with him. I’ll let you know if I discover anything. 
What about learning from Josie? 
It’s also in progress. 
Okay. Awesome. What if Richard were bringing them to the gathering as a sacrifice? Without knowing his thoughts, they were sitting ducks. They couldn’t let Richard too close. 
Caleb nodded. 
She bit her lip. A shiver passed through her as the image of the locust horses filled the forefront of her mind. She craved his comfort, wanted it to sift gently across her mind, to ease her tumultuous heart. But he was already doing so much. She clenched her jaw. She’d handle it herself. Somehow. 
His steps continued to thump at her side. The quietness both from his mouth and his mind were like a yawning void, separating them from one another. She hated it. This. This was what war did.
Richard suddenly turned back towards his hovel. Evie reached out to help, but Caleb caught her hand and sliced his head to the side. 
Richard’s face fell slack. His one good arm hung without purpose at his side. The dark runes covering his skin pulsed to the same beat as the others. Darker then lighter, and darker . . . Sometimes, one pulse held for a beat longer than the others. Richard turned on the spot one more time, a quarter turn towards the center of town and fell flat on his back. His unblinking eyes stared at the sky. Unmoved. It was as if he died.
“We need him.” Evie moved to Richard’s side and grabbed his shoulder, shaking it. 
“Evie, I think it’s—” Caleb moved to Richard’s other side, staring as if assessing, but what did any of them know about this place.  
Evie shook Richard again. “No response.” No. They needed his help.
“It’s Richard’s journey, lady. Let him finish it.” The woman who spoke came and stood silently at Richard’s feet, watching over him, shuffling from one foot to the other. Her long hair sweeping her back as she rocked. 
“Is he dead?” Evie removed her hands from his shoulder. There was no breath, and his eyes grew dusty, empty. Even his runes stopped pulsing.
The woman shook her head at Evie. “Lady, really? We’re all dead. That’s the door to this place. Can’t walk through unless you’re deceased.” 
Would he still be able to help them on their journey?
The female’s shape lacked the usual markers, but her long hair, slight frame, and raspy, high voice spoke of her history. This was the second skinsuit they’d spoken with since entering. 
We can’t trust them. Remember what the sentinels said.
I know. Evie wrapped her arms around herself. 
Dark runes in a delicate patchwork littered every inch of the lady skinsuit’s body. She still had all her arms and legs, unlike Richard, but, it seemed, many of the other skinsuits did not. Maybe she was new. 
“You know Richard?” Evie spoke gently, not wanting to spook the woman. She might blow over or fall into a trance at any moment.
 “Who doesn’t.”  The lady skinsuit retorted with vim and vigor. She squatted, folding like an accordion at Richard’s feet. Leather skin bunched around each bend. Richard stirred as if he were waking. 
“Awe fie! We must move.” Richard leaned on his right side and used his good arm to hoist himself to standing. “Now!” He bellowed when everyone didn’t jump. “Hurry, fie!” Richard took off like the world was on fire, heading in the same direction as before. “Ain’t got long. Gotta get outside the village gate before . . .”
The lady skinsuit locked a vise grip on Evie’s arm, something dark sparking in her eye. 
“Are you coming with us?” Evie glared at where the woman’s boney grip bit into her arm. 
 Richard turned and jogged back to them. “By my trowth! Steph!”
Evie smirked. So that was what the female skinsuits name was. “Steph?”
“Yes.” The grin on Steph’s face nearly split it in two. 
“What’s ya’ plan here?” Richard grabbed her hands and pulled, but they didn’t budge from Evie’s arm. “What sorcery you weavin’?” He glared into Steph’s eyes.
Evie brought her arm up and with a twist and a forceful push downward she broke the woman’s grip. 
Richard jumped in between them, dividing Steph from the team. Steph began to tremble. “I caught that one!” She pointed at Evie, a hard sneer marring her already hostile face. “She’s mine!” She shoved into Richard, trying to get passed him.
Evie bristled. “What? Wait a minute!” 
As Steph opened her mouth, a great rumbling shook the ground swallowing her words. Richard’s face fell as his eyes widened. The earthquake tumbled a few hovels. They poured their penance back into the hard-packed ground, giving everything back with a great gasp. 
Evie half expected fee-fi-foe-fum to fill the air. Instead, the air ripped in half with the roar of a monster. Not the fairytale kind, no. This was the specifically-designed-for-Hell version. She shuddered. 
Richard moaned. Steph fell to her knees, her hands gripping her hair. 
Their reaction plus her earlier premonition sent the muscles of her shoulders tightening as she assessed the next best course of action, their guides rendered useless. 
A beast the size of a building opened its mammoth jaw and released an ear-splitting, spittle-flying roar. Evie’s ears rang as if a bomb exploded. The spray passed over her head, racing through the air toward Callie. 
“No!” Evie dashed in. The power of demon spit, how it ate away at her thigh after the battle with Stregone, was a searing memory. One she wouldn’t wish on an enemy, and one she would protect Callie from. But how? She had no idea. 
Callie dove out of the way in a lithe move. Spinning, and with a twist of her hands using the moisture in the saliva, she sent it back at the beast with a scream. The beast’s bucket worth of spit hit without any effect. 
However, some of the beast’s splatter had hit Callie’s shoulder and thigh and were now eating away at her uniform. 
Evie skidded to a stop. “Take off your uniform!”
Callie froze. “What?”
“Take it off. Now!” Evie helped Callie out of her clothing. “The spit is acidic. Remember?” Evie would never forget. “You can’t let it touch your skin.” 
Callie’s eyes widened. “Got it. You’re right. Thanks!”
Eli roared before pulling the ground up in great boulders and tossing it at the beast in rapid succession. The beast took a hit to his shoulder as if nothing happened. Another in the same shoulder forced him to sway. A third, tumbled him backwards. A mind-rattling roar sent them all to their knees, hands covering their heads. 
“Just let him spit again!” Callie screamed, running in her sports bra and bike shorts and launching herself through the air at the beast. She slammed two daggers deep into its thigh, rolled and sped out of the way, it roared so loudly it rumbled through the ground. 
Evie pulled the air to her. Its movement was too sluggish for battle. Its dense makeup made pushing it foreign and heavy. Still, she doubled down, giving it all of her power, forcing the air to form a wall she’d use to flatten the beast. White stars danced on the edges of her vision, still she pressed on. 
Josie added a wind shear to Evie’s wall, sending it with increasing momentum to crash into the beast. It grappled with the invisible barrier. Black blood smeared on the solid air where it oozed from the wounds on its leg. The wall forced him to the ground with a grunt, pinning his left arm under him, burning his entire side with blisters that seeped pus and more black blood. 
Evie wavered on the spot but held the wall in place, giving it everything. Her energy was at an all time low. The heavy, bulky air was burning through any reserves she had and then some.
Caleb rested a hand on her shoulder. Do you have enough left in you for Erchomai?
“Yes! Erchomai!” They joined together and the air shimmered a blazing blue. Richard and Steph skittered back from the brilliance. 
“She’s got real sorcery!” Steph whispered to Richard. 
Evie smirked. Not really, but real power, for sure. 
Caleb stood behind her with both hands on her shoulders. Don’t let up. His soft voice ordered. 
Erchomai washed over the beast who wailed at its touch. His shoulder and a side of his face flayed to reveal the muscle underneath. 
Evie lost her battle with the stars, and her knees gave out. Caleb caught her before she slammed down, but she was out of juice. “This world.” Her voice was raspy. “Its air is so hard to manipulate.”
Justice came charging forward. “I got this. You take a break.” He sent a wave of electricity through the air. The beast arched with the impact. 
Evie tried to force her knees to work, her mind to concentrate, her power to regroup. 
When the last of Justice’s electricity zinged across the beast’s face, the fury found in those burning eyes coupled with its long fangs was beyond anything Evie had witnessed in a horror flick. The beast jumped to its feet, more agile than his mammoth size attested. New flesh wrapped like fingers around the burnt, black, and bloody muscle of its face and shoulder. When it touched, the muscle and skin filled in, plumping, until its ugly mug was like new. Crap! This was a creature designed for battle. 
Evie hissed. “Defensive position two.” A second wind filled her chest. “Keep alert. He looks like he could do this all day.” Her hands trembled as she faced off with the beast again.
It roared, rattling the realm with his fury. 
Callie bolted in to attack. 
“Not the same—” Evie started to run, but it was like she was stuck in slow motion. 
Faster than anyone could react, the beast spewed another bucket full of acidic spit, but this time Callie was too close, and the beast was ready. Callie was using the same attack, and this beast was incredibly smart. Its spittle sloshed along her lower right ribs and hip with a sizzle. Callie’s eyes widened, and she dropped with a soft cry. 
The beast beat against his chest in triumph. 
Evie’s chest burned as Callie writhed on the ground, the spit devouring her soft flesh. Frozen, a wash of darkness threatened to turn Evie inside out. She clawed at her face, dropped to her knees next to Callie, desperate to send time backwards, to jump in Callie’s place, to do anything to change this cruel turn of fate. 
“No. No, no, no, no.” Evie screamed. “Caleb, come here. We’re going to use Erchomai to heal her.”
“We’ve never done that before.” Caleb’s eyes were too wide, too sad, too much to take in. 
“We’re doing it now. Josie, Justice, stay with Eli and Mason. Keep the beast busy and give us time to help her.” They stepped in front of Callie. 
“On it!” Eli touched three fingers to the ground, and it trembled, shook, and a great crack opened revealing the boiling lake of fire below, swallowing anything in its growing path, separating the beast from the team, splitting it so the team was on one side and the beast on the other. The gap, now thirty feet across, bubbled with lava, sending black smoke drifting in the air. 
The air crackled, coming alive with deadly whips of white fire from Mason and Justice. Mason’s power flew through the air before it was fully formed. It wrapped around the beast’s gargantuan foot and fizzled into nothing. The monster’s eyes pulsed bright red, glaring at Mason. 
It charged at the ravine, pulling up at the last second. 
Justice crafted an electric bomb and took off, racing toward the edge of the boiling lava. He punted the ball of electricity across the ravine, and it slammed into the beast’s chest. On impact, the bomb charred its flesh. Its infuriated bellow forced them all to their knees. While the sound held them down, the beast shot a boney protrusion from its wrist. Justice fell backwards, the spear-like quill standing straight in the air. Josie was on Justice in a second, pressing her hands to his stomach, but the dark liquid pooling around the spear was growing larger despite her ministrations. 
A cool wetness dripped from Evie’s ears. She touched the spot, and her fingertips came away crimson. As if sensing injury, the beast turned its beady eyes on her, placing her under its sharp focus. Eli stepped forward and blasted the beast again and again with the hard rock, single-handedly holding him off. 
Callie moaned. Her eyelashes fluttered closed. 
Evie tore her eyes from the battle and turned to tend Callie’s bubbling flesh. It lifted, exploded, and then oozed pus and blood. Evie grabbed Caleb’s hands and rested hers over his. “Intent is everything. Intend like your life depends on it. Intend healing, life, hope. Give it all you got.” Evie glanced up from Callie’s shallow breathing to confirm Caleb was with her. 
He stared at Evie with a shattered expression.
“Get it together. It’s not over. We can’t let them fight alone for long. Help me!” Evie closed her eyes, and together with Caleb, Erchomai rose to their fingertips. “Now, slowly.” 
Caleb sent the blazing blue light into Callie’s body. It was the same light that had cut Stregone in half. Evie sucked in a breath, relishing the pain of the toxic air. This had to work. 
It had once before. When it poured into a forest long before they’d used it in battle, their first time achieving Erchomai. The frosted forest, sitting in the middle of winter’s coldest days, had exploded to life with vibrant greens and fully formed flowers. It had to do it again. It had to.
The blue light drifted gently into Callie’s skin. The acid slowed its path until it vanished, but the injuries didn’t close and heal. The damage didn’t continue, but what had been done was done. Evie stared at Callie’s chest. It rose and fell in laborious hissing gasps, but still moving. Life was not lost. She glanced at Eli. He was throwing everything at the beast, holding it off with single-minded focus. 
“Don’t let him sacrifice himself. Callie will want him when she wakes.”
Caleb ran a hand down his face. His eyes troubled.  
“This will hold her for now.” Evie fought how her chin trembled.
Caleb didn’t move still staring at her with haunted eyes. 
“We need to help the team.” She pushed to her feet and turned, wavering on the spot, exhaustion fighting and winning for the moment. 
Eli locked gazes with Evie for a split second. “Tell Eli.” She held his gaze. Her lips pressed into a firm line. 
Caleb sent the message to the team. Callie is alive but still injured. 
Eli’s shoulders hunched. 
“Richard, get us out of here!” Evie took a step and fell to her knees.
Richard whimpered, his eyes wide. He didn’t move. 
The red fires reflected on the sharp gleaming tips of the beast’s great horns. His incisors protruded above and below his lips. Its jaw widened as it speared the team with another ear-piercing, spittle-launching roar. 
Everyone ducked, their hands over their ears, and their heads low. 
The monster bent to charge, its face upturned, its horns positioned for maximum damage, glinting with the fury of the fire. A red haze descended over Evie’s vision. If it made it over, it would gore Eli and stomp Callie to death. Everything around her slowed to a crawl.
A pressure spun across her mind, but she was beyond understanding subtleties during battle. No. The dull world fell away as a fierce warrior cry rose within her. She’d protect her team. No. One. Would. Be. Lost. It didn’t matter if it cost her, her life. 
“Richard get them to safety!” She pushed him with her air. “Now!” 
Richard scrambled to his feet, grabbed Steph, and together they darted away from the beast. “Come! We must move!” Richard’s gravelly voice was hushed as he did everything to remain as far as possible from the beast. He looped his arms under Justice’s bleeding body and nodded at Josie. Together they half carried, half dragged him away.
Good. Evie turned to Eli with only a few seconds until the beast jumped the ravine. “Follow them. Take Callie to safety.” 
Eli lifted Callie in his arms and followed swiftly behind Richard. 
Evie climbed to her feet and locked eyes with Caleb. “I’ll be fine. See them off. Make sure they get away safely.” She’d hold the beast off as long as she could. 
“No way. There’s no way I’m leaving you behind.” He stared at her. The flickering flames of the realm sent shadows dancing across his features. He moved, planting his feet in a wide stance. 
There wasn’t time to argue. “Go!” 
“Drop it. I’m not leaving you.” Caleb exuded calm and focus as he stood at her side and faced the approaching beast.
It roared. 
Evie gave it a warrior-cry of her own, sending a spear of wind into its right shoulder. 
A two-inch wound opened, seeped viscous black blood, but it closed just as quickly. The beast didn’t even slow, barreling towards the ravine. Raging on the other side of the rift, the beast struck the ground with its hooved foot, digging a rut. Then, it bent low and launched itself in one smooth, effortless move across the great opening, the fires below licking up to taste him. He sailed past it all and landed with a shuddering thud. 
She wouldn’t move out of the way. An almost painful pressure speared her mind. Caleb? “What are you doing?! Stop it!”
The beast thundered forward. 
Evie threw up a wall. 
It bounced against it, then fell on its butt. It shook its horned head, stood and ran at it again, forcing her and her wall skidding backwards with the impact. 
“I can hold him. Get to safety.” She held her arms out, forcing everything she had into the air.
Another spear of pain struck in her temple. But this time, it moved her one step away from danger. The familiar scent of pine swam into her focus. She pushed it away. “Callie won’t die here.” She said through gritted teeth. She promised she wouldn’t lose anyone again. She promised herself. Her right leg followed the left carrying her to safety. 
“You focus everything you’ve got into holding him there. I’ll get you to safety with the rest of us.” Caleb swept her over his shoulder and began to run.  
What? She bounced off his back. “No!” She roared against the force moving her. Evaporated tears refused to fall from her eyes. “Let me go. I got this!” She used Caleb’s shoulders to push herself up and found the beast’s elephant-like footfalls shook the few hovels still standing. With its running start, the impact nearly threw her out of Caleb’s arms. Crazed with fury, the beast pounded against her wall. She closed her eyes and fortified its structures. 
The crudely built forms of the hovels teetered precariously on the brink of the great rift Eli carved into the land. As if in a last effort to live, they clung to the edge. But the next shoulder slam into her barrier, knocked Caleb to his knees and sent him skidding with Evie still on his shoulder. 
The poor hovels fell into the bottomless depths of the Lake of Fire. 
Evie forced more power into her barrier. Her arms trembled. Her heart pounded. Was Callie okay? Had they done enough to get the others out? “I need to stay here and make sure it doesn’t break through.”
“No, you don’t!” Caleb growled.
Fine. She couldn’t fight the beast and Caleb. Turning her entire focus to holding the beast back, she built three more walls around it, weaved the air thick and strong, and willed the heavy air to hold him after she let go. 
A wash of Caleb’s love flitted through her mind. Her heart skipped a beat. She understood. But she’d come to do a job, and she was going to do what the Creator asked of her no matter the cost.
Once the walls were built, she lowered her power, ordering it to hold without her forcing it. 
The beast snorted, scraped its hoof against the dirt, and raced at the walls again. The cage rattled but didn’t fall. 
She blinked, but this time, her eyes wouldn’t open again. Nevertheless, she forced them to peel open a sliver only to find the cage still held the beast. Good. She needed to rest. She was tired, so tired. Her eyes drifted closed again. Help us! In a simple two-word prayer, she poured her trust and fervent hope. The Creator had to hear her. 
The pressure in her mind shifted, flitting through her. It tasted as if there were words, but she couldn’t hear them. They were Oreo ice cream. Ridiculous. She yawned. She needed to sleep. Too much power. She’d used too much, and now she was empty.
Warm arms wrapped around her, and the world slanted. Then, she too was moving swiftly. When the group slowed, she peeked at the towering rock wall. Were they going to scale it without any tools? 
“Hurry! We gotta get outside the wall before he breaks out of her magic! We have to get outside of its territory!” Richard shouted, running without looking back. 
The pressure in her head changed again. She curled into the fresh pine. Rest. The word tasted like warm vanilla cake. Soft. She leaned in. Familiar. Rest. Every bone in her body ached. Safe. She closed her eyes. The warmth holding her tightened. Love. 
I love you. Her lips wouldn’t form the words. She tucked her chin and breathed deeply. The team’s movements came in small snapshots and broken phrases. 
“Steph, climb up!” Caleb’s voice was strong and commanding. “I’ll pass the wounded to you.” 
Evie forced her eyes open to catch Steph scrambling the rock wall like a lizard. 
“Evie.” Caleb said quietly, his breath drifting across her face. “I’m going to pass you to Steph.” He paused and his voice moved away. “I think she’s in shock.” 
“Doesn’t matter how she’s feelin’. If that beast gets her, she’ll be dinner.” 
Caleb whispered in her ear, “I’ve got you, but I’m so mad at you.” 
Not mad. She thought back, pulling her way through the sludge holding her. 
 You can’t turn this into a suicide mission. Everyone gets out. Remember!
Not suicide. Evie shuddered. No death.  
You never consider the consequences! You just dive in. 
What about Callie? Is she . . . is she okay? Evie shrank as if she could somehow avoid his response. Her ribcage tightened until breathing was impossible.
Caleb’s tone softened, and his grip tightened. She’s okay. We have to get her home as soon as possible.
Finish the mission. Darkness trickled across her mind. She was about to pass out. 
From a long way away, as if down a huge metal tunnel, Richard’s voice ordered. “Pass Evie to Steph. We ain’t got time for this.” 
“No.” Caleb shifted Evie in his arms. “Mason, grab Steph’s hand and get up there. I’ll pass Evie to you.” 
Richard snorted and swore. “Doesn’t matter. I got only one job.” 
Evie tried to lift her head. What was Richard’s one job? He’d chosen to help them. Who gave him a job? Was he referring to her asking him for help, or was there someone else? Something else in control of Richard?
Caleb’s breath fanned her face. “Ready, man.” Caleb lifted her by her armpits into the air, and Mason’s smaller hands wrapped awkwardly over Caleb’s until Caleb withdrew. Mason grunted, and she could feel one of his hands slip.
His fingers dug into her flesh, refusing to let go. Quickly, she was hoisted to the other side where larger hotter hands caught her. These were replaced by Caleb’s familiar warm hands within seconds.
The darkness only left her aware in gaps and moments. Her back was laid gently against rock. Nothingness. Someone shouted. More silent emptiness. Finally, she forced her eyes open. Caleb caught her gaze and turned to finish the work at hand. “Callie’s next.” Caleb ordered, shouting over the wall. 
They made quick work of passing the incapacitated and injured over the wall, but before the rest of the team could venture to safety, a familiar earth-shaking stomp sent rock tumbling. They barely made it to the top of the wall as the beast crashed into it. Her team, spread out along the top, dropped into a crouch. 
“Get down!” Richard hollered.
Another crash accompanied her team as they scaled the sheer face without any help. Their fingers and toes sank into the lips and bumps along the stone like a well-oiled machine. Everyone dropped quickly to the other side, breathing a sigh of relief.
The beast roared. His hoof stomping on the other side of the wall. Evie shivered, and they all waited in silence. Thankfully, it wasn’t long before the distinct sound of his stomps receded in the distance.
“See.” Richard threw his hands up. “Told ‘ya. In territory, death. Outta territory, yar fine.” He winked at Evie.
She wanted to vomit. This place was Hell. When she got back, she would help everyone she could avoid this fate. She had to spread the word. Warn people. Strength returned to her spine. Though, these souls made their choices in life, and now must suffer the consequences in death, anyone back home, even James sitting alive in Hell, still had hope. 
Caleb slumped next to her. “We made it.”
“Thanks to you.” She squeezed his hand and let her head fall onto his shoulder. 
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Getting to the Cave


The Fiery Realm – Friday Time Unknown – Caleb 
Caleb turned to Evie and brushed a curl out of her face, the tips of his fingers tracing a pattern around the back of her ear and down her neck. Her soft skin sent a delicious tickle trailing his spine. “You scared me.”
She stared at him with those shocking blue eyes. She flattened her lips as if holding back what she was about to say. 
He cocked one side of his lips in a crooked half smile. “Just say it.” He moved his hand to hers and wove their fingers together, locking her safely into his side. She was going to fight to the death back there, give it all up. He gusted out a breath. “You almost—”
“Thank you.” She was staring at their hands between them. 
He brushed soft circles with his thumb. “Eve.”
She peeked at him, and it stole his breath away. He ran his fingers through his hair, knowing it sent his curls wild. “You can’t—”
“I’m sorry. You’re right.” She swallowed as if it was hard to. “I just couldn’t lose anyone.”
He placed a finger under her chin and tilted it up, so their eyes met. Curling into her even more, he said, “We don’t want to lose you either. Okay?” His last word came out on a whisper. 
She nodded, leaning into him. His heartbeat doubled, sending heat rushing through him. She had to make it out of there. He wanted more! He tilted just a fraction of an inch, meeting her with a brush of his lips where he savored her strawberry sweetness. 
With a twist, he turned the slight touch into a searing demand that she never do that to him ever again. But with every kiss he stole, he was left wanting her more. Skies, she was his everything. Hot air wafted up, sending her curls tangling and dancing in the air. He kissed the corner of her mouth. “I love you.”
She inhaled, closing her eyes as he trailed kisses from the corner of her jaw, under her ear, and down her long, slender throat. He caught snippets of her thoughts. He never could resist the allure of her mind. 
More . . . 
She put both hands in his hair, pulling him toward her. It nearly drove him wild inside. 
“Man, Richard. To be alive again!” Steph’s voice shocked Caleb away from Evie. 
“Steph! What are you doing?” Evie scooted back against the wall. Her face turned a lovely flush of red, making her eyes into deep blue pools.
“Y’all were living it up.” Steph licked her lips with a pink, leathery tongue. It rasped like sandpaper against wood. 
Evie tried to unwind her fingers from his, but he wasn’t going to let her go. Not yet. His heart thundered in his chest. He took a deep breath to calm himself. For a moment, Hell had fallen away, and it was just the two of them. He wanted a life of those moments. He wanted to stand beside her danger and be the one that made sure she got out. 
Steph leered at them. “Y’all can get back to it. Most excitement I’ve had in darn near forever.” Her eyes glistened, so dark they were almost black.
Evie pushed up from where she’d leaned against Caleb, straightening her back against the wall. Her assessing gaze returning to the work at hand. Caleb took the cue.
“Sorry, Steph. No can do. There’s work to be done.” A pang of desire still lingered in his gut. 
Evie observed the team, smiling. There was no doubt that smile was for him. “Eli?”
“Oh, the tall perfect one? He’s over holding your little ballerina friend.” Steph ran the back of her fist along the side of her lip removing a drop of black spittle, but she caught herself and ended up pointing in the direction of the two. 
Eli held Callie in his arms, eyes shut, mouth moving, praying. 
Evie nodded. “Justice was also injured.” 
“That guy has some rocks!” Steph leaned back on her heels. “He’s over there with the scary girl.” 
Evie grinned. 
Caleb agreed with Steph. Josie was terrifying with her katana. She stood like a warrior over Justice. Caleb checked on Eli, his heart hurting for his friend. What if it had been Evie? It almost was, and he would have stood right beside her. If they were going to meet their Creator there, they’d do it together.  
The team was a mess. Two members down. Caleb shook his head. They’d barely survived their first attack in Hell, and Richard described the village demon as lower-level. The truth knocked the wind out of him, and he froze. His gaze zoned out as his heart slammed into him. How was this going to work out? It had to. He had to make sure he got her out, but how? How was he supposed to do it? 
What other nightmares lay in front of them? 
Could they turn around and return home empty handed? 
Balthazar was surely an upper-level demon. A king that reigned over his territory. 
He rubbed his eyes. No. Evie would never consider it an option. 
But . . . he had to try. I want to grab you and run until we’re through the gate again. He had to let her know there was another option if she was willing. 
She pulled away from his hand. He held on, not budging. They needed to have a real talk. This was life and death, and he wasn’t giving an inch. They needed to turn back. Callie and Justice need to be healed. They need us to go back. 
Caleb. 
He unwillingly released her hand as she twisted it, fighting his grip. Why wouldn’t she just talk to him? He hid his anger from her. “We have to talk about it at least.” He glared at the impenetrable ground, but when she said nothing, he cut his eyes up at her to say. “You can’t let them die.”
Shock screamed through her. “We won’t lose ANYONE!”
He pressed into her mind, searching. If she wasn’t okay, he needed to step in and help her. Evie. Are you okay? Really?
I’m fine. 
He knew his lips were pressed together. Evie was infuriatingly stubborn. Is this really what’s best for the team?
She stared a hole through him. “We are on a mission. Yes, we suffered some hiccups. Yes, we need to get them healed. But we can help them hold on, and still accomplish what we came to do.”
How did they fall on opposite sides of this canyon when they were side by side only moments before? His chest ached. He wanted to break things. Throw something. When had she changed? He’d saved her! They made an amazing, almost perfect team. But now, she was racing into this mission with a blindfold on determined to give up her life at the first chance. He put his face in his hands. He wouldn’t survive losing her. 
Our mission almost ended before it began. Her hand landed on his arm, but he kept his face in his hands. He couldn’t look at her. Not with the ache tearing him up inside. 
A series of questions and emotions flitted through her. She wasn’t strong enough. The pressure was too much. Her old Stregone acid injury continued to ache deep in her thigh. Pain swept through her with a memory of Callie on the battlefield. She glanced over at Justice lying flat on his back, his abdomen wrapped tightly with one of Josie’s garments, a red stain along one side. Her last thought: She’d fix this. 
Caleb sighed and pulled her hand to his heart. “Evie. Sometimes, it’s not up to you to fix things.”
“I’m not losing anyone, not today, not ever again. We’ll get James as planned and escape so both Callie and Justice can be healed.” I can do this. I swear it. Her eyes stared into his, begging him to agree with her, daring him to challenge her, wishing with all her heart he’d choose her every time.  
He might not be ready to jump into things with both feet. He might even think turning back is a better plan, but he had her back, and she was their leader for a reason. He took in Eli’s hunched shoulders, and Mason standing over Eli’s bowed form. Really, he was there to have the backs of every member of the team. No matter what, I’ll follow your lead. 
Evie locked eyes with him, her eyes glittering with hope.  
He nodded.
Steph sidled up to Evie, again, oblivious to Caleb. In a hushed tone, she said, “The place you’re seeking is some distance.” She raised one eyebrow. Her pointy fingers landed on Evie’s arm and Evie winced. 
Caleb reached over and removed Steph’s hands from Evie’s person. 
Steph peered at him with surprise. Then she grinned and gave him a knowing nod. “Yes sir. She’s yours. Got it captain!” She saluted him. 
Caleb shook his head. There was no point explaining things to Steph. “Eli said the mountain was a mile from the village.” 
Steph grinned conspiratorially. “We’ll have to seek shelter along the cliffs. The safe time is not long.” Steph widened her eyes. She twisted her head to the side, staring at Evie with her overwide, right eyeball until it seemed it might pop out of the socket.
Evie scoffed. “Safe.” She rose from the rock wall. 
“Are you rested?” Caleb was beside her before she took her first step. He held his hand out to steady her.
She stepped away from Steph, glowering at her. “Justice and Callie, over there on the ground, wouldn’t call anything we’ve just endured safe.”
“Ah! True. True. However, the – what do you like to call this place” Steph squinted her eyes. “The Realm has phases.” Steph turned in a circle weighing nothing topsy turvy with her hands.
“We know.” Evie waved her hand through the air, obviously annoyed with Steph. 
“Well, then you know, we can’t be outside during the Fire Swell, or when the monsters rise.” Steph grabbed Evie’s hand and yanked her hard. “Or after!”
Evie pulled her hand away, glaring at Steph.
“I can carry Callie.” Eli never took his eyes off her best friend. 
Evie paused, and Caleb dipped into her thoughts. They were radiating from her in waves of emotion. She hated the idea of Callie’s injuries stretching and moving. It made her feel sick to imagine the pain Eli’s movements might bring her. Then a stark fear took over her as she asked the one question she was avoiding with all her might. Would Callie survive the rest of their mission? 
Caleb swallowed, wishing she’d just turn back, let them heal, let them regroup and make a better plan with the information they had now. Something icy wrapped its tentacles around his gut and lungs. Was saving James going to steal everything from him? If she lost Callie, she would hate herself forever. He knew it. She knew it. He fought the urge to force her home.  
Evie? 
Evie closed her eyes and breathed in and out. 
This mission—
This is our mission given to us by the Creator. 
But if Callie d—
Stop. Any of us could die any day. On the freeway. Mugged in an alley. Struck dead by lightning. Danger is everywhere. You can’t hide from it or avoid it. You have to trust the Creator, who promises to be our protector, healer, father and king. 
Caleb tensed. She was right, but he hated it. When it came to her wellbeing, his faith always seemed to wiggle away. “Tristen almost died from cancer.” 
Evie sucked in a gasp. “No.” She spun on Caleb. “Doubt has no place here. Remember, Tristen was healed.” 
In Caleb’s mind, those words were always followed by, but some aren’t. Some people don’t receive a miracle. He didn’t understand why. 
“We have to move. You—” Richard knocked Caleb in the shoulder. “Get your gal movin’. Stick around here and you’re planning on dying.” He turned to Justice who was steadily growing paler. “We need to wrap his wounds—”
“I think—” Josie scowled as Richard spoke right over her. 
“—more tightly.” Richard grasped the shoulder of Josie’s shirt and ripped her sleeve clean off. 
She grimaced. Standing in a black tank, the fire shimmered off her skin. It was rising again. A burning sensation climbed from Caleb’s ankle to his calf. He held up his hand. “Wait.” 
“What now!” Richard groaned.
“Evie? Let’s try Erchomai again.” 
She kneeled at Justice’s side with a nod. Caleb joined her. Placing their hands over one another’s as they did with Callie, they sent a very gentle, intentional wave of blue heavenly light into Justice’s wounds. 
Richard’s eyes rounded to saucers. “That’s some blue light you got there.” 
“Sssorcery!” Steph hissed in wonder.
“Let’s go.” Caleb stood. 
Evie stayed on her knees. 
You rested enough to continue? She’d been using a lot of her power lately. Caleb held out his hand, and when she took it, he pulled her up, hoping against all hope they made it through this together. 
Richard examined Justice’s wound. “Handy. But the damage is still there.” 
“It slows blood loss or any further damage, but we can’t heal. Just slow things down.” Evie spoke facing the distance they’d have to walk. 
Richard worked quickly, ripping the material he’d stolen from Josie and tying it securely around Justice. Was that a result of combat training? Because they needed someone who could be their medic. They had to get out of there alive. 
“Steph. Go back.” Richard ordered. 
Steph cringed away from Richard like a beaten dog. Her eyes went hysterically wide, her mouth falling slack. It was the most inhuman she’d appeared since they’d met her. “You… selfish araaaagh!” Steph’s piercing scream only barely preceded her launching herself at Richard, clawing her way up his back until both of her arms were wrapped around his throat.  
Richard wielded his height and weight to his advantage, tossing her over his shoulder and onto the ground where he pinned her under him. “Steph. Steph! Get a grip. You know. We’ve orders.” 
Caleb’s stomach fell as he leaned into this word, orders. How necessary was Richard’s help? Could they afford to leave them both behind? 
“I’m not leaving your side!” Steph spat each word. 
Caleb narrowed his eyes and stepped in between the fighting skinsuits and Evie. They weren’t friends. Maybe everyone in Hell was too broken to help one another. Maybe here, it was impossible to think of anything other than one’s own survival. 
Do you think we should keep them or leave them? Their agenda is definitely compromised. 
I know. Evie frowned. But they can get us there faster. They know the way. I think it’s worth the risk. 
“We don’t mind if she comes. The more help the better.” Caleb’s voice was calm and calculated.
“See! Even your friends want my help!” Steph stood with one hand on her hip, the skin there folding over it, loose and leathery. 
Richard slapped his thigh. “Fie woman!” 
She jutted out her jaw and squinted at Richard, daring him to say one more word. 
Richard bared his teeth, a smile more dangerous than a sneer. “I don’t care what you do.” Richard turned his back on her and walked along the stone wall. 
Evie hmmed. 
Keep your loved one’s close and keep your enemies closer or something like that.
Evie stepped towards Callie. Okay. We have to make sure this doesn’t go sideways. 
Oh! It’s definitely going sideways. He moved to her side and took her hand. We just need to make sure we come out on top.
Could she see the danger ahead? Was her discernment guiding them, or was her single-minded focus on this mission the only thing driving her? Caleb guessed she herself didn’t know. He studied Steph and Richard bickering and slashing at one another. They both seemed less and less intelligent and more and more like mindless beasts themselves. 
Eli lifted Callie in his arms. “Let’s go. They can’t rest on the ground here anymore.” 
Caleb locked eyes with Eli. “You okay?”
Eli’s shoulders sagged and a trace of something akin to terror tripped across his expression. “Yeah.” He squared his shoulders again.
Caleb nodded. “Let me know if you need a break. I can help.”
“Thanks. I might take you up on that.” Eli turned his attention to Richard. “Which way?”
How stupid were they to think they could come to Hell and come out unscathed? He clenched his fists. This! This was why no one went on a mission to Hell. They didn’t want to suffer the consequences! Evie’s curls shimmered and shivered in the rosy-waft of the fire. She better survive this.
Eli said, “Richard, help Josie carry Justice.” 
“Com’on. Follow woman, bring your team. I got your boy.” Richard stormed forward waving a final dismissal with his one good arm at Steph.  
Caleb stood beside Evie, trudging along, heat burning his legs. Waves of exhaustion radiated from her, tearing at his last resolve to stay and fight. He wanted to scoop her up and run. A desire so consuming, he took two steps forward before he caught himself. 
He squared his shoulders and trained his gaze on Richard in the lead. They have orders!  Awesome. Just freaking awesome. 
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Dragons


The Fiery Realm – Friday Unknown Time – Evie 
Staring at the cliff, Evie was acutely aware of time slipping through her fingers like a fast-moving vapor. While they walked the long distance from the wall to the cliff, the fire rose to settle around Evie’s waist, an eerie smoke blowing on the hot breeze. 
Callie was still unconscious, but her wounds had finally closed. Justice had been coming and going, in and out of it. His wounds stopped bleeding, but the internal damage wasn’t reacting to Erchomai. Evie prayed. Every step, she prayed for them. The only way they would get through this realm and back home in one piece would be if the Creator made it so. He’d have to. It was the only way.
A tiny light flashed fifty feet above the ground, illuminating a ledge. Dashing along the small lip, a small creature, no bigger than a mouse, was suddenly outlined, and then disappeared back into the darkness along the ridge. What was that? Evie squinted. 
Another tiny creature crept along the precarious outcrop. Whatever they were, a tiny, bright flame burst out of the first, and a squeal and scuffle ensued. She engaged her spiritual discernment, and the terrain blazed in white fire, illuminating the cliff shadows. 
“What is it?” Caleb must have sensed a change in her demeanor. His hand rested on her forearm.
“I thought I saw . . .” She searched the blazing white, finally letting her gaze rest on the roiling black spots of darkness where the tiny creatures were. “Maybe something . . .” demonic? 
Another blast of fire, and a creature scurried from the scene, escaping. Behind it, a dark burn stained the cliff face. The survivor disappeared into thin air. Were there demonic rats in hell?
“Stay away from the cliff dragons.” Richard rasped. “They’re small but pack a deadly burn.”
How could cute, mini dragons be deadly? “Dragons?” Evie instantly loved them. Were they blue, blue and green, or purple? Ooo, purple was her favorite! How incredible! She’d just witnessed a scuffle between two mini dragons. She squealed. 
Richard shook his head and growled. “Stay ‘way from them! This ain’t no fairytale woman!”
Steph’s raspy voice whispered into Evie’s ear. “We only have a little bit of time before the Fire Swell gets a lot higher.” 
Richard stomped off muttering about stupid princess dreams, and women being weak and adle minded. 
Cold, hard fingers wrapped around Evie’s arm, and suddenly Steph was pulling her away from the group. “We cannot remain in the flats without cover.” She peeked at Richard’s back. Her beady eyes returned to Evie’s with a barely concealed cunning. “Don’t trust him.”
Evie narrowed her eyes at Steph. She kept separating her from the group, kept whispering in her ear. Her rancid breath constantly beating against Evie’s face. “I’ll take it under advisement.” She pried Steph’s hands off her arm.
“Oh!” Steph gave Evie an open-mouthed grin. “Good. Good! And keep an eye out for a pitch-black section of the cliff. That’ll be your cave.” Steph leaned into Evie, keeping her hands to herself but not allowing any distance between them.
“You hear that team, keep your eyes open!” Caleb repeated. 
Steph recoiled, hissing. “How’d he hear that?” She scuttled away from Evie as if Evie’s betrayal burned.
Evie swallowed back disgust. Nodding, she said, “The . . . creature disappeared there.” Evie pointed to an area blending into the rest of the burning cliff. Where’d the spot go? 
She called on her discernment, and the cave blazed yellow in the white fires around them. She smiled. “Right there.” The flames climbed higher, biting its way along her body. It was time to move. 
Richard and Steph were way ahead of her, climbing with lizard-like skill. 
Evie grimaced. “How are we supposed to get the team up there? It’s got to be – what? Fifty feet straight up?” 
Steph snickered, gazing at the team, her arms folded over her chest. “Sure ‘nuff, there’s a cave here.” 
Evie’s heart sank. Following these two left their team at the mercy of Steph and Richard just waiting for a double cross. They were being backed into a corner. And this corner smacked of a trap. 
True. Caleb locked eyes with her. But they don’t know the strength backing us. 
It feels like we’re gambling with our lives, though. 
It would only be a gamble if the Creator wasn’t involved. 
Evie wrapped her arms around him in a quick hug. You are so right! 
Caleb tightened their embrace. Pine wrapped around her, and she inhaled the moment, storing it in her heart, using it like a shield against the darkness in this place. 
She peered at the ledge. “Time to climb!” 
“Come on up.” Richard rasped, waving an arm.
Evie’s heart lurched. It’s definitely a trap. Steph would sacrifice anything for another inch of wiggle room in Hell. I’m sure of it.
Caleb ran his hand through his hair.  I’ve caught glimpses into their minds, but only when they fight. They both want to expand their ‘territory’ probably to escape the beast back there. 
Richard was suddenly beside Evie, staring into her eyes. 
She shifted from one foot to the next.
“You need me to help get the wounded to the cave? I’m not standing around watching you conversate in this arsy varsy manner!” Richard ground out. 
Caleb ignored him. Sometimes, when they’re distracted, fighting, I can penetrate their minds and absorb general senses of things.
So, we play along? I don’t want to risk the team. This mission—
—has to succeed.
They were in agreement. “Okay, team.” They were getting antsy, ready for orders, sending nervous glances at the sheer cliff. “This is our last breather. Make the most of it.”
Richard growled.
Just be on guard. Caleb held her gaze.
Evie nodded. You too.
Caleb gave her a lopsided grin. 
Eli carried Callie without any evidence of strain. Her chest rose and fell. Evie spoke quietly to Caleb. “Callie looks okay. I wish she were at my side. This is it before we head into whatever’s lying in wait for us.” She sighed. 
“The journey never looks or feels the way you hope or plan.” Caleb sent a mental group message to their team.  Do not trust the skinsuits. Be on guard at all times. Our only faith is in the Creator, and only He will carry us through.
Several of the team nodded their heads, and like a spell broke, each person moved into position. Shoulders shifted, and several, who had thrown their packs on the ground, bent to gather their things. 
Steph and Richard eyed the team. An evil gleam hid behind their flitting, beady eyes. Something was definitely about to go down. Evie only prayed they’d be victorious in the end.
“How long did you say you had?” Steph cooed from above. 
The reminder of the ticking clock burned through Evie’s bones. Her heartbeat was furious. While in the thick of danger, she wasn’t having any problem feeling everything acutely. She bit her cheek and willed her thinking into line. They could survive. They would make it out in time. They were all in. 
“Mason and I will stand watch over the injured and defend the opening of the cave from here. Callie and Justice can’t help.” Eli turned to Caleb and locked eyes with him. Something passed between them. 
Caleb turned to Evie.  He’s going to send me a message if we need his help. He said he can move the earth from a great distance away, and Mason could cover his back if they run into any trouble.
“We’ll need all hands in the cave.” Richard growled, his volume raging.
Was that desperation? Was he showing his hand? A large swell washed over Evie’s ribs, and the heat burned her nostrils. Several members of the team coughed. They didn’t have long before the fire would be too high for them to function.
“Justice and Callie can’t defend themselves and won’t be any help in the cave. Eli is right.” Evie studied Josie who was very quietly struggling under Justice’s weight. Eli caught Evie’s eye and nodded. He’d make a safe place for the injured.
Caleb turned to the cliff and placed a hand and foot in two holds close by.
Evie followed his lead, heart thundering at the sheer face of the mountain. She wasn’t a fan of heights or climbing. Still, she put a hand on the rock wall and emptied her mind of the small, weak desire to run, putting the flat lands firmly behind herself. 
Caleb pushed along a path up the rockface. Eli’s got a plan, and Mason’s got his back. He thought back to her, a smile in his tone. Clearly something is in the cave above. Both the skinsuits are shivering with anticipation. 
“They will be burned alive by the Fire swell.” Richard pressed. “The entire team must move into the cave to be safe.” His forcefulness was his tell. 
I bet they were ordered to grab us and deliver us to Balthazar. Evie pushed with her foot and reached for a handhold above.
Caleb didn’t reply, but his silence ached with concern for her. 
Below them, Eli walked to the giant cliff. His hand rested on the wall of solid rock. His eyes were closed, and his breathing labored. The mountain face shivered and moaned as it yawned wide, a portion of the cliff wall sinking into the ground, and Eli’s cavern was suddenly big enough to swallow four people. The small hollow already housed Callie and Eli. Josie passed Justice into the space, into Mason’s care. She bent and gave Justice a kiss on his cheek before turning and climbing without looking back. 
Mason stepped out and gave Evie a thumb’s up. His expression was grim. He turned and stepped into Eli’s cave, and then it was closed off from the outside world with a solid rock wall, sending pebbles and dust raining down on Evie and Caleb as it settled into its new shape. Eli’s plan was awesome. 
Taking the first pull up the cliff, she exhaled, trying to blow out her fear of heights, forcing courage into her hands and feet. At least, this way, the injured were safe and Josie, Caleb, and her could focus on the dangers ahead. 
The fire rolled in on another wave but never moved out. It was reaching for them, trying to take them while it still could. Evie’s ribcage grew tight. Keep us all safe. She prayed, refusing to think about what was in the cave above. She pushed with her foot, and it slipped, sending a spray of rock down the cliff. Her hands ached as they clamped in compensation for the lost footing.
“Harrumph!” Richard growled. He was put off, but not entirely devastated.
Maybe it was the effect of dangling perilously close to falling, but Evie suddenly felt like everything was wrong. Caleb, we aren’t supposed to split up. 
Keep going. We can’t stop now. 
His brush off left her feeling alone and abandoned. But the sentinel’s said—
Eli’s right. He paused above her and turned to catch her eye. The injured can’t help us, and we can’t protect them, especially not as we walk into a trap. 
What if Balthazar is standing behind Steph and Richard? What if this is the wrong cave and we don’t find James? What if—
I get it! He pulled himself higher, away from her. This is dangerous. You shouldn’t be surprised. But we are all here, in one place – basically. 
Her heart sank. Maybe, you’re right.
Steph squeaked from above and slithered back, stopping in between Caleb and Evie. Her whisper blustered across Evie’s face. “My dear, you’re so good with your team. I wonder, though. This person, friend, you’re looking for, where d’ya say he’s at?” 
The question hung in the air like rat bait. Evie wanted to tear the information out of Steph. “Is this the cave Balthazar calls home?” Her voice was barely a whisper. She didn’t want to call the demon’s name after the skinsuit’s last reaction to it. 
A deadly terror washed over Steph’s face. With a shake, Steph feigned a pleasant expression. “No one can be sure of these things. Bal— Well, demons are unpredictable. He’s such a good—”
Richard came out of nowhere and slapped her. She fell to the ground, slinking back with a sizzle. “Females.” Richard cursed. “Get to the cave before it’s too late.”
Evie pressed her lips into a thin line and complied. 
The team split up without another word. Evie didn’t like it. The sentinels and cherubim had warned them to stick together, but what choice did they have? 
“It was probably just to protect us. We’re stronger together and all that. But they couldn’t have known what we’d face in here.” Caleb said.
Well, they certainly couldn’t cart the wounded with them. She pulled her body up another few inches. “We’ll stick together as much as possible.” But this battle was too dangerous. Besides, maybe being separated would thwart at least a portion of Balthazar’s plans. Evie’s heart refused to calm as she waited for the next shoe to drop. 
Josie climbed like an Olympic athlete, grabbing handholds and foot placements seemingly out of nowhere. She didn’t even check behind her once. Josie hit the lip of the cave fifty feet above them faster than Evie could count to ten. She thanked the Creator for such a great warrior to stand with them. She only wished she was as cool as Josie. Goals for the future. Because they were all going to have a future.
Before she could pick out a path, Richard plucked Evie’s hand from its hold, swung her out into midair, and tossed her to Steph who scrambled the thirty feet to snatch Evie from free falling back to the ground. Steph tossed her into the cave and turned back to catch Caleb. 
Evie barely rolled onto all fours, when Caleb’s weight slammed into her, and they both smacked into the cave wall. Evie bit her lip to keep from crying out, her bones throbbing. 
“You didn’t have to throw us!” She growled.
Richard chuckled. 
Standing in the mouth of the cave, the hairs on her arms lifted. A normal cavern would be darkened in shadows, but here flames traced across every surface, giving it a mysterious lighting, the kind that kept dangerous things hidden. 
The hard-packed ground rumbled. The cave shuddered, bits of the mountain raining down, slamming into the mouth of the cliff, falling on everyone inside the cave. 
“What was that?” Evie grabbed Caleb’s arm.
Caleb was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “Eli thickened the outside wall of the ground cave.” Caleb whispered to her. “There is a huge fire swell headed our way, and it was getting hot in there.” Come on.
Evie raced behind him, sending a silent prayer up, ducking into the protection of the cave, barely escaping the huge swell of fire licking at their backs. The sting of the super-heated air was a good, sharp slap. Creator, help us! She wasn’t ready for the battle about to ensue.
Even as they entered the protection of the cave, Josie didn’t slow, charging boldly into the red glow, flanking Evie’s open side, powering forward with grit and vicious determination. Evie took courage from the radiating power beside her. Time for the wounded, their rescue mission, and their exit was drawing short. 
Josie believes James is up ahead. 
Evie agreed. The skinsuits were too anxious for them all to stay together.  
She thinks this is the cave, and we’re being led to the slaughter. She wants to get in and out quickly. 
Evie sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Did she say why she thought that?
No, but she’s thinking there aren’t any other caves around. Maybe it’s just hope. Maybe it’s a brother sister sixth sense. Do you have any discernment?
She allowed her discernment to descend over her and asked the air to find James, to show her the way. When she opened her eyes, a slight gold sparkle traced into the cave and out of sight. I agree. This is the cave. Ready or not—
Caleb slipped his hand in hers and squeezed as they both raced after Josie.
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Inside the Belly


Probably Balthazar’s Cave – Friday: Late – Evie 
A flicker here, created a shadow there. Was it something hidden? A tiny, deadly dragon? A flash of fire? Evie pushed farther into the keyhole-shaped tunnel. Did the corner ahead whisper with darkness? Was Balthazar waiting for them? Would he reach out and grab them when they got closer?
Evie’s heart rate skyrocketed as her feet slowed. Josie caught Evie’s eye and nodded. Did she see the flash too? Or was it a nod of camaraderie? She huffed a hair out of her eye. 
“Where are Richard and Steph?” Caleb’s whisper rattled against the walls, despite his hush. 
Evie’s neck grew taut, prickling. Senses heightened with each step. She threw a fist up, ordering everyone to hold. A large boulder blocked their view ahead. It narrowed the path, only allowing one of them to pass at a time. 
“Is something hiding behind that? We’re going to be in a vulnerable position climbing around it.” Caleb stepped closer to her. His warmth engulfed her, clearing the fear from her mind. 
She engaged her spiritual discernment. The fire simmered a brilliant white. Traces of darkness whispered like lingering smoke in the air. Ice tiptoed down Evie’s spine. “Definitely.” 
“What’s our next move.” Josie cracked her neck.
Caleb moved to peer around the boulder, but Evie put a staying hand on his lower back. He pressed his lips into a thin line but followed orders. 
Barely above a whisper, Evie spoke. “Our enemy is just around this boulder. Come out fists and gifts first.”
Josie cocked one corner of her mouth in a halfway grin. “Sir, yes sir!” 
“Evie.” His one word was a warning and a plea. He locked eyes with her, shadows dancing deep within. 
“Mission first.” Her words came out harder than she wanted them to. 
He nodded. “Be careful. Both of you.”
Evie forced her face to soften. “I love you.” She touched his arm, wanting to steal another moment for just themselves, but it was the wrong time. “Let’s go kick some demon butt.”
He gave her a single curt nod. 
Evie rounded the boulder to find the cave ceiling dipped, pressing them to fold in half. The oppressive sensation of being buried alive sank into her skin. Something fell near her, and suddenly she was back in the depths of Stregone’s Fortress. She pushed her burning thighs forward, refusing to give in to her weakness. She was leading them. She had to come out the other side.  
As soon as the ceiling rose again, Evie stood. Caleb and Josie fell in line beside her a second after. In the undulating shadows the flames caste along the walls, the darkness came alive. Again, Evie drew upon her spiritual discernment, determined not to miss a thing. Nothing new stood out. She raised two fingers in the signal to proceed. 
Josie and Caleb nodded, flanked her, and if things went sideways— Evie squelched her train of thought, but still her mind tiptoed along images of their deaths. Her heart ached for Josie who was edging them faster and faster. 
“I’m sorry.” Evie whispered to her. It was just like when Tristen was captured and held in a dungeon much like this cave. “It’s torture not knowing.” 
Josie hesitated, frowning. “I need to get there as fast as I can.”
She reached out and took Josie’s hand, squeezing, giving her a surge of support. “Agreed.” Gratitude for her brother’s safety back home swam through Evie. Even if he was now at the Haven training, he was safe. His training would leave her parents home alone, but it was better than the alternative. 
“Where is the demon you sensed?” Caleb barely spoke above a whisper.
At the next bend, a rock skittered across the ground behind them. Evie spun only to find the tip of a spear glancing across Caleb’s neck. They froze. Steph sneered. 
Caleb didn’t hesitate. He swept his leg out in a roundhouse kick. It disarmed Steph. He followed with a one two punch sequence that sent Steph backwards. Caleb’s fighting had never been so instinctual. What in the world? 
He winked at Evie. It worked! Josie knows karate.
Richard growled, and in one quick move, he held a dagger to Evie’s throat. Caleb scrambled toward her.
“Whoa there. Take a minute.” Richard nicked her throat with the knife. 
Evie narrowed her eyes; no way was she the victim. Squaring her shoulders, she positioned her feet, calling the wind to drive a wedge between the knife and her neck, the inhabitant and her back. 
“Hold still, woman!” Richard growled. 
The air moved at her command, pushing Richard away until his back was against the tunnel wall. She smirked at Richard’s furious face.
Steph scrambled to grab her spear. She sprang with it in her hands and leveled it at Caleb. “Yes! Yes!” She sang, triumphant. “We’ve got you now.” Her raspy voice echoed against the close walls. In wide-eyed excitement, she laughed, dancing and smiling at Evie as if they were best friends sharing a great victory. 
Caleb moved like lightning in a series of moves, knocking the spear to the wall, tossing Steph in the opposite direction, and placing himself arm’s length from Richard. While he was in motion, Josie moved to the other side of Richard, who was now effectively surrounded. 
Richard chuckled. Slowly clucking his tongue. “Lover boy – even if you catch Steph, you ain’t got no leverage. I assure you.” He waved the dagger at Caleb. “No weapon will be enough when the Lord Master arrives.”
Steph slithered across the ground to retrieve her weapon, but Josie moved to block her. 
“Is this the Great Cavern on the Eastern side of the realm?” Evie moved back-to-back with Caleb. If they were where they needed to be, then it didn’t matter how they got there. “Josie, go check things out.” 
Josie gave her a curt nod and was off. Her footsteps padding almost silently as she went. 
Evie shook her head. “We knew you would turn on us eventually.” 
I’ll inform the rest of the team. Our next move? Caleb shot a short, rapid-fire message out. 
“None of your googly-eyes!” Richard lunged in with his dagger and caught Caleb in his arm. Richard grinned. “Don’t you move. I got you now.”
Steph slithered on all fours, faster than Evie had ever imagined possible, grabbed her spear, and was at Evie’s side, poking her ribs, all in one smooth move. “Get moving!” 
We do as we’re told. Let Josie scope the place out. Let them take us to the battle. We know what’s coming. 
Caleb barely gave any indication he’d heard her except a slight bow of his chin. It was enough. He lead the way with Richard. 
 “This is, in fact, the Great Cavern on the Eastern side of the realm.” Steph finally answered, becoming their delightfully chirpy tour guide. “The living soul you seek has suffered.” Something black like oil collected at the corner of her lips as she spoke. 
“But is alive.” Evie would wring every drop of information out of them. 
Steph leaned in with a conspiratorial sparkle in her eye. Sulfurous breath spewed across Evie’s face. “Our Lord Master,” Both Steph and Richard bowed their heads for a split second. 
“Balthazar?” Evie nudged.
Steph hissed. “It’s not for you to speak his name.” Her gaze flickered frantically to Richard. 
“That there woman’s got a death wish.” He prodded Caleb forward. 
Steph glared at Evie. “Lord Master is not finished.” Her leathery lips spread in a wide, oil-filled grin. “But today, we bring him great news! Then, he will ascend to rule Earth.” Sludge ran down her chin.
“Shut yer trap. Steph, I swear by all that is holy you are a blithering idiot.” Richard’s voice roared down the tunnel where an opening widened ahead. 
Evie smiled as if they were going for an afternoon stroll. “And why does the ‘great, Dark Under Lord’ need a living mortal?”
“Oh!” Steph’s eyes rounded. “It’s not any mortal. It’s the bait.” 
Richard rammed a hand into Steph’s mouth, knocking her jaw crooked, slamming her into the wall. “Shut yer trap!” He cursed.
Evie nodded to herself. Thought so. “Richard are you in this cavern often.” She’d not seen a soul in any of her visions.
“No!” He bowed his head as if the preposterous idea would blast him into Hell instantly. Sorry dude, you’re already there. 
Okay. Then Balthazar must have found out about her how? She contemplated and came to the only logical conclusion, Stregone. And now Balthazar wanted her abilities at his service. She let her lips tip in a dangerous smile. Same game. Different players. No way would darkness win. Not at the Fortress, not now, not ever!
She rubbed the scar on her leg. The writhing corners of the keyhole whispered to her, warning her. She knew. They would stop Balthazar from rising, and in doing so, stop the impending apocalypse he was trying to jumpstart. 
“Move along.” The sharp point of Steph’s spear jabbed Evie’s ribs.
 Evie tripped out of the keyhole into a massive cathedral-like cavern. The ceiling rose a hundred or so feet, and every inch was decorated with deep, blood red runes. They pulsed and shivered along the walls in a dance similar to the ones on the skinsuits. Scattered along the ground, were bones and blood. They’d caught up with Josie who now stood just inside the entrance, staring at the remains.
“Like what you see pretty girl?” Richard leered at Josie, running his nasty finger down her pale arm. 
Josie squared her shoulders and jutted her chin at Richard. “Where is he?”
Richard smiled and wagged the dagger at Josie. “I canna wait for the Lord Master to discover what we’ve brought him. He’s gonna eat you up!” 
A fire pit sat like a giant, menacing centerpiece. Sharp teeth-like rock formations lifted out of the ground and hung from the ceiling forming a cage out of a smaller hollowed section of the wall. 
Caleb grunted behind her. A makeshift dungeon. Is James in there?
Josie caught Evie’s gaze and locked on. She gave a single nod. Probably suspecting James was being held there. Evie agreed. It was certainly the place from her visions. But they needed visual confirmation. They turned as one to study the cell. Evie’s stomach dropped. 
Caleb stepped up and placed his hand on her back. His warmth enveloped her. 
“No touching.” Steph sniggered.
Evie stepped away from Caleb even though all she wanted to do was lean into his chest. They could take the skinsuits and get out of there. But they were there for a reason. They weren’t leaving without James. How much time did they have left? Would they be able to find him wherever he’d—
“Yes.” Caleb straightened his spine. 
“How—”
“Shut up!” Richard cracked the back of his knife into Caleb’s head. 
He staggered forward. We have to. 
Yes. We do. She would fight. If it took them to their deaths, then so be it. She exhaled. They’d give everything they had. Failure wasn’t an option, but in the den of the worst Hell offered, realism stole her fantasy of a rescue, popping it like a frail dish-soap bubble. We might die. 
It isn’t over until the fat lady sings. 
I haven’t seen any of those here. 
Caleb chuckled. 
“Something funny lover boy?” Richard poked him with the dagger and a drop of blood laced its way down Caleb’s arm. 
Evie’s war face descended like an iron mask. 
The skinsuits flanked them. Steph’s spear danced at Evie’s ribs. Better her than someone else. I’m going to try something! 
Evie. Maybe without him even meaning to, Caleb sent a rush of images into her mind. His arms locked around her, saving her from Balthazar. His arms lifting and throwing her at Balthazar as they tackled him together. And finally, his face at peace with the truth she was a warrior, and as such, their lives would be filled with violence, and though there was great risk, there was also great reward. Life with her.
His faith was breathtaking. She shifted her focus, summoning the foreign air molecules to her command. Everything in this world is wrong.
That makes being right all the more powerful. 
Evie closed her eyes and pushed with all her might. A wave of air washed against them, gaining momentum, plucking the skinsuits away and pushing them to the wall where they remained. As they were about to search the cavern, two creatures the size of horses, with tails like scorpions, and faces made of horror, stepped out of the walls. 
“I didn’t know they could do that.” Evie frowned.
Caleb and Josie flanked her as they all stood to face the creatures in her Hell-vision. 
“Prophetic.” Caleb cleared his throat. 
She’d wondered. Hoped it wasn’t so. Caleb, ask Eli if he can sense any place that might be holding James. 
Caleb nodded. 
Evie clenched her jaw and turned to Josie. “We came to rescue James.” 
Josie stepped up beside Evie. “And we will, but let’s kick some demon butt first.” Together, like two classic ninjas, they sped across the cavern. 
The creatures tilted their heads to the side in unison. One’s arm twitched. Evie would have sworn the other smiled, if a locust could smile. Drawing up their tails over their bodies, the torturous telson dripped a dark crimson stain onto the rock floor. And now, Evie was certain, they were both smiling.
As if in slow motion, the creatures swiveled their heads to peer at Josie who’d continued her push toward the creatures. Evie had fallen behind, her vision giving her pause. Their long hair swirled about their shoulders while twin, garish grins filled with lion-like teeth danced under beady eyes. They first focused on Josie, then Caleb, and finally settled on Evie. 
“That’s right.” Evie slammed a blast of air into them. “I’m the prize, aren’t I?”
The rosy glow of the cavern’s flames reflected across the golden crowns they each wore. Her breeze blew past them, sending their hair dancing, their grins hiking up their faces, but nothing more happened. They didn’t fall. Evie narrowed her glare. 
One of the creatures seemed familiar. Her discernment offered her the name Stregone. She balked. Falling back a step, she was suddenly one hundred percent certain she faced Stregone. Her heart dropped. Not again. 
She turned to Caleb. 
He caught her eye and nodded. You can do this. We can do it together. 
Okay. He was right. But it had to end here. And where was Balthazar?
Caleb’s shoulder brushed hers. Somewhere. But not here yet. Let’s do this.
Her muscles locked down. We can’t beat Stregone in Hell. We can’t banish him to another realm. This is it for him. What do we do now? Adrenaline surged through her. Her steps faltered, her face probably giving away her torment. 
We follow your plan. Find James. Rescue him. And get out of here before Balthazar finds you and somehow uses you to create an opening to Earth. Even in her mind, Caleb’s voice was tight with tension. 
Venom dripped like acid with each Creature’s step. They were closing in on Josie who was begrudgingly moving back towards Evie and Caleb. 
Evie, do something. Now! 
Josie only moved when the venom dripped. Sizzle. Step. Sizzle. Step. The creatures were patient. Playing with her. Josie checked over her shoulder, something hidden in her eyes.
James is laying in the cage. When Josie got closer, she could see him huddled in the nearest corner. It’s why we couldn’t see him. She’s luring them away to let us rescue him. 
In flashes of inhuman speed, a wing slammed into Josie’s side faster than Evie could track. Josie flew across the cavern into the teeth of the cage. Evie’s stomach dropped. They had been teasing them until that moment, biding their time, toying with them. Their power in this realm was ten times any force they’d battled on Earth. Evie’s heart twisted. She speared the cage with a wistful glance then let it drop to Josie’s crumpled body beneath its jaws. 
The creatures stalked toward Evie. They didn’t blink, their enormous Cheshire grin splitting their gruesome faces from ear-to-ear. Their lion teeth glinted in the soft firelight as if they’d already tasted their blood and liked it. “Caleb, get Josie and James out of here. That’s an order.”
“Evie. No. Don’t.” Caleb pressed three fingers to his bent head. 
A gut-wrenching, nails-on-the-chalkboard-but-so-much-worse screech ricocheted through the cavern, sending Caleb to a knee. Their stridulations . . . I can’t . . .
Evie rested a hand on his shoulder. “I got this.”
She reached out for the familiar push and pull, gathered it until it was compressed into a bomb of Hell-air. The stridulations started again, unraveling Evie’s mind along with everything she’d built to defend them. 
Evie crafted the bomb again, refusing to give up until her body gave out or it was her last breath. She checked on Caleb who was trembling on one knee. He was fighting them on the inside while she bowed her head to fight them with everything on the outside. The bomb was rebuilt, the air rising to her call. This time she gathered the molecules and directed them like a missile at the creatures. When her hair whipped across her face, and her clothes flapped against her arms, she grinned.  
But the creature’s claws only scrambled against the rock floor as the blast knocked them back. Her strongest weapon was only a brief deterrent. They stepped closer, this time prowling along the outskirts of the cavern wall. 
Caleb, what do I do? She risked another glance. 
He didn’t respond. His curls shook, every muscle taut, every vein in his neck and temple stood. 
Caleb, whatever you’re doing, it’s not working. 
The approaching beasts were apex predators in this realm. They were all about to be devoured as prey. 
Caleb! We need to use Erchomai! Caleb!
A muscle in his jaw ticked, but he didn’t come around. Instead, he squeezed both eyes. It was like he was pushing something very heavy, straining under its weight, but his hands were empty, and the creatures continued to come at them. 
Had the creature’s broken something in Caleb? Evie searched for life in Josie’s tangled body. A furious rage overtook her. How was she the only one left standing? She gritted her teeth and caught out of the corner of her eye a movement from Josie. Hope leapt to life inside of her. The corner of her lips barely tipped in a flat smile as Josie twisted into the fetal position. Injured but not dead. Not yet. Josie cradled her left arm. 
In a flash, the beast was upon her, twisting its stinger over her head. 
Evie blasted it with her air, knocking Caleb sideways and pressing Josie’s body against the cage wall, but the beast’s claws only scraped a few feet across the floor, sinking into the solid rock. The beast’s stinger dripped, the wind flinging the venom into the wall. Where it struck the cement-like rock it sizzled and turned crimson. 
She spun, kicking her leg straight up, knocking the stinger away from her. The creature whipped its iron like arm into her left side, sending pain radiating through her ribs and spine. She moved in between it and Caleb. She’d protect him with her dying breath.  
She gave him one last glance. Caleb, I love you. 
A strong shudder washed through his body, but he still didn’t respond. 
Caleb, what is it? We need to join in Erchomai! She couldn’t do this alone. 
A blood vessel broke, and a bruise blossomed on his cheek. 
He better not be under some kind of invisible attack. She crooked a finger at the creature she once called Stregone, urging him forward. 
Stregone started. Stridulations filled the cavern with a spine-rattling promise of torture. His face split, fangs dripping. 
Evie summoned every ounce of strength, and heaved the heavy air around her, sending a blast twice the strength of her last. A circle of destruction surrounded her. “You want me! Come and get me!” She spun triumphantly. 
Caleb’s eyes were wide as he held his shoulder where she’d smacked it against the far wall. The skinsuits were unmoving, in the corner where the wall met the floor. Evie smiled. But when she caught sight of her true enemy, it fell.
The creatures stood and dug their claws in, anchoring themselves. Now, they were both focused on Evie with matching glares. As one they hissed, their wings working together to debilitate her with their murderous song. She’d made it clear. She was the biggest threat in the room. 
“Retreat.” She shouted at Caleb, not taking her eyes off the creatures. When nothing whispered into her mind, she turned. Caleb hung limply between the skinsuits who now hoisted him to his feet where he swayed. 
Had they knocked him out? “No.” She whispered. 
Stregone’s stinger struck her from behind, piercing her shoulder. 
Her life flashed through her mind. Tristen being born. It was her first memory. She’d always wanted a sister, but a brother had to do. The same day, when her mother placed him in her arms, and she knew she was going to be the best big sister ever. The images sped up, filling her so full of her life she almost burst with the love and family in them. Them playing at the park nearby their house. Her mom making pancakes on Saturday morning, and the jokes her dad told over a cup of coffee while they all ate. 
Now in more current times, the images slowed, dwelling on the first day they arrived at the Haven. Caleb stood there saying the most awkward things but meaning the most. How had she missed those eyes? 
Searing pain radiated from the wound. It seized every single one of her coherent thoughts. Evie’s breath caught in her chest, and her body crumpled to the ground. Her pulse tripled, and the cavern’s blaze swallowed her.
Help me! She shrieked, but her lips wouldn’t move. 
There was no answer. No relief. Nothing to help. No one was left. 
No! She withdrew from the pain, searched for a corner in her mind that was safe. Can’t lose. Sounds around her echoed down a long hall. Flashes of light danced across the backs of her eyelids, until all that was left was a buzzing darkness and constant pain. 
Sorry. She squeezed out, giving in to the pain. I’m so sorry!
Each muscle locked. Venom burned through her bones, cracking them under pain’s sharp knife, sending the inferno splicing into every nerve. Agony ripped her to shreds. This was how she ended. This was it. The mission, her life, her dreams, it was all over.  
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If Leaving Means Saving


Balthazar’s Cave – Friday – Caleb
The fleeting hint of strawberries invaded Caleb’s mind. He shoved it away. Concentrate. Each of them needed to focus on their part, only then would they all walk out of there. Evie was strong. He’d doubted her before but not anymore. The Fortress was only one battle. Today, they were both more than they were back then. 
Only a few more seconds were needed. He bit back a curse. The demon’s mind swirled. What was up was down and vice versa. It left Caleb in a haze, but he was determined to access the demon’s minds. He could do it. 
Ignoring the shake of his arms and legs, he again navigated the tricky mind. He twisted with it this time. His fists clenched as the demon caught on to his success and threw another distraction his way. Evie’s unique scent. That was all. Another trick. Nevertheless, it still sent him reeling. Was she okay? He wanted to let go of the demon and check, wanted to save her if she needed him. He shook himself. She was her own hero now. 
He doubled down, less than a second from twisting the demon inside out. His body trembled. Breaking in. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done with his gift.  
An echo of searing pain pierced his shoulder, stopping him before he cracked the final layer of the demon’s minds. He gave a split-second self-check, but it wasn’t his pain. He wouldn’t leave, but he could split his attention, check on her. 
He sucked in a gasp of air, blinded by her pain. The demon and his plans were forgotten. His heart banged against his ribs. 
Evie? Nothing else mattered. Evie! What is it? 
He released the demon’s mind. Only to find, her body bent awkwardly on the ground, unmoving. Blood trickled through a gash in her pants near her knee where she must have hit the ground first before crumpling. He roared. “Evie! Get up! Evie!” 
No training, no discussion, no lesson, nothing could have prepared him. His heart seized. No! This couldn’t be it. Not the end. Not yet. He had plans. He straightened. It was up to him to make sure they still came to pass. 
Even as his heart shattered, he fought to pull himself together. She was injured but not dead. Her body may be motionless, but her mind was raging, buffeting against his, thrashing against everything as if she could take on Hell by herself. 
His breaths came in ragged gasps. “No!” He pulled at Richard’s restraining grip.
Steph leered at him. Torture. It was Hell’s only predilection. 
Caleb pivoted, tearing his arms from Richard and Steph’s grips. With a great surge of fury, he thrust with his telepathy. As one, the skinsuits and demons gave a monstrous roar as he violently pierced their supernatural defenses. Richard crashed into the wall. Steph threw herself to the ground, hammering her head into the floor. Both demons clutched their crowns, skittering away from Caleb. Their piercing gazes landed on him with a leery glare. Talons cut into the floor. Soon, they’d launch themselves at him. He’d tear their minds out if he could, if it meant saving Evie, but for now, he only wanted to run to her, touch her, see her breathing with his own eyes. Her body was curled in the fetal position. 
He’d been working on the demon’s minds for only a few seconds . . . Heart rending pain tore him in two. His focus was on the creatures because she’d wanted him to let her stand! But the truth came in the memory of strawberries! She’d called to him. He gripped his shirt in a fist and pounded it into his heart, willing the pain to cede. His heart was disintegrating. He’d left Evie vulnerable. Alone. 
He held his breath, forcing strength into his sinew and bones, but they’d prefer to snap, give anything to break, if it meant protecting her. No! He couldn’t be too late. He gently moved a strand of hair from where it covered her beautiful face. He had to be the strong one now. 
His chest heaved as he sucked the air into his lungs. 
They could not—would not fail.
He swept her mind. What could he do to help her? God, no! Please! Think. Think! He ran a hand through his hair, gripping and pulling at it. Was the venom lethal or torture? Could she still respond or was it killing her? He tried to carefully check on her, her pain hitting him in waves. He clawed at the ground as he pressed into her mind, raking his fingertips skinned and bloody, having to find a place to put the pain he found there.
Please, I’m begging you! Come back to me! He lifted his useless hands and curled them around her cold, pale arms, pulling her to him. He dove into her mind. It tasted like copper. Like a conduit of electricity, it sent her shocks of pain into him. A shuddering breath rattled through them both. He had to help. Evie had to be okay. He searched for the root of the pain, hoping to tear it out, if he could. A thousand needles pressed into his nerves. 
Could anyone live through this much pain? He could barely force himself to continue on. For her, he’d die. He pressed onward, finally reaching the root of her pain. The vice grip of the venom turned his bones to dust. 
He whispered into her mind with the last vestiges of his own strength. Evie? Trails of crimson spread like poison, seeping slowly but surely, permeating and altering her brain one section at a time. It was in her motor cortex now, pinning her to stillness. Soon, it would be everywhere. He bowed his head and closed his eyes. He would stop it. Somehow. He had to. Maybe with Erchomai, if . . . she could join with him.
Scuffing, movement from a faraway place, set off alarm bells. Time was out. The demons were recovering, coming for him. If they did the same thing to him as they did to Evie, he couldn’t help her. He pulled back from her mind. A hard pounding battered his chest. If they injected venom into him, shut him down, then they’d be trapped here, eternally. Bile burned at the back of his throat. He couldn’t leave her, . . . but he had to. 
He punched the floor. The sting of his knuckles bit through the disjointed movements of his thoughts. The last man standing should have been Evie! He pulled her one more time into his arms, tightening them around her body. He wanted to argue, but it was his own decision. It would cost them everything if he procrastinated with the million facts and did-you-knows tempting him right now. The reality was crystal clear. He had to leave her with the demons. He dry-heaved. 
A soft breeze whispered across his brow. Was that a demon coming for him? He slammed the vile creatures with his power one more time. He had to use the window to escape. They skidded across the floor, shook, and dug in. He cursed. He was weakening, and these weren’t Balthazar. A deep breath helped him gain control, bottling his emotions, drawing on his survival instincts. He had to get out before it was too late. 
He couldn’t change the battle going on in her body, but he could modify her experience, protect her mind from the torture. He began the terrible work of separating her mind from the pain. By cutting off her somatosensory cortex from receiving stimuli from her body, she’d lose all sense of her pain. It was theoretical but possible. A video on Youtube showed the extent and resulting problems damage to this area might cause. But in this case, it might just be the solution. 
Would she be able to walk, though? He clenched his fist. Probably not. It would likely affect her balance among other things. He ran his hand through his hair again. She’d be disconnected from her body until he released her. But what choice did he have? Venom raged through her. There was no way he was walking away while she suffered. He shuddered and cursed. His decision made. At least, it might keep her from losing her mind. 
Creator, let it be enough. He’d stayed too long. Leaving her was too hard. Was she all right? She had to be before he put in play the insane plan twitching to life in his mind as her mantel fell on him. It would be better for her to remain unconscious. He desperately wanted to check one more time, but the movement around him indicated time was up. 
It all hinged on him now. He tore his attention from Evie. The hardest thing he’d ever have to do. Waiting on the right moment to escape was hard, but it would happen soon. Then, he’d make his move. Not escaping, saving her.
“Why do you bring thisss filth to our Lord’sss Great Cavern!” Stregone stroked his belly as he rounded on the skinsuits. “Did you know of hisss power?” He passed by Caleb.
Head down, keeping an eye on the creature’s movements via his feet, Caleb bided his time. Soon. Very soon. 
Steph stuttered, “They . . . they wandered . . . in – into the v-v-village.” Her chest caved in submission. Her head dipped low. 
“Stupid woman! We brang them here for the Lord Master to further his plans. She,” He pointed at Evie, beaming. “—is the key. I know. Our Lord Master will rise to Earth and rule. The rest a’ these is an offerin’. Our gift!” 
Caleb narrowed his eyes at Richard from under the curtain of his curls. The certainty on the skinsuit’s face was laughable. 
“You think you may gain favor for thissss!” Stregone spoke slowly, as if he was both contemplating Richard’s good thinking and condemning him for his stupidity.
“Yes! Yes! Exactly. It’s, what we done.” Richard’s eyebrows drew together, his hands twisting. He, like Steph, seemed aware of how much trouble they might be in. 
Caleb held still. Richard’s enthusiasm reeked of greed and selfishness. But if Caleb learned anything from Stregone, it was demons would do anything to rise. So Stregone would most certainly steal Richard’s “gift” and use it, and anything else the demon could get his hands on, to usurp Balthazar. 
“Thisss . . . idea isss good.” With the flick of his wrist, fire swallowed both skinsuits. Their flesh turned to ash. 
Stregone turned toward Caleb. Chin cocked to the side. “Ssstand. Ssstop pretending.”
Caleb rose, squared his shoulders, and forced nonchalance into his frame. “If they’re doomed to spend an eternity here, shouldn’t they stick around? Incinerated out of existence defeats the purpose.” 
“Imbecile, the lags will reform in their village, albeit through the most torturous of routes.” His face split in a macabre grin. “A much kinder treatment than the one I’ve bestowed upon your preciousss Evie.” His gaze drifted toward Evie where he lingered longingly. 
Caleb stepped in front of her, blocking Stregone’s view. 
Stregone’s attention flicked back to Caleb. “I am ssso pleased you have brought me Evie! I have . . . unfinished businesss with her.” Stregone stroked his abdomen with his foreleg like a fat man rubbing his full stomach after an all you can eat buffet. “Our Lord” He spat the word, took a beat to regroup, then continued. “. . . hasss heard much about Evie.” 
Stregone lifted Evie’s body into the air with a twitch of his fingers. She drifted on strings of sorcery, straight for the jaws of the cavern. 
Evie? He slipped through her mind as quickly as possible. I have to go. Would she be okay? He refused to let himself fall apart. 
A shadow of Evie drifted from a hidden crevice of her mind. Fear and pain radiated from her. Ca— She choked with a wave of the torment.
Caleb wanted to pull her to him and save her from it. 
Caleb run. She faded away.
With a sharp inhale, he gave a single nod. 
A guttural scream, her scream, rent the air in two. It nearly sent Caleb to his knees. Thankfully, the demons skittered to her side. Their movements impossible to track. 
He hesitated. Would his work hold? But he realized, hating himself for it, that this was his distraction. His only opportunity. 
Stregone gripped Evie’s leg, pulling her from the other demon and tossing her across the room. Their beady eyes tracked her as she flew like a ragdoll through the air. 
Creator, you love her even more than I do. Protect her. Cover them all.  
The last thing he caught before he turned were the giant jaws of their makeshift dungeon opening, ready to consume Evie with a simple bend of Stregone’s hand. Her body hovered there, turning leisurely in a circle as Josie lifted from the ground. Beside Evie their hands seemed to almost touch. Good. She wouldn’t be alone. 
Caleb sucked in a sharp breath and turned away, forcing his feet forward. It would only be a second before the creatures would be after him. Evie and Josie would land in the back corner of the prison cell, forgotten as he drew the beasts into chase. What was better than three prized prisoners? Four. 
With only seconds to escape, he retreated, hating himself more with each step. He would return. He’d find a way. Fighting against words like coward and powerless, he pushed his legs faster, harder, stronger. He wasn’t afraid; he was doing what was right. He wasn’t powerless; he had his will, and God would provide the rest. The creatures would be right behind him. 
The sound of skittering pursued him through the tunnel. They were most certainly on their way. His plan would come together. It would. It had to. 
The mouth of the cave was ahead, brighter than before with odd lumpy teeth lining the top and bottom of the opening. He wanted to ask Evie if she knew stalactites and stalagmites were made of concentric circles formed typically by calcite. But he was alone, and she was . . . It was agony to walk away. God, help me. 
The pursuing sounds drew closer, and time was already running out for their team when they entered the cave. Even still, he slowed. It just didn’t make sense. Were stalactites and stalagmites there when they arrived? He would have said something about them to Evie. He narrowed his eyes. No way were they there when they entered! He stopped. When the skinsuit tossed him carelessly onto the cave ledge, he landed easily enough. He never feared accidental impalement. 
Pressing his back flush against the wall, he glided silently to the teeth. The ticking clock ate away at his concentration, pushing him to rush at the strange formations. But it made no sense to run from one danger into another. Backlit, the details of the teeth were invisible even while in plain sight. He clenched his jaw to force himself to creep one silent step at a time. His heart thundered against his ribs. 
The silence around him shattered as a rock on the floor clattered towards his foot. The creatures were on him. There wasn’t any time to investigate further. 
He placed his hand firmly on one of the hanging, tooth-like formations. A blaze of white flashed through his mind. A consciousness other than his own washed through him, inspecting the corners, overturning his secrets, and then it streaked out without letting Caleb in on anything. What. Just. Happened?! 
Yellow eyes on the stalactite popped open. An immediate mental connection drifted like golden pixy dust between them. The blinking rock was somehow connected to him. 
Dragon. It corrected his thought.
He pulled on his hand, but it wouldn’t move. He was connected somehow to a tiny, upside-down . . . dragon. Its yellow eyes blinked again. The presence of its keen mind sifted easily through Caleb. 
Caleb pulled against the dragon’s grip. 
No go. 
Something’s coming. I need to go. He had to break the connection. The dragon dug in, tasting his memories, trying on his emotions, experiencing everything inside of Caleb. He tried to get ahead of it, oust it from his mind, send burning pain into its head. Anything would be better than standing helpless in its thrall. 
No give pain. The dragon’s eyes narrowed on Caleb. Unblinking, it turned its head to the left and then the right, an action mimicked by every tooth in the mouth of the cave. What had Evie said after seeing the dragons on the ledge? Were they demons? Better to assume everything in Hell was a demon than to be caught off guard. But he couldn’t even kick it out of his mind. 
Calm. The dragon turned its yellow eyes back on Caleb. Will help. Hold still. 
Caleb traced the trail back into the dragon’s mind. Its whisper was a lifeline for his telepathy. IeHeHeIts thoughts resonated as kind and open. Safe. Amazement washed through Caleb. Did you know dragons are revered on Earth? His words came out slurred. 
The tiny dragons all rotated to catch Caleb’s eye and preen. Tell more. Story us. 
His thoughts were fuzzy, his attention coming and going. What was going on? He blinked slowly, took in the dragon, and couldn’t help thinking about how Evie would die when she found out she missed this. His heart stuttered, and his breath caught. He had to get out of there. Get help!
Get you. The dragon closest to him, shook its wings out, and then every single one was doing the same. The skittering behind him drew to a complete stop. 
Huh? Why would the tiny dragons . . .? He couldn’t follow his thought to its end, it simply vanished. Were they demons? Shapeshifters? Rats of the realm? Dragons from long ago, extinct and banished to this horrid place? Ah! That could be it! His thoughts twisted slowly, lazily. Could they be a rescue from the Creator? 
Something was off with the idea, but his mind was just too muddled to figure it out. He hoped they were an answer to prayer because he needed help – right now.
Lumpy cave teeth shifted into twenty or thirty tiny dragons all wobbling on stubby legs. They rose on wings of fire and caught a claw full of Caleb’s clothing, lifting him silently into the air. The skittering a concern of the past, Caleb’s heart leapt to his throat as they flew him out of the tunnel and over the roaring, blaze of the fire beneath.
His heart turned to stone as he moved farther and farther away from Evie. Was this it? An odd, drugged feeling overtook him. Had he failed already? 
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Disturbing Demon Dragons


Another Somewhere in Hell – Friday – Caleb 
No. Other cave bad. Taking safe place. Go high. Over fire swell. 
The dragon’s whisper soothed Caleb’s ragged edges, and he relaxed, suspended by a fleet of tiny dragons. Despite his situation, his only discomfort was a slight twinge at the back of his mind. A warning. Things weren’t right. 
Don’t relax. The thought was errant, almost not his own. 
How ridiculous. Yet, a flame of desire to pursue the odd thought filled him, but each fwomp, fwomp of their wings sent it drifting, leaving his mind wandering aimlessly as he was treated to an aerial view of Hell. It was kind of stark and terrifyingly beautiful. 
Rest now. The dragon’s raspy voice stirred Caleb. We care for you. 
No. A dwindling part of him wanted to . . . no, needed to say something, think something. But his thoughts wouldn’t organize, and he didn’t have the fight he needed to really argue. His eyes fell closed. Need to . . . 
Sh. Rest – need rest. 
When did he last rest? It’d been so long. He wanted something, though. What was it? With his eyes closed, he’d be better able to figure it out. There was this thing, no, a person, maybe someone. Important. 
Ev— The syllable whispered through him. 
Not eve. No time here. 
Time? No. Was he worried about time. That didn’t make sense.
No worries.
His head swung limply with the dragons’ movements. 
All care evaporated. He smiled. Comforted. He’d rest and wake refreshed, relaxed, and rested. Good idea. 
Yesss. Ressst. They banked to the right and aimed for a cave ahead. 
His feet scuffed the ground as his pilots pulled into land with him at the center of a new cave. 
Home now. 
They dropped him to the ground, releasing him all at once. As he crumpled in on himself, folding like an accordion, his surroundings registered in his foggy mind. He couldn’t dredge up any reason to care, though. 
The dragons shifted, whispering in and out of his blurry vision. He blinked. A spark of curiosity nudged him, forcing his eyes to focus. Concentrate. But a wave of bliss washed any desire or awareness away. It was silk sheets, the perfect temperature, and a billowy soft pillow combined. His head fell forward until it rested on his folded arms, his belly against the rock floor of the cave, a low fire whispering along the edges of his body.
The closest dragon began to swell. Its tiny arms and legs were swallowed until it was a blob of color and flesh. It made him jerk with a spark of adrenaline. He gave a herculean effort to focus. 
Tilting his head to the side, he forced himself to really see, his mind to sharpen. “Curious.” So, they were shapeshifters. As if the one sparked a chain reaction, the rest began to change, shiver, and wobble around.
A chuckle, rough and harsh, radiated through his mind. Shh. Home. Rest. A wave of mind-numbing pleasure washed through him. 
Then, like magnets, the dragon blobs were drawn towards one another. One at a time, they glopped together. What was tiny, became at first a moderate-sized blob. But it continued to grow. Until it was most surely a massive, misshapen . . . monster. 
Awesome. He pinched himself trying to force his way out of the haze he’d fallen under. 
Green, yellow, and red swirled over scales merging around and into one another. It was mesmerizing, hypnotic. 
A blink left his eyes closed as they refused to open again. A numbing buzz of calm eased every tension, erased every fear. Sometime, maybe seconds, later, he found the will to open his eyes again.
The monster hovered over Caleb, observing him through eyes the size of dinner platters. A slice of reptilian pupil crossed the middle with an ebony sliver. When Caleb remained motionless, the beast’s eyes lifted away from Caleb as a long, slender neck materialized from its body. Four nubs took shape where its arms and legs would form. Razor sharp claws protruded from each nub, preceding long, powerful arms. 
Caleb’s heart sank. A dragon this size could crush him easily. It kept rising until it hit a height nearly brushing the ceiling as two mammoth legs split out of the beast’s rear. 
Caleb cursed. 
The beast before him chuckled. Naughty. Its voice was now deep and smooth.   
He’d escaped two medium creatures to step right into the arms of a shapeshifting, obviously powerful, dragon-monster. 
A wash of bright red started at the top of the dragon’s nose and poured like paint spreading evenly across its body. 
Caleb’s breath came in quick shallow bursts. He’d never escape a beast of this magnitude. He clenched and unclenched his fists. His thoughts finally cleared as adrenaline poured through his veins. Evie! Pushing from the floor, he remembered clearly. He had to save Evie! Everyone was depending on him. His memory came crashing back into hopeless focus.
An enormous dragon eye lowered to peer at Caleb narrowing until only a sliver of yellow gold iris and a small black slit were left visible. A puff of smoke whispered out the nostril of the beast and a wash of drug-like euphoria erased everything from Caleb’s mind. You have only one purpose. The deep voice filled every corner of Caleb’s mind. You are to serve and worship me. 
One corner of his mouth tipped up. “Crafty. Dragon influence.” It simply stole away Caleb’s sense of danger. Clinging to his last grip of control over his own mind, he was almost able to understand he should be scared. He focused on the confusion as his sight screamed sudden death and his senses warm and languid refused to rally. His head bounced as it dropped to his chest. On instinct, he caught it, and pulled it back upright. Evie! He chanted her name in his mind. Not even the most powerful of all dragon shifters could win against true love, not today, not ever. He’d fight with his last breath.
Yes! Let usss fight and discover whom isss most powerful of all! The dragon’s words were a force bending Caleb to its will. Feeble human. The dragon’s chuckle rattled Caleb to his bones. If you defy me, you choose death. 
“You speak more fluently now.” Either the smoke from its nostrils or an invisible, mystical force kept Caleb from focusing. His only instinct was to keep the dragon talking. 
It’s easier when I’m not sssplit into forty separate beingsss . . . Obviously. Its final transformation came to an end as it rotated its head and poured flames over its body, intense heat scorched the walls of the cave. Out of the smoke and ash, the dragon emerged wearing a crown of white gold sparkling with the rich red flames tirelessly licking the walls of the cave.
“Fascinating. Makes sense. I’m so tired.” He broke eye contact, dropping his head to his arm and curling into a ball on his side. 
Sleep tiny human. But know, I am your Lord. Lord Master Balthazar. 
Balthazar dropped its head to peer into Caleb’s eyes. Was it checking if Caleb would fight? Was it hoping for a battle? The gleam in its eyes reeked of disdain. Its lips peeled back in a terrifying grin. 
Did you know . . . What was he going to say?
The dragon chuffed. Do I know what? Balthazar lifted its claws to Caleb’s chin and tilted his eyes to meet its own.
I only have one Lord, and His name is Jesus Christ! 
Balthazar raised its head and let loose a deafening roar, shaking pebbles from the walls of the cave. It whipped its great head to and fro until the low rumble from its chest slowly abated. Tiny, pathetic human. 
Are you angry? 
No. Balthazar sent another thick wave of numbing persuasion through Caleb. Its strength was so fierce his head fell back to his arm. I shall need the assistance of my slaves. From the darkness around them, shackles formed around Caleb.
“Did you know shackles were first invented in the Bronze Age?” Caleb shook the darkness wrapped like irons around his wrists, but they held firm. 
I care not for your prattling. 
“I seem to have that effect on a lot of . . . creatures.” Caleb eyelids fought him as he tried to remain present.
I am power and you are weakness. Stop fighting it. 
“Clearly. I’m not fighting.”
Balthazar chuffed. It stands to reason I shall exercise power over you as power should rule weakness. It is the way of things in this and every realm. The dragon lifted Caleb with a flick of his snout and a whisper of dark magic. A chair fashioned from a billowing cloud of darkness rushed beneath Caleb. 
His head swung lazily to his chest. No pain pierced his heart. A thousand niggling things no longer drifted through his mind, and his body wasn’t his own to try and sacrifice to win a war he wasn’t ever going to be able to win. 
Wait, that wasn’t how he felt. Did he? Squeezing his eyes shut, he fought through his scrambled thoughts. No, they weren’t his. They were the demon’s. He was going to win, to rescue Evie, to help the group. He . . . had . . . to.
Welcome Caleb, son of Richard, to the domain of the southeastern territory. You are mine, as is everything here, to command, enslave, or destroy. 
But Caleb didn’t have to win the war. It was already won by the Creator. He let go of everything. For the first time, it was clear. Holding on, trying to control things, it stunted his growth. He’d said he believed in the Creator’s plan, but hidden in his heart, he held on with two white-knuckled fists, always trying to wrestle things into his will. It was making him weak. 
To go against an enemy this big, to have any hope of ending things triumphantly, he needed the help of the King of Kings, the Alpha and Omega, the Creator of everything. 
He straightened in the chair. He would let it all go. Eyes drifting closed, he released it into the hands of the Father. 
Balthazar huffed a blazing cloud of hot air at Caleb. What is it in your mind? The demon king didn’t wait but instead compelled him to feel a sense of honor to sit in its presence. Another urge shot through him. Sssacrifice yourself for me, a god of unlimited power. 
A lazy grin drifted sloppily across Caleb’s lips. Hmmm. My sacrifice will be for my true Lord, Jesus Christ.
A roar flattened Caleb against the chair, hitting his chest, making it difficult to breathe. Any shred of hope or will to control his own survival was gone. 
Balthazar speared Caleb with its talon through his thigh. Piercing pain ripped through him. Shock radiated like an explosion through him, muddying his thoughts but resurrecting his will to survive. Resolve and a plan whispered from his heart. It was a plan he’d never imagine, and for that reason, he was one hundred percent certain it was the Creator’s Spirit within him, guiding him, showing the way. 
He clenched his teeth and retreated into his own mind, working furiously to build invisible, untraceable, protective barriers. He didn’t have a single, precious second to spare. 
Someone or something cleared its throat. “My liege.” 
A commotion at the entrance of the cave drew Balthazar’s enormous head away from Caleb. Absorbed by the mayhem, Balthazar absently withdrew his talon from Caleb’s thigh. Blood flowed freely. 
The bindings held no matter how hard Caleb wrestled to free his hands. With nothing to staunch the flow, blood beat out of him and down his leg in a constant river. He’d be a goner sooner than later. There wasn’t anything he could do, except follow the still, small whisper of the Spirit on the path of this death-defying plan.
Sounds at the front of the cave grew into a mess of words, an occasional shriek, and many garbled growls. A moment passed, or maybe longer, and he realized his head had fallen to the side. The blood loss was getting to him already. No. He wasn’t finished. At least, not yet. He checked on Balthazar whose back rose and fell, growing with each inhale. 
It was now or never. Caleb drew in every ounce of mental fortitude he could muster and dove full force into the mind of the demon dragon. A move like this, diving in at full force, would have killed any human he attacked this way, but Balthazar, a shape-shifting king demon-dragon, didn’t even notice. 
Something hot dripped from Caleb’s nose. Maybe blood. Well, this death-defying plan might just end up killing him in the end. Diving violently into a demon’s mind was dangerous at best, but it was exactly what the Spirit ordered. 
Since eternal creatures couldn’t die in the fiery realm, Caleb hoped this would stun and incapacitate it for a time. Only a sliver was needed to put the plan in play. Step one, commandeer the dragon’s mind. He spared no thought to distracting plans of survival and rescue. 
To his surprise, the dragon’s mind opened in a matrix grid of interstate-highway-like neural pathways. If he survived this, their team would be able to use this intel to understand many future battles to come. He might even become the team’s higher-level demon expert. 
He shook his head. Focus! None of that mattered if the cost was Evie’s life or the lives of their teammates. Let it all go. He breathed out. 
If a human’s mind was a maze, the dragon’s mind was a universe of labyrinths. The farther into its mind he traveled, the more convoluted everything became. Could he even do this? Saliva accumulated in his mouth. He swallowed. Compared to this mammoth demon, he was a peon. 
A whisper raced through him. Let it all go. 
If he couldn’t crack into and control Balthazar’s mind, then he couldn’t pull of the Creator’s plan. He lifted his chin. But he didn’t have to pull off the plan. The Creator did. His throat grew thick and tight. He peeked at the dragon’s hind end. David killed a giant with three small stones and a sling. Jonah was swallowed by a whale and survived. The Creator loved making the impossible possible through unbelievable methods. 
The Creator had them in His hands, loved them with His whole heart, and that was the point of everything, of their journey to Hell, of him coming with Evie, of them fighting for the light with the sentinels. The Creator’s love was so complete, he’d chase even a man many would consider was the worst to the ends of the Earth and beyond to save him. Love was the key. 
This was going to be epic. His breathing came in labored pants as he drove deeper into the twisted mind. 
Pain’s ice-cold fingers inched up from his open wound, thumping with his heartbeat. If it was going to be his last moments alive, he would make them count. He sent a silent prayer to heaven, and doubled down, digging deep. 
Warmth swallowed his chest. He could do this, not because he was strong enough, but because the Creator was the one doing all the work. With a breath, he rested into the work. 
With a tight heart, he let go of his life. He didn’t want to die. Evie swam into his mind’s eye. He pushed the distraction away, choosing to be faithful no matter the cost. He would do what he could while he was able. If it was his life, then it was his to give. She had taught him that.
Let go! You cannot protect yourself. Let it all go!
Suddenly, a memory slammed into him. He was little, no more than three, and he’d fallen down the stairs, broken his leg. His mom’s fear washed over him, his dad’s concern, another wave of pain, and it was all too much for his little mind. Walls wrapped like a thick invisible barrier around him. Walls he’d crafted to quiet the storm of the minds raging around him. It was a child’s instinct. They were raised when the world was so big, and he was so tiny. Something to protect himself from the onslaught of everyone around him. Understanding washed through him. 
The familiar voice of the Creator’s Spirit whispered gently. Tear it down.
The barrier began to crumble. Peace comforted him. He smiled and fully released the barriers. A wash of his ability, strong and limitless, rushed through him. This was what he needed to conquer the beast. 
His last breath might be their only hope. 
His heart hammered. 
A violent flash of yellow gold arched through Balthazar’s mind. 
The dragon was on to him. Caleb moved faster. Time was slipping through his fingers. Dizziness forced his head to his chest where he let it hang. His blood continued to flow from his thigh. 
This. This was the plan, and it would work. He reshaped the dragon’s powerful, mental energy and blasted a message from its mind to the team. He had the dragon by his tail.
Balthazar whipped around, knocking its minions screaming out the cave entrance. Its roar sent warmth trickling from both of Caleb’s ears, ejecting him violently from its mind. Caleb cried out, knowing retribution would be his end, but the message was sent. 
Balthazar extended his talon placing it at the base of Caleb’s throat where his pulse danced. Adrenaline pushed more blood out of the wound in his leg, and he closed his eyes, releasing himself to float into his end. 
He had wanted to stare death in the face, wanted to grin and do a dance at how he’d turned the dragon on himself. If only someone knew what he’d done. But the Father knew, and it was enough. 
Caleb exhaled and his lungs refused to inflate again. He was out of time. He’d chuckle if he could. It was the best hurrah! 
The dragon’s mind was truly amazing. What a crazy parting gift from this life. He gasped a small slip of air. Maybe he was the only mind manipulator ever to delve into an upper-level demon. It was so unfortunate he’d take the experience to his grave. 
Caleb sighed his last gasp of air back out. 
The dragon ripped into his mind. Destroy! 
Too late. It was what it was. This pain would only be a moment, then he’d be with his Creator in heaven. Soon, the fight would be over, and he could rest. 
The demon bellowed, saliva splattering the cave walls. 
Caleb smirked as the ground rumbled. Eli got his message. Caleb did his part. Black dots spread a numb sheen over his mind. It was the end. Strangely he was at peace with it. 
The rumbling grew until the ground ripped open, swallowing demons screeching and squealing. Still, Caleb’s mind slowed. His body slid along the tilted cave floor as the ceiling fell in bits and pieces around him. Eli took the message and turned it into action, reshaping the cave until the enemy was swallowed whole and the team was brought together. 
Eli. Mason.  Caleb smiled and waved goodbye. 
Then, his stomach jumped into his throat as his body free-fell, and Balthazar bellowed in fury. 
An icy silence beckoned him. Sounds floated into the distance as if on the wings of a dream. One more. He could . . . send . . . one private . . . message. 
Evie, I will love you forever, in this life and in the next. The Creator will carry you through, do not lose hope. His love is bigger and stronger and forever and ever. Never forget it. It’s the why. It’s always been the why. I’ll always be with you, don’t let darkness in, fight until you win.
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Lost Inside


Trapped in Her Mind – Evie 
Adrenaline jolted Evie back to life, restarting her semiconscious mind, bringing searing pain to the forefront of her awareness. It was more than she could take. But just beyond the hurt was a touch of pine. If she could only . . . 
Pine and sulfur? What did it mean? Caleb? Caleb!
A message tore her from circling the drain! If the blaze raking through her was any indication, she was almost dead. However, discernment sharpened her thoughts until she was certain the message, bearing the markings of demonic persuasion, in fact, came from Caleb. Adrenaline dumped into her system. Her thoughts coalesced. 
It was so off, so wrong. Somehow, Caleb was inside the demon-dragon’s mind. He was . . . but it couldn’t be. He was manipulating Balthazar? 
She wanted to laugh but couldn’t. Ten points for the demon venom turning her blood to ash, so far, she’d earned zero. Who was she kidding? Caleb got fifty points for manipulating a demon king!
She was grateful for James and Josie’s voices. They were a constant companion reminding her to keep on keeping on. The warmth of their budding relationship drove back the madness threatening to settle in. She could do nothing but listen and pray, and so she listened to the Creator, to James and Josie, even to the roaring fires or the screeching beasts. And she prayed. Oh! She prayed - for Callie, Caleb, her team, James, because if praying was the only thing she could do, then it was the most important thing for her to do in that moment. 
A spark of ingenuity whispered from her spirit. And just like that, she had a crazy, dangerous plan. If she could get it to Caleb and the team, they might just make it out of Hell alive. She pressed against the confines of her mind, focusing her discernment like a laser set to burn away the venom. 
Her struggles must have released something because a wash of venom decimated her. There was no haven. No peace. Just pain. A moan filled her lips. 
Caleb’s voice pierced through the thick veil of pain and wrapped like a hug around her thoughts. I will love you forever, in this life, and in the next.
Wait. What? Was he saying goodbye? Stop! What’s going on?
God will carry you through, do not lose hope. His love is bigger and stronger and forever and ever. Never forget it. 
Caleb, please! What’s going on? Tell me! I can help!
It’s the why. It’s always been the why. 
She didn’t care about whys she cared about . . . Caleb! Don’t do this! Don’t leave me here!
I’ll always be with you, don’t let darkness in, fight until you win.
Her heart clung to his voice, trying to memorize everything about him, trying to hold on to hope.
She screamed, cried, fought with every muscle to just get moving, but all of it was trapped inside her skin. She pushed against the venom. It retaliated as usual, slicing through her, tearing her into a million broken pieces. Darkness came for her. She had to stay. She needed to stay for Caleb, for her team. Please Creator! Help us get out of here and finish this!
Unconsciousness reached for her. Her heart whispered one last prayer before a heavy blanket of pitch blackness carried her away. Don’t let Caleb give up and die. Creator! Please!!! The team needs him . . . I need him. 
A disastrous crashing sent her arms and legs weightless and moving of their own accord. A soft cry might have even made it from her lips. The ground disappeared, and her body free fell. The heavy fog threatened to untether her thoughts and send them wandering. How could she take anymore? And yet, she needed to know what happened to Caleb. She couldn’t lose awareness now. She clung on with claws of desperation. Something was happening. Something big.
Darkness couldn’t win . . .




29







It’s All Coming Back to Him Now


The Fiery Realm – James 
 “She hasn’t moved in forever!” Helplessness washed over him, and he slammed a fist into the solid rock of the cave’s makeshift dungeon. He didn’t care about anything but Evie. 
A staying hand gentled on his shoulder. “She’ll be all right. The Creator knows what He’s doing.” 
“And you.” He spun on the black clothed, ninja wannabe calling herself his sister. “Funny finding a long-lost sister in Hell.” 
“You can’t lose what you never knew you had.” She jutted a hip out, but her expression was soft, pitying. 
James clenched his fists. When that wasn’t enough to bar his wannabe sister from his heart, he folded his arms over his chest, fighting the pain biting into him when he moved. 
“Look. I get it. Nothing about this—” She indicated the cave, pointed at the bars keeping them in, and landed on Evie last. “—is what we wanted either.”
“We.” He narrowed his eyes at her. How close was Evie to this stranger calling herself his sister? A strangled sob forced its way out of his throat. He dropped beside Evie’s face again, cradling her head in his hands. “Evie!” His voice was nothing more than a growl. Why wouldn’t she respond? Why wasn’t she getting better? He gently laid her head on the hard floor again and stood crunching his fist into the wall. The bite of pain soothed his wild mind, erasing the images of her slowly dying, her skin and bones turning to dust, her disappearing while he remained in this godforsaken cave. 
His sister’s deep alto voice somehow calmed him. “I know you’re worried, but we have to focus on getting you out of here, otherwise—” 
“Otherwise, her death would be for nothing.” He spat the words, hating the truth in them. James twisted his fingers in his hair, gripping, tearing. “What’s going on with her? Wait a minute. So,” He turned on his half-sister. “You’d leave her here to rot?”
Her eyes widened with what? Alarm? 
She finally said, “Of course not!”
No! She would leave her, wouldn’t she? They both came from the same man. Inside they held the same seed for darkness. He raked a hand down his face. His half-sister took after his dad. After all he’d been through, his dad still found a way to ruin his life. “Well, Sis, this rescue was suicide because I’m not leaving Evie behind.” He fell to his knees beside Evie again. “Why?” His words so soft they didn’t qualify as a whisper but still made a loose strand of Evie’s hair dance. “Why waste everything for me? You were safe.” He turned back and glared at his half-sister. “Why waste good people on me?” 
Josie replied. “The sentinels barely got to me before Stregone’s attack. He thought you knew about me. He’d planned to use me as leverage to force your hand with Evie.” She sat with her back against the cave wall, her eyes staring at her fingers. “If they hadn’t found me in time . . .”
“Sentinels.” He hated those wretched creatures. He folded beside Evie, keeping track of his half-sister’s every move. They had the same eyes. Still, he didn’t trust her. 
“They are the only reason I survived. The Creator made sure I was safe, chased me while I was still lost, and rescued me. My fate might not have been so different from yours if they hadn’t come for me.” 
“Rescued! They probably sent you in here to die. They always want something in return for their ‘rescues.’” He sneered the last word. 
Josie shook her head. “No. I had to come and find you. I wanted to offer you the same thing the Creator freely gave to me. Freedom from the darkness.”
He dropped his gaze to the gentle curve of Evie’s cheek. She couldn’t die, not in this place, when she deserved so much more. “Such a waste of good people, for someone like me.”
“Doesn’t matter. Because the Creator believes you’re worth it. There isn’t a price too high, a cost too great, or an obstacle too insurmountable for the Creator to reach out and love you. His incredible, inescapable love is for you and me and everyone.” Josie’s voice was soft but firm. 
James grimaced. “You obviously weren’t as bad as me. At some point—”
“No! We both come from the same father. We both grew up with the same loss. He left me just like he left you, and probably others out there we both don’t know about. The man was the worst.”
A guttural agreement washed through James. “The worst. Your mother?” He didn’t dare look when he asked. His gaze locked on Evie’s motionless form. But his curiosity was growing out of his control. 
“She died of an infection when I was three. I was adopted by a huge family. Seven brothers. My mom wanted a girl but didn’t want to risk having another boy.” She smiled faintly. 
When had he glanced up at her? He shook himself and returned to watching over Evie. “Sounds like you had a great life.”
“James. I did have a lot of people around me who cared, but I lost my mom before I could know her, my dad left like I was nothing to him, and while I loved my adopted family, I was never one of them, not really.” She rubbed her hands down her pants. “I’m here because I want to know you. You are my blood. Though that blood comes from a stinker of a dad, you are a whole different person.”
“What if I’m just him reincarnated?” 
She chuckled. “I don’t believe in reincarnation. You can choose to be who you want to be. There are factors, weaknesses, predispositions, but you are still free to make the hard choice if you have the courage. Either way, there isn’t anything you could do so terrible it couldn’t be forgiven.” 
“We aren’t all created equal.” He hated himself. He was so much worse than his father. At least that man didn’t drag everyone to Hell with him. 
“No, we aren’t. But we are loved equally.” 
“Balthazar used me to get Evie.” James’s voice cracked on her name. “He’ll kill me. I’ll spend eternity here.”
“If you don’t want to be saved, if your determined to condemn yourself, no rescue attempt will ever succeed.” Josie locked eyes with him.
“You think I don’t want to be rescued?” He whispered the last word, afraid to even breathe the hope.
“No. I think you want to condemn yourself. But James, the Creator loves you! You can’t outrun it. It’s the most powerful force in the universe! For me, it was stronger than family, it was finding an eternal home. Just turn around and accept him. The Creator will get the rest to—”
“Work out.” James sighed. “I wonder if Evie would agree with you right now.”
“She would!” 
The strength in her words brought him up short. “She’s suffering. I can tell. I’ve done enough of it myself to recognize the signs.” 
“She came in knowing there would be a cost, and she gladly and willingly came ready to pay the price.” Josie scooched over beside James.
Her hand was near his as if she wanted to grab hold and urge him to do something. But what? He’d tried everything he could to get out of this land of horrors.
“Everyone, for their own reasons, feels they deserve to be condemned. A small voice is inside telling each person they are worthless, stupid, and unforgiveable. But you can kick that voice out, or rather, overwrite it with a voice that loves you.” 
James shook his head.
“I’m not kidding. As the Spirit spoke to me, it became clear He was chasing me, and He never let me go. He never turned away disgusted. No matter where I ran, He followed, because He loves us. James, He is pursuing you now. Us being here, attempting to rescue you, it is because of His love for you.” 
Something inside of him clicked. He’d repented. He’d called out and asked for help. It all came back to him. He’d asked for one more chance, and soon after, Josie and the team arrived. He took in a sharp sulfur-riddled breath of hot air. “He heard me.” 
Josie smiled. “You asked for help, and He sent us. Didn’t he?” Her grin grew. 
“I asked for one more chance.” 
“Good.” 
James cursed. “It was Stregone and his evil darkness behind all of the things I did. Every wrong decision was because the darkness was after me.”
“No, James. You can’t blame anyone but yourself.”
“But it’s true.” 
“Sure, darkness was there, tempting you, but it never forced your hands. You made decisions, choices. Each one of your choices brought you to where you are today. It was the darkness you invited into your heart that caused this.”
“Well, you can’t say I’m redeemable and I’m irredeemable in the same conversation.” 
Josie moved closer, sitting with her legs folded, knee to knee beside him on the floor. 
Evie made a sound. He speared Josie with a look. “Did you hear that too?” 
She nodded.
“She’s dying. I can tell.” 
“Focus James. This whole journey was about rescuing you. Don’t let it all be in vain. Don’t waste any sacrifice made on your behalf. Evie never stopped fighting, and with her dreams and visions, she visited you, gleaning what she could to plan this mission.” Josie spoke very quietly. 
“I don’t deserve her rescue.” He whispered. “If I get out of here, I’m going to . . .” He forced conviction into his next words. “I don’t ever want to come here again in life or death!” 
Josie gave him a daring grin. “And that’s just the beginning. Now, we have to get out of here.”
A rumbling radiated under them. “What’s that?”
“I certainly hope it’s somebody rescuing us out of this makeshift cage.” She stood and dusted off. Wandering toward the door of the dungeon, she wrapped both hands around the bars.
“Dungeon.” James corrected.
She chuckled. “Fine, dungeon. Different words – same result. We can’t escape.”
Small rocks fell from the cave ceiling, and James threw himself over Evie to protect her. “It’s not a rescue if it bludgeons us to death.” 
The floor fell out from underneath them, and they free fell through the sudden, deep tunnel beneath them. When they’d thumped to the ground and a scattering of rocks pelting them finally settled, James peeled himself off Evie’s delicate frame and stood. 
A strange man clapped him on the shoulder. “That was fun.”
James ducked. “Who the—” He moved away and then straightened, staring at the man. 
To Josie, the man said, “Thought we all needed to be on the same level for once.” Then he turned to James. “I’m Eli.” The man grinned at James as if they were best friends. 
“James.” He narrowed his eyes, barely resisting the urge to storm off with Evie. He bent and touched the back of his hand to her cheek. Was she going to make it? She was so pale, so cold. “Where are we? Do you have a plan?”
“We’re at the base of the mountain.” Eli moved towards Callie and another man James didn’t know. “The team is all together. Caleb’s plan.” Eli threw a thumb over his shoulder at a crumpled body along the cave floor. “I’m able to move earth. I tunneled to each of you and slid you to this location using the tunnels.” Something rumbled again. “Hang on. Some work is needed in one of the tunnels. Clean up on aisle demon-dragon.” The ground flattened, and the walls pressed back, opening the space.
It was crazy to be surrounded by people for the first time in . . . He couldn’t remember. He clenched his fists. He would become the man they needed him to be. He would do it. If the Creator loved him so much, he sent all these people to help him, then he could do his part. 
“We need to move.” Eli clapped him on the shoulder again. “You ready to help?” 
“Yeah.” The new cave seemed to be catching fire as flames crawled across the fresh dirt floor. It filled its purpose with formidable promptness. 
“We have wounded.” Eli’s face paled. “Callie and Justice are the worst of it.” 
“Justice?”
Eli indicated with his chin over to where Josie bent over a man. “He joined us with Josie. Not sure what his story is, but she seems to care about him a lot.” 
James nodded. “What’s everyone’s condition?”
“Callie is battling acid-spit wounds. Justice was gored by a demon-beast from the nearby village. Caleb has lost a lot of blood from a leg wound. No one saw what happened with him, but he’s here and unconscious.” 
“Evie was hit with demon venom.” James finished the list. 
“We’re not doing great. You well enough to walk on your own?” 
Caleb lay thirty feet to James’s left. His leg was covered in dried, black blood. Evie’s body was crumpled in a pile at the center of the space. Callie lay beside Evie. Josie stood ready to battle over Justice’s body. There were too many of them injured. How would they all make it out? “I can walk.”
Another rumble shook the cavern. Eli winced. 
“What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?” James rounded on the taller, lanky man. 
“The demons are trying to break free.” Eli sighed and checked on Callie. 
“The demons?”
“Part of the plan was to trap them in the mountain, but they are beating their way through the rock to us.” 
As if to emphasize his point, a giant, clawed lizard fist punched through the rock wall. 
“Let’s go.” Josie tilted her chin toward the fist. 
Another rumble, and three more fists punctured the cave wall. With a rolling, quaking thunder the wall fell, and a massive dragon stumbled out and onto its feet, drawing in a long breath of air. It glared at Caleb. Murder in its eyes. 
“It’s going to finish him off.” James ran at the beast.
As if his thoughts spurred the dragon into action, it lifted its enormous three toed foot and slammed it down. James cried out, a roar of fury, a warrior’s homage, a battle rage that sent three truths slamming into James. One, Caleb chose to come here and die for him. Why? Two, nothing anyone could do would save Caleb from the dragon foot about to stomp him out of existence. And three, Evie would never survive her injuries PLUS the death of Caleb. She wouldn’t have the will or the desire. 
As horror stole through him, electricity shot from Justice’s prone body to cover Caleb in a blue forcefield. The dragon paused, tilted its head like a pup, and stuck a toe to the blazing blue. The tiny touch blasted the dragon back against the wall. Rock and shale fell on and around it. 
The touch of electricity traveled from Caleb, like he was a conduit, and surrounded the massive demon. The beast slammed into the forcefield. Its flesh sizzled with the contact just before it was thrown against the wall again.
“Mason.” Eli warned. James took note of the third new name and paired it to the short, stocky man racing toward the demon.
“I got this!” Mason helped the blue light form into a makeshift, electrified cage. 
“It won’t be enough.” James was sure of that. He studied Josie. Her eyes were riveted to the scene. “That’s Balthazar, the most powerful demon in this territory.”
Josie’s jaw clenched, and she pulled lightning from the sky.
“You have air power like Evie.” James gripped her arm. 
She let the lightning fizzle. “Similar. I have power over storms, but not the air itself. Let go.” 
“Hold on. Will that work with what they’re doing?” James pointed at the cage.
Balthazar raged against it, throwing his heavy thick limbs into the shimmering, blue light crisscrossing around his colossal body. The blue light wavered and flickered. James ducked. “It’s not going to hold.” A section of the cage blew out leaving room for the dragon’s long neck to reach out for Caleb’s leg. 
Mason roared, throwing everything he had into securing the demon.
Justice rose on his elbow, pale and obviously trembling. He raised an arm and joined Mason in the fight to secure the beast. 
“What can I do?” There was no way they could let Balthazar get his hands on Evie. James needed to do something.
No one responded. 
He mumbled. “We’re outmatched.”
Balthazar became motionless. His eyes narrowed at Mason and Justice. With a grin, he repeatedly slammed into the forcefield, slowly draining their strength. A patchwork design burned into his flesh. Nauseating fried lizard permeated the air. Balthazar clearly didn’t care.
James held out his hands. “Come on guys, you got this.”
Josie didn’t wait another second. She waved her arm and whipped lightning, blast after blast, straight out of the sky and into Balthazar and the cage, strengthening the forcefield. 
Balthazar tilted its snout and stared at Josie. With a chuff, it blasted boiling hot air at her, sending her reeling. 
Defeat and exhaustion warred across her face. But it was resignation that settled in the dip of her brow and the downturn of her lips. 
“This isn’t the end. Come on, Sis.” 
She cut her gaze to him.
James moved to her side.
“I came knowing the cost.” She shot another blast at Balthazar. Her glare implied James should join in and do something. 
“What good is a fire power in a fire world?” His shoulders drooped. He didn’t want to tell her it wouldn’t work in this realm.
“Then, don’t use fire.” 
What could he do without his fire? There wasn’t any power left but his measly muscles which were atrophied with underuse and damaged from the demon impaling him. 
A still small whisper called to him through his heart. Pray.
He didn’t know how to pray. 
Pray.
Fine. He had no idea what he was doing, or how prayer worked. He knew now he could reach the Creator from Hell, but he was certain it wasn’t as simple as asking for something and he’d magically get it every time. But he would pray his guts out if it meant saving these people, saving Evie, saving Josie. 
Peace like James never experienced before washed over him. It was true. The Creator was in his heart, helping him through this. It seemed impossible, and yet, he was living it right then, right there. He laid his heart wide open to the love he’d been denying his whole life, and the Spirit’s words filtered through him, words he’d never read. 
Maybe they were buried in his subconscious from a time long ago when he picked at a pew and ignored the heavy-set man pouring his guts out at the podium. He’d never memorized them, but suddenly knew this was the enormous red dragon Revelation twelve spoke of. He didn’t put the verses in his heart, but he knew it was this demon that would sweep a third of the stars from heaven flinging them to Earth. Words of power filled his mind. Words he needed to declare against the great beast. 
“You will be defeated.” James said quietly.
Balthazar slammed into the forcefield, and as it shivered under the dragon’s weight, Justice gasped, fell to the floor, and disintegrated, leaving only a small pile of ash behind. 
“No!” Josie screamed and fell to her knees beside Justice’s remains. 
James’s hands shook, but he couldn’t stop now. “Today is not your day.” Power filled him like nothing he’d ever experienced before. He shouted the words at Balthazar. “You lose! The end of the story is– IN JESUS NAME YOU LOSE!” A blast of power shot from James’s mouth, carried on the wings of his words. A brilliant, blue, heavenly light pierced the dragon. Its bellow rattled through the cave shaking loose fragments to rain on everyone inside. 
As if the words themselves drove Balthazar insane, it slammed its body into the cage as if to kill itself. Each time he drove his long neck and back against it, the ground reverberated in response. No. It had to work. The power racing through him was enough to debilitate this demon. It had to be. 
A strange, trickling sound approached them on all sides. “In the name of Jesus Christ, I command you to leave us alone. What the Creator has set aside, what He has planned, no demon may alter.” 
The words seemed to suck the air right out of Balthazar. Its feet tripped on nothing, and its talons found no purchase. The demon king fell flat on its face, stunned and motionless. A gargling, tortured gasp wrangled its way out its throat.
James turned to the approaching pound of a thousand demon feet, a legion, each member varying in size and shape. “We have to run for it.” 
Their team flattened themselves along the walls of the cave. Callie was in Eli’s arms. Mason carried Evie. James moved to Caleb to carry him, but Josie still stood over Justice’s ashes. 
“Josie, we have to go.” 
She sliced her head to the side once. 
The horde was on them before they could do anything, pouring like a stream around Josie who stood like a rock in their midst. But they weren’t there for the rescue team. No. Each one pierced Balthazar with a talon, claw, or maw. The team was ignored. Left alone to sink into the shadows. 
“Carry him with you.” 
Josie pierced James with a glare but gave a single curt dip of her chin.
“Wait. Here.” He bent and tore a strip of cloth from her shirt. “To keep . . . him safe.”
She clenched her jaw and bent to scoop his ashes into the cloth. She folded it and placed it in a safe pocket of her gear. 
James scooped Caleb up and turned to find Eli returned for them.
“This way.” Eli hissed. Gently placing Callie over his shoulder, he held her with one hand and pressed the other to the cave wall, melting it away. 
Josie followed James into the man-sized tunnel. They pressed silently forward. 
“If we go any farther, we’ll be dumped out onto the valley floor.” Eli said, strain eking into his tone. 
James blinked. He was only a few steps away from being out. He’d escaped a second time. His heart faltered. 
Eli collapsed the newly crafted cave behind them. “I’ll open a small window out into Hell.”
For a second, they all fought to catch their breath. Josie silently turned to watch their backs. She was ready in case anyone attempted to pursue them through the rock. 
“By the grace of the Creator, we made it out of that mess.” Mason grinned. 
It was contagious, and James found himself grinning too. “We can’t go yet. The fires will be too strong soon.”
Mason chuckled. “Well, we can’t stay here.”
“The creatures will lose interest quickly. Balthazar can’t be killed. Then, we’ll be next.” A shudder passed through James. 
Josie rocked her head side to side stretching out her neck. “Let them come.” Vengeance was in the set of her jaw.
James grimaced.
“Put me down. I can walk.” Everyone turned shocked gazes on Caleb, but he was staring at Evie as if his heart were outside his body. He turned and glared out the window surveying the expanse of lethal fires. “James, it’s okay. We’re basically in the same condition. I can walk.” 
James glanced at the blood and soot streaking across his body. He narrowed his eyes at Caleb. “Look, I’m just—”
“I know. You’re just trying to help. But we’re on a tight timeline.”
James set him on his feet.
“If we don’t get Evie and Callie out of here, all of us really, we’ll be stuck here forever.” Caleb turned with a limp, his face pale and drawn with pain. He was about to say something when his attention caught on Evie, and his mouth fell silent. His eyes closed.
“Don’t give up.” James took a step toward Caleb.
“He’s not giving up.” Mason frowned. “He’s checking on Evie with his telepathy.” 
James fought for control of his rising panic. “Is she okay?” 
Caleb held out one trembling finger.
James clenched his jaw.
“The venom is raging.” Caleb grew silent for a beat. “Evie is . . . surviving.” 
James couldn’t help but ask, “For how long?”
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Alive, Alive!


Where Are We? How Much Time Do We Have Left? - Evie
When she first came aware again, Caleb’s presence was in her mind. She leaned into him, her version of a welcome hug. Hope they might make it out of there, happiness he was alive, and love for the crazy guy bowled through her. She needed to remind him. She needed to tell him she loved him.
Caleb began to withdraw. Maybe something called to him out in the Fiery Realm. Maybe he was injured and was only checking in. Maybe – it didn’t matter. She had to tell him her plan. 
Don’t go. Caleb, please!
It feels so good to—
She warmed at his voice in her mind. You scared the garbage out of me.
Ditto.
Her heart sped up. Are you hurt? Something happened, I’m not sure, and then I was falling. But I can’t remember anything in between.
I’m fine. 
Not really though. Right? We’re still in Hell? If we are, I have a plan. But it only works if—
His words whispered through her. No. I’m not really fine. Yes, we’re still in Hell. 
Tell me. How are you really? When he said nothing, she continued. Caleb. There isn’t time. I have an idea. Well, it’s not really my idea. Anyway, if you can’t do it, it’s okay. If this time together was all they were going to get, this right here and right now, she had to make it count. Honestly, it’s—
Killing you to be trapped in your mind. 
You protected me. Her gratefulness for his protection surged through her. She bit back another question about his injuries. She could taste his fear like a flavor. 
Doesn’t mean it’s not torturing you. You don’t have to save me from how you truly feel. I’m a big boy. I want to know you, all of you. I want us to be comfortable enough to be ugly, angry, frustrated, pure, and broken with one another. I’ll love you through all of it. All of it. 
Evie curled around him again. I really need to know if you are injured.
I can take a beating. His broken nose flashed through both their minds. 
I know you can, but I still want to know what happened, where are we, what’s going on, how much time do we have left?
Whoa! He chuckled, but it cut off with a pained sound. I met Balthazar. The team fought and detained him. 
Surprise flashed through her.
We are currently on our way to the portal. We don’t have much time left. 
Let me help—
I can’t remove the only thing protecting you. 
But—
I’ll get you home. I promise. I need to get back to the team. He started to go.
Don’t leave.  
Okay. I’m here. His attention was being pulled; she could tell. She didn’t have long, none of them did. 
She raced through telling him her idea, how the Spirit spoke to her, how it might just carry them through this. But in the end, it had to be his choice. It was dangerous at best. You might not want to risk it.
I’ll risk anything for you.
See. That’s too much . . . 
Is it? Isn’t that exactly what we’re doing for James? Isn’t it what love is? 
But—
I know. James and you don’t have the same kind of love. I get it now. But, still, you’d do anything to help the people around you. Anything including lay your life down. 
Yes.
So, I’ll do it. 
I’ve been kind of practicing ways to help.
No!
I won’t leave the protection you built. Even though they weren’t really working. He couldn’t know how much pain she was really in. He couldn’t know the force of the venom raging through her. But she had to give him some of the truth. As much as I don’t like it, I’ve tried to break through and the pain— Her whole mind stuttered and recoiled. 
Caleb shook his head. You shouldn’t be able to feel anything. I disconnected the part of your brain receiving pain signals from your body. 
Crap. Caleb. We have to try. The plan is solid. 
I can’t let you. 
Then we all die here. How’s that a solution? 
I might have another way. 
Hope was such a pain. Even the slightest hint of it could highjack her plans. 
If you remain open to me, I might be able to borrow your abilities. I was able to borrow Josie’s skills in karate. I am already so familiar with you and your mind. I can direct it. Right before I was in Balthazar’s mind, I discovered I’ve never accessed my full ability. I’d been so focused on developing yours . . . His words drifted through her mind. 
Her willingness was instantaneous. I’ll do it. She would do anything for him, for their team. What would I need to do? I have a plan I’m certain will work. How will we know if your demon-dragon plan will work? 
We’ll do both. Try to relax. Both plans have risks. Borrowing your ability will drain you. It might lengthen your recovery. 
We’ll deal with all that when we get out of here. 
Caleb sighed and his thoughts barely whispered through Evie’s mind. We’ve already lost too much. Justice passed in the fight against Balthazar.
Sorrow tore through Evie. She’d promised she wouldn’t lose another teammate. She’d failed. Her thoughts turned to Callie. She hadn’t seen or heard anything about her in a long time, and it was killing her. 
Callie’s not great. We need to move. 
A rage of emotions passed through Evie. Responsibility for the journey. Fear for Callie. Hurt because she was broken and unable to help. 
A tightness passed through Caleb’s thoughts. No. You don’t control all of this. This was the Creator’s will. Now, we need to focus and get out of here. I was wrong. The force of his thoughts grew stronger, louder in her mind. I shouldn’t have tried to protect you from your destiny. I shouldn’t have tried to derail you from the Creator’s plan. 
There it was again. Hope. 
When I borrow from you, I’ll be careful, you’ll survive this. 
She wasn’t so sure. 
Say it back. 
She couldn’t.
Let me know if you are feeling like you can’t handle it. Please! I need to trust you’ll tell me if I need to stop. There are other options. Eli said he could tunnel us underground, but using your gifts combined would help us move faster. An Erchomai shield against the high fires is the best thing for us. But not at the cost of your life. So, please say it.
Fine. She sighed. I’ll . . . survive this.
Okay. Okay! 
She tucked into a corner space of her mind and let go. Ready. 
Caleb smiled. I love you so much. He showed her an image of him touching her chin, crouching into the corner of her mind with her. Gently, he lifted her eyes to his, and wrapped his soul one more time around hers. 
I love you more. She whispered back at him. 




31







Final Steps 


The Plains of the Fiery Realm – Probably Only an Hour Before Times Up. Caleb
The team stood like statues, waiting for Caleb with leery expressions. James’s brow lowered in an almost hostile glare.
“Well, let us have whatever grand revelation you’ve got hidden up your sleeve.” Streaks of fury and pain bled through Josie’s mind with her words. A sure sign of her internal struggle with Justice’s death. 
Caleb wavered on the spot. He checked the blood-soaked strip of cloth somehow miraculously holding him together. The only possible explanation for his continued ability to stand and lead was the Creator’s will was at work. 
James stepped forward, fire resting in the palm of his hand. “I got this.”
“Fire won’t take out demons in an infernal world.” Caleb rubbed his forehead. There was little time left to get the team out of there. 
“No.” James stepped closer. “You’re bleeding. I’ll cauterize the wound. It’ll hurt like . . .” James frowned. 
Dizziness washed through Caleb. He was certain the rest of his blood drained from his face. “As much as I hate to say this . . .” James was right. “That would help a lot.” 
With a quick check of the team, it was obvious they didn’t have much time – none of them did. Eli shifted Callie in his arms, and Mason’s breath came in labored pants under Evie’s weight. 
Searing pain ripped through Caleb, and he roared, squeezing his eyes shut. White stars danced on the backs of his lids, and he crumpled to the ground, panting. Stay present. He ordered himself. Unconsciousness pulled at him. To his own ears his pants were dreadfully appalling, the sounds a dead man made. 
“You gonna make it?” 
Caleb forced his eyes open to find James inches from his face. “A warning would have been nice.” He seethed through clenched teeth. 
James shrugged. “You didn’t seem like the let’s-count-from-three type.” 
Caleb’s head sank, his strength gone. Every breath drew in dust and filth. He couldn’t even check on the team. No. The journey was over for him. But not them. They could make it if they kept on. “Go on without me.” 
“We’d never make it without you.” Eli whispered at his side. 
Something pressed into the heart and source of his pain, the pressure sent agony sparking at heights far beyond anything Caleb had endured until that point. The charred remains of his leg eased its fury a bit. He forced himself to stare at it, make sense of the dirt and dust smeared there. “Dirt?”
Eli frowned. “It should act like a Band-Aid. At least, until you can get proper medical care.” 
Caleb nodded. He bit the inside of his cheek as he tested out his leg. Wincing, he stood up. “Status report?” When no one said anything, “Eli?” 
A dark chuckle rolled out of Eli. “I made sure the demons were imprisoned.”
Caleb raised an eyebrow as if to remind Eli of his first attempt to do just the same with Balthazar – and then he broke through. 
“This time,” Eli went on ignoring Caleb. “I shifted the ground beneath their feet dropping them into a deep pocket, wrapping them tightly in thick walls. They will be trapped there for quite some time. We can focus on getting everyone out of here.” 
Caleb spoke as the fire swelled. “Good.” 
“What’s the plan?” 
Some of them didn’t have as much time as others. As their interim leader, Caleb was going to have to become more. He winced at the pain in his leg but also at the burden resting on his shoulders.
“You aren’t alone.” James moved to stand beside Caleb. 
Caleb’s head shot up, and he regretted the move instantly. When the pain subsided, he took in this new James who was broken but becoming something new. They’d always been on opposite sides of things. But now . . . 
“I was wrong before.” James shrugged his shoulders. “About pretty much everything. I’m sorry bout that.”
Josie finally moved. A deep loss radiated from her, but her expression softened as she took in her brother.
Caleb nodded. “I thought we’d need ice for Hell to freeze over, but . . .”
James chuckled. “Funny.” 
 “Well, there’s still too much fire, but I’m glad you’ve finally come around.” A day late and a dollar short, but better late than never. If their last experience with entrapped demons was any indicator, they needed to set Evie and his plans into motion immediately. Caleb pressed a kiss to Evie’s forehead. 
Mason gave him a nod of respect as Caleb turned to lead. “I’ll keep her safe with my life.”
Caleb bent his head and prayed for the group, the trip back home, those members of the team, hanging on for dear life, and Justice who gave his life for them all to live. When he lifted his eyes, before they took to the blazing plains, something eased the ache growing there. A calm warmth washed through him, restoring his strength, giving him courage. “We’re ready. First, I’ll make an Erchomai shield, and then we will run for it across the land.” 
He drew in a deep breath, entered Evie’s mind, and carefully pulled her ability to himself. Evie released herself to the task, and he formed Erchomai. They wrapped the team in an impenetrable forcefield of tightly fit air molecules and holy light, surrounding and protecting the group from the fire. 
Eli punctured the last remnant of rock protecting them from the blazing inferno of the plains. As the rocks fell out of the way, heat smashed into them. Caleb blinked as the searing force brought tears to his eyes. The next breath scorched his lungs. Even with Erchomai’s protection, they weren’t going to last long in this. 
Mason fell to a knee, Evie’s body nearly hitting the ground. Caleb’s focus faltered, and the protective bubble around them wavered. 
“I got her! I got her, man.” Mason growled. “Focus. Okay?” Ragged breaths rasped out as he fought to hold her up. 
James cursed and pulled Mason up by the collar of his shirt. 
“Focusing.” Caleb fought the desire to grab Evie from Mason’s arms. “We got this?” Gritting his teeth, he regrouped. 
Mason’s muscles trembled. “I won’t let you down.” 
For the next little while, the team pushed through the heat fast and hard, skirting the small town, retracing their steps, and driving straight towards the gate. All too soon, the scene before them and the land behind them were the same flat landscape of nothing but fire. 
Eli growled. “We have to stop. I’m pretty sure this is the wrong direction.”
Mason stopped immediately. 
“What do you mean?” James curled his fists and stormed into Caleb’s face. “You guys don’t know how to get out of here?” 
Caleb ignored James and turned to Eli’s fear-laced features. If they were heading in the wrong direction— “Eli?”
“I can’t sense anything ahead.” Eli closed his eyes. 
Mason frowned, shifting Evie in his arms. “We know it’s this way. We’re headed in the right direction.” 
Caleb wanted to agree, but a cloying suffocation took root in his lungs, sending his stomach into his toes. 
Caleb, if you . . . Evie’s whisper sent her faint presence fading in and out in her own mind. 
“Hang on. Evie’s telling me something.” It was clear there was no way he could sustain the teams needs much longer – not with Erchomai. The pull was draining her too much. He prayed for the fire swell to end right then, but it only raged on. 
If you . . . trace the air molecules around us . . . you might be able to find the path our bodies made when we traveled . . . She fell back into silence. 
The barrier shrank toward the team. 
“Hey man!” Mason hollered.
“Got it.” Caleb struggled to keep everything going. He reinforced the barrier. Evie? 
She didn’t reply. Was this it? Had he taken too much? Desperation raged through him. He held his breath, reminding himself to firmly step into the Creator’s plan – let it all go. Still, he checked her. Her chest rose and fell evenly. 
Hope knocked into his chest so hard he started breathing again. She should conserve her energy. He tried to take a little less, to give her some of herself back, but the shell around them thinned, and the heat blasted through, burning any bare skin. He cursed. 
“What’s the matter?” James whispered, his hot breath washing across Caleb’s face. “Can you do this?” 
Evie, you’re our only protection. Caleb begged the Creator to keep everyone safe. If it came to a choice between her and the team . . . He wouldn’t be able to make the right decision. No. Please don’t make me do this. Please! Returning his focus to the mission, he asked the Creator one final thing. I believe you make all things good. Come to us now, even in this awful place, come to us and save us. 
A whisper in his soul reminded him they could burrow deep into the earth if he truly believed Evie couldn’t take any more. Although, they didn’t know what might be waiting for them under the Fiery Realm’s hard-packed crust, it could potentially save Evie. If the horde spewing out of the hole when they arrived was any indication, it wouldn’t be their best option. At least, they had options. 
Closing out the world around him, he said, “Show us the way.” He opened his eyes, skeptical, and found James staring at him like he’d lost his ever-loving mind. Ignoring him, Caleb let his eyes rove over the landscape. Nothing. 
“Do you see anything?” Josie whispered to him from behind his shoulder.
The way Evie talked about communicating with her air made it seem alive. To her, it was an entity willing and able to do her bidding. To him, it was an invisible mass of nothingness that would never move with his order. His heart sank, and he shook his head. “No.”
“Okay.” Josie stepped in front of him. “Give it a minute.” 
He swallowed, trying to squelch the rising panic within him. So many times, he’d read Evie’s thoughts and orders to the air. He’d joined her in Erchomai. But none of that did anything to help him understand, none of it made him suddenly capable of wielding her air. If it wouldn’t leave him cursed with nothing, he would return the overwhelming burden of the telepathy he’d been sacked with. 
“Anything?” Josie stared intently at the air around them.
His heart sank. “Nothing.” What was he even looking for? He turned back to the team. 
Their faces were cautiously blank. Their situation stank. Leaders were born, strong, warrior-like, holding strong convictions, like Evie. The team had no idea what he was trying to do or how fragile the balance was, how they all hung in it, and how soon they might be stepping through death’s door. 
From the corner of his eye, a shimmer danced in the air. He sucked in. “Do you see anything?” He leaned toward Josie, staring at a wisp of brilliant blue light. 
“No.” Her voice was harsh, radiating disappointment, anger, frustration. 
The air flared to life, dashing out in front of him and then to his left. It was like the molecules smiled and whispered back, this way. 
It was the path. Thank God! “It’s—” But as soon as he began to speak the brilliant hope began to dissipate as if the world, the very realm itself, extinguished it. “No! Okay—” Crap! “We have to hurry! This way!” 
They ran harried and frantic, lumbering under the weight of the injured. Labored gasps and grunts paired with each step. Shooting searing pain accompanied each of Caleb’s footfalls. He set his jaw and lost himself to the determined movements of his team, stubborn, fighting always fighting until they’d won. They’d make it. They had to. 
The fire suddenly waned and the pressure against the protective shield eased. 
Mason flashed a relieved smile at Caleb. “Good timing.” 
“Don’t let up. We’re not out of the woods yet.” Caleb pushed harder, his eye constantly wandering to where Mason carried Evie. He’d obviously never done so before. 
Her beautiful frame dangled awkwardly, arms swinging limply. James stepped in between them, blocking his view, his limp now more pronounced. Clearly, he strode next to Mason ready to catch them both if need be. James’s eyes dashed from Mason and Evie to the growing distance behind him. Caleb’s shoulders grew taut. James clearly believed something . . . horrible was coming for them. 
Their eyes clashed. Caleb gave him a single nod. I agree. Something’s probably on its way by now.
James grimaced. “Not something.” Balthazar. He doesn’t lose. Not here. Not ever.
Could they move any faster? 
Callie, inelegantly pinned to Eli’s chest, still hadn’t woken since the first battle with the town beast. One of her arms swayed almost out of socket as Eli stormed forward with a clenched jaw. The muscles of his arms and shoulders rippled. He exuded a quiet fortitude despite how long he’d carried and cared for her. 
Josie was the last woman standing. A shiver ran through Caleb. This was bad. Even with Evie’s special air molecule fairy lights showing them the way, the truth of their situation was clear, they were barely going to make it – if that. Caleb ran a hand through his curls. This was a mess.
“He’s coming.” James gnawed at the side of his lip.
Caleb tripped on nothing. The shield shrank around them, thinning. Josie gasped and barely caught Caleb before he actually did fall and possibly lost all control over their only protection.
“You need to take a break,” Josie said.
 He shook himself. Exhaustion crept stealthily through him, and now, he didn’t have long before his own abilities might give out. “How do you know Balthazar is coming?” Evie, you okay? 
Hmmm. Something tells me you aren’t. 
Caleb smirked. A cloud of emotions shivered just barely under his control. He squared his shoulders. Make it or break. Do or die. Suck it up buttercup! He was so glad no one else could read his mind. I’m making it. 
“I just know.” James said his hands clenching and unclenching as if he wished for a weapon.
What if we used Erchomai to burn away the venom? I could fight. Help the team get through this. 
Evie was out of her mind if she thought he would let her fight. 
Could that help? 
He didn’t even want to consider it, but he was starting to worry. “We have to persevere.” 
“But—” James gripped his arm, and Caleb glared at him. 
Well? I know it’ll be a temporary fix. 
Evie was right. They had to try something. I don’t know how long you’ll have, but let’s do it. If you think you can, let’s try it. Together they might burn away the venom, free Evie, and then their team would be more balanced to fight what was coming. 
Without another word, they joined together, but instead of sending Erchomai outward against an enemy or healing a comrade, they focused the healing light on Evie’s body and mind. It washed with a brilliance and warmth through her. 
Caleb waited, holding his breath. Did it work?
Evie’s eyelids fluttered open. “Mason, you can put me down. I’ve got it from here.”
Mason nearly dropped her. “What? I thought you—”
“I’m fine.” She paused. “For now. You can put me down.” 
“So, it worked?” Caleb wouldn’t count his blessings until he was certain she was one hundred percent all right. 
Evie shuddered.
Caleb narrowed his eyes. So, you’re not entirely fine. 
“I’m good.” She nodded, searching and assessing the area. 
Of course, it couldn’t be easy. The other shoe would drop soon enough. He shut down the leap of joy dashing through his chest. Dark circles ringed her eyes, and her face shone with a pale cadaverousness. 
A lightness in the air washed over Caleb. He turned toward the welcome distraction. “Do you feel that?” 
Evie grinned. “Yes!” She wavered on the spot and took Caleb’s outstretched arm.
“Not one hundred percent, huh?” 
She frowned. “Nah. But I’ll make it, especially with that breath of fresh air.”
Since setting foot in the realm, there hadn’t been a single wash of cool, light air. Its caress rejuvenated the team. Forcing his eyes from Evie’s, Caleb focused on where they were traveling. 
Josie brought up the rear. “I think we’re close.” 
“Better be.” He chuckled.
Mason wore a huge smile. “Evie’s up. The air is clean. It’s going to be a great day! The first team to make it through Hell and back! We will be heralded from here on out.” Mason thumped his chest. 
Eli frowned. “The fire is still rising.” 
“Okay Debbie downer, thanks for the captain obvious update.” Mason thumped Eli on the shoulder. 
“It’s as if the fire swell might skip its usual low cycle.” Eli continued, ignoring Mason. 
“Yeah. I feel it too.” Evie released her hold of Caleb, stood on her own, and spun. 
An acrid stench wafted across them all. 
“An attack is coming.” James whispered, his hands digging into his hair.
Caleb cursed. The hits just kept coming. 
Josie stepped in front of James. “It’s been coming this whole time. We’re close. I can feel the gate somewhere right in front of us.” 
James whispered. “Almost free.” He turned to Caleb both hands fisted in his snarled hair. “You . . . found it. But . . . He . . . We won’t . . .” James swallowed rapidly, turning. He started to run away from the team, stopped, returned, then spun again. 
“Something’s coming from over there.” Eli pointed behind them. “And fast. I can feel the vibrations radiating through the ground.” 
“I can’t take another battle!” James cried out. 
Josie locked eyes with him.
Caleb caught a thought from James as he projected it so loudly, he couldn’t miss it. This’ll be the end of me, of all of them, of Evie!
Caleb grimaced. On that, they both agreed. They couldn’t take one more thing. 
“Look!” Evie’s voice rasped. She pointed at a brilliant shimmer, illuminating the air around the team. 
Peace washed over Caleb. He gave all of himself over to it, forcing his mind from the panic it wanted to fall into. Trust and following didn’t require response, it required obedience. He turned, leading. “This way.” He took off, grabbing Evie’s hand and trusting the team would follow. They were too close. They would all make it. They had to. He pounded his feet against the ground, ignoring the pain in his thigh, the burn of the air in his lungs, the toxicity scorching his nostrils. 
Only a few yards passed before an ear-piercing scream shattered Caleb’s focus, and his footsteps stuttered. He dropped Evie’s hand as the team swung around to face the oncoming attack. 
Josie gurgled several feet behind the team, propped only on her knees where she must have landed. She fell slowly to her side, her black hair fanning out on the ground like a beautiful halo. A slow river of blood bubbled out of her mouth, but her broken and mangled body didn’t move again. Her fight was over. 
Caleb froze. They all did.
Flames slowly slipped across her body, shimmering. Then, her body deflated. Her beautiful hair’s glossy sheen smoked, and her devastatingly beautiful face turned to ash. 
The town beast stood over those ashes. His triumphant bellow knocking the team out of their shock.
Evie roared. The edges of the air molecules surrounding them thickened. She was going to attack with or without the team. Caleb put a staying hand on her arm.
“No more!” She ripped her arm from him and stared at the beast with war in her eyes. 
Launching a full-scale attack, she blasted heavy air bombs at the beast who’d felled Callie, Justice, and Josie. But with every attack, Caleb sensed the drain on Evie’s energy and resources through their connection. 
“Erchomai!” She ordered.
“No, Evie. You can’t.”
She twisted on him. “I can. We can!”
She was already in a state of severe loss, but the beast from the town held the murder weapon high. His talon glistened with quickly evaporating fresh blood. He licked his tongue along its sharp length and shook it clean, flinging Josie’s blood from it, decorating the team with a bright red smattering. 
Evie’s warrior cry raged at the sky as she slammed a wall-sized invisible-barrier on the beast’s head, crushing it to the ground. Where it once stood, another took its place. 
“Come on, Caleb. Erchomai.” 
He nodded slowly. They’d need to cut through a large portion of the line of demons quickly. This couldn’t be the way they died. They should conserve their energy, think of something new, but Erchomai was their greatest weapon against an enemy of this magnitude. However, with so little left in them, another use of their powers might kill them both. 
Behind the horde of demons, a single enormous red dragon reared up on its hind legs and roared. 
“Balthazar.” James shuddered and fell to his knees.
The dragon’s seven heads bearing the same exact sneer trained huge eyes and seven long deadly snouts at the team. Fourteen eyes locked on Evie. 
“Now Caleb!” Evie cried.
He knew, she wasn’t going to wait. He joined with her, and Erchomai raced from them both, but their flagging energy sent a faded, dull light of heaven at the demon. They barely had enough left to make it happen. Would it be enough? 
A burn traced a path across the front lines of the enemy, stopping just short of Balthazar. 
A horrible rumble pulsed out of the demon king. Laughter. He was laughing at them. The dragon whipped its enormous tail around its body, showing off three lethal horns. This was it. Any who dared defy this awful demon ended up dead on the pointed tip of its tail. Caleb’s hope evaporated. 
Beasts of every shape and size stormed, slithered, and scraped around the dragon to flank him. Their team would be dust in seconds. Even with Evie standing on her own two feet, even if they hadn’t just lost another of their team, they were going to have to fight for their lives and most likely lose. 
“We’re too late.” Caleb let his hands fall to his sides. “It’s over.” He cast his eyes to Evie.
“Never give up. Fight till you win.” Her eyes locked on his and held. 
He took a step toward her. 
“Evie’s right. Even when it looks like things are the worst, there is always room to hope.” James squared his shoulders and stood. Sheer determination descended over his features. “Look at me. As long as we’re breathing. Right? Isn’t that what this is all about? Isn’t that the lesson? There’s always hope as long as breath is in our lungs. Now breathe, and let’s get these demons.” 
“Erchomai barely touched them.” Caleb glanced at where the invisible gate probably stood just out of reach. Where were the guardians. Had they missed the deadline? Were they truly without help? Was this an escape without a real exit?
The dragon roared, and the beasts launched at them. 
Caleb touched James on the shoulder. He waited for a change in James, but it never happened. He was battle ready against a horde after already suffering so long in Hell. Caleb shook his head. In a much quieter voice Caleb said to James. “We’re down by almost half.” 
“My sister wouldn’t want her sacrifice to mean nothing. If we all die . . .” James straightened his spine. “No. She wouldn’t want us to sacrifice all you’ve come to do . . .”
“So, a wise person I know once said, let’s kick some demon butt.” Caleb grinned at Evie.
“That sounds like the best plan.” James agreed.
Evie nodded. Her arms trembled. Was the venom affecting her again? Would she make it through this? 
There was no hope. He couldn’t help but think it. He couldn’t stop his mind from going there. Even a pang in his heart told him he might be right, but faith didn’t stare failure in the face and give up. It didn’t listen to the list of reasons he shouldn’t believe. 
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Faith was believing when there was no proof. “Okay. James is right. The Creator comes through in the worst of situations. When all hope is lost, he brings the thunder. Besides, living isn’t about being safe, it’s about fulfilling our purpose.”
Evie shouted at the sky and turned to him with a huge grin. “Exactly! He’s already conquered this enemy.” 
Caleb bent the knee of his good leg, leaning away from his injury, preparing to fight the massive beasts. James stood shoulder-to-shoulder beside him on one side, Evie on the other. 
The dragon sniggered. 
Evie nodded and together she and Caleb lifted both hands into the air, crafting a directional Erchomai bomb. It soared above them, landing in the midst of the enemy, detonating on impact. The blast scattered the demons, laying them flat out, stunned. 
“Again?” Her chest heaved in and out with the exertion.
With the expulsion of power, the protective barrier around the team shrank. Before he could even respond, she fell into him, gripped his arm, and slid to her knees unable to stand any longer. Her ability wavered around them, shrinking the barrier again. He fell with her to his knees. It was too much on her. He knew it would be, but she demanded they keep going. 
“It’s okay.” She whispered. 
He held her up. None of this was okay. 
Her lips turned white as she pressed them together. Keep the team safe. She closed her eyes. Let’s give them one last good blast!
“Evie!” Caleb shook her. “Evie!”
Mason came to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “I got her. You keep this thing up.” He waved a hand at the barrier. 
Caleb fought to fit the protection around every inch of skin. There wasn’t much air left to breathe or power to protect them. Sulfur and heat battered the edges of the shield. His arms shook with strain. If the fire swell didn’t abate, if the enemy found their way to their feet again, they were done for.
“Mason, create the electrified cell one more time.” Caleb ordered.
The dragon and beast stirred from the ground. One of the seven heads rising to Caleb’s height and training its eyes on him. 
“And pray. Everyone, pray.” There was no time for doubt, only prayer and trust. 
Mason placed Evie gently on the ground and held his arms straight out, directing his electricity at the dragon. The air crackled and fizzled. Mason wavered on the spot. 
Something was wrong. Caleb read his mind only to find doubt was weaving its powerful thread, forcing Mason to consider throwing himself to Balthazar. Mason was seriously considering it. He hoped it would give Caleb and the team time to run. 
“No! Together!” Caleb implored him and sent out the mental message with force, Run. 
James didn’t waste a second. He raced toward the enemy.
“No!” Caleb roared at James as Mason scooped Evie up. The rest of the team raced in the direction of the fresh air. 
James didn’t glance back but slid to the ground, pushing both of his arms to his shoulders in the fires and scooping Josie’s ash from the ground. James wrapped it quickly in a sash of cloth and gave a curt nod to Caleb as he sprinted toward the fresh air. “To bury Josie.” 
A great earthquake shook the ground behind them, its epicenter an approaching threat. Clawed foot after clawed foot ordered their deaths with their pounding cadence.
Caleb caught up with Mason. Mason’s entire body strained with Evie’s weight. Caleb twisted in front of Mason, grabbed Evie, and in one smooth move threw her over his shoulder. Mason ducked his chin and doubled his speed. Caleb ran with every last ounce of strength. “Get to the gate!”
As they neared the end of the shimmering trail, a slice of the In-Between opened. “The gate is opening! Right there! Come on! Move!” Caleb was beyond feeling, emotion, or anything but a singular hope.
A horrifying roar rumbled across the back of Caleb’s neck in a blast of hot air. Run! 
Mason was the first to pass through the gate, James hot on his tail. The ground behind Caleb trembled with heavy footfalls. 
The slice of freedom narrowed as the enemy grew nearer. With dawning horror, Caleb realized it would close if the demons made it too close. “Run! Run faster!”  
Eli’s steps stuttered, but he tore through the slight sliver with Callie in his arms. 
Caleb’s breath came in great heaves. Evie exhaled and her breathing stalled. No! Another roar washed across the back of his neck, and the swipe of a talon tore through his shirt. Did it get Evie? Caleb slammed his left foot down and launched himself and Evie through the closing gate. He rolled, protecting Evie from his falling weight. 
The wash of cool mist and fresh air settled around him. They’d made it. They were in the In Between. He turned to the closed gate behind him. The beast and dragon invisible behind the solid, and now visible, gate. 
We made it, Evie. It was the first time real relief washed through him. 
Her silence met his relief turning it to horror.
Evie?
Even on this side of the gate, the remnants of an explosive roar rumbled through the air and ground. 
The ash in James’s arms, turned a brilliant shade of iridescent purple. From the gate a slender stream of scintillating blue drifted to join the purple. The two fallen lifted into the air, a beautiful blue and a purple hue rising, shimmering above the gates as if to say goodbye, and then they painted the sky a luminescent array of deep blues, purples, and reds. It was a brilliant aurora borealis sparkling like the robes a member of the royal family might wear.
They were royalty, members of the Creator’s family, beloved sons and daughters of the King. A tear slid down James’s sooty face as his sister lifted to heaven on the wings of angels to live in peace and tranquility forever. Caleb stared at the sky. This was an honorable farewell for Justice and Josie who’d fought well alongside their team.
“They’ll keep an eye on us, keep us safe as we continue on. For now, their souls are at rest.” Caleb studied James. His pinched face eased with a bit of comfort. 
Then James chuckled. “I wasn’t sure they’d make it out of there and to heaven.” 
Caleb nodded. When Justice fell, it was a concern he held as well. “Well, at least,  one question’s answered.” 
No matter how far away from the Creator any one of them wandered, He would always come for them. Always. Once they’d chosen Him, the end, no matter where it happened, would not dictate their final resting place. Their seat in heaven was forever secured, and nothing would ever separate them from His love. 
James smiled. “It’s a peaceful . . . sendoff.”
As if the word, peace, conjured the antithesis himself, Balthazar slammed into the gates, crash after crash. The team fell into defensive position. At least, those that were still able. But the cherubim waved a hand, dismissing them. They touched the gate with their fingertips. It shone like a star in the heavens, pulsing with a new, powerful forcefield engaged. The corners of the cherubim’s mouths tilted upward. 
A second later, another crash slammed into the gate followed by a horrid bellowing. Caleb grinned with the cherubim as their wings vibrated with laughter. Another roar tore at the sky, but the team collectively sighed. It was over. They were safe, and it was time to return home. 
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Home is Where the Heart is


The In Between – Friday 24 Hours After They Left – Caleb 
A slight thought, just a fragment of a soft sound, caught Caleb’s attention. Was it Evie? Creator, let it be Evie! He drew closer to her. Evie? 
The cherubim grunted, turned as one, and moved swiftly in the direction of home. 
Caleb needed more time. He wouldn’t move. Not until he knew . . . “Wait.”
They turned as one to lock eyes with Caleb.
A shudder passed through him at the power radiating from them both. “I’m sorry. I need—”
No time left. They thought as one into his mind.
“Only a minute. Please.” She was so frail, so weak. Her skin lay tight against her bones. 
One. They agreed. 
Caleb stared at her pale eyelids, willing them to blink open, studying the pearlescent skin separating them. They didn’t even twitch. Motionless like death. Did I take too much? 
Nothing
Evie? Are you okay? She had to make it.
Still nothing.
Was she . . . Was she . . .? He couldn’t even bare to think the word. She would rest. After she recovered, she’d respond. Hope didn’t flutter alive in his chest. No, it pointed an accusatory finger at him. He cut his gaze to the cherubim. Would they help? 
Wha . . .t?
He exhaled. Thank the Creator! Are you okay?
What . . . happened? Her chest rose and fell.
He wanted – no needed – to hear her laugh again, to know for one hundred percent she’d recover, to know their future was sure. 
I need . . . 
Anything.
The pain . . . too much . . . Help me. 
He clenched his jaw. Why did it have to be a temporary fix? Of course. He closed his eyes and redid the work he’d built in the cave. Rest now. Let us take care of you. You got us out of there.
Out? Oh good.
You did it. He poured all his love into those two words. She’d regain her strength, eventually. 
The cherubim interrupted. We must go now. 
He touched her forehead and ran his fingers along the side of her face. “Okay. Let’s go.” He missed her lips, her snarky comments, her defiant, determined recklessness. She was life, vibrant, full of passion. Now she . . . He inhaled and held it. She’d recover. She would. 
What if she didn’t come back the same Evie he loved? The whisper of fear shot through him unbidden. He’d avoided it every step in Hell. Minds could break. He needed to get her to the sentinels for a Blessing of Healing and quickly. 
He followed the cherubim, his leg thumping with every step, forcing a limp into his gait. The two angels never looked back, never checked if they followed. They tore through the blank canvas of the In-Between with vivid determination. 
A renewed strength filled Caleb’s very bones. Eli seemed to catch a second wind as well. He never rested or set Callie down for even a brief break. He was a quiet guy, but a passionate one. Mason and James brought up the tail of their group. They were a bit lethargic, especially James. He’d gained and lost a sister he’d never known in the span of a day. 
The angels rotated their arms counterclockwise. In a magical mist, the pulsing portal burst into existence, blazing in brilliant colors, bleeding into the blank expanse. Abigail’s face peered through the opening. She locked eyes with Caleb, tore her gaze away to check over the team, and stopped when she caught sight of Evie in his arms. Something like pain flickered across her features. 
Had she been waiting there the whole time? 
Fully opened, the portal blazed royal blue. A pang hit him hard in the heart. Would Evie make it? He gritted his teeth, forcing himself to hold on a bit longer. Abigail and her powerful Blessing of Healing were only a few steps away. 
James caught his eye, glanced at Evie, and nodded. “She’s a warrior.” 
This was one thing they could agree on. Caleb almost smiled, except his face wasn’t working right. 
Eli didn’t hesitate to pass through the portal. In his arms still unconscious, Callie swayed like a pale, white flag of surrender. 
It was this same portal Evie took his hand and walked through, beginning their mission. Together. A sudden rush of emotion speared through him like a knife, stupid, ugly, and selfish. A hand landed on his shoulder. Mason stared at him with love and respect in his eyes. 
“This was the hardest journey of my life.” How could he believe they could move past this? 
Mason nodded. “Mine too. But we made it. Let’s not waste the sacrifice of others by standing here a minute longer than we got to.” Mason wrapped an arm around Caleb’s shoulder and together Caleb, Mason, and Evie stepped through the portal. 
Caleb turned, just on the other side of the portal, to find James hovering a few steps inside the In-Between. Uncertainty danced across his features, eyes searching the place like a lost man in a desert. “I’m not a part of the Brethren.”
“I know.” Caleb wanted to care for Evie. He wanted to be done with this whole trip. But he also . . . somehow . . . cared for James.
Mason stepped to the portal and reached his hand through. “Come on, man. We got you.” He smiled.
“I’ve never really . . .” James twisted his hands in front of him. 
“Doesn’t matter. The Creator sent us to rescue you. He loves you. He wants you, and we serve Him.” Mason clenched his jaw, setting one foot back in the In Between. “You’re one of us, brother. Now, I got you, but I hate this place so come on.” 
James’s face crumpled. “I’m going to screw things up again.” Vulnerability shone from his eyes. 
“You can’t earn what’s freely given. You’re loved. Not because you won’t mess things up, but despite the fact you will. We’ll be there to help you. Right Caleb.” Mason slung an arm over Caleb’s shoulder. 
James’s eyes roved over Caleb’s face. He was the scared, small-town Southern boy Caleb knew when they were in kindergarten. That boy had always lived under all the mess of bravado James pushed out at people.
“Right.” Caleb smiled at James. 
James took a tentative step forward. When he didn’t take another step, Mason pulled his arm from Caleb and walked through the portal, joining James in the In Between.
“James, the details, we’ll figure out as we heal. Come on. Evie and Callie need us to hurry.” Caleb turned to the sentinels. 
“I did . . . awful things.” 
At his words, Caleb spun back to James. “Yes. You did.” 
James started forward and stopped again. His hand was outstretched to Mason but not close enough to connect. He cut a wary gaze to the angels behind Caleb. James wouldn’t beg. Caleb could read that from his mind, but he was close to it. He wanted Caleb’s forgiveness.
“You are . . .” Caleb locked eyes with James. “I forgive you.” Evie needed to be taken to a Blessing of Healing, but Caleb still stared at James, willing him to step through.
Shame and despair forced James’s eyes to drop. 
“No one deserves grace. It’s kind of the point. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be amazing.” Only the Creator was able to keep Caleb there working with James when Evie’s shallow breaths barely moved her chest. 
James’s eyes darted over his features, as if he could somehow read in Caleb’s expression the validity of his words. 
“It’s the truth.” Caleb could sense James’s desire to disappear, to escape his choices, to turn and get lost forever in the In-Between. James believed he deserved to wander the desert of nothingness. “You are loved.” It was the kind of truth with the power to change lives, melted frozen hearts, mended broken souls, and conquered death. “Just accept it. You’re forgiven, which makes you good. So, come on, let’s help Evie and Callie.”
“This is all my fault.” James gestured at Callie and Evie. “Josie—” His voice cracked, and he collapsed on the ground in great heaving sobs. “I’ve got nothing but these ruins I’m wearing right now. Nothing. I’ve broken the hearts of everyone who loved me. Still, the Creator sacrificed my sister for ME!” He screamed the last word into the sky. “Josie is gone! Evie is going to be gone soon. Why?” 
“Why is the wrong question. The Creator will go to Hell and back for even the worst of us. He loves us so much. Josie didn’t die for you. She is alive and well in heaven, dancing in His presence, praising Him for saving you. He answered her prayer and yours.” 
“What’s going to prevent me from making a disaster of everything again.” 
Caleb tilted his chin. “Me, our team, the sentinels.” He paused. “Evie!”
James’s eyes cut back to Caleb’s face. His features twisted, but when Evie’s breath drew in with a wheezing scrape, he grabbed Mason’s outstretched hand, stood, and stepped through the portal. “Okay.”
James’s mind raced. He wanted the truth. Craved healing. Forgiveness. He wanted them like a drowning man wants air. But the lies wouldn’t die easily. The darkness left damage in his mind, heart, and his ability to trust. He’d have a long road of working to regain strength where the enemy built strongholds. 
“I’ll help you. It’s gonna be okay. But, she’s not as light as she looks. We gotta go.”
James cracked a smile. 
The first Caleb had seen since finding him in Hell. “I’ll help you anytime you need it.” 
James strode forward, passing Caleb to step into the lead. “Okay. If I need it.” 
Now, there was the James Caleb knew well. He settled Evie back against his chest.  
Tell him. Evie’s voice gently filled Caleb’s mind. 
She paused but her strength was already returning. She was less ethereal in her own mind. Her voice held substance when she spoke. Hope speared him to the spot he stood. 
Tell him I forgive him, and remind him, he has a purpose in the balance. Evie’s voice faded from Caleb’s mind. 
“James—” Caleb turned to James to find him staring in wonder at Evie. 
“I heard her.” Awe filled his eyes. “Is that what telepathy is like?” He shifted his gaze back to Evie. “That’s wicked cool.” 
Caleb grinned. “I guess I’m not the only one borrowing things these days.” 
Now . . . we’re . . . even . . . Evie’s mind shivered like laughter. 
Caleb chuckled. Now, we’re even.
The sentinels surrounded the small team in a semicircle. They nodded discreetly to the cherubim and turned as one to prepare the team for transport to the Sanctuary, their off-site recovery facility. 
Caleb had a million did you knows to share with every ear he could bend. He also had a million questions for Abigail. What was the portal made of? Were the cherubim the only ones who could and could not open it? Were there rules? What were the rules? 
The portal twisted in on itself and the midnight air was pitch black again, sparkling with a million twinkling lights. The history of their journey erased from the sky’s palette with a simple wave of an angelic hand. But the lessons learned on this mission would never be erased from his heart. He’d been irrevocably changed by the experience. Hopefully . . . she was ready for those changes. 
Caleb’s shoulders sagged with relief when Evie and Callie were whisked off to the Triage Sanctuary, carried quickly on the wings of angels. Mason stepped up to Abigail, who had been running point on their re-acclimation. His report was succinct but covered all the important details. 
A small, swell of pride washed through Caleb. Mason was becoming an amazing and valuable team member. 
Eli prayed over James. Their heads both bent. Eli’s strong voice filled the air. “Creator, we lift James up to you. We ask you to begin a new work in him. We ask your healing root out any darkness left behind from his previous decisions. May the love of heaven shine through him in everything he pursues. Carry him on the wings of angels when he is too tired and broken to walk himself, and above all else, let him know you as a friend. Show him the great work you began in him and guide him to the plans you have for him. Plans to bring prosperity to his life, to give him hope and a future.” Eli’s voice resounded into the night and its black sky. 
Goosebumps rose across Caleb’s skin. 
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Being in the Know


The Sanctuary (A Hidden Safe Place in the Spiritual Realm overlaying Earth) – Late Friday – Evie 
Floating. Empty of pain, void of fear, lacking any drive or purpose, Evie drifted deep in her subconscious. Feeling nothing, after so much war and devastation, was bliss. She existed in a cool, quiet, dark place. It wasn’t evil; it was nothingness, a blank canvas free of everything. 
Eventually, she found herself diving intentionally into her thoughts, playing her life like a movie reel, analyzing her past. She dodged negativity, refusing to even entertain it. It led to horrible places, like a Hell loop on repeat. Eventually, she settled on one truth. Caleb was right. She had ignored the potential pitfalls and possible consequences the mission might bring on her team and self.
She confessed her selfishness and rash decisions to her Creator, pouring her heart out as she barely existed in the great rift between life and death. And for the first time in a long time, she allowed herself to feel again, and in doing so, she began the long journey of true emotional healing. All of her hurt places were cleansed by the light and love of the Creator as he brought her back to newness and life. 
Still, nothing in her current circumstances changed. 
As she remained in her own version of the in between, the Creator revealed to her the sense behind her dreams and connection to James, his place in the balance. James and her were a team designed from the beginning, specifically crafted to battle a great evil. It would rise soon. The balance was under an even greater threat than ever.
She was desperate to let her team and the sentinels know. 
The deep need to inform the team jumpstarted her heart. It was the first physical thing she’d noted in as long as she’d been in this place. 
Caleb’s voice cut through her thoughts. “She’s completely healed. She should be awake and . . . and . . .” 
When the sound of his voice crashed to a halt, she was frantic to get to him. 
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Rings and Things


The Sanctuary – Five Months Later – Saturday Afternoon – Caleb 
With his free hand, Caleb played with the ring in his pocket for the thousandth time, refusing to let go of his plans. Why wouldn’t she come back to him? Caleb stared bleary eyed at Evie’s bed. Five months. It was too long. Something was wrong. 
He barely noticed Callie resting in the corner. The long white walls and the scent of lavender wafting through Evie’s recovery room long forgotten. Food a forgone memory. As was self-care. Nothing would make him release Evie’s hand. 
At some point yesterday, holding her hand became the equivalent of bringing her back to the here and now. If it was true, he wasn’t letting go until she was blinking back at him. The soft skin and warmth of her hand grounded him, keeping him sane. He wouldn’t admit how crazy the notion sounded even to him.
Why wasn’t she back? Couldn’t she sense him? Come on! Fight! He could see her floating, lost in there. Again, and again, he tried to speak into her mind, calling her to him, but she refused to listen. He dropped his forehead onto hers, curling over her protectively, still not releasing her hand. 
His curls fell forward, covering his eyes, shielding him from the outside world. Tears traveled the side of his nose, occasionally dipping into his mouth. He licked the salty torment and swiped at the rest with the back of his free hand. “Callie, you should go. Get something to eat.” 
He tracked her movement from the chair. Its groan, a chair joint, the only sound Callie made in the countless hours they’d both waited together. Her footfalls padded toward him. She lifted her bandaged arm over his shoulder and patted him. “You better clean up. If she wakes and finds you all tortured, crinkled, and half expired, you’ll get an earful.” 
He couldn’t even chuckle anymore. He pressed his lips together to keep in the roar he wanted to release. Instead, he said nothing. 
“Okay.” Callie pulled her arm back, but at the last second reached out and brushed the hair out of Caleb’s eyes. “She’ll come back to us. Give her time. She needs to heal.”
Caleb clenched his jaw, refusing to spread the darkness swimming inside of him. He couldn’t spew it all over Callie. Not again at least. It had been a long time the two of them had shared during their off and on again watch over Evie. 
“It’ll happen.” Callie reminded him again. 
Caleb pulled away from her gentle touch. He didn’t deserve to be comforted. There was so much he could have done on that mission to protect her. So many opportunities to keep her safe. Instead, he focused on those creatures – those creatures he never did crack. He should have been aware, responded when she called, jumped in between the creature and Evie. He should be the one suffering on the bed. 
Then, as if all that wasn’t enough, he asked her to save them after she was wounded and couldn’t even protect herself. He shook his head at himself. He didn’t deserve any comforting.
He returned his free hand to his pocket. Twist. He couldn’t keep his fingers stationary. Twist. He’d toyed with the ring for ages now. He couldn’t stand the waiting. Twist. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself, if . . . if Evie was gone forever! Another tear escaped his control and trickled aimlessly down his chin. He didn’t even try to wipe this one away.  
He stood. Nothing helped. Deep inside he knew the last twenty-four hours of hand holding didn’t offer some special power to Evie to wake. He pulled his stiff arm to his body and rolled out his shoulder, having had enough of dashed hopes and hospital beds. Maybe she would wake if he left. 
He stormed out of the room. Shards of glass lived inside of his heart, watching her body slowly disappear, atrophy. It tore him apart day after day as her muscles dissolved from within her. Five months. Now, her sharp bones protruded from her sallow skin. She was a ghost of herself. He ran a hand down his face.
He released the ring, but immediately picked it back up again. Twist. He’d bought it months ago. Before he had any idea how long she’d be stranded in her own mind. His breath washed out of him as he stormed around the corner, exiting the long hall of the Sanctuary. 
James and Tristen sat in the waiting room. They both turned to Caleb hopefully, probably expecting news. It shoved the sharp glass deeper into his heart, and he walked out without saying a word to the two. 
This was his fault. He told Theo they should go. It was his idea, and he didn’t care enough to truly give it his heart and soul. He held back the entire time. He gripped his hair and pulled. His foot slipped in the mud, and he fell to his knees. He punched the muddy ground. He punched it over and over again until his fist came away bloody and bruised. He had nowhere to go, but he had to go somewhere before he lost his mind. 
“Stop! Stop it! You’ll break your fist!” Eli’s voice came around the corner before his body did. Eli fell to his knees and gripped Caleb’s biceps. 
“Let go!” Caleb yanked his arm, but Eli held on strong.
“You’re not helping anyone, least of all Evie.”
A soft wind caressed the back of Caleb’s neck. Wings folded. Caleb didn’t pause. He continued the onslaught with a feral mind. A hand rested on his shoulder. 
“Stop.” Abigail said. 
He didn’t stop. 
But then, strong hands wrapped around Caleb’s arms and pulled him to his feet, never letting go, restraining him. “Peace child,” said Theo.
“Let me go!” Caleb thrashed against Theo’s powerful grip. A war inside of him threatened to tear him apart. He tried not to think. Why wasn’t it him? Why was this happening? Was this their forever? Was she never going to wake up?
Theo released his arms and squeezed his shoulder resting his hand there, a silent gift of support, bringing Caleb back into the present. Caleb pulled in a long deep breath of the Sanctuary’s fresh pine and earth. After a moment, he turned and met the quiet sentinel’s flaming eyes. 
“What have you learned from the mission you suggested but didn’t want to go on?” Theo’s deep voice rumbled through Caleb, and his body and more importantly his mind relaxed.
“Did you know—”
Theo narrowed his eyes.
Caleb pulled his shoulder from Theo’s grasp. “I may have verbally brought up the idea, and I may have said I was okay with it, but deep down I was the only one who never really supported the mission. Not in my heart. Not where it counted.” He was the one who doubted. He was the reason Evie might never smile again. He grabbed at his hair and pulled. Did he destroy her? Caleb turned his back on Theo. 
A still small whisper spoke into his heart. My child, you were loved before you were born, crafted with love in your mother’s womb. The words breathed life into his dying lungs, and for a second, he regained himself. 
Theo’s voice danced across his back, seeping into his heart. “Nothing happens without a reason, Caleb, and she was His before she was yours.” 
He turned and locked eyes with Theo. “Will she be okay?”
“You may not understand.” Theo spoke with his soft melodic lilt. “But the Creator promises to direct your path.” 
Caleb pursed his lips. Not what he wanted to hear, but probably what he needed to listen to. He punched his hands into his pockets. “I don’t know if I learned anything.” Pain rode his words. 
Theo reached out a hand. 
Caleb grasped it, and Theo pulled him into a hug, thumping him on the back. 
Not wanting to lose courage, Caleb continued quickly, “I now know how to let go and let the Creator work. He is in control of whatever happens in our lives.” Tears coursed his cheeks. “Even if that means He takes Evie to be with Him.”  
Theo nodded. “True. God directs your paths, but the lesson from this journey was not about what you do not know or what you can damage.” 
Caleb’s shoulders slumped. 
“The pain was . . .” 
Theo gently guided Caleb over to a bench, and they both sat turning to face each other. 
“When Balthazar attacked me . . . I never want—it was the worst pain I’d ever experienced . . . Or at least . . .” No, the guilt he was feeling was worse. Caleb searched Theo’s face, his fingers never leaving the ring in his pocket. “Is it possible she will come back?”
“Nothing is impossible with the Creator. Nothing!” Theo squeezed his shoulder and rose turning back to the Sanctuary. With his back turned, he whispered. “You went to Hell and back to rescue a man who barely knew the Creator. Evie’s faith carried a team through the unknown in an unprecedented journey. Nothing is impossible for those who believe. The Creator makes a way for His people.” Theo’s words floated on the air as his body disappeared behind the great door of the Sanctuary. 
Caleb’s eyes drifted closed, and his shoulders bowed as he prayed for Evie to make a full recovery, to come back to him, to be whole and well. He asked to have the same faith Evie had, enough to carry her back to him, to make a way. 
 Caleb’s fingers curled around the ring.
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James and Tristen


The Sanctuary – That Same Saturday Evening – James 
James’s heart settled with the steady coming and going through the foyer. Or maybe it was the conversation with Tristen – boy who didn’t have a bad bone in his body. The kid was resilient, eternally hopeful, undaunted by the time or the lack of change. And just like James, Tristen was in the making period of his life. Well, James was in the remaking and making amends, but the result was the same. They had to figure out their futures. 
Tristen was visiting Evie, his big sis, at the Sanctuary today. He spent all his time at the Haven now. 
James stared at him. It was crazy how much he wanted Tristen’s forgiveness, his trust. He promised to become the man who would deserve those things from Tristen. Eventually— James shook his head. 
Tristen touched his hand. “The Creator forgives you.” 
James drew his eyes to meet Tristen’s. If only that was the only forgiveness he needed. The boy was wise beyond his years, but James didn’t dare ask Tristen to forgive him. Not yet. Not while his sister continued to be down for the count. No. When the time was right, and he’d made amends, somehow, then he’d ask. 
James gave him a crooked smile. “It’s time for me to take ownership of my awful choices.”
“Ownership doesn’t mean guilt ridden. My dad always says that.” Tristen stared at the front door. 
“Miss your dad?” 
A sparkle returned to Tristen’s eyes. “Everyday. But I’m growing up to be a man. I’ll be okay.”
“I know.” James tussled his hair. 
“Just don’t pick up what Jesus offers to carry for you.” Tristen turned to give James one of his that’s-a-grown-up-truth looks, but it wasn’t long before his attention wandered again, this time to the hallway where his sister serenely rested.  
“You’re right, kiddo.” 
Tristen turned a beaming smile on him. “I know.”
James squared his shoulders. Maybe, if Tristen trusted him again, he could help the boy find his way as well. Maybe Tristen could show him the way to get things right. He has a great dad, a loving attentive mother, a sister who’d die for him. Maybe he knew something James never figured out. He said, “I just wish I knew how to do something other than fail.” It was what he was good at. But now, he had to learn to be good at something new, something hard. He was never going to turn away from God again. 
Tristen’s innocent face grew somber as it stared at her hall. “Think she’s okay?”
James was supposed to be distracting Tristen with hot cocoa in the foyer, but he sat there wondering the same thing. “Yeah, kiddo.”
Callie stormed passed, they both watched her thunder through the foyer until the door slammed. 
“Whoa, what’s up with her?” Tristen whispered as if she were still in the room. 
James turned back to his hot cocoa, but Tristen’s eyes were trained on the closed door. 
“Do you think—?” Tristen stood and turned toward the hallway.
“No. Caleb will let us know if anything changes.” 
“Then, why is Callie so upset? Did something happen with my sister?” The little guy held his chin high, refusing the emotions that swam behind his eyes. 
James remained silent, observing over the steaming cup, pushing away the pang of guilt stabbing at him. His shoulders caved and forced his gaze into the swirling brown cocoa. “I’m never going to make up for everything I’ve done.”
A small hand landed on his shoulder and waited for James to look up. Those big kid eyes, kind and weary, saw right through him. If Evie died . . . 
“No. You won’t be able to.” Tristen frowned. “But you aren’t supposed to. You’re supposed to start new and build. Least, that’s what Evie taught me.” 
“You’ve got a lot of great teachers in your life.” The boy’s face was tight with worry and pressure. He’d grown up, a lot. “It’s good. I wish I had someone to teach me when I was your age.” 
“You have someone now. Me. Can we check on Evie?” 
James grinned. “I would love it if you taught me all the things you know.” 
Tristen’s grin grew. 
“But we’re gonna have to stay right here for now.” Keeping Tristen in the foyer had been the hardest job anyone could have given him. James suspected Caleb knew that. 
The guardians told James it had only been a year since the battle at the Fortress, and now five months after they’d returned, they were getting ready to celebrate Tristen’s tenth birthday. It was so hard to believe. 
Tristen set his cocoa on the side table and kicked up from the chair, reaching for his comic book. Ever since everything with Evie, he’d been into comics and heroes. With the book clenched under his arm, he stood and walked over to the wide window. He still wore pants that were a bit too short – the trials of a growing boy. “Thank you.”
Tristen glanced back at James. “For what?”
“For being my person who will teach me.”
Tristen grinned. “No biggie. So? Can’t we just take a peek? She doesn’t have to be well, or awake, or anything. I just want to—”
“I’m sorry, bud. No can do.”
Tristen’s face fell. He rested his forehead on the cold glass leaving a grease smudge. He breathed heavily, fogging it up on purpose, exhaling his frustration. Tracing his finger in and around the breath, his emotions came to life on the smudged and streaked glass. Eventually, the comic book fell to the floor next to his foot, forgotten. 
Poor kid. 
A crash shook the house. James fell to the ground, his cocoa forgotten as he scampered behind the chair to cower. His heart pounded against his ribs. A fine sheen of sweat broke out over his body. He closed his eyes, refusing to find beasts of Hell rising around him. Behind his eyelids, green blood and flesh splattered across his back. He braced himself on his hands and knees, huddling closely to the ground. 
Fire washed over his skin, and an unnatural light surrounded him. No! 
He was back! 
He flashed his eyes open and roared at the Fiery Realm surrounding him. Flying to his feet, ready to run, he stopped. No! He couldn’t be back. He grabbed his hair in both fists and pulled. Trick. It was a trick. It had to be. Evie saved him. They’d saved him. The Creator sent them, and he’d been saved. 
They could do it again. He just had to survive until . . . Evie would come save him again. Once she got better. What if he suffered forever in this Fiery Hell? What if it was all a dream, and he never left? 
His searched from one side of the room to the other. He was safe. He was home. The foyer flickered into a vision of the cave. Suddenly, Tristen was in the same room as the beast. “No!” It gutted him. Tristen couldn’t survive Hell. “Tristen run!” 
The cave wall came into focus. His body wouldn’t move despite his commands. A wash of emotion slammed into him. He deserved this. He would never be free. Never. His eyes turned traitor, and he whipped his head around, glimpsing the beast poised over its latest meal. Pieces of its dinner dripped down its chest, decorating the floor in crimson splatter and fleshy chunks. 
James swallowed. He wanted to turn away. No – it couldn’t be. His rescue was just a dream. He finally forced himself to really stop and stare at the beast. Out of its jaws hung Evie clamped by her torso in its jagged, sharp teeth. Her beautiful hair cascading to the ground. Her arm, limp. Dead. 
“Evie.” James fell to his knees, a guttural roar tearing out of him. 
The beast locked its glare on James. Its lips tipped in a wicked grin. My sssslave. It spat a bone, Evie’s bone, at James’s feet and roared. 
James bit his lips and covered his ears to stop the truth from tearing him apart. His hands hit sharp protrusions on either side of his face. Tips of two razor sharp fangs rose out of his own mouth, bloody. A deep pit opened within him. 
He was such a fool, tricked, imprisoned forever. He never left the Fiery Realm. He never saw his beloved or his sister, if he even had one for real. James lifted his hands. The red light glinted off the shiny, bone-like, razor-sharp talons jutting out of each of his fingers. He was the beast! Bile churned, slamming into his throat, begging to be freed. He was always the beast.
Tristen stood at the mouth of the cave, his feet pointing to raging fires below. He was in grave danger. “Stop!” The word was garbled around long beast-like teeth. James’s chest threatened to split in two. “Tristen.” His voice was a raspy snarl. He cleared his throat. Still, James’s words were a growl. “Tristen come here, away from the edge.” 
“No.” Tristen’s voice rang with a note of awe as he stared out the cave.
James curled in on himself, grabbing his knees to his chest, falling to his side to prevent himself from hurting Tristen too. Not again. Never again. He wouldn’t be responsible for taking one more thing from Evie. Evie. He roared at the ground where her bone sat staring balefully up at him. 
“James.” A light grip shook his shoulder. “You’re okay. It’s just um, a thing. You’re still here. Stop hollering.” Tristen’s quiet voice echoed down a long cavern barely reaching James. 
The gentle touch disappeared. The cave walls vanished. White, plaster stood in their place. Where the open cave door and the raging fire once was, the window now opened out on the old, thick woods standing watch over the Sanctuary. 
Tristen peered at James from a distance. His eyes were wide, and his stance was ready for a fight. James peeled himself off the floor and trudged over to Tristen. “I’m so sorry. It’s been hard coming back.”
Tristen nodded somberly, not relaxing his frame.
James rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll deal with it better next time.” He hated how often the flashes were happening. The slightest loud noise, certain smells, dark, small spaces all triggered the worst of his PTSD. 
Tristen started to swing an arm, and when nothing happened, he turned back to the window. “Callie is amazing! Dude, come look at this!” His voice was full of awe, James’s strange behavior all but forgotten. To be a kid again. 
 “Looks like a superhero practice session. Doesn’t it?” James suspected Callie was venting some frustration. 
Evie not getting better was hard on them all. Callie had come back, struggled through a rough recovery, but was awake and thriving. He hated how whatever was going on with Evie and the strange venom couldn’t just be wiped away.
Tristen um-hmmed.
Callie pulled water from the earth and hung it in the air like an enormous display of art. She formed a dragon and slammed it down. Lifting her hands again, she carved an elaborate scene James recognized from the Fiery Realm. It rained to the earth with a drop of her arm. Over and over again, she created. Her images grew darker with each wave of her arm. The battle was familiar. James recognized it. Guilt. Pain. Fear.
He moved back to the chair with no desire to watch her struggle. Her guilt would become his. Every hard gaze, every pained expression, he took it on as if he’d caused it. Because he had. 
The race of his heart from the earlier episode still didn’t calm. With a few deep breaths, he settled for wiping his palms on his jeans. He was safe. He bounced his leg. Tension rippled through his body. He didn’t want Tristen to turn around yet. He didn’t want him to see how completely freaked out he was. They were safe. 
He took a huge swig of his cocoa. Something about it brought him back to his own childhood. It soothed the jagged edges. Plus, there wasn’t even a hint of sulfur. Nothing was on fire. He was in a manmade building not a cave. He was fine. 
Maybe Tristen was right. Maybe they could peek in and make sure there weren’t any changes in Evie’s condition. 
As the bad guy, he didn’t deserve to see how she was doing. Indecision rocked through him. A foreign feeling after a life of confidence. But everything changed when Stregone dragged him to . . . His heart picked up speed again. Placing the empty cup on the side table, he made the only decision powerful enough to hopefully distract him from himself.
“Bud?” James lifted his hands to check they weren’t clawed. 
“You okay?” Tristen peered closely at James as if his eyes could somehow explain why James was acting so strange. 
His hands were normal. “Yeah, kid.” Problem was, he couldn’t escape himself. “Sorry.” James ruffled Tristen’s hair. “Let’s check on Evie.”
“But you said—”
“Clearly, sitting around doing nothing isn’t helping either of us.” James took two steps toward the hall and turned back. “You coming?” 
“Yeah . . .” But Tristen didn’t take his gaze from Callie’s water works. 
James kicked himself for dragging the poor boy into this mess. The boy should be at home with his parents enjoying what childhood he had left. Now, he was destined for war, for battles, for possible death. With clenched his fists, he said, “I’m gonna go check on your sister.” 
Tristen stared out the window a second longer. James smiled. He should stay there and watch. James would just slip in to see Evie. He headed silently toward the hallway.
“Wait up.” Tristen raced over and slipped his hand into James’s. 
James would never admit it to anyone, but the simple touch made him want to cry. “Thanks, Tristen.” He said quietly.
“For what?” Tristen swung James’s arm back and forth.
“For being forgiving.” They turned the corner in the hallway and headed to Evie’s room.
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Caleb’s Heart


The Sanctuary – Still Saturday Evening – Caleb
With one hand in his pocket twisting the ring and the other rubbing the back of his neck, he couldn’t help the direction of his mind. When would Evie wake up? 
He wanted to put the ring on her finger, wanted to see her smile and the joy it would bring her. It pressed and squeezed against his mind like an ever-present buzzing he wished he could deal with once and for all. 
One afternoon soon, they would walk along together in the woods, amidst the Creator’s creation. When he gave it to her, her beautiful face would flush with excitement, painting her with a soft pink blush until it tipped the tops of her ears. Her lashes would dance across those freckled cheeks. The same spot he always wanted to lay butterfly kisses on. He grinned. He’d say something like, “Did you know”— cause she loved it when he did that, but he’d end with — “I’ve always loved you.” 
Sometimes, not often, but occasionally, fear crept into his imagination, and she refused him. She would turn her back and storm off in a tornado of fury. He fought those versions off; they didn’t belong in his heart. 
He sighed. He had so much to tell her. Not in the least, an apology. He was an unsupportive jerk. Thick-headed. Fear got the best of him, and he needed her to understand. 
James traipsed across his mind. Caleb pushed off the sterile, white wall, and turned toward the foyer where James watched Tristen, heading back to Evie’s healing room, glad they’d rescued James. 
There had been no changes in her condition. Why? No one could tell them. He prayed for her again. His stomach rolled with emotion. 
He couldn’t think like this. Thoughts led the heart which led the body. Of all people, he knew better. Left to run amuck, thoughts and emotions could sweep him over the edge. To be strong for Evie, he couldn’t let it all take him to his breaking point. She would wake up. He’d believe her back. And when she did come back, he’d be there for her, strong and ready.  
A sign. A sign was all he needed, and he would pull himself together and wait patiently. Any kind of reassurance would be enough to carry him through. Something to assure him, she was in fact continuing to heal. He’d gone in to check her mind, against the sentinel’s warnings, but pathway after pathway ended in nothingness. 
His inability to help her tore at his insides. The smell of food repulsed him. His stomach cramped with nerves. Sleep alluded him. Every time he closed his eyes, visions played across the backs of his eyelids. 
He walked slowly toward her room. Hope tried to flourish despite the trudge of his feet. He couldn’t even bring himself to bathe, although he’d been forced to a few times, by the sympathetic but disgusted looks of the team. Well, really Callie had told him he had to, or she’d take care of it for him. He didn’t want to imagine what she had in mind. 
Even James’s eyes carried a certain pity for him. Out of the mission to the Fiery Realm, an almost camaraderie budded between them. The deep animosity replaced with their shared, desperate need to see Evie well and whole again. It drew them together despite themselves and their history. 
“You headed to see Evie?” 
James’s deep voice surprised Caleb out of his reverie. With hunched shoulders and a bent frame, James walked toward him in the hallway, Tristen’s hand in his. It warmed Caleb to see Tristen’s trust and friendship already replacing his fear of James. 
“I don’t understand why she hasn’t woken up.” Caleb wanted to scream, rage, kick a hole in the wall. Instead, he prayed to the only one who could do anything. Creator, help her. Do something, anything. He clenched his jaw. He’d been fighting despair, fear, and turmoil off for months. 
“Mind some company?” James approached Caleb cautiously. 
Caleb shook his hair with his fingers, trying to wrestle some life into it. “I must look pretty bad if you are coming at me with caution.”
James glanced at Tristen. 
Caleb knew dark circles wound their way around his eyes. Waiting turned him into an empty shell of himself. “I know I look bad.”
James patted Caleb on the shoulder. It was awkward. The three guys stood at the edge of Evie’s room. None of them could afford to lose Evie’s light. The balance wouldn’t be the same without her. Who were they kidding? They wouldn’t be the same without her. Caleb wandered into James’s mind.
The battle is nothing without Evie. She’s our leader. Without her . . . 
Caleb whispered. “You’re right. Without Evie, this all seems pointless.” 
Tristen gasped, pulling away from the two larger guys. “You two better stop being . . .” His cheeks puffed as he searched for the right words to call them out. His face was red by the time he settled on, “awful.”
He’d forgotten Tristen was there. Adult things shouldn’t be talked about with a kid around. But he couldn’t seem to keep a grip on who surrounded him. 
“It’s okay, Tristen. Sometimes things are scary. Don’t worry.” James peeked at Tristen and turned back to Caleb. “God’s got her.” 
“She’s going to be okay.” Tristen narrowed his eyes at them, his sweet voice ordering them to believe. 
Caleb smiled. 
“You’re right, little man.” James patted Tristen’s head, mussing his hair.
“Hey! Don’t call me that. I’m a whole year older now. Almost ten!” 
James and Caleb chuckled. 
“That’s double digits!” Tristen said quietly. His chin trembled. 
“Yeah. Sorry little . . . I mean, yeah, okay.” James pressed his smile flat. 
Tristen sighed and twisted his shoulders to the side, shoving into Evie’s room. Caleb and James rounded the corner. The bright room filled with Tristen’s sweet voice as he called for his sister. Flowers bounced on a light breeze from an open window, filling the room with a rancid scent. There was a time he’d have described it as a heavenly scent. But now it meant Evie wasn’t done with this place. 
They’d become the new, nasty, hospital smell turning Caleb’s stomach to cement. “Why do they have to keep those revolting flowers in here? I wish they’d just use bleach, so it smells sterile.”
If you don’t like the smell, have them remove the plants . . . Or maybe not, I’m feeling a bit better. 
Standing still, he waited to see if his desperation manifested her voice like a mirage in the desert. He didn’t want to break the spell if it was a figment of his mind. 
Caleb’s eyes traced Tristen’s path to his sister as he jumped on her bed and reached for her hand. 
Tristen looked at Caleb. “Why aren’t you coming in?”
Caleb blocked the doorway.
“Come on, man. Let me in.” James grumbled.
Tristen’s curious eyes raked over Caleb. “You okay?’
“What’s up man!” James brushed passed Caleb. Taking three steps into the room, James froze. “Wait. Why aren’t you moving?” He never glanced back at Caleb. 
“It’s . . . It’s . . .” Caleb couldn’t make his words work. 
“Her cheeks are pinker.” Hope filled James’s voice. “Her hair. Is it shinier? Does she look better to you?” 
“She is better!” Tristen’s voice stabbed the air with triumph. 
James peered at Caleb. Softly he asked, “Are you coming in? I guess we could come back later if you need us to.”
“No, James. I need to be with my sister.” Tristen’s small voice woke Caleb from his shock. 
“She . . . She spoke into my mind.” It was her voice. He’d been waiting for months. Say something again. Desperate he begged the Creator to tell him. Was that the sign? He needed more. It wasn’t enough to be sure. Please let her say something more. 
James and Tristen waited. Their confusion loud and muddled, raging out at him from each of their minds. But Caleb couldn’t let it distract him. This might be his only chance. Evie. Please. Why haven’t you come back? 
It was her voice! It had to be! Please let her say another word, just one more, and he’d hold on for another year believing she was healing. 
I’m here. Evie’s voice hit him again. 
Caleb would gladly endure a thousand battles if only she were at his side. What he couldn’t take was another day not knowing. Waiting. Hoping against all hope. I need you, Evie. Help me to understand what you’re going through. Her voice spurred him into action. His feet drove him to her side, as he quickly dug her hand from under the comforter and pulled it to his lips for a kiss, speaking into her mind. Please tell me you’re not just in my head. Can you speak, see . . . move?
Tristen slipped his small hand into Caleb’s. Tristen’s own thoughts whispered through him. Reassurance. Certainty Evie would heal. Time. “Caleb, she’s going to be all right. I know it.” Tristen’s eyes shone, showing Caleb the way back from the edge of insanity where he teetered.
Caleb nodded slowly. Evie would recover. “You’re right. Tristen, You’re right!”
“Did she say something? Is she awake?” James put a hand on Evie’s leg. 
“She spoke into my mind.” Caleb glared at the hand on her leg. “Why are you touching her leg!”
James put both hands up in surrender. “Look! There weren’t any hands left to hold, but I wanted her to know I was here. Okay?” 
“Not really.” 
James put his hands in his pockets. 
 “I don’t know what changed, and she doesn’t seem to be fully awake, or aware, because she only responds sporadically. But she spoke to me . . . twice. It’s like she’s really tired, and it takes a lot of effort to form words, but I definitely heard her.” Caleb swiped his free hand through his hair and leaned in, studying Evie’s face for any sign. 
Tristen removed his hand from his sisters. “Here, James. You can hold her hand.” 
James hesitated.
“It’s okay. I’ll share with Caleb.” But Tristen climbed on top of the bed and hugged her hips, resting his head on her stomach. He whispered into her belly. “I knew you’d come back.”
James took Evie’s hand. “Thanks man.” 
Tristen beamed at him. “She’s back! Evie’s back!” His face shone with – ‘I told you so!’ 
Mmmmm
Her voice was comfort. It promised to heal the torn and broken pieces that shattered in the waiting, and the wondering what might happen. Evie, I’ve missed you. I was so . . . Caleb’s deep sigh filled the space between his thoughts. You have to stay with us. We need you! . . . I need you. 
Missed you too. So sleepy. Couldn’t make myself wake up. I kept thinking, I needed to do something, and then I couldn’t focus. I’d curl up for another hour. I couldn’t find my way out. 
Caleb wrapped his arms around Evie and Tristen. “She’s talking to me, growing stronger every second.” It’s so good to hear your voice. Tristen and James are here too. They want to be a part of this conversation. Can you open your eyes, move your fingers or toes?
I think I can, but I don’t want to. The pain is like razor blades tearing me apart. I don’t want to try. I think, maybe, I’ll go rest. 
Okay. He forced himself to not scream at her to stay. It was all he wanted. Instead, he relayed the message to James and Tristen. “She doesn’t want to try to move yet. It hurts her.”
“Don’t move. It’s okay. Wait ‘til you’re better.” 
“She’s afraid of the pain.” Caleb blew out a rough breath, and it sent Tristen’s hair dancing. It was good to see his hair grown out. 
“Evie, take your time.” James squeezed her hand.
Evie, the sentinels performed a healing on you, but when you didn’t awaken . . . You’ve been unconscious since we traveled out of the Fiery Realm. 
How long?
Five months. 
Seriously! What else did I miss? Did everyone make it out? Callie? Eli?
We lost Justice and Josie. But the mission was a success. James is here. You’re here. Everyone except Josie and Justice.
Evie withdrew from him. He belatedly realized losing two people was too much pain for her when she’d just returned to him. Kicking himself, he knew he had to do something quickly to keep her with him! It’s not your fault. Besides, they are dancing in heaven with the Creator right now. He sent her the images of Josie and Justice drifting into the sky in a beautiful blue aurora borealis. He wouldn’t survive her leaving him again. Evie was his miracle. She had come back. He couldn’t mess this up. He couldn’t lose her. 
Tristen’s little hand slid over to Evie’s, covering Caleb’s with small, outstretched fingers. 
“Thank you, Tristen. That’s it, help her stay with us.” 
Tristen is here, and he wants to say hi. He’s holding your hand now. Do you feel it? 
Caleb’s insides were all pinned together.
Tristen? Hmmm
Over the next hour, the three talked, taking turns and sharing in the joy of Evie’s, sort of, return. Everyone relaxed, and a sense of calm hope began to resurface. It was something Caleb believed they’d lost. Memories surfaced of McCaffree’s Burger joint and their first introduction into this strange world of spiritual warfare. They had a good laugh. 
Caleb never wanted to risk Evie. But in his attempt to hold onto her, he almost pushed her away. I’ve been so wrong. I’m sorry. 
Uhmm . . . It’s okay.
It was their destiny to complete the mission to the Fiery Realm. Without it, they wouldn’t have been a part of such a miracle, rescuing James from Hell. It developed his faith, trust, and belief like nothing else would have. No matter what, he now knew light would prevail, good would triumph over evil because God was in control.
If he was going to have any kind of long-term relationship, the kind that has a future, then he would have to allow her to be the woman she was created to be. He couldn’t get in the way, hold too tightly, or refuse to walk the crazy journey beside her. Maybe it was his purpose to support hers. It all fit together. Life was like a huge puzzle, and they all had their place and pieces. They matched like a pair, opposite but equal. 
So . . . tired. Evie said.
But Caleb still needed James and Tristen to give him some time to talk to her alone. It was quiet. Tristen, still in bed next to his sister, had drifted off to sleep. Caleb wished James would lift the small boy and carry him to rest in his room. 
As if James read Caleb’s mind, he pushed his arms under the boy’s legs and neck and lifted him. He didn’t have the bulging muscles he once did, but those could be built back with time. James nodded at Caleb and slipped around the door; his arms loaded with love.
They were going to become very good friends. He chuckled, shaking his head, hardly believing it himself. Evie?
. . . yeah.
There wasn’t much time left. Evie was drifting to sleep, out of his reach again. She was pushing herself hard, but it was only a matter of time before she had to give in to the undertow of exhaustion. 
You’re so beautiful. 
Her laughter tripped through him. I bet five months in a hospital bed has me looking very glamorous. 
He frowned. You can’t ever leave me like that again. I thought I’d . . . Caleb couldn’t finish. He pressed into her mind the fleeting images of him looking at himself in the mirror with his eyes ringed in dark circles, face unshaven, hair disheveled. His forgotten smile. His bowed shoulders.
Oh . . . Caleb.  
Then he showed her every time he checked in on her, and how devastated he left when there were no changes. He held her hand as he chased each pathway trying to find her, trying to solve a problem he didn’t understand. He let her in on the blame he cast on himself. 
Love washed through her mind before a deep, slow-moving sadness filed in behind it. The last image sent a real tear escaping, drifting down her cheek onto her pillow where it was lost forever. 
Caleb . . .  I love . . . you! It tears me . . . up how you’ve been . . . hurting. Her voice cracked. 
Don’t. Caleb curled alongside her, pulling her body to him and hugging her. 
I’ve had . . . time to think. Those people in the realm . . . Evie’s voice was a bit weaker and quieter than before. Without love . . . there’s nothing to live for. Nothing.
Caleb sat up, lifting Evie into his arms where he cradled her head. I couldn’t agree more. He needed her arms to wrap around him, to see her smile light up her face, to hear the sound of her voice with his ears. His thumb rubbed absently along her arm as her words drifted through him. 
Thank you. Thank you for bringing James and Tristen to visit me.
They were here with me the whole time. Callie too. Look. At first, I didn’t believe in the mission. But now, I realize we were destined to make that trip. 
Surprise radiated through her. 
There is a plan for us. He swallowed. We may not understand it. I certainly didn’t. 
It might seem impossible or mostly terrifying. It might even, well, it more than likely will at some point, be painful. She said.
Right, but it is in the journey where we learn who we really are. 
Evie’s mind washed with pride. You’ve grown. 
I’m glad I went. I’m glad you held strong to what you believed in. Caleb smiled. I needed to learn the Creator’s plan will be hard, and painful, but it is powerful. You taught me that. 
Caleb put his hand in his pocket and pulled out the ring he’d been keeping safe for months now. His fingers danced along its edge, following the beautiful dips and valleys the joined hearts made. 
Our purpose is to spread love everywhere . . . Her voice was quiet, sleepy. Dark lashes remained motionless. Sweat beaded on the pale skin above her brow and under her nose. 
He let go of the ring, resting it on the comforter, and wiped her face with a cool cloth. We’re almost out of time. Could she feel his touch? But I have one more thing if you are up for it. I just can’t wait for you to wake up again. A thrill of excitement ran through him. I bought you a present. 
He sensed Evie’s excitement grow. Oh! How is Hope? 
He smiled. She’s grown a lot. She’s ready for you – I finished training her last month. About that gift?
Images of trinkets from Cal’s antique shop ran across her mind. Those potentials morphed into more serious gifts from other shops. She ran over every possible mention she might have made about things she’d always wanted or hoped to have. 
He chuckled and filed those images away, saving them for a future birthday, Christmas, or hopefully an anniversary or two. A sudden idea dawned on him. It threw out every plan he’d made for weeks, but it was perfect for them right now.
I’m going to take you somewhere in your mind. A forest of huge oaks and evergreens bounded up from the blank landscape of her consciousness. 
Evie gasped. 
He crafted the scent of pine and sent it dancing on the breeze. 
It smells like you: home. Her whole body relaxed. 
Caleb smiled as he laid her on a bed of pine needles with the view of the heavens above her. Together, they watched the large, fluffy, white clouds lazily traveling the open ocean of the sky, soaring like ships without a destination, no purpose other than to decorate the sky with their pretty little trips. He gave the blue of the sky the color of the brightest, most azure morning, where one could imagine seeing straight into heaven’s windows. Do you like it?
Oh Caleb! It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in a long time. Thank you!
Good. Are you ready for your present? Caleb took Evie’s hand in the vision, and he pulled them both to sitting. A small black box sat in his hand. 
Oh! Caleb . . . I . . . 
Don’t say anything. He’d bought it on a trip to Cal’s shop hoping for advice but walking away with a gift instead. The promise ring was perfect. He turned to Evie and looked deep into her beautiful, blue eyes. 
She blinked, breaking the eye contact and staring down, her dark lashes sweeping over the freckles along her high cheekbones. Caleb waited for her, gently moving a stray curl from covering her face. When she finally met his eyes again, he began.
I was wrong. 
Confusion crossed her face.
Evie, I’ve loved you from the first day we met in third grade. My heart is yours, and when I thought I’d lost you, I was certain I would never be able to pick up the pieces. Caleb waited a moment taking a deep breath and allowing his eyes to drift down to her lips. Why couldn’t they just kiss, and the ring be on her finger already? 
Caleb– I–
I want to spend my life with you, to cherish you, to carry you through the hard times, and to protect you when things get tough. Caleb began to open the black box. 
Evie’s hand drifted over her mouth. A million things ran through her mind. He reveled in each exclamation, each question. Was he proposing! We’re too young! Right? Maybe Caleb didn’t think so. I’ve only barely lived. I almost died. 
Caleb’s lips tipped in a knowing smile. Her mind was getting away from her. Her heart beat like a hummingbird’s wings. Is this really happening? She turned and locked eyes with him.
Yes. This is really happening.
Her hands trembled. But Caleb—
His small smile was building. He could barely hold himself back, and he didn’t anymore. He flipped the black box open, and the warm sunshine glinted off the string of woven hearts. The sterling silver ring was filled with princess cut amethyst. Evie’s favorite gem.
Caleb! It’s so beautiful!
Evie, this ring symbolizes my promise to you. One day, I intend to marry you. When you and I are both ready, I’ll propose. But until then, wear my ring and know I promise to wait, to be yours, to stay by your side until we can be together forever. 
Her eyes drifted upward, shimmering with unfallen tears. When we’re out of school, and the battles die down?
When you’re ready. I’ll place an engagement ring on your finger. Then, one that will change your name and make you, my wife. You are the sun and stars to me, the most amazing, wonderful, beautiful woman in the world. I choose you. Will you wear my ring and promise to be mine? Nerves crashed through him. 
A single tear quickly traveled her face. Caleb. I could never have dreamt of a kinder, more intentionally loving man, even if I had a million years of dreams to try. I am so thankful for you. Yes! Of course! Yes! With all my heart. I’ll wear your ring, and the next, and the next when we’re ready. Tears of joy traced along her face. 
Caleb slipped the ring on her finger in both his illusion and in real life. The vision dimmed, the sun going behind a cloud, the wind kicking up a little more than before. We can’t steal any more time. He had held the vision as long as he could. He wrapped his arms around her, indulging in her embrace one more time.
I don’t want you to go. Her eyelids fluttered shut. Peaceful darkness washed over them both, erasing his illusion. A new sense of peace and belonging settled around them. Caleb, thank you! 
Go to sleep. But be sure to return to me in the morning. Letting go was the hardest thing he’d ever have to do.
Can we do it again when I wake up?
For you, I would create a new world every day. 
Evie drew in the last of the pine scent. I want to wake up now. Her words whispered of disappointment and frustration.
Caleb opened his eyes, gripping her hand. Rest. I’ll be here. 
But instead, for the first time in far too long, Evie’s eyes slowly, sleepily fluttered open to meet his.
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Please! Please! Write a review! It makes my week!!!! Maybe even my month!!! Maybe you think you have nothing to say, that’s okay. Just leaving your STAR review helps other readers find good books. If you want to say something, it doesn’t have to be elaborate or fancy. “This book was great.” Or “I couldn’t put it down.” Or “Read it in one sitting.” Or “I liked this story.” Are wonderful reviews that help readers discover this story. Thank you so much for taking the time to review Rulers of Darkness on Amazon, Good Reads, or on your social media. You are helping more than you could ever know. 
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Don’t miss the next book in James and Evie’s story! Order a copy today!
He wants to feel whole again, but she needs him to jump back into the fight and rescue her. With an enemy possessed by evil and determined to keep her as his own, there is only one choice. He must fight his way back from the darkness and risk dying to save her.
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