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Sneaky Shadows 
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Evie gritted her teeth as she descended from her second-story window, inch by inch, the high of adrenaline racing through her. Her strappy heel slipped off the lattice and fell. Distracted, she lost her grip, sliding and grasping for something solid as several of the lattice braces crumbled under her weight. When she caught herself, she froze, her heart pounding.
Did they hear her? Her parents' movie continued, and a moment later, they were laughing. She took a deep breath. Thank God she didn’t get caught. She climbed down faster. But of course, they didn’t notice her. They hardly paid her any attention since Tristen’s cancer. She’d done well over the months and years after she promised to stand by Tristen’s side no matter how hard it would be and was. She gave up so much, pretty much everything from eighth until eleventh grade. She grimaced.
The top of the lattice creaked, peeling off from the edge of the roof, and the twenty-five-foot relic crashed around her, drowning out the painful thud when her back slammed into the ground. She stared up at the stars and breathed out a cloud of crystals into the air above her. She’d made it. Finally, she was free.
The cold, wet autumn ground seeped into her. She got up quickly, removing oak leaves and dusting off the muddy dirt caked on her elbow. She retrieved her shoe and squared her shoulders. There was no hiding this mess. One way or another, she would get in trouble for this. At least at night, it didn’t look so bad. Her stomach soured. Maybe they’d think the wind blew it down, or a branch knocked it off.
Maybe she’d be able to talk her way out of it. Either way, she wasn’t turning back. Even if she was grounded for life, she needed a break from all the cancer crap.
It was Trist’s last test results; they were the last straw. Yes, she was glad Tristen was in remission.
No kid brother should ever have cancer, but she’d been waiting for three years by his bedside. Now, he was cancer-free, but they still went to scans and discussed his chances of a recurrence. It was time for her to get a life. She ran to the nearest bush and glanced at the downstairs window.
An icy breeze feathered down her spine. Something rustled in the bush next to her. Its branches bent, catching on her shirt. She twisted away, and a hundred, tiny, golden lightning bugs blinked at her. Their shimmering light moved simultaneously to the right as if they were all connected and disappeared. Evie blinked. They were lightning bugs, right?
Frozen there, she’d almost convinced herself she was being ridiculous, and they were harmless bugs, when several of the golden eyes reappeared as if in answer to her question. Their faint light grew stronger, glaring at her. She rubbed the back of her head and blinked her eyes, trying to force her sight to make sense of what she was witnessing. When the lights disappeared, she sprinted back to the safety of the rough, brick house, pressing her back into its cold strength.
The wind kicked up, sending leaves swirling. She closed her eyes against its assault. The giant trees creaked and groaned, almost hiding a nearby guttural growl. Evie peeked through her lashes, studying her surroundings.
Within the mayhem of debris blowing to and fro, the blackest shadow slithered toward her from under the bush. Keeping her eyes trained on it, she slid, heart thundering, toward the edge of the house. She’d nearly turned to run when something sniffed at her ear. The fine hairs at the back of her neck stood in goosebumps. She didn’t dare move, didn’t dare breathe.
Blood pounded in her ears, racing to her arms and legs. Only by sheer force of will was she able to glance up at her window. No. There was no way to go back. She fumbled with her cell phone.
“Turn on. Come on. Turn on.” She swung the light beside her to find nothing. Focusing it over the yard, the beam washed the darkness with jerky bursts of light, her hands violently shaking. Around the lilac bush, a solid, inky figure slinked back into the shadows. Its human-ish outline, complete with arms and legs, blinked golden eyes. What on earth?
By itself, her flashlight turned off. The darkness was heavy around her, menacing, ominous.
Burning ice licked along her ankle, knee, and vanished. She caught the edge of her house with her fingertips. Breaking eye contact with the thick, night shadows, she dared to close her eyes and will the world to behave normally again. Opening her eyes, everything was where it should be. Great.
Her mind was making more out of the shadows than was there.
Mr. Jack, her counselor, said, these terrifying moments, like her night terrors, were a normal reaction to her brother’s illness. Whatever. It was a small price to pay. He was worth it. The stupid cancer couldn’t have its way. Mr. Jack suggested she find some me-time, do something she wanted to do. Tonight, with the good news releasing her from Tristen’s side, she wanted to go on this date.
This outing was practically therapy.
She pushed away from the protection of home and sprinted down three blocks, locking her focus on meeting James. She’d wanted this forever. Finally, she was living one, well-deserved hour of freedom. Nothing, not even her own traumatized imagination, was going to keep her from living her life. It was simply a matter of shutting down her brain and living in the moment. That’s what her counselor said. Sort of.
A shriek shattered the silence close to her ear. Her toe caught, and she tripped face-first into the sidewalk, her cell phone catching her fall. “No! Not the cell phone.” She picked it up, and her stomach hollowed out.
The screen was shattered, stained in black, odd blues, greens, and purples. Crap. She swiped to wake the screen and sliced her finger, drawing a drop of blood. Everything was going wrong. She glanced back at the house, hidden behind several blocks of trees. Night noises needed to shut up.
Her life had been in the hospital or a book. Not anymore.
Down the next block, the streetlights shined. She could make it. Ignoring her instincts that swore something was after her, bringing up all kinds of stories of kids being taken in windowless vans, she continued to sprint down the sidewalk. There were so many pictures of teens outside the Walmart bathroom, and her parent’s warnings about the dangers in the world were continual, but she clenched her teeth, this was her time. She’d be fine as long as she made it to the lights. It sucked to run in heels.
This was why she didn’t go out. Well, at first, it was because she’d vowed to stand beside her brother till he beat his cancer. Frankly, after four years, going out for herself seemed wrong. Her brother may be better, but he was still weak, still trapped at home. She paused, the wind whipping her hair into a mess.
Sweating in the cold air, a prickle climbed the nape of her neck, sending her in a vicious shiver. Her nerves overwhelmed, she threw her weight into the door under the brilliant sign for McCaffree’s Burgers and Fries and spun around to push it closed. Sunday School rattled in her mind, ‘the spirit within always guides you.’ What they didn’t say was the spirit might set your nervous system haywire if you don’t listen, but her whole life was finally ahead of her.
Familiar faces from school crowded the red-benched booths and every stool at the countertop. Her breath caught in her throat; she’d been missing out. Something tickled her stomach and radiated through her until her whole body was pulsing. She grinned.
Lizzy leaned back laughing her head off with Melisa and a booth full of girls. She clearly took notes from Maleficent’s character in the movie Evie sat through in the hospital with Tristen. Her calculating eyes locked with Evie’s. Whatever. Evie searched the room for James. Several people twisted in their seats to stare at her. A flush of heat climbed up her neck. Sure. Go ahead and stare. Why would a geek stand at the front door of McCaffree’s after all?
James must be here somewhere. What if he stood her up? If he wasn’t there... More heat flushed her cheeks. He wasn’t there. They were friends. She’d helped him when no one else would. He wouldn’t invite her out just to stand her up. Right? “Maybe he’s behind someone tall. Makes total sense.” A glance from Lizzy forced Evie to clamp her lips shut. Stupid nerves, she couldn’t just talk out loud, she was finally out.
Nervous butterflies transformed from beautiful, delicate creatures into confidence-sucking vampires.
Had he texted her? She glanced at the shattered screen. There was no telling if he was already there.
Lizzy narrowed her eyes, her crew of snobs following her lead and sneering in various shades of hot-pink lipstick. Great. She didn’t need the mean-girls club after her. Walking farther into the café, she stole a glance behind the tallest person. If James was there, it was only a matter of time before he’d pop up.
Instead, behind a tall dude, Kam and Dre argued in one of the booths along the glass wall. Dre gave Evie a wicked grin when Kam was turned away. She almost smiled, giving him away to Kam, whose glare could cut ice. She’d have to get the story later.
Her neck and ears burned. Guys like James weren’t attracted to girls with extra curves and gray-blue eyes. No, frizzy curls mixed with her geeky nature were always a recipe to becoming the homework help. Plus, he wasn’t the same guy she’d loved all her life. He didn’t even ask for help with his homework anymore. They weren’t a match and dreams only came true on Disney.
She spun on her heel and strode toward the door. Two pinpricks of golden light spun out of the inky night just as her hand touched the handle. It stared at her through her reflection on the clear pane of glass. They grew into two, wide, sparkling, yellow eyes streaked with the black of its pupils.
“Um, what is that?” She whispered to her reflection.
She pressed the door closed as a face formed around the eyes. Its lips peeled back to reveal a sharp, jagged-toothed grin.
“No.” Evie blinked, and it was gone. Her counselor was wrong. She’d already lost her mind. Her hands trembled. For now, she was stuck at McCaffree’s with her classmates. She didn’t trust herself or the dark night outside. Besides, he’d asked her out. And nothing would make her heart stop hoping, he’d one day really see her. She wasn’t just a geek.
“You okay?” Lizzy beamed curiosity and fake friendliness as she smiled with disgusting sweetness and sashayed from the corner booth by the door to Evie’s side. Anything said to her was always spread a mile wide, and she’d come to investigate Evie talking to herself.
Evie took a shaky breath and held it, forcing her heart to stop pounding. “Yup.” Stupid brain. Stupid.
Stupid nerves.
“Wow. Nice shirt.” Lizzy twisted away and whispered in her friend’s ear.
Evie glanced at her beloved brains before beauty shirt. “Whatever.”
They both giggled.
“What’s got you out at night?” 
“I’m. . .” not going to tell you the real reason, so “Have you seen Callie? I’m meeting her.”
“Callie’s at the grill.” Lizzie’s gaze landed on the boys in the far left and both girls pushed past Evie. At least, one thing could be put to rest. No one else had been staring at her. It was just Lizzy and her nasty crew of gossips.
Comfort food, a good burger and salty fries would settle her rumbling stomach. Her lab partner sat backwards against the counter, and as if he’d sensed her, he twisted on his stool and waved, happily oblivious. Above his broad grin, his curly hair bounced in a four-inch cloud of tight, brown curls. His arm continued pumping back and forth, despite her nod.
Callie’s porcelain face peeked around Caleb’s shoulder, where they both sat munching. Her sleek, black bob swished forward over her pink cheeks. Those two hanging out together was strange, like oil and water, or popularity and the quintessential geek.
Callie grinned. “Hey.” Her eyes sparkled. Evie figured, one day, Callie would be the death of her. “Took you long enough to get here. You texted like an hour ago.”
“It’s been a trip.” She hugged Callie. “I broke my phone on the way.”
“Crap. That sucks.” Callie scrunched her nose. “It’s great you came out, though. It’s better than staying home curled up with a book.”
“Hm. A good book is sometimes the best escape, my only escape.” She stole Callie’s milkshake and drank the chocolate heaven. How many books had she read waiting for Tristen to finish chemo?
“I know.” Callie’s smile slipped. “But it’s behind you guys, and now you’ve got this date with James. I’m so excited for you.”
“Shh.” She didn’t text Callie to have her show up and make a scene. “He’s not here.”
Callie frowned. “Did he text you?”
Evie held out the shattered screen on her phone.
“Oh, man.” Callie took the phone. “Horrible.” She passed it back, taking the milkshake and sipping it. “I haven’t seen him, but maybe he’s in the restroom.”
She forced a smile. “Maybe. Can I text him from your phone?”
“Sure.” Callie handed her the phone.
Closing out the world around her, she texted, ‘Hey this is Evie texting you from Callie’s phone. I smashed mine. I’m here. You coming?’ She set the phone between them and snatched the milkshake.
Caleb cleared his throat. “Hey.” He bumped her shoulder with his.
“Hey.” Weird. They weren’t bumping-shoulders friends. The chill from outside lingered in her body. “Is it cold in here?” Even with her hands in her pockets, the bones in her fingers were aching.
“Nah,” Caleb spoke around a fry in his mouth.
She stirred the straw, spinning the frozen center as one big chunk. Callie hugged her shoulders, grabbing the milkshake back. Evie sighed and shook her head. Callie just smirked.
“So, you have a date with James?” Caleb’s words were more of a challenge than a question. He ran his hand through his wild hair.
“Apparently not.”
“Oh. You okay?” Caleb spun the backless stool to face her, landing his hand on top of hers.
“Not really.” Without wanting to be rude, she gently slid her hand away and moved closer to Callie, fighting the urge to run home and cry.
“You should forget him.” Caleb smirked and leaned into her personal space. “Hungry?” Caleb grabbed a few fries and shoved them in his mouth.
“I’ve already forgotten him.” But she still hoped he would show up. Stupid hoping.
Caleb laughed.
“Are you laughing at me?”
“No.” He held up his hands. “I was just wondering if you wanted some fries?” His beautiful, ocean-blue eyes twinkled with at least a few secrets. Because of his Bahamian dad, his skin never lost its soft tan, and it always made his eyes stand out. He was kind of cute, if you could get past his constant ‘did you knows.’
“Um. I guess.” Being lab partners for two years basically made them friends, but the kid was impossible, always saying the worst and most perfect things at the strangest times.
Caleb pushed his fries between them. She plucked one from his basket.
He coughed and ran his fingers through his hair. “Can we meet up this weekend to work on our chemistry project? I’ve already worked through most of the math, and we’re ready to…” A red flush rushed beneath his freckles across his cheeks and nose. His blue eyes darted to the back door.
So weird. “I have family stuff.”
Caleb’s face fell.
She was really just going to play the piano, another of her counselor’s ideas—return to the things she loved. “But, I guess, I can meet in the afternoon.”
Callie winked at Evie from behind Caleb’s shoulder. “I have to work on that project too, can I join?”
Caleb harrumphed.
“Sure, that’d be great.” Evie grinned.
Caleb touched her arm. “How about Saturday night? It would be fun to hang out.”
Her stomach warmed. Was he asking her on a date? Wait a minute, she narrowed her eyes. She was supposed to be on a date, now. She shook her head. It was good Callie would be there. She nodded. “I do need to work on the project. I’ll be glad to get it done.”
“Good. Then it’s a date.” Caleb focused on unwrapping his straw.
“Yeah.” Was all she could say. Besides, it wasn’t like she was committed to anyone. Right? She glanced at Caleb. He was so confusing. She spun from his fattening fries to people watching.
Callie moved closer and leaned her back against the counter. Evie slid her arm in Callie’s. Together they’d weathered hours of ‘what ifs’ and ‘maybe if wes.’ Back when Evie was a freshman, she’d slipped in the hallway. Time stood still. Hundreds of eyes ate up the scene as she teetered, but James erased everything by catching her in his strong arms, sweeping her legs right out from under her before she hit the ground.
It was heroic.
Some rando dude gave Callie a wink and a wave. Evie glanced at Callie. She was so beautiful. Her shiny, black hair slid away from her chin as she leaned back and placed her elbow on the counter. Evie smiled with Callie, but on the inside, she was all scrunched up. James hadn’t shown. She wasn’t anything like Callie. In some ways, it was good, but sometimes, she wished things were different.
Maybe, Callie could have worn off on her a bit. She sighed. At least she got out of the house and away from all the cancer talk.
“I guess you’re done with the fries.” Caleb stole the tray back. “Seriously, if he didn’t show, it’s his loss. Focus on having fun. You should order something.” He popped too many fries in his mouth.
Evie nodded, her heart pinching. Motion at the door caught her eye. James strutted in sending a thrill racing through her.
Everything inside of her warmed. “He’s here.”
“Okay. You got this.” Callie squeezed her arm.
The wind blew James’s hair into his blue eyes as the door closed behind him. He shoved his bangs aside. Man, she would love to run her fingers through his hair. He licked his lips, and her gaze darted to his mouth, where she lost herself.
They locked eyes as he strode over. “Hey, Caleb, Callie.”
James slipped into her personal space, her skin sparking and burning, the spicy scent of his cologne stealing her words. His intense gaze drifted to her lips, setting her cheeks on fire. “I got your text. Sorry ‘bout your phone, but I’m glad you’re here.” His dimpled smile took what was left of her mind.
“Um. Yeah. Me too.” Now, let’s kiss. Evie grinned.
Caleb coughed, sending him into a fit. James smacked him hard on the back, sending fry debris everywhere, including her hair. She touched where it landed, trying to find the fry discreetly, but her fingers came up empty.
James winked at Callie and picked the fry out of Evie’s hair, tossing it in front of Caleb. “What would you guys do without me?” His dimple popped in a magical smile, and everyone in the room faded away.
Tucking her chin, she stared through her lashes. “Thanks.” They might be different, but if she didn’t care, maybe he didn’t either. He was there. He’d come out to be with her. The idea turned her bones to jelly.
“You want something to eat?” He ran his fingers through his black hair again. His gorgeous blue eyes searched hers from beneath his bangs.
She couldn’t hold his gaze. Fireworks tickled the edges of her stomach, and a flush of heat ran across her skin. She needed to keep it together. “Sure.”
“Can I grab this stool?” He asked Caleb.
Frowning and bright red, Caleb moved down one, dragging his fries with him. “Fine, but there are plenty of other seats.”
“Wha’d’ya want to order?” He smiled.
“Burgers might be good.”
“Sounds perfect.” He rapped his knuckles on the counter to get the burger master’s attention.
“Can I help you?” McCaffree’s owner flipped to the next page in the pad he held.
“Two orders of burgers, fries, and chocolate shakes.”
“It’ll be right up.” He marked the notepad and stuck the paper above the grill.
Clouds of thick smoke billowed and writhed around Wyatt and his father. It was too thick, almost like she could scoop a handful out and shape it into a ball. Curling and multiplying around the men, it climbed the back wall and blacked out the light above, like some eerie indoor solar eclipse.
“Shouldn’t they be worried?” Evie narrowed her eyes at the massive column of smoke.
“Nah. It’s normal at McCaffree’s.” James leaned on an elbow blocking everyone else out and locking eyes with her.
Her heart fluttered at the intensity in his eyes, but the smoke flowed thickly behind him, catching her eye. She wasn’t out often. Maybe, he was right. The smoke swirled in an undulating mass. The same face from outside now formed above the grill, using the smoke to manifest its body. Evie choked and then coughed, shaking her head.
But the shadows couldn’t be. . . real. Unless they were something--demonic, like they talked about in church. Then, they could be. She glanced back and met two yellow eyes. A shudder fought its way through her, and it was all she could do to look away. The vision, which is what it had to be or hopefully maybe a delusion, sent prickling across the nerves of her skin, sparking tiny rows of goosebumps and a wave of dizziness.
“Crap.” Get a grip. She shook her head and shifted her gaze to the counter, whispering. “No way.” Somehow, it had to be. “It is real.”
“You all right?” James brushed her hand with his fingertips.
“Yeah. Sure. Hungry.” Evie forced her gaze on James. Nothing was going to ruin this night.
Nothing.
“Good.” James turned to Caleb who asked him about something from a class they had together
Evie took a moment to gather her wits. She refused to shift her gaze back to the cloud. She was being so lame, like this was so stupid, childish even, scared of a bogey man kind of crap. She needed to get a grip. Nothing formed out of smoke. She forced her eyes up to prove reality was stronger than her imagination, but the beast grinned back at her. It floated over the men and swooped at her, snapping its six-inch teeth, dripping venom on the counter. She yelped and jumped back as the smoke dissipated in a poof across her face. She coughed.
James stepped to her side and touched her arm. “You okay?”
“That smoke is not normal.” She coughed again. Could she be losing her mind? People didn’t see demons, and she never did before, either.
A loud beeping alarm pierced the din.
The smoke swallowed Wyatt and his father, blocking the back exit. Someone screamed. Chairs scraped along the floor, and something heavy, probably a table, hit the ground.
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“I’m calling 911,” a voice yelled.
Flames devoured the back wall.
“Everyone get to the front,” James hollered.
Evie squinted against the heat blasting from the grill. She could barely see through the tears filling her eyes. Gasps of stolen air burned the edges of her nose, reaching deep into her nostrils and scorching her lungs. A tremble began in her fingertips.
“You too.” James caught her chin and pulled her eyes up to his. “You need to—”
A deep, rusty voice shouted from within the smoke a few feet from them. “Get back. It’s going to—”
Boiling heat and shrapnel blasted from the grill, throwing Evie several feet in the air. A piece of the grill’s destroyed back metal counter stabbed into her arm seconds before part of the ceiling collapsed, knocking her to the floor. She screamed, but the sound choked off in her dry throat. She wasn’t going to make it out of there. A loud ringing in her ears rattled her mind.
A faint moan came from somewhere nearby. The sprinklers finally kicked in, but only where the ceiling still held them high. The lights flickered and went out.
“Callie?” She pushed debris off her legs with her one good arm. Her body shook, but maybe she could stand. The air stank of rotten eggs and burnt toast, and everything burned despite the cold water raining down around her. How was it possible? Orange fire and black smoke still surrounded her.
“Callie!” A violent cough sent stars dancing behind her closed lids. Do not die here. She gripped the closest table and pulled herself up, using her bad arm as little as possible. A glance to the front told her the score. Fire, one-point. Human occupants, zero.
A portion of the wall length window was blown out. Tables and chairs were blasted into a disarray now on their sides, broken on the floor. There was no clear path out. Her throat burned, and the smoke choked the breath out of her, forcing her to take tiny gasps. They weren’t enough. She needed air.
“Callie!” Evie’d never forgive herself if. . . Callie was at McCaffree’s because of her. This couldn’t be happening. How did everything always go wrong? “Callie!” Her voice broke.
No response. Screaming and crying filled the air. Evie tripped on something. She searched with her good hand, brushing against an arm, sliding across something round and soft. Was someone bent over in the blinding smoke?
“Move.” Evie covered her mouth and nose with her sleeve. “Get out of my way.”
“Help. Help me. Please help!” One of Lizzy’s friend popped out of the darkness, her mascara streaking down her tear-stained face. Lizzy’s eyes were staring, unblinking. A piece of shrapnel stuck out of her chest. A trickle of blood traced a line to her chin from her pale lips. Something numb and dark made her arms and legs tremble. Nothing would help Lizzy now. Her stomach knotted. She’d never seen anyone dead in real life. It was too late for Lizzy, but Callie might still be alive.
“Don’t be stupid. Help me!” The girl screamed, pulling without success at Lizzy’s arm.
“I can’t, and no one can.” Evie pushed the girl toward the door, ignoring her pained face.
“I can’t leave her.” The horror of truth was carved into her face.
“You need to get out of here.” Evie needed to get out for Tristen as well.
The girl’s face transformed as the instinct to survive kicked in. Evie pushed her toward the door. It must have been what the girl needed because she dropped Lizzy’s hand and disappeared in the smoke.
Before Evie could take a single step, Dre stumbled into her, carrying Kam in his arms. When Kam’s head rolled sideways, blood from a finger length gash on her forehead smeared across Evie’s arm.
Without looking up, Dre kept walking, murmuring the same words over and over again. “Kam? Kam, I got you.”
“Dre, have you seen Callie?” Someone pushed her down, throwing her face first to the ground.
The chaos around her swallowed her screech as pain streaked up from her wrist. She’d fallen onto a body on the floor. A slender arm rolled under her hand as she tried to get off of the small figure.
Help. She needed to get, “Help.” Evie pushed to her feet, dizziness tilting the world until her full weight crashed ribcage first into the cutting edge of the tiled bar. In a sparkling display of agony, stars ricocheted through her vision. Her lungs seized on a smoke-filled inhale. As she crumpled to the floor the last dredges of air whispered out of her. “Callie.”
A groan shuddered from the ceiling above. Suddenly the grill’s counter seemed the safest place there, and she threw herself under it just before a thunderous crack threw dust and debris into the air, cutting her off from the front exit. A nearby scream assaulted her eardrum.
As the dust settled, another body lay motionless by her foot. Immediately her thoughts turned to Callie. Her body shook. It started in her hands, but soon everything was uncontrollably rattling. She was going to die. Callie was probably already dead. She wasn’t helping anyone. Oh, Tristen! He’d lived only to see her die. It couldn’t be. She’d fought so hard to be what he needed, to stand by him even through the worst of his treatment when she was sure he was going to die. His skin had flaked off. His bald head seemed to bulge atop his boney figure. Yet, she stayed, and her prayers were answered.
She ignored Lizzy’s friend, and didn’t even care about the body she’d fallen on. What kind of person was she? She was no better than she was before Tristen’s cancer when everything was about herself.
She balled her fist. No. She was going to be the better version of herself. She pushed up and clutched at her throat, hollering for Callie again. They just couldn’t die. Not yet. Not before she’d even lived. Her family needed her.
“Here, Evie.” Callie was pinned under a portion of the ceiling by the grill. “I can’t move my legs.”
Her wide eyes blazed in her soot-covered face. Evie grabbed the heavy chunk and hauled it off her best friend. She was alive. They were both alive still. Everyone who could run was already out, but the floors were lined with several who weren’t so fortunate, some moving, some not. Dizziness swept through Evie.
It was true, she couldn’t help everyone. She couldn’t change everyone’s fate. But, the scene before her was like a war zone. She stumbled to Callie. They needed to move. The fire was only growing worse. She pulled Callie’s arm over her shoulder.
“My ankle hurts too bad to stand.” Callie whimpered.
“I’m getting you out of here.”
“You can’t carry me.”
“Try to hop on your good leg.” Evie leaned down and squeezed along Callie’s left leg, looking for the wound. Callie cried out and went into a fit of coughing when Evie pressed on her ankle.
“Just try, Callie. We’ll huddle together so I can help keep your weight to one foot.”
“Okay.”
Evie supported her, and they made good progress, until they bumped into a spot where the ceiling blocked their path. “I can’t find a way around it.”
“Keep trying to find a way.” Callie grabbed onto the toppled edge of a table for support.
The black cloud of smoke grew until it enveloped them. “Callie, we can’t make it.” The fire roared from everywhere around her. Tears pricked at her eyes. How could they make it through this?
“Yes, we can. We have to.” Callie grabbed Evie’s arm and pushed into the thick smoke, covering her nose and mouth with her free arm. Her bad leg gave out, and her fingers slipped, scraping along the skin of Evie’s good arm.
“Callie!” The smoke burned her eyes, and she brushed tears away, clearing her vision just to have it fill again. “Callie!” She searched, waving her arm in wide sweeps. She whispered, “Help. Please help me find Callie. I’ll go to the hospital a million times if you just make Callie alright.”
A cough came from the floor. Evie flailed her arm in the general direction.
“I’m here. It’s my leg.” Callie gasped.
“Are you okay?” The fires heat was now a physical force. Evie fought to believe they’d make it out, gripping Callie to her.
“Not really.”
“It’s okay.” Somehow, the smoke had cleared and there was a path to the door. “I’ve got you.”
She clenched her jaw and powered through the smoke. They broke through to the cool night air, and Evie drew in a long breath. “Thank you,” She whispered to the sky.
Caleb bumped into her. “Oh. Sorry. Here, let me help.” Soot-stained Caleb’s face. He took Callie’s weight off of her.
“Thanks.”
“You okay?”
“No.” She might never be okay again.
“Can you believe James went back into the fire? The real firefighters will be here any second.”
“What?” Evie’s stomach fell.
“Oh, man, it’s like he was meant to fight fires. What’s he thinking?”
“He’s helping people.” Evie’s voice was flat, unfamiliar, and not at all a reflection of her spiking emotions. She turned back, and through the broken glass and flames, all she could see was thick smoke and flames everywhere.
Evie squared her shoulders. She wasn’t just brains. She would head back in and get James out.
“Take care of Callie.” She turned on her heel and stormed back into the diner.
An older man’s voice called out. “Someone, please.” He grumbled under his breath, saying something about pain, but he went on to say, “Help my son.”
“Evie.” James moved like a linebacker through the smoke toward the man’s voice.
How could he even see? Evie nearly dropped her sleeve from her mouth as the smoke swirled out of his way, almost in obedience.
James gripped a piece of ceiling debris, “Come help.” He grunted.
Even with her weak arm, they miraculously lifted the weight off the owner. Sweat dripped down her back and face, matting her hair to her forehead. “James, we have to get out of here.”
“No,” James laid the owner’s son on the floor in front of her. “We have to get them out of here. You take the boy. I’ll get the dad.”
She moved to the boy’s side. His whole left shoulder, arm, and part of his torso was badly burned in the explosion. His clothing melted into his flesh. “I can’t carry him.” She couldn’t even tell where it was safe to touch him. She glanced at the door.
“Anything you do is better than letting him burn to death.”
“Help me lift him to my back.”
“Okay.”
The weight pushed her almost to her knees, but she managed a few steps.
“Got him?” James paused.
“Yup.” Probably not.
James’s voice trailed off as he moved away. “I got his dad.”
It was a good thing Wyatt was small for his age. She moved slowly and carefully as she pressed forward.
James shouted back at her from the door. “You got it. Just a bit more. I’ll be right back.” He dashed outside with one last nod at her as she trudged forward. Her arm pulsed with pain.
She followed the same path as James. Fire rolled up the walls. Heat charred her lungs and pressed against her body. She willed herself forward under Wyatt’s weight. Her shoulder slammed and sizzled on contact with a solid, hot surface. She screeched and scrambled back.
What the heck did she hit? She ran light fingers over the texture burned into her shoulder. It stung to touch it. She peered through the smoke as it thickened with each second.
An enormous scaly shoulder, attached to thick, stubby legs, formed out of the smoke. No way was it a part of this world. Its body seemed to exist in another dimension. Both of its legs and the diner’s table were in the same space. The ghostly figment moved forward, its leg dissolving, leaving the table behind, undisturbed. The beast’s body reformed, shaking the diner with the force of its heavy foot landing closer to her.
Her heart thudded against her chest, urging her to run, but she couldn’t leave Wyatt.
The dragon’s tail extended far into the smoke to her left: the neck and snout reached the same distance to her right. She was trapped inside McCaffree’s. As the neck continued to stretch, it opened its mouth wide and belched a stream of oily flames onto the walls, oblivious to her presence.
She turned away. Its. . . a figment of your imagination. Her grip on the boy tightened.
The outline of its massive head rotated around and glared at her, fire dripping out of its mouth like lava. It blew a puff of smoke in her face and, as it dissipated, the dragon peeled its lips back, displaying sharp teeth glistening in the flames. She could have sworn it was grinning at her.
She froze. 
Two smaller scaley smoke-monsters formed on either side of the giant beast. Their feathered arms and faces complete with sharp beaks twisted with hatred as they moved to either side of her.
Her burnt shoulder stung as she rolled it, the edges of her lungs aching as she inhaled. The dragon chuffed, and tendrils of smoke slithered out of its nostrils. Leaning in toward her with its black snout, it sniffed the burn on her arm. In a swift move, it licked her with its scalding tongue, tasting her.
Falling to her knees, she screamed as the pain pierced through her bones, radiating through her body. She covered Wyatt with her body. Maybe, he could survive if he was kept from the worst of it. How did this happen?
The dragon released a thunderous roar.
It didn’t matter how. She stared into the dragon’s eyes. All that mattered now, was finding a way out with Wyatt. She reached for Wyatt, somehow pulling him up. Either she was going insane, or they were about to die, but she was not giving up.
Its great belly writhed with orange fire. Its light showing through the space between each scale. It would spew fire onto her. She bowed her head, refusing to stare death in its face. A male voice with a foreign lilt slipped into her mind. You will be my ssslave. No person shall resist my claim. If you come now, I shall ssspare your pitiful town. A sly grin bared the dragon’s lethal teeth.
She pressed her fists to the sides of her head. There was no way out. Cut off from the door, she stood, stumbling over her own feet, with nowhere to go. Nausea rolled through her. She was surrounded by. . . by. . . evil incarnate. What was wrong with her? Why did everything always go so incredibly wrong? She clenched her teeth. They needed to get out of there. She moved back toward the grill. She had to figure out a way. Her heel hit Wyatt.
There issss no escape. SSSSsubmit yourself to me, and I shall free your sssmall town.
She glanced up at the dragon. It pushed glowing, orange snakes of fire up its throat. It opened its mouth and a roiling ball slithered at the back of its throat. Heat blistered her skin. If the dragon exhaled, the inferno would incinerate her and Wyatt. She wasn’t a hero, but she was somebody. Everyone needed somebody.
“Stop.” Her voice shook. She swallowed. Her faith couldn’t fail her now. She whispered, “Help me, Lord.” A wave of quiet strength washed through her. She straightened her spine and shouted at the dragon, “Leave us alone!”
At her words, a soft light illuminated the darkness behind the dragon, outlining it like an early morning sunrise behind a mountain. The dragon’s eyes widened as a brilliant blue light glowed from a tiny dot inside its belly. The spark blazed into a luminescent sapphire, permeating all the darkness within the beast. Its silhouetted became a thin black line barely able to hold in the brilliant azure flame. A second passed, and a flash blinded Evie. Closing her eyes, the light still burned through her lids.
A deep female voice thundered through McCaffree’s. “You have no authority here. Be gone, demon.”
Evie stood her ground, fists at her side despite the throbbing pain in her shoulder. Her chin trembled. She would protect Wyatt even with her eyes firmly closed. The oppressive heat disappeared. The brilliant light faded, and after opening her eyes, she caught a glimpse of the woman who’d saved them both. Her slight profile was punctuated by a huge set of wings. The light absorbed back into the woman until nothing was left behind, not even the woman.
Wafts of lingering smoke slithered across the floor. Adrenaline zinged through Evie. She grabbed the boy’s hands. This was her chance. She wasn’t waiting for another one. She raced through McCaffree’s and pushed through the front door, releasing a cloud of smoke to billow into the night.
It was as if she’d lived a million years in one night. Now, face to face with James, she crumbled.
“I got him.” He waved a paramedic over to gather Wyatt and moved to support her shoulder.
Two fire engines pulled up outside and several firemen jumped out, immediately moving to haul the hose to the diner. Seconds later, red and blue lights washed across the right side of her body, and sirens announced the arrival of the police.
She trailed James as he carried the boy to a gurney. Everything echoed around her, distant; she registered paramedics whisking the boy and his father to the hospital in an ambulance. James cupped her cheeks in his warm hands, peering deep into her eyes. Even his touch seemed to travel from a faraway place. “I thought you were a goner.”
“Y-you came b-back for me.” Tears traced her cheeks.
James wiped his thumbs gently under her eyes. “Of course.”
“Wh-what happened?” She breathed the words, but her whisper echoed, chasing itself until it was barely loud enough to exist. “D-did—” She glanced at the shadows around them. “. . . di-did you? Th-the—”
Caleb walked up. “Did you what?”
She shook her head and pulled away from James, wiping her cheeks. Firefighters swarmed the small building. Flashlights beamed through the darkness, peeking out the windows as they swept the walls and the floors.
“Never mind.” She couldn’t tell anyone. She was either insane or her brain was riddled with cancer. Neither option was good. She walked to a grassy area under a small maple tree and slumped on the curb. The others followed, waiting for her to explain. She pulled her knees in toward her chest and hugged them.
A policewoman approached. “I’m with the Asheboro police. Is this the young woman who saved the boy?”
Caleb nodded.
“What you did was very heroic. Are you alright?” The headlights of the firetruck back-lit the woman’s silhouette. She seemed familiar. She couldn’t put her finger on why, but she had a gut feeling she knew this woman.
Evie coughed and stared at the ground. Was this the woman she saw in the diner? It couldn’t be.
“No. I’m not okay.” Kicking a small rock around with her toe, she glanced at the officer. Was it an angel in McCaffree’s?
“Hm.” The policewoman pulled out a pad of paper. “Have the paramedics seen you?”
“No. I’m fine.” She wrapped her arm around her ribs and covered her bad shoulder with a hand. She was fine. She did believe in angels. She’d never seen one before, but they did exist.
The woman pressed her lips into a thin line. “You have a burn on your shoulder, several bumps and bruises based on how you’re holding your ribs, but if you decline assistance—”
“What happened in there?” Evie gazed at the yawning, black wide eyes of McCaffree’s windows.
“We’ll know more after the investigation.” The policewoman wore the same forced smile and understanding eyes the doctors used at her brother’s appointments. Except, it tightened their faces, and instead of appearing compassionate, or empathetic, they seemed fake and manipulative. “If you’re up to it, we have some questions.” She flashed a badge with the name Malak on it.
Evie got to her feet and James steadied her as they moved to the police car. Malak opened the door for her to get in.
“Where are we going?” No way could this police officer take her home. Her parents would have twin coronaries.
“I’ll escort you home. Officers will also take your friends home to answer a few questions.” Malak opened the door wider.
Evie inhaled and gasped until black dots danced in her vision. Great! Nowhere to hide now. Of course, tonight would end in a police car. “It’s better if we stay here to talk.” She leaned her hip against the car, refusing to get in.
“Miss, you’ve had quite a night. I’m certain a ride home would be better than walking in the dark by yourself.” The officer gave her a pointed look.
Evie wasn’t backing down. If she arrived home in a police car her parents would kill her. End. Her. Life.
At least they’d finally acknowledge her.
“Let’s go.” Officer Malak balled her hands on her hips.
Evie clenched her jaw, but James took both of her hands in his, drawing her gaze away from the officer. Heat sparked along her spine. “Go with her. I want you to be safe.”
She studied the sidewalk bathed in darkness, and then sighed. “Fine.” She climbed into the cruiser.
There’s nothing like being driven home in a cop car to ensure a horrible end to an awful first date.
“I am who you think I am.” Officer Malak said.
Evie tore her gaze from the blue and red lights painting the night sky and every house along the way to her parents. “And that means?” She was done with everything.
“Evie, I’m a sentinel angel. Malak is not my last name. It means angel.”
Evie’s heart was hiking its way up a mountain. “An angel?”
“Yes. I’m here to help you.”
How would she ever explain tonight to her parents. They were going to think the worst.
As the lights circled across the front of her sleeping home, she glanced up at the dark window of her parent’s bedroom. What exactly would the angel say? “What are you going to say to my parents? I didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Be strong, Evie.”
Evie moaned when the light in her parent’s room flicked on.
Her life was over.
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Her father’s voice boomed through the house and into the kitchen. “Now, you listen here. You should have taken my daughter to the ER.”
Why wasn’t the kitchen on the other side of the house instead of directly across from the living room. She had to take a break, and she needed water if she was going to survive the rest of this never-ending night. The back of her throat ached, and a sour, smokey taste filled her mouth.
“Sir, with all due respect, your daughter declined medical services.” Officer Malak’s voice was steel.
“You let a sixteen-year-old girl with obvious injuries decline medical services. What kind of—"
His voice trailed off.
Evie tightened her grip on her glass of water and slid down the dishwasher, hugging her knees to her chest. Why couldn’t she have been a better person tonight? She should have stayed in. How much more could her parent’s take? Her mom already had gray streaks in her hair, and her father’s face was fiercely lined by stress. She pulled at her own hair. The sharp pain easing the ache in her heart.
After a few seconds, Malak’s voice rang through the house. “Sir, your daughter has been through a trauma, and the threat on her life is just beginning. She’s stumbled into—”
“Just beginning. What do you mean just beginning? It is your job to make this town safe for my daughter.” It didn’t take much imagination for her to picture the vein bulging on her dad’s forehead. His tone was vicious.
Her hands still trembled, the ice in the glass clinking. She set it beside her on the slate floor and tried to hold her cold fingers still on her knees. The Creator worked all things together for good. Right? Somehow, He’d figure this mess out. Please!
“Her safety is exactly why I’m here. Please sit, and let’s talk this through.”
Nothing ever worked out easily for Evie. The entire world was against her, and her family needed her to be strong. This was why she only went to school, the hospital, and home.
She got up and grabbed the chocolate chip cookies from the kitchen pantry. Stress would give her a stomachache, but at least the chocolate on her tongue was some kind of distraction. She took a bite. Was Callie in the ER? The thought turned the cookie to dust on her tongue. She didn’t even get a chance to check on Callie after the fire. She was the worst friend ever. Were they all in danger now?
“Let Callie and James be okay. Let all of them be okay.” She whispered to the walls.
The memory of James’s dimple popping in a sexy smile directed at her sent warmth through her. The song Happy played in the background of her mind. “Clap along if you. . .” But she shouldn’t feel happy at all. Her lips tipped up as she remembered his piercing blue eyes locking her in his spell. Even in the kitchen, a tickle ran through her stomach.
What a strange, wrecked, awful beginning to Junior year. She grabbed another cookie and went to put the package back in the pantry. First, she developed anxiety from all her brother’s stuff, or so her counselor believes. It made sense. Who wouldn’t be anxious when their brother was dying? It was only two months into the year. Shouldn’t things be getting easier?
She flicked the light on, and the bulb blew, sending an icy chill tiptoeing down her spine. She was suddenly on full alert. She moved cautiously out into the light and kept an eye on the darkness in the pantry. Every dark corner was turning against her. Safely by the kitchen island, she pressed her hand to her chest.
The conversation in the living room hit a new crescendo. “… future attacks.” Rang through the kitchen like a death knell. She moved into the doorway to observe at a safe distance.
She grabbed another cookie from the package still in her hands.
“She is our daughter, and we will decide what is best for her.” Her father’s voice grew loud again. “She is perfectly safe here at home and has been all of her life.”
“We can’t lose Evie.” Her Mother’s voice was soft and cracked on her name.
Why? Why was this happening to her? She sank to the floor, her back against the doorframe. Every kid did stuff wrong. Her heart ached. Not even the painful chill climbing up from the tiles could distract her. It settled into her ankles and clung to her jeans. She welcomed it. She deserved to be punished. She shouldn’t have snuck out. They’d been fighting Tristen’s cancer together. She wanted to be strong like they were. Because everything her parents did was to keep their family together. A sob stuck in her throat. Her arms held tightly to her knees.
“Eve?” Tristen’s voice whispered from the bottom of the stairs. They both glanced at the adults talking in the living room.
“What’s up, bud?” She may have lost a lot through Trist’s battle with cancer, but she did finally have a taste of real meaning to her life. Helping him, fighting for their family, it was real love. It was solid. Powerful.
“Why is a police officer in with Mom and Dad?” His cheeks had filled in since his treatments ended, and though he was small for being eight, he still was the light of her life. Even with his lip pouted out. She ran her hand across the new peach fuzz just coming in again.
Officer Malak’s voice drew both their attention. “This isn’t a normal threat, sir. This danger is beyond-”
“I don’t care.” He glanced at the tears tracing down her mother’s cheeks, and his voice burned with finality. “This is a small town. Your threat will get bored and move on.”
She was the worst kind of kid. “She’s here because of me. Come on, Trist. Let’s go sit in the living room.” She whispered and urged Tristen to move. She hadn’t even given her parents one day off from fighting to keep their family together. The instant the cancer pressure was released, she became their new problem.
“Only those especially suited to protect her will be able to keep her safe. She needs to come with us until the threat is over.”
A tear wriggled free and marched across the planes of her face, a storm of fellow troopers in pursuit. Tristen jumped up, ran to the kitchen island, and grabbed the box of Kleenex. He raced back to her side and handed her the box like he’d made everything all better. They both sank to the floor in the doorway, watching their parents, his small arms wrapped around her. His head rested against her chest.
She blew her nose, trying to cover a sob. A shiver coursed through her, and she caught sight of Tristen’s bare feet on the cold tile floor. “You should wear your slippers.” Sliding her fingers to his chin, she tipped his face up to meet her eyes, putting her face right in his.
He grinned and wrapped his small hands around her cheeks. “We take care of each other.”
Tears blurred her vision, turning Tristen into a peach smudge. She didn’t deserve him. His eyes blazed with vulnerability. Their love was forever. He might be young, but cancer matured him. It stole too much from both of them.
“Trist, I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”
His brows knit together in disagreement.
“But everyone needs prayer.”
“I pray for you.” He swore it with his hand on his chest where his chemo port still hid.
She grinned. “Me too.”
He held out his little finger for a pinky swear, and a smile crept back onto his face. “So.” He sat back on his knees and toes, his searching gaze not letting her out of this one. “Why are you crying?”
She passed him a cookie and ate another herself. He was the only one who saw her. She should answer him. He was so wise, having gone through so much already. She should also put the cookies in the pantry and take him back to bed.
She stood to put the cookies back in the pantry, but the darkness of the pantry bowed outward as if it searched for something. Tears distorted her vision. She wiped it clear, but still the air was wrong, thick enough to make breathing difficult. Three black fingers emerged from the roiling darkness, reaching through the doorframe towards her.
Throwing the cookies at the vision, she imagined them sliding through the figment, confirming the fact that her imagination was indeed going haywire. Instead, they bounced off the visceral darkness and slid across the kitchen floor.
The darkness crept toward her. A tendril branched off and stretched for Tristen as well.
“Eve?” Tristen’s voice whimpered from behind her.
Something vicious rose inside of her. Maybe it was an instinct, or pure fury, she wasn’t sure. Legs wide, fists clenched, she moved into the kitchen, blocking the things reach, protecting her brother. She’d made a mistake going out, but she was there now, and she wouldn’t let anything hurt Trist.
“No!” She roared at the darkness.
The nightmarish outline flinched.
A pressure coiled inside her belly. As she stood protecting her brother from the darkness, something clicked, and the coil tightened until she couldn’t contain it. All the night’s fear, frustration, and fury exploded in a war cry against the darkness. The release unraveled the coil, releasing a white-hot ball of pure light. Every pore of her body burned with its brilliance. It flashed out of her toward the darkness in an explosion of burning-cold energy. It tore a path through anything and everything it touched.
Her fury caught the edge of the island counter and tore it from the cabinets, throwing it against the wall and refrigerator. Glass mugs on the island shattered in rapid succession. Cereal, snack packs, juice boxes lifted in unison off the shelves, filling the pantry with popping bags, crushing boxes, and spraying rice across the floor. The darkness was pierced with a thousand tiny pinpricks of light. The light expanded, consuming the darkness, until it exploded in a cloud of ash.
What the—?
She spun. The kitchen was destroyed. Island stools hung from where they’d pierced into the sheetrock. So many happy memories had been born in this room, and now it was ruined. Everything was ruined.
“Tristen!” Her mom’s voice traveled along a tunnel from far away.
Tristen lay under one of the stools, his arm at an odd angle, the bone glistening in the light of the swinging kitchen’s pendants. Blood dripped on the floor as their mother rushed to him. The thin blue veins on his eyelids stood in stark contrast to the pale white of his cheeks. He was both beautiful and broken.
Evie crashed to her knees. “Trist.” She pressed her hand over her lips, holding back her cry. She searched his chest for movement. “Trist!”
Her dad rounded the corner and scooped her brother into his arms, carrying him out of the kitchen. He said something, his deep voice rumbling like a growl of accusation. She couldn’t make out his words. She blinked, trying to make sense of this upside-down world.
She reached out to her parents. “I didn’t mean. . . Is he okay?”
Her mom glanced at her and turned back to her father. “We need to get him to the hospital.”
“Call 911.” Her father ordered.
Her mom pulled out her cell phone.
Why didn’t they ask Officer Malak to take him? She was standing right there, watching everything. They locked gazes, and something passed between them.
“Is that why. . . Is that why I need to go?” Evie whispered to the angel.
Officer Malak nodded.
Evie turned back to her parents, her mom on the phone, her dad leaning over her brother who was sprawled unmoving across the hallway bench. How many times had she sat on the bench beside her brother putting on their shoes for school?
“Is he. . .?” Evie couldn’t ask. She dropped her gaze to her hands.
Her mother hung up and came to her side, wrapping her arms around her. “Are you okay?”
“Is Trist okay?” She couldn’t meet her mother’s eyes.
“We’re going to take him to the hospital. He’s breathing.”
“There was this. . . It-he attacked. I was trying to protect Trist, and an explosion, and. . .” The light bulb, still swaying in the kitchen blew, plunging them into darkness. She gripped her hair and pulled. “Sorry. He was in the pantry. The light blew, and—”
“Who was in the pantry?” Her father’s face transformed. It was like he no longer knew which way was up as his eyes roved over the dark kitchen.
Officer Malak’s eyes locked with Evie’s again. “The threat will pursue you at home, school, anywhere you go.”
“That was the threat? In our home?” Her mom fiddled with the blanket over Tristen. “Is he still here?” Her mom stepped away from the kitchen, toward the front door.
“It was.” So much meaning filled those two little words. “He’s gone now. We’ll need to put your whole family under our protection.”
Evie nodded. “Okay.” She had to go to protect her family, and she wanted the angels to keep them safe too. She glanced at Trist. He’d already been through so much. She couldn’t risk him now.
Her father growled. “No.”
At the same time, her mother whispered. “Okay.” She moved to Evie’s arm and pulled her down the hallway.   “Being brave for your brother is good. You’re trying to protect him. We all are.” Her mom glanced at the officer. “Make sure, no matter what, you take care of yourself too.”
Her mom let go and gripped her hands together. “We’ll get through this. We get through everything together.” She glanced at her destroyed kitchen. A cabinet door hung on one hinge, squeaking as it swayed in the darkness.
Evie checked the shadows. She exhaled when nothing moved.
“Charlotte,” her dad called. “The ambulance is coming.”
“You’ll see. We’ll get through this Evie. Be strong in the Lord.” With that, she turned to Evie's father and spoke over her shoulder as she walked away. “We might not understand, but the Lord is giving us a protected path. Lean not on our own understanding.”
“I see.” But Evie didn't. Even still, she nodded at her mother's back.
Her mom’s hands flew into action, tucking the blanket tighter around Trist’s body, zipping the bag closed, checking the contents of her purse, as if busying them would make everything better.
◆◆◆
 
STANDING OUTSIDE WITH Tristen in her father’s arms, her mom holding a small overnight bag with Tristen’s favorite bear peeking out the top, three officers moved into protective positions around them. Tears snaked down Evie’s chin, landing in soft splats on her shirt. This was her fault.
“Mr. and Mrs. Everheart, these attacks—”
“They’re demonic.” Evie whispered, all eyes turning to her.
“Yes.” Officer Malak confirmed. “And they won’t stop coming.”
“Demons?” Her father’s voice faltered.
“Evie’s shoulder bears the demon-prince’s mark.” A quiet officer moved out of the shadows. His voice had a soft lilt, his face kind.
Her mom seemed to age ten years in a moment. “Ephesians 6:12 For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.”
Her dad cleared his throat. He leveled Officer Malak with a knowing, awed gaze. “It’s mentioned in church, but very little of the real battle is ever seen.”
Officer Malak nodded.
He continued. “We know angels exist, but we. . .” He ran a hand through his hair.
“His word says, ‘And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of the heavens to the other.’ Do not be afraid.”
Fighting alongside Tristen as he battled cancer had cost her parents. Gray hairs and wrinkles were only a tiny indication, just the part that Evie could observe. But her mother’s drooping shoulders began to straighten as the conversation went on. It settled into her bones. Her face transformed from weary and fear to the wide eyes of youth.
Her mother was shaking her head. “But they don’t attack like—”
“What does it want?” Her father’s voice was firm. He was preparing for the spiritual war they’d taught about in church. Evie loved sermons about battles won against the enemy.
“They want to stop the Father’s plan, and they want to destroy His creation.” Officer Malak’s voice reverberated into the night.
“It was just one night out. One mistake. Don’t I deserve—”
“In a broken world, be grateful no one gets what they deserve.” Officer Malak stared at the street but turned to Evie at the last second.
Officer Malak was slight of frame and height with exquisite cheekbones and a crown of blonde hair, but her features were severe, angular. She was both hard to look at, and curiously fascinating. She was right. They taught it in church. If we got what we deserved, if there wasn’t grace, if nothing ended the cycle of sin, every single person would burn. “So, what do we do?” The faraway moan of a siren pierced the midnight air.
“You go into training to fight what’s coming. Though you are demon-marked, you are also gifted because of it. God’s plan is good. He has prepared you for this exact moment. He’s turned the enemies plan to destroy you, into the one thing that will strengthen and grow you. He’s predestined this moment. So, we train, we discover your gift, and we fight.”
Her mom’s hand fluttered to her lips. “Gift?”
Her father echoed her mother. “Fight?”
But Evie’s chest swelled. She could do this for her family. She could right this mistake if that was what it cost. Deep inside, she believed something great hid within her. She wanted to be a champion for her family – even though she didn’t know how to fight this thing.
“We don’t have much time.” Officer glanced at the street. “Theo will remain with your family until he’s relieved by another. Once Tristen is released from the hospital, you will need to join us in a safe place where we can protect you while Evie trains.”
They were going to have to separate. A strangled sob slipped out of Evie.
“Oh, honey.” Her mom’s cold hands slipped around hers. “I hate this. Trust me, no matter what you do or did or did not do, we would never stop loving you. Never.”
Evie glanced up. “I’m so sorry.”
“You shouldn’t have gone out. You know better than that.” Anger flashed across her mother’s face, evaporating on a sigh. “But this,” Her mom glanced up at Officer Malak. “This isn’t your fault. I just don’t know what we do next. Officer Malak—"
“Mom.” Tristen moaned from his dad’s arms.
“Shh. You’re okay. We’re going to the hospital.”
He blinked his eyes open, caught Evie’s, and smiled slightly. “Did the policewoman say you have superpowers?” He closed his eyes, grinning, turning his pale face into the warmth of Dad’s chest.
Evie went to her brother and touched his ice-cold cheek. “Bud, you’ll be okay.” In her heart, she promised to be the superhero her brother, her family needed.
“Theo will keep you safe as you travel to the hospital. Sentinel’s will escort you to the safe house when all is well.”
“Evie?” Her mom’s hands hung limp at her sides.
“It’s okay, Mom. You go. Take care of Trist. We’ll be together again when you get to the safe house.” Evie caught Officer Malak’s eye. Something flickered there. The Officer’s lips were pressed into a fine line. The ambulance wailed as it pulled onto their street.
“Wait.” Tristen’s quiet voice faltered. “Eve isn’t coming?”
A black SUV pulled into their driveway.
“No, bud.” Evie said. Red lights washed his face as he poked out his bottom lip. “I’ve got to go work on my superpowers.” Though she ached to remain with her family, something clicked inside of her. This was the right choice. This was what she was meant to do. She tried to give Trist a smile, but it felt a little hollow on her lips.
He huffed out a cloud of crystal breath. The night taking a turn toward autumns first freeze. It hung in the air like a prayer waiting to be caught up in heaven. Their father wrapped Tristen’s blanket around his shoulder, covering his Spiderman pajamas while carefully avoiding the broken bone.
Her dad swallowed hard. “Eve.”
“Dad, the thing at McCaffree’s followed me here. It was hiding in our pantry. None of you will be safe until I go.”
Officer Malak frowned. “Evie’s right, Mr. Everheart.”
Her father searched the officer’s face.
Officer Malak continued. “This sort of presence, it’s dangerous. Training will teach Evie to wield her gift, so it doesn’t blast out and hurt others like it did in the kitchen when she faced off with it to protect Tristen.” The officer’s gaze drifted to Tristen and softened.
It would have been kinder to shove a dagger through Evie’s heart. The blast, it was her. She’d hurt Tristen. The one person in the world who never forgot her, who needed her.
Officer Malak moved toward Evie. “The safe house and your guardian will keep you safe as she trains. You must go now.” The ambulance pulled up behind the black SUV, and the paramedics jumped out.
Her father took a deep breath and nodded, his shoulders falling, his chest caving in. He rubbed a hand over his face. “Okay.” He stared at Evie with desperation in his eyes, but his steps carried Trist to the ambulance. This was all too much for them. Especially after what they’d been through with Trist.
The paramedics unfolded a bed at the back of the ambulance, where her dad placed him. His hand never left Trist’s chest, but his eyes never left hers. Then they were gone. In one fell swoop, her entire family left her with only a momentary wash of red lights and the wailing cry of the ambulance as it drove them all away from her.
“They’ll be safe with Theo.” Officer Malak caught her shoulders as her knees gave out from underneath her. “We need to go.”
“Go.” The word was hollow, empty, pointless. “For how long?”
“When you cross paths with certain dangers, when you catch their eye, you’re not safe until someone stops them.”
“What about James, Caleb, and Callie? They were there too. What about all the other kids?” This couldn’t be happening. She wanted to call her parents back, be the scared kid hiding inside of her. She was pretending she could handle this. Truth was. She wasn’t sure she had a warrior inside at all.
“Most escaped before the real threat. . . appeared. The spiritual is always around. It’s when it directly touches you, you battle it, or you were predestined to war with it, that your life’s path becomes intertwined with the spiritual warfare going on around you all the time. For that, only a few, those who came out last, or those chosen, would develop gifts and be targeted.”
Evie wasn’t sure what it meant. The image of the dragon and beasts floated into her mind, but she shook it away. “My dad’s the Philosophy professor at the local Community College. I’m supposed to go there after high school. What about school? What about my life? How long will it take to stop the threat?” How long until I’m able to be with my family again? She couldn’t even voice the question.
“I have two goals: To protect and to prepare you. This threat has marked you and will not just go away. Let me do my job.”
An icy breeze swept her hair into her face. It was a clear night, not a cloud in the sky.
Goosebumps popped up along her neck and arms. She rubbed the chill away.
Marked.
They were supposed to have two more years to make family memories. Eat a million more desserts while enduring stupid, awful movies her parents chose. If she went into training, she’d miss game night. She kind of hated game night, but still. On the first of the stairs, her legs refused to carry her any farther.
“What happens when the threat is over? Do I get to come home?” Her voice quivered.
“When you’re trained, and the threat is neutralized, you may choose to return home.”
“Or? There’s an or. Isn’t there?” She spun around to face Officer Malak.
“Or you may continue at our facility, if you choose.”
“Can I visit my parents? When I said that earlier you gave me a look.”
Officer Malak shook her head. “Not without increasing the risk of leading the demons to them. It’s best this way. You’re both protected.”
“No visiting, no communication, I just disappear?” They’d fought so long to stay together as a family, to survive, and in one fell swoop, everything was ruined. They won Tristen’s battle, but lost keeping the family together all on the same day.
“We must protect everyone. It is only for a season.” The officer reached out and squeezed her hand.
Something deep inside of Evie broke. Her insides hollowed out. It was too huge a burden to be responsible for an attack on her family. She was already carrying the crushing burden of having hurt Trist. She would move the target away from them. She could at least do that.
The dragon. His smoke still lingered in her nostrils and clung to her hair and clothing. Nausea twisted her stomach. He would find her. She turned abruptly, ready to run to the waiting SUV.
Officer Malak caught her eye. “You’ll need to grab a few things, I’m sure, but just the things you need. We’ll wait for you, but hurry. You aren’t safe here.” Officer Malak opened the front door, but before she disappeared, she said. “This is the right decision. It will draw the threat away from your family, and we will protect you.” She closed the door, leaving Evie trudging up the stairs, stunned.
She’d lost everything in one night.
Nothing made sense. The wobbling shadows consumed her in one fell swoop, turning her into a blob of black ink in one of those blot tests. Or had she always been a blob of nothing, living in a family and town of perfect yellow squares with one mall and a ton of trees.
Evie searched her memory, trying to figure out if Callie might be one of the marked. If she was. . . If Callie had to go through all this. Evie stared at the wall at the top of the stairs. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself.
James had been there too. So had Caleb. Had they gotten out in time?
Would her dad still be able to work his job? How were they going to handle staying in the safe house? What about all of the bills? They were drowning in hospital debt. A vision of her mom, all her hair gray, her wrinkles pulling down the edges of her lips, as she stood swaying in a small dank house, raced through Evie’s mind. How could she have led it home so quickly? Why didn’t Officer Malak warn her? She gripped her hair and pulled, tears pouring down her cheeks. Tristen was hurt because of her. She closed her eyes, but all she envisioned was the blast that hurt her brother.
She clenched her fists and stared at them. Hated them. Wished everything was different. Why had she gone? She should have stayed in her room, escaped in a book, texted Callie. Her head throbbed.
What if they were wrong? What if they couldn’t protect her and her family?
Why couldn’t she wake up from this nightmare of a night?
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Evie’s breath caught in her throat and tears pricked against the backs of her eyes. Trist and her parents would sit at the dinner table, laughing and living their lives somewhere hidden away while she trained.
A curse filled her throat, but she wouldn’t release it. Her mom was right. She did know better. She had done better for three years, ever since her brother got sick.
Exhaustion settled into her while the sleeping sun shone on someone else, somewhere else. She switched to black leggings, sneakers, and a purple hoodie.
“Please. . . let them be safe.” Her eyes ached with unshed tears. “Let this all work out.” She prayed even though it seemed to get stuck underneath the ceiling and bounce back at her. It had been so hard since her brother got sick. She didn’t understand why a God who could fix everything, didn’t. She’d had three years to mature since he got sick, and now that he was in remission, she was grateful. She knew her prayers, their prayers, had been answered, but she no longer believed everything would always work out great. It had been a hard time, and it cost each of them, changed them. Evie wanted to get back to that girl who blindly believed through rose colored glasses. She just didn’t exist anymore.
Now she was supposed to somehow slay this dragon. It was a ridiculous notion. She was Evelyn Everheart, the most normal, piano playing, geeky nerd, Sunday school nobody of all regular people.
And He knew that.
She huffed, blowing a stray curl out of her face.
She was going to train to fight. She would find a way to be strong. She loved her family. For THEM, she would fight. She walked on wooden legs back downstairs. Her small bag was nothing. It wasn’t her family. It wasn’t love. It wasn’t going to help the cavern splitting in her chest.
The driver is ready when you are,” Officer Malak said, taking her bag.
What if she never returned? What if Trist got sick again? What if she died? Her chest squeezed in all the wrong places.
“You’re going to be okay.” Officer Malak’s voice was soothing.
Three men waited outside in front of the SUV in her driveway. She glanced up at the sky. Clouds were now covering the sky from one end to the next; a roll of thunder in the distance threatened to unleash the full wrath of a storm on their heads.
Each footfall was heavier than the last and cost her more than the previous. She already missed her dad, his unique dad scent, his soft arms. Her muscles locked up, and her breath caught in the back of her throat. As much as she didn’t want this, it was the right decision. They were her family.
Would she come face to face with the dragon again? Would home ever be the same place to her?
Would she ever return to it every night and curl up in the same bed? Somehow, she didn’t believe this was only for a few nights. No. There was a permanence to what was happening to her. Either way, like with the cancer, they’d be changed by this. A fat raindrop hit her cheek.
She stared up at the sky, willing it to unleash its worst on her. At least then the world would match how she felt inside. She might have to go, and she would, but she’d like to go in a thunderous fury. A cold draft washed over her face, and she smiled. The volatile autumn season would oblige her, hailing the return of winter’s reign.
Her heart sank.
She’d miss catching the first snowflakes with Trist, building their first snowman of the year, and drinking the first cups of hot cocoa stuck at home on a snow day. The great oaks waved in the breeze; their knot hole mouths lay blame at her feet. Their branches no longer threatening, now reached into the sky waving, goodbye and good riddance.
To protect them.
She could barely move.
The warm eyes of the tall driver caught hers in the soft light of the streetlamps. “Come. Let’s get you settled in.” He ushered her to the passenger door. A calm serenity washed away her explosive emotions as the man’s fingertips glanced across hers. She fell into her seat with nothing to see. She stared at her home where something fluffy sat in the walkway. Tristen’s teddy bear must have fallen out of the bag her mother had carried.
“Wait.” She ran through the rain drops, catching Tristen’s bear up into her arms before it was ruined by the weather. She dashed back and was in the car, breathless. She buried her face in the bear, breathing in her precious brother. “For you Trist. For all of you.” She whispered into the bear’s neck. Then she sent a silent prayer to heaven. Please let him be alright.
The car jolted forward, and she stared out the window as the rain pelted her home and lightning flashed behind it. It was an appropriate setting for her departure. She smiled, a tear winding down her cheek.
“I love you.” She mouthed at her home, wishing it were her mom, dad, and Tristen.
The sky unleashed its fury. Fat, angry drops blurred her last glimpse, but even two blocks away, the faint blue of the shudders were still a visible marker in the assault of slate gray rain.
James’s house slipped behind the car. Callie’s home drifted away. All of her last memories of her life were distorted in the heavy rain. It even washed away the last vestige of comfort, the scent of her favorite pine trees. She hugged Tristen’s teddy to her chest, her own tears now soaking its fur as she prayed. “Please, protect Tristen, Mom and Dad.”
A dense fog drifted along the ground as they slipped out of town. At first, it was only a few wisps drifting across the asphalt, but as they drove on, the fog thickened into a blinding, viscous nighttime haze.
“What is this?” Her heart rate thu-thumped against her ribcage.
The driver smiled. “It’ll be a moment.”
Her palms were sweating. “I don’t feel good.” Her hair stood on end in the reflection of the window. “Something’s wrong.” She patted her hair only to have it pop back up. Staring at the invisible world beyond the fog, her stomach twisted as if she’d exited a tilt-a-whirl at the carnival.
“You’ll be fine. It’s a normal reaction.” He glanced at her in the rearview.
Normal. None of this was normal, and she certainly wasn’t fine. “This isn’t fog, is it?”
He shrugged and whistled a soft, lilting tune.
Why wouldn’t he answer? Her conspiracy theories were multiplying at an alarming rate. Yet, the fog thinned a few seconds later, and her hair fell back into place.
On the other side, brilliant sunlight sparkled across dew dampened leaves, shimmering in a million rainbow prisms glinting off every surface. Tall and healthy flowers in vibrant colors decorated an enormous golden gate, as if being close to it gave them life even in the cool autumn days. Butterflies flitted to and fro, crossing paths with tiny ruby-throated hummingbirds, and somewhere a deep-throated bullfrog sent out his mating call.
“It’s morning here.” Her life was beyond upside down. The exhaustion pulled at her, hunching her shoulders.
“Mm-hm.” He drove through the gate as it drifted open. “Welcome to The Haven.” He smiled and turned onto the winding road.
Red, orange, yellow, blue and purple flowers hung in great clumps along the edge of the water and decorated every path and road. Water bubbled in canals and trickled into large ponds, where lazy white swans floated along the surface.
“It’s gorgeous.” She yawned, the impact of the inconceivable events of the last few hours settling into her very bones, dragging her down with exhaustion. Her mom always called it the letdown after a big event. “This is where I’ll be. . . training?” She craved her bed, the comfort of her pillow, the smell of her mom’s cooking. This place wasn’t what she expected. It was a stark change from the gray and red brick of her high school or the soft edges of her family at home.
A white castle with tall golden turrets sprawled across the center of the grounds. Several other equally incredible buildings dotted the rolling carpet of green grass filling what seemed acres of fence and field.
The driver parked in the open courtyard. Pillars stretching into the sky, marked the main entrance ushering her inside. “I’ll get your bags.” He passed her only worldly belongings to a strong and tall gentleman who whisked them away. If nothing else, she was safe here.
Her stomach flip-flopped as she stared at a channel dividing the length of the courtyard. A brilliant red cardinal roosted on the awning. It cocked its head at the trill of another bird’s song. “Where to now?” She said mostly to herself but maybe to the cardinal as well.
Officer Malak appeared against one of the pillars but no longer appeared to be an officer. “Welcome to The Haven.” She kicked off the pillar and walked toward Evie, her uniform now only navy-blue pants and shirt. “We’ll be meeting in the auditorium in fifteen minutes.”
She nodded, clutching the map the chauffeur handed her. “Wow.” She breathed. “Okay, Officer Malak. Is Callie here?”
“Please call me Abigail. Yes, your friends have arrived.”
“Friends? So Caleb and James are here?”
Abigail smiled. “After we talk, you’ll settle in your room to get some rest.” She took the map and showed Evie where the auditorium was. “Here. I’ll meet you there in fifteen. For now, take a look around, rest by the channel, or go for a short walk. Whatever you need.” Abigail smiled and headed out.
The place was out of a fairytale, and she was living one of her worst nightmares. She plopped on one of the benches along the canal. Several people walked by and smiled.
She could only stare. Alone, she was so empty the breeze could blow through her. A strand of hair tickled as it moved in the wind against her neck. She redid her bun. Lilacs and lilies sent their perfume drifting through the air. Her mother would have loved the gardens. Her heart ached. She was on her own.
Alone.
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“Hey.” Callie’s voice came from behind Evie’s bench.
Evie leapt from the bench, ran to Callie, and squeezed her with all her might, making sure her bestie was really there. “Callie. I was so worried.” Evie pulled back not letting go. “Are you okay?”
Callie dipped her chin and smiled. “I’m fine. They took me to the hospital and released me with a sprained ankle and smoke inhalation.”
Evie let Callie go and glared down at her injured ankle, where an air caste held her together. “It was all my fault you got hurt.”
“Stop. That’s not true at all. Did you set the place on fire? Did you make the grill explode? Did you give up on looking for me and dragging me out of McCaffree’s? No. So, this,” Callie shook her leg with the air cast. “is not your fault. Okay?”
The quiet buzz of an investigative bee zipped into Callie’s face, and she swooshed it away. With her arm’s movement, the channel gurgled, and bubbles erupted across its surface in a wave of mini fountains. “Fascinating,” Callie whispered, staring at the water.
Evie turned to the dancing water spouts. “It’s incredible here.”
“These bees are going to be the death of me, though.” Callie huffed. “Shouldn’t bees hibernate or something? I mean, it’s practically winter.” Callie plopped on the bench and slid her arm into Evie’s, propping her ankle out in front of her on the ledge to the water. “At least, it was.”
“I can’t believe this place. . .” The water had returned to its previous glass-like serenity.
“You okay?”
“I guess. So much is strange here.”
“Yeah.” Callie pulled Evie back against the bench with her as she stared up at the sky.
“Dude. This place is. . . I mean, there’s no logical explanation.” A ruby throated hummingbird dashed in and out of an array of colorful, long-stemmed, large-blossomed flowers across the channel. Besides the illogic of the magical summer around them, she was plain Jane. She didn’t belong.
Callie squeezed her arm. “It’ll all figure itself out. Don’t let it mess you up. You know, anxiety wise.”
Evie shook her head. “Anxiety sucks.” She swallowed hard. “How do you think things will figure itself out?”
“Look at everything else in our lives. It somehow always works out. Right?” Callie smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “Sometimes you gotta have trust.”
Trust came easy for Callie. What kind of bad stuff had she been through? “Yeah, but trust who? The people who brought us here?” She couldn’t say angels, and she wouldn’t say officers. Still, she didn’t know if Callie knew. “Do we trust we’re safe in this place? Why? What makes it safe? Doesn’t it all seem a bit. . . much to you?”
“You trust in God. He takes care of the details. Besides, these people wouldn’t drag us to this-this gorgeous five-star resort only to kill us. It’s all part of God’s plan. It all kind-of connects. Right?”
Evie shrugged. “I guess, sure.” She still didn’t trust the officers or the place, but she did trust Callie and her belief in a grand plan echoed Evie’s own which was comforting. It was just the moment-by-moment details getting to her.
“Don’t overthink it.” Callie hooked their pinkies together. “We’ll get through this together.”
Evie smiled. “Overthinking, is a part of anxiety.”
Callie rolled her eyes.
Evie squeezed Callie’s pinky and nodded. “Together.”
They headed toward the auditorium. Ahead, in the shadow of the building, James’s sexy smirk preceded his hello. He ran his hand through his hair, and heat raced up Evie’s spine.
“Ooo.” Callie fanned her face.
“Shut up.”
“You have to go after James if you want him.”
“If? Stop kidding around. It’s been what I wanted since forever.” Evie slowed.
“Just do what I showed you.” Callie squeezed her hand.
“But what if he doesn’t want me?” There, she’d whispered it.
“Are you kidding? He’s been in your corner glaring at any guy who dared to talk to you for at least the last year.” Callie wiggled her eyebrows. “You know what that means.”
No. No, she didn’t know what it meant. He didn’t exactly talk to her.
Caleb waved from the door. “Evie. Callie. Hey.” Though his lips barely moved, his voice carried on the soft breeze.
“Never fear, Caleb’s here.” As soon as the words were out, she covered her mouth. She shouldn’t have said anything so rude.
Callie giggled. “He’s sweet, though.”
“Sure. I guess. But he isn’t James.”
Caleb bounded over, grinning ear-to-ear. “This is amazing. Did you know most Christians don’t believe in Satan or the Holy Spirit? I read it in an article before I left.” He wound his arm around hers as if they were best friends. “Yeah. It said they believe he’s a symbol of evil.” He turned to give Callie a high five as he said. “Awesome here. Am I right or am I right?” He pulled Evie forward toward the door. “I knew all along there was this whole spiritual world right outside of what we could sense. I just knew it.” 
His joy settled a painful and jagged part of her. Then, he stepped on her foot.
“Owe.” She glared at him.
James strode over. “Back off, Caleb.” His expression softened when he turned to her. “We need to get inside, figure out how to get out of here, and then take off.” His shoulders were tense, and his jaw clenched.
“Yeah. Yeah. Sorry, what?” Caleb bounced on his toes and led the way into the building. “We can’t just leave.”
“Shut up, Caleb.” James pulled her to a stop, letting Caleb and Callie walk on ahead. He reached out but froze an inch away from her cheek. He gave her a curious grin, and after a moment, he dropped his hand.
She wanted his hand back, for him to touch her, to kiss her. She lowered her head and made a noise in the back of her throat. Not clearing it. Not squeaking.
She glanced up. Did he want the same?
His eyes searched hers. “How are you with this?” He gestured to the grandiose pavilion. “It’s pretty over the top. Unbelievable. Huh?” He took her arm in his.
The Haven faded away. Evie’s sole focus was the one place their skin met. Sparks of heat licked along the spot, skipping like stones on a lake through her bones. His unique scent, campfire mixed with warm spices, sent her stomach into a free fall of heavenly warmth.
He smiled at her, and she smiled back. “You okay?” He narrowed his eyes.
Of course, she was okay. She turned and together they walked inside. She was better than okay. She was walking arm and arm with him. Wait, no, he’d asked her something. What was it? “I-I don’t know.” The intricate pattern of the carpet, perfect sculptures, and lavish art left her breathless. Then she remembered what he’d asked her. “It’s a lot. Maybe, too much, but I want to protect my family.”
James sighed, “Yeah, I’m sure. Me too. Besides, you can’t argue with—”
“It all feels. . .” She whispered.
“Yeah.” He wove his fingers into hers.
The subtle movement sent her heart thu-thumping and heat to warm her cheeks and ears. She mumbled an inane response ending with. “I don’t belong.” She slammed her lips together. She’d revealed a sliver of truth she’d meant to keep to herself. “I mean, something feels off about. . .”

“Everything here.” James pulled the heavy door open for her.
“Right?” Another piece of her heart settled. He was with her. They walked the aisle of the mammoth hall, joining Callie and Caleb.
“I hope they tell us more about the science side of things. Oh! And! I hope they go into the psychology behind demon possession, exorcism, and all. That would be cool.” Caleb paced from one fascination to another, talking while not looking at anyone in particular.
Evie shook her head. Caleb was like one of those little excited puppies peeing on everyone’s shoes. No, worse. He was the forever immature, goofy golden retriever, happy-go-lucky for the rest of his life. On second thought, maybe he somehow had all of life figured out better than she did.
She frowned. “Maybe, they’ll go over it. I’d certainly like more of an explanation of how we’ll be trained.” The tall, exquisite men and women working at The Haven, the overwhelming architecture, the pristine beauty all around her, she was too small, too normal, for a place like The Haven. She didn’t belong.
Caleb’s eyes sparkled as they met hers. “You belong here.”
She stumbled. Had she spoken out loud?
James caught her and glared at Caleb.
Caleb just kept on talking. “Your beautiful blue eyes match the water, your golden skin the bricks. Even your bone structure matches the architecture here. It’s perfect like you.”
She flushed. “Geez Caleb.” But somehow his words darted straight to her heart,and she couldn’t help but smile.
James pulled his arm from hers and paused in the hall. What? She missed the connection already. She turned to James whose eyes were so serious. 
“No, he’s right. You are beautiful.” His quiet, deep voice turned her insides upside down.
“Really? You think so.” No. No! Did she just say. . .? She covered her mouth. Pathetic. Desperate and idiotic. He was standing too close to her. She stepped back. She would pull the words right out of the air if she could. She looked away. Where was the exit? Was there anyone who might rescue her? Was Callie nearby? She wanted to turn invisible, or at least die. Instead, she glanced at James, whose dimple popped out, and her words sat between them like a fat, ugly troll.
She fidgeted. “I mean. . .”
“Yes?” His gaze locked with hers. A small smile graced his gorgeous lips as he took her hand.
Caleb grinned. “See, I’m not crazy. Even James agrees.” And just like that, Caleb chased the troll away. This time she was grateful. This time.
◆◆◆
 
IT WAS SO odd sitting in the huge empty auditorium, waiting for the unknown, hoping they were safe and fearing what came next. At least they were together. They all sat at the back, shoulder to shoulder.
A brilliant light filled the stage. Evie closed her eyes, déjà vu slamming into her, spinning her senses, mixing her up, but she couldn’t miss what happened in the light twice, so she pried her eyes open a squint. The outline of a woman with wings formed at the center, and the light faded, leaving Abigail on the edge of the stage. Shimmering, pearlescent wings faded from behind her. “Do not be afraid. I bring news of the threat that forced you out of your homes.”
Evie searched her friend’s faces. But they were all staring at the stage.
Abigail walked the length of the aisle to the back row and sat in front of Evie, resting her arm along the back of the seat.
“Abigail?” Her voice trembled. She knew she was an angel, but knowing and seeing were. . . She shoved her fingers under her legs to hide their shaking.
Abigail smiled, and the anxiety riding Evie eased.
She needed to know how Trist was, if her parents and her brother were safe, and were they still under guard. Only the questions wouldn’t tumble out of her lips. The words were frozen on her tongue, as if acknowledging any of it might make it permanently true.
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“Angels and demons are very real.” Abigail’s face grew serious.
Evie glanced down at James’s fists pressing into his thighs. 
It was all throughout the bible. Of course, angels and demons were real. Lucifer fell, bringing a quarter of the angels down with him.
An angel told Mary she’d give birth to the Savior. It wasn’t news, but James seemed furious. Evie glanced back at Abigail.
“Angels fight to protect the innocent while demons sneak, steal, and destroy in order to expand their territorial claim.” Abigail locked eyes with Evie.
James scoffed. “What does this have to do with us?”
“At McCaffree’s, you were exposed to the supernatural force of a revealed demon. This triggered a metaphysical reaction within you that is one of the ways an elemental gift is triggered.” Abigail tilted her chin.
The lines on James’s face eased. “Explains the fire.”
“What do you mean? Do you know what she’s talking about?” Evie grabbed his hand, caught the surprise in his eyes, and dropped it as quickly.
“Maybe.” He stared at the ground, but after a beat he raised his eyes to Abigail with a glare that could cut glass. “So, you mean an elemental gift like power over fire, earth, wind? And McCaffree’s was some kind of demonic revelation that triggered me?” He glanced at Evie. "I mean us.”
Fire blazed from the pupils of Abigail’s eyes. “Yes, a gift over fire would be an elemental gift, but He is a very creative God, and anything He can imagine can be given as a gift. Most people experience demonic influence in their regular everyday lives. Demons and angels are around you all the time, but a direct and revealed demonic attack like at McCaffree’s, where they’ve shown themselves and interacted with you using their demonic power, leaves a mark attracting every demon for thousands of miles. Your reaction has already begun, and like a beacon, it calls to the spiritual realm.”
Callie whispered. “Do angels trigger humans too? Is that one of the other ways it is triggered?”
“No. We protect you.” She motioned her chin toward the stage urging Evie and her friends to follow. “Gifts come from The Creator – God.” She spoke to us over her shoulder as she led the way.
“They are given to each person to empower them to fight the enemy, resist his lies, and become who they were designed to become. Because He is omnipresent, His plan is perfect, and therefore He knows before you are born what you will need to face the challenges your lives will bring as well as what strengths you will have and where you will be most fulfilled and strengthened.”
James laughed. “So, freewill is fake.”
“No, James. I know it’s hard to understand, but His ability to see all of time all the time, how He crafted you in your mother’s womb with this knowledge, both takes into account your choices, what you’ll face, and what you’ll need to face it.” Abigail continued. “And because of the changes within you all, you are now a part of the war. Your gifts may be used against you and exploited by the enemy if you don’t join us and learn how to use them.”
Caleb narrowed his eyes. “When did the war start? Are we chosen for this before we are born? Was this an accident that the enemy made happen or did God plan this? Did someone or something screw up? Or is this the master plan? It has to be the master plan. Right? Wait, are we talking about end times stuff?”
Abigail smiled at Caleb and continued. “Everyone knows the end of the story; the world is going to end. The Creator waits for the remnant to come to him, and while he waits, the predestined must stand in the gap.”
“So, we are predestined?” Caleb rubbed his chin and winked at Evie.
“Yes. Some are marked by the spiritual war touching their lives.” Abigail’s eyes fell on Evie, then Callie, and finally James. “Others, come to their gifts in a path on their own.” Her glance fell and lingered on Caleb. “The war began when the first angel fell, refusing to guide and protect. The angel, Lucifer, pursued the desperate allure of darkness, the desires of the flesh and self. This began the war, and it has been ongoing since.”
Evie’s heart raced. “So… we’re talking about us, a bunch of teenagers, fighting with angels against demons. I mean, I don’t know. . . It’s. . .”
Abigail nodded. “I understand this is difficult. The enemy works hard to confuse you. His goal is to keep you blind from the truth. He’d destroy anything in his pursuit of ultimate power.” Abigail sat on the steps to the stage. Her navy-blue pants and shirt transformed into a flowing white gown. “But every single person alive has a purpose in this war. Some fight at church, others at work, and still more are completely unaware turning an intentional blind eye. But everyone plays a part.”
“I can’t believe you’re an angel.” Evie whispered, not believing, but seeing and drowning in the truth.
“Yes.” Abigail glanced at the auditorium doors where two men approached. Their faces were chiseled, stone art as they walked the aisle in sync. “This is Theo, the Sentinel leader of the angels, and Jacob, his right-hand man.” They moved to stand beside the stairs on either side of Abigail.
Theo’s deep voice filled the empty hall. “Over the last millennia, Asheboro has grown into a great hub of demonic activity. A few days ago, the underworld released countless demons into your hometown tripling their forces there. Now the demon-prince, Stregone, is securing his territory.”
Theo stopped and locked his intense gaze on Evie. Something about his eyes flayed her. He exuded death. Wore it like a banner on his puffed-up chest. Exhaled it in his breath. She tucked her chin and stared at the ground. It was like her innermost secrets became an open book underneath his glare. Her cheeks heated.
“Why us?” She whispered. Callie, herself, Caleb, even James made a hodgepodge group of individuals at best. Not warriors. Not a team.
Abigail cleared her throat. “Do not be afraid.”
“Don’t tell her how to feel. Don’t tell any of us how to think about this.” James shook with fury. “You’ve ruined our lives.”
Abigail approached James, who retreated. “Fear doesn’t help anyone accomplish anything. You are here now, and you can change the course of this war.”
He pressed Evie behind him and backed up. “Stop.” James’s chest heaved. “You expect us to fight your war? Fix your mistakes?”
Evie pushed past James and faced Abigail. “No, James. Stop.” It was kind of nice he wanted to protect her, but she wasn’t the hiding type. “So how do we end the war?”
“The war won’t end until time itself ends.” Abigail’s lips pressed into a thin line.
“You mean to tell me, you ripped us from our families, dragged us all across North Carolina through some kind of cloud, and now plan to put us on the frontlines of some fantasy war against demons, all in the name of keeping us safe.” James turned and grabbed Evie’s hand. “Let’s get out of here.”
“No.” She pulled her hand free.
James remained within an inch of her arm. She didn’t doubt he’d grab her and run if things went sideways. The crease between his brow deepened. “You want to fight in their war?”
Why did he have to say it like that? Like she was crazy. “I want to understand, I need to learn my gift so I can protect my family, and I can’t if we don’t listen to everything they have to say.”
James crossed his arms, scowling. “Fine.” He glanced at the door.
“Wait, can the demons find us here?” Callie glanced at Evie with wide eyes, swaying on her feet.
“Ephesians 6:12 says ‘our struggle is against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.’” Abigail stood still as a statue.
Callie glanced at the door with James. “So, being here, it doesn’t protect us?”
“We are here to guard you in all your ways. We have been charged with this.” Abigail dipped her head in reverence.
“So, wait. We are in heaven?” Caleb grinned from ear to ear and spun to look at the room with a new light.
Abigail chuckled. “You are in a heavenly realm. You must remember, demons defy the natural order of things, and they are capable of traveling to this realm.” Abigail put an arm around Callie, and a wash of calm traced along Callie’s features.
Evie narrowed her eyes. “Then, are we really safe here?”
Abigail tilted her chin. “The warriors of Heaven have guarded you your whole life. Now you know. Nothing has changed. But it’s a good idea to keep an eye out.”
“Keep an eye out.” Fire dripped from James’s fingertips. “We stand amidst warriors of Heaven, but you want us to ‘keep an eye out’.”
“What are you doing?” Evie backed away from James.
“We don’t have to listen to this.” Fire flashed from his fingers onto the aisle and flew up the wall.
Evie’s heart pounded against her ribs. “Stop it.”
He narrowed his eyes and clenched his fists. But he finally dropped his hands.
A brilliant white light shone from Abigail, and the flames petered into obedience. She froze, her gaze unfocused, her lips murmuring in another language. Within seconds, three large men marching in pyramid formation dressed in military uniforms stormed the aisle. The men’s uniforms weren’t army green or navy blue but shimmered in white. Their matching blazers and slacks highlighted with golden lines on the breast pockets and collar.
They needed to run. Evie grabbed Callie’s cold hand and pulled, but Callie was rooted to the carpet. If Callie wasn’t moving, neither was she. As the men grew closer, Evie flinched at the hard planes of their jaws and their synchronous movements.
James glared at the two largest men as they flanked him, but when they grabbed him by his arms, he began twisting and thrashing. “Let me go.”
The guard on his left pinched something in James’s neck, and he slumped forward. His head dangled and his feet dragged along the carpet as the men carried him out of the room without a single word.
Ten seconds. It took them less than a half a minute to grab James. Adrenaline flooded her system.
Did they really have any choices? Where did they take James? Would they drag her from the room too? She stared at the door, wishing she’d said yes to James. They’d be on their own, blind, but at least they’d all still be together.
She glared at Abigail. “Bring him back.”
Abigail, Theo, and Jacob moved into position, putting her and her friends at their backs, facing the murkiest corners of the auditorium. “Evie, he’s okay. He’s been taken to a safe place where he can work out his issues without being a danger to you or anyone else, but be warned, the darkness will find its way to you. Your choices, fears, actions call to it, and in turn, it will influence you.”
“Do you hear me? Bring James back here.” She balled her hands at her sides.
“You must not allow fear, frustration, malice, greed, or any other of the legion to linger in you or your thoughts. Doing so may affect your eternity.” Abigail’s hushed voice sent shivers through her.
“I’m not talking about my eternity. I’m talking about James and his abduction.”
Abigail didn’t respond. Instead, she tilted her head in an otherworldly manner the fire in her eyes flaring. “We are not alone. Stand behind us.” She put Evie at her back.
“And don’t move.”
Callie, behind Theo’s back, squeezed Evie’s fingers and whispered, “Do you see anything.”
She shook her head, glad to have Callie there. “No. Nothing.” Were they trying to distract them from the situation with James? Was something there?
They both turned to Caleb, who shrugged.
In a swift move, Abigail, Theo, and Jacob drew blazing, white swords.
Theo’s deep voice echoed off the walls of the auditorium. “In the name of the Creator, you are not welcome here. Leave demon.”
Evie moved closer to Caleb and Callie. She was blinded by the sword. Only the faint movement of shadows shivered into the light in an indefinable mass, testing it, and hissed as it drew away. It tried again, drew back, and in a blur of angelic action and darkness, something changed in the room.
Freezing air trickled across Evie’s ankles, and she lost control of her thoughts. Words, a cry for help, disappeared from her lips. She squeezed Callie’s hand. Didn’t she? But nothing stopped the burning ice from climbing to her knees and up her leggings. The shadow shivered, swelling like waves of water, climbing her, consuming her.
She craved death in the embrace of this demonic, disgustingly horrible, ancient cold. Her body no longer her own, she floated away. The ice controlled even her blinking, eyes pinned wide as her body plummeted. Her screams were smothered by this supernatural force.
Caleb caught her. Callie’s face hovered above hers as her breath frosted in a cloud above her. Help me! She wanted to scream. Get it off! But her lips wouldn’t form the words.
Callie’s brow wrinkled.
White stars drifted across her vision. No. She needed to see. At least let her see. Her whole body shivered.
Evie, our prince hasss told us so much about you. The cold words slipped into her mind, slicing away her ability to reason. Your rightful place isss beside our prince.
Her eyes rolled up inside her head. With no sight, no feeling other than searing cold, no control, her fate wasn’t her own. The demon’s caress was all-consuming, all powerful.
You shall sssee, there is nothing your feeble mortal coil can do to thwart the Prince.
A wash of darkness slipped across her soul with the burn of dry ice. Her every prayer, dream, and last-ditch effort, all singed out of existence. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t fight the invisible.
That isss right, little one. A touch of ice traced the curve of her cheek.
Her heart slammed against her bones, chiseling into her soul. Nothing in her existence had ever held her so entrapped. Her death was supposed to be far in the future, or at least, important. She struggled against her own frozen body. Why? Why her? Save me.
Screeching filled the auditorium.
The darkness receded and her thoughts and body returned to her control. She survived. Still, something held her. She fought until she fell to her hands and knees onto the carpet. 
"It's just me. It's okay." Caleb's warm hands settled softly to her shoulders as she released the contents of her stomach on the carpet.
Abigail shouted. “Theo, don’t let it escape.”
Ice prickled along Evie's skin where darkness had embraced her. She took a cleansing breath, but rot, vomit, and burnt carpet filled her nostrils.
The darkness piled upon itself until the loose image of a man formed in front of the blazing swords.
“We have a right to obssserve. The Prince demands to participate in our child’sss training.” The demon’s voice sent the temperature in the room plunging.
Abigail glared into the mist. Her eyes focused on the center part of the moving darkness. “You dare too much, lower demons.”
“Lower! Bah!” The darkness climbed itself until it towered, twice the sentinel’s height. “She is oursss. We will not forfeit the Prince’s marked.” The insidious voice slid through the air like a thousand wasps. The demon shadow shifted and reformed as three equal and opposite figures to the sentinels.
Abigail’s voice boomed. “You have no rights here. Be gone, in the name of the Creator.” As she spoke, Abigail, Theo, and Jacob lunged, piercing the darkness with their swords.
Flames sparked along the tendrils of darkness, opening a hole that crumbled, widening. Screeching metal, dragons roaring, and the ground being torn apart, shook the very foundation of the auditorium.
Caleb fell, dropping her. The shaking ground knocked Callie to her knees.
The darkness writhed. Reformed. Writhed again. “Wretched angel. You shall not wield the weapon of light against usss.” The voices grew, a million strong. “We will return. She is not yoursss. Stregone will have her.” With their last words still echoing in the empty hall, the scent of rot disappeared.
Evie scrambled to untangle herself from Caleb. No, no, no. She squeezed Callie’s shoulder and gathered her wits before standing. She was out of there. The chill still lingered along her cheek. It burned inside her bones. No one could protect her. Nothing she did mattered. She might as well spend her last days with her family, not fighting an endless, unwinnable war.
Black dots blotted out her vision, and she stumbled. Callie caught her in a hug, but there wasn’t any relief from the darkness in her mind.
“They’ve escaped into the underground tunnels. They will inform their Prince you are here.” Abigail touched her on the shoulder and peace flashed through her. When she removed her hand, the peace vanished.
“They’ll tell the Prince? He’ll know where I am?” She wasn’t safe.
“We cannot let them succeed.” Abigail spoke to Theo and Jacob.
A deep pit opened inside her. The angels, with all their wisdom, were fighting this war, and they weren’t winning. What could a bunch of teenagers do to demons? What about her parents, her brother? Could they really do anything to help, even with gifts?
A quiet memory slipped to the forefront of her mind. A conversation she’d had with her mom about why God hadn’t just healed Trist. She’d read Evie a verse from Daniel 10. Daniel was in mourning, praying and fasting for twenty-one days. When the angel arrived, it told him it had left the first day of his prayer, but the evil Prince of the kingdom of Persia withstood the angel for twenty-one days. It took Michael, one of the Angelic Chief Princes, to end the standoff. 
Evie squared off with Abigail. “James wasn’t right to try to run, but we can’t do anything. You need Michael. You need someone powerful to help you.” Evie glanced at Callie and then Caleb. “We’re just kids. We need to go home.” She wasn’t a warrior. She couldn’t help win their spiritual war.
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“None of this is okay.” Evie threw her hands up and stormed toward the door. “It’s too dangerous.” She turned back and marched up to Abigail. “How could you bring us here?”
Abigail’s cold blue eyes narrowed. “Evie, the truth is very hard to stomach.”
“Where is James?” It didn’t matter what she did, where she went, who she tried to protect. Either way, people she loved got hurt. Please protect my family!
“James is struggling right now. You will all experience difficulties as you change, and we are here to help.”
“You call this helping?” Heat flashed through her.
“This is the safest place for you and your friends-”
“My family-”
“Is safe, too.”
“I got. . . got. . . What do you even call what happened in there?” Evie flung a hand toward the spot where she’d almost been overcome. “Swallowed by a demon in your safe place.” A cold sweat prickled across her skin.
“Once you’ve discovered your gift and learn how to wield it—”
“Enough! No more. I can’t do this.” She spun on her heel and surged toward the door. She didn’t want or need a choice between the demons who wanted to own her, and angels who wanted to manipulate her. “I don’t want a gift. I don’t want to wield anything. You want me to choose? I choose to go home. Now.”
A subtle pressure eased into her mind, bringing with it a wash of peace. Her eyes drifted closed. It was the most mesmerizing contentment. Her sigh bordered on a groan of relief. It was the kind of internal bliss one searched for their entire lives. In an instant, all her jagged edges were smooth and silky. The warm perfection wrapped her in its cocoon, protective and secure.
The cold metal of the door handle suddenly seemed odd to her. Why run from bliss? Why do anything at all? She giggled. Truth. She wanted the truth and safety. She blinked. Through a mouth made of mush, she forced the words out. “I want everyone to be safe.”
Abigail’s eyes blazed, her wings spreading in a majestic, angelic countenance. The sensation of peace and contentment intensified. “It is our united goal, for everyone to be safe. By learning to harness your gifts, you will have what you want. You will be able to protect the ones you love.”
“Stop it. Don’t use your angel powers to. . .” Evie struggled with what to call the sensation. It was so intensely pleasant words failed to describe it. “I’m telling you right here, right now, what I choose. Let us leave.” Evie pulled the door open.
“Really? Is that what you really want?” Abigail approached her.
“Stop!” She threw both hands up. “Stop right now.”
Caleb moved to her side, and his presence was soothing. At least, they were there together. She didn’t have to figure everything out alone.
Abigail stopped, though Theo and Jacob still flanked her. The angels were demanding Eive to make an impossible choice.
Callie cleared her throat, moving to Evie’s other side. “Look. I think what Evie’s trying to understand is how we win a war when we aren’t warriors.”
Evie nodded.
“You can’t win this war.” Abigail’s eyes flashed with fire. “That’s not the goal. Inevitably, mankind will either follow the Creator or choose their own path. The world ends.”
Revelations, Evie loved that persnickety book of the Bible, but it only spoke of a time far in the future. Right?
“You think it’s too far in the future.” Abigail gave her a soft smile as she scanned their small group.
“But every single person matters to the end. You were created for this moment. This is your time, and you will impact the end, right here, right now. You were born for a reason, and your gift is not demonic, or born from a demonic touch. No. It’s the Creator's infinite love and protection as He built in you a plan for your well-being and the care of those around you. He knew you before you were born. He knew your struggles before your first cry. And he has already conquered it all. This gift is a blessing from Him, and you might have come to it through circumstance, or you might have discovered it as it slowly arose within you, but either way, it’s a gift from the Creator.”
“You aren’t warriors today.” Abigail continued. “True. But you’re changing, becoming something new. Who you are today, isn’t who you will be tomorrow. We won’t win this world because He is building you a new world, but we will keep His plan, find the remnant, and celebrate in an eternity of joy and laughter. The purpose is to bring as many people as we can to the celebration and to joy and life in the Creator’s love.”
“It’s too much.” Evie stepped through the threshold, followed by Callie and Caleb who held the door open.
“Your lives are but vapors. Here today, gone tomorrow.” Theo’s lilting, melodic voice echoed in the large room. “But eternity is forever. Give your life eternal purpose for His Kingdom. Take a stand and fight.”
Callie placed her warm hand on Evie’s arm, and her touch went deeper sinking into the place where their souls were united. Evie huffed her bangs out of her eyes.

“We won’t leave without James.” Evie wouldn’t leave anyone behind.
Angels were the good guys. At least, they should be. If only better days were ahead, and the Creator would work all things to good. She wanted to be great, to fight for her family, to give her life meaning, but she wasn’t that person. She was a mess. And, while she was stating facts, here were a few. Tristen was only eight and had cancer, heroes lived in stories between book covers, and her life was permanently leaning towards awful.
Abigail joined them in the hall. Her gaze dropped to Callie’s grip on Evie’s arm. She smiled. “Come. Let me show you something.” When everyone hesitated, she continued. “It might help.”
“Where is James?” Evie’s words whispered and vanished in the carpeted corridor. “Will that happen to us when our gifts manifest?” As Abigail headed deeper into the Haven, Callie never let go of Evie’s arm. “You say we have choices, but James didn’t seem to.”
Abigail spun and touched Evie’s arm. “No. He wasn’t taken. Not like you’re thinking. He was escorted to a safe room. He is fire gifted. The sentinels moved him to a fireproof room while he gets his temper under control.”
“Well,” Caleb rocked back on his heels. “Makes sense.”
Strange devices with 3D models of creatures decorated three of the rooms they passed as they followed Abigail. Hand-drawn, poster-sized sketches of demons hung alongside maps outlining territories. Several of the larger cities on the map of the United States were circled in red. Those deep red circles were often at the epicenter of the city, but larger concentric circles, each in a more faded red, expanded far outside the initial epicenter.
A brilliant fresh red circle was drawn around Asheboro. Evie frowned. Home. Mom and Dad. Tristen.
“Your families are in safe homes with Sentinel protection.” Abigail must have caught where Evie's eyes lingered.
The words mist and darkness were drawn in large letters on the white board at the front of the room. She didn’t want to know more. She didn’t want to learn about demonic threats to her family.
“In here you will study how gifts are manifested and the typical characteristics of each gift.”
Abigail sat on the desk and crossed her legs. “We will start with an explanation of the training uniform.”
Evie’s heart ached. All their lives were changing. This was awful, worse than cancer. They would never go back to normal. It gutted her.
Abigail turned to face Callie and Caleb. “Many of your gifts will be elemental based. The life-giving force of water.” She handed Callie a deep aqua box. “The power of electricity, the strength of earth, the beauty of the human mind.” She handed Caleb a sky-blue box. “As well as what you’ve witnessed already with the destruction of fire. Each of these gifts is unique to the bearer.”
“Purple-” Abigail held out a purple box to Evie. “-represents an unrevealed gift.”
“When will they manifest?” Once she had her gift, she would protect her family, ready to fight anyone or anything. She clenched her jaw.  
Abigail rounded the large desk at the center of the room, moving closer to Evie. “Your gifts will be revealed. You must wait for the timing to be right.”
Wait!? How could she wait with demons after her? Her breath gusted out of her. She needed her gift now. “Is there a way to trigger our gifts?”
“Your gift will manifest in His timing.” Abigail flicked the drop-down screen to reveal a white board covered in drawings and colors related to several of the gifts.
“While you wait, you will train. Once you have gained some experience, combat skills, and achieved mastery of your gift, your place in the ranks of the Balance Keepers will be clear.”
Caleb interrupted. “What if we want to return to our lives?”
“Your gifts are attractive to the enemy.”
“Wait.” Evie’s insides churned. She couldn’t return home with her gift. Never. “Then, there will be future supernatural threats.”
“Hm.” Caleb rubbed his chin. “So, the demons want our gifts too.”
Abigail smiled briefly. “Yes, and even if you survive this threat, there will, most likely, be many future threats.”
“This is never going to end!” Evie’s stomach bottomed out. A wave of nausea threatened to push vomit up the back of her throat. She chewed on her lip, inhaling through her nose, and exhaling through her mouth.
This was life or death. No one should have to make a decision like this, let alone quickly. Still, everything was rushing by her, out of control. But if everything was already planned by the Creator, if lemons were her life’s serving, could anything even be changed?
Watching Tristen suffer day in, and day out, was hard. If she did everything right, said every prayer, thought all the good thoughts, she could still end up with cancer like Tristen. Being good didn’t prevent the bad stuff from happening. Nothing did.
“This is crap.” And, the truth of her life was, there weren’t any good choices, ever. Not real choices.
Not for her. She glanced at her friends. “But we have to be strong. I can’t lead the demons back to my family. I won’t.” She was tired of getting the wrong end of the stick, tired of waiting for her life to start, tired of fighting invisible monsters. But there weren’t any good choices.
“Lean not on your own understanding, but in all your ways follow him.” Abigail said.
Evie shook her head. She knew Proverbs 3:5-6 well. “Awesome. Well, I don’t understand, and I am following, but it’s terrifying.” She pointed her finger at Abigail. “We’re going to live the rest of our lives hunted!” A bone chilling trickle skittered across her neck.
“These gifts were given to you by the Creator. Everything He does is because He loves you. He built this safety mechanism into your DNA to battle the demonic and protect you from those who would steal your lives out from under your noses. Your gift is designed to protect you.” Abigail moved closer to Evie. “Stregone is laying claim to your hometown. Yes, your gifts make you targets, but you now have the power to prevent the Prince’s plans.” Abigail smiled.
The subtle action flooded Evie with adrenaline. The walls closed in, trapping them. The angels were warriors. It was all they knew from the beginning. Evie was still a kid. They were all kids. She’d already given up three years to help Trist through cancer. Now, this, would cost her, her whole life. Her whole future. Just the idea of it sent her muscles spasming for flight. She wanted to read books, fall in love, have boring Friday nights at home, and live until she was ninety. 
War killed people. 
She also wanted her beautiful family to be protected. She needed to mean something in a world where little still held real meaning. A deep drive inside of her kept telling her she was meant to do something big.
Was this it?
“Evie. . .” Abigail’s soft voice grated on her nerves. “If the demons continue to rise unchecked, your home will be lost, your life forfeit. The apocalypse will begin.”
“We're teenagers.” A tear streaked her cheek. “See this?” She pointed at her face. “What kind of warrior would I ever make?” Gooseflesh danced across her skin. “Haven’t we suffered enough already? Tristen spent years sick with Cancer. James lost most of his family. And now this!”
“The Creator has called you to this. In Matthew 16:24-26 He said, ‘Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.’” Abigail’s voice softened.
Evie remembered the verse. Remembered thinking the idea was beautiful. Now, as she watched the threads of her future slip away, it was a bitter pill to take.
Abigail held out her hands in a gesture of peace. “Here, our realm overlays all of Earth. We cannot be seen by mortals. Yet we protect them, guide them, act out our orders from the Creator. Here, we care for you, train, and prepare you to fight.” Abigail touched her shoulder. “This war affects everyone. We didn’t begin it, and we won’t end it. Give yourself time to adjust. Much is being asked of you, and your emotions are high. Allow yourself time to move beyond your emotions. Go to your rooms, rest and pray over the things burdening your heart.”
“This is really hard.” Evie sighed.
“We got this, Evie.” Callie wrapped Evie in a side hug. “Together.”
“Yeah, we do.” Caleb tried to wrap Callie and Evie in a big hug, but instead he knocked them into the wall.
Abigail walked down the hall. “I have faith you will rise through this difficulty. I’ll lead you to your rooms. Go and change into your uniforms. Rest and get some food. Talk freely amongst yourselves, and if you have any questions, feel free to ask me anything. I’ll come get you for your first training session.”
Evie squeezed Callie’s hand. She hated PE. Training was probably going to be just like working out.
Callie giggled. “At least, we’re all together.” 
Somehow, Callie read Evie’s mind. Or maybe, it was written on Evie’s face. She did hate PE and never hid the fact.
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James’s soft smile leaned in, his blue eyes sparkling. Evie pressed her fingertip to his soft lips and smiled back.
“I love you.” His warm voice curled around her finger and her heart. His gentle touch skimmed across the skin of her arm, sending tickling sparkles dancing through her body as he traced his way along her arm and into her hair.
She slid her hands along his arms. “I love you, too.” A delicious heat blossomed in her stomach.
Their lips connected in an explosion of fire and passion that melted at the edges. Orange waves swallowed her as everything morphed into a replay of the grill fire. James’s features melted like a wax candle left to burn. Her hands dripped with liquid pieces of him, but no matter how impossible the task was, she kept trying to put him back together. Out of the orange fires rising around them, the dragon’s yellow eyes were reborn.
I sssee you. The dragon dove into her chest. Its entire ethereal body shrank to fit inside her skin.
The darkness chased her even as she blinked her eyes open and sat straight up in bed. It left its reminder in her sweat drenched sleep shirt and the tangle of soft sheets around her legs. Her Haven bed was already taking a beating.
“Holy crap.” Even wide awake, the darkness ate away at her mind like a parasite, rattling against her skull. Rays of sunlight flickered through the edge of the window shade. It was late. Her stomach twisted. She threw the thick covers of her new bed from her legs and groaned.
Swift steps carried her to the box Abigail gave her. Purple everywhere except for the logo of wings in the center of each side. The top was sealed shut. She searched for scissors but found none in the small desk against the far wall opposite her bed. A pen, set tidily next to a pad of blank paper, was her only option.
A few moments of savagery revealed a black sash, leggings, a knee length skirt, a sweeping purple robe, and knee-high, black leather, combat boots with a card attached. “Wear.”
Combat boots?
She slipped her uniform on and caught her wide-eyed reflection in the mirror on the dresser.
Somehow, in this outfit, she’d become Tristen’s warrior princess. He’d always called her that from his hospital bed. He was the sickly fae prince and she was the warrior princess destined to fight for and protect him.
She could imagine Tristen’s reaction. He’d exhale, totally in awe.
She missed rustling his head like it was already back to his crazy mop of thick, blonde hair. He’d have said she reminded him of Storm from Marvel, except in purple, and his sister. “Let him be safe.” She prayed quietly.
Storm, the mythical baddie with superpowers, would wear a suit like this. It was certainly a give-me-your-worst-world-cause-I-can-take-you-and-then-some suit. She needed it.
The emptiness of the Haven room awoke a hollow inside her. Some days, Tristen was the only one to notice her at all. Now, who would be her everyday pal? A tear traced her cheek.
“Okay. Enough,” she told her reflection, glanced at the clock, and started. She’d been asleep for twelve hours. She grabbed her jacket and headed out for food.


◆◆◆
 
““YOU SET THE auditorium on fire. What did you expect would happen?” Callie’s words drew the attention of everyone around them. She winked at the cute boy eating at one of the nearby tables. “It’s a wonder they didn’t label you a terrorist.”
“Callie!” The outdoor lunch pavilion wasn’t the place for their private conversation. Evie shook her head.
Callie dropped her voice to a whisper, leaning her elbows on the table. “Seriously though, what happened?” She glanced over her shoulder. Her southern drawl couldn’t soften the tremor in her voice.
“I didn’t mean to.” James grumbled, a slight flush racing up his neck. He studied the wrapper to his straw as if it might combust.
“It sure looked like you meant to.” Callie slipped a grape in her mouth.
“What did they do to you when they took you?” It was the first time Evie’d spoken to him since he started the fire, and she searched his face for any micro-expressions, any clues to what he was feeling. The sentinels were there to guard and guide them, but it was all hard to just accept. She was trying to put her finger on what about the angels made her edgy. Probably, their whole supernatural militia vibe. They made her pulse spike.
“They took me into this room.” He paused as a group passed, their conversation drowning out anything he might whisper. His Adam’s apple bobbed when one of the guys stared. “Can we take this somewhere else?” He studied one of the boys closest to their group. “I don’t want anyone to—” He flipped his left hand and grimaced.
She nodded, grabbing some food she could carry and tossing the rest. They swept through the pale-yellow swath covering the entrance as they filed out in silence. The sensation of eyes following her itched at the back of her neck, but no one else seemed bothered.
They passed behind the heated garden boxes, brimming with flowers and vegetables, all watered with pipes built into elaborate patterns. They must have all been experiencing the same urgency, because no one spoke as Evie led them away from the others. She slipped into the first dark classroom she found and didn’t dare turn on the lights. Under the wash of natural light from a classroom window, she faced them. Each wore a somber expression, peeking out at her through the slices of light that dashed across their faces.
James paced. “I’ll tell you what they did. They told me if I screwed up again, I wouldn’t be able to stay with you guys.” He clenched his fists. “They said they’d watch my every move, have two Keepers guard me to-,” He threw up air quotes, “-keep me safe. Yeah, right! More like keep me prisoner.”
“Oh, James. That’s. . .” Half of Callie’s face fell in shadows, but her one visible eye widened. The temperature in the room dropped and the shadows lengthened until, in one fell swoop, they swallowed Callie’s face.
Evie froze. “C-Callie, come here.”
“Why?” Callie shifted next to her, searching the shadows behind her. “Is something wrong?”
Light illuminated her tight expression.
Evie shook her head. Rubbing the sore spots above her eyebrows, “Nothing. I. . . need you.”
“Yeah.” Callie wrapped slender arms around her.
“James, they’re angels.” Evie couldn’t get behind the idea the angels were somehow corrupt. James just needed a little faith. “They protect. The angels scare me too, but they’re the good guys. You need to believe. After you were taken—"
“Scary dudes with superpowers pushing people around are not protectors.” James stood with his back to the light. “Besides, the devil himself was once an angel.” Shadow fell across his face. His shoulders set in the sharp, rigid angles. 
Callie said, “James, you were gone, but you should know, they saved us in the auditorium, and they saved Evie at McCaffree’s. Right?"
“No,” James growled. “You don’t know that. What we see—”
“I do know—” Callie frowned.
“No. You don’t. We only know what they’ve told us.” James turned his back to the group. “And they’ve told us a lot of things.”
What words would matter enough to change his mind? Her mom always said to agree with your adversary. She’d try that. “You’re right.” 

He spun to search Evie’s face. “I’m right?” There was hope in his voice.
Shoot. “We don’t know what we’re facing.” Evie blew out. “We only know it will probably cost us our futures. They’ve been honest with us. Brutally honest. But either way, their honesty should count for something. Right?”
James moved toward her. “I want to trust, but—”
“Me too. We have warrior angels who want to help us, and we need it.”
“I don’t believe there’s some grand plan.” James’s gaze grew hard.
“Well, there is, and somehow this is going to all work out.” Except good people didn’t earn good karma. Sometimes the worst things happened to the best people. But that wouldn’t help her argument, and she wanted to believe good things and better days were coming soon.
James broke the silence. “Our gifts are tied into our emotions. I have to control my emotions, or I’ll set things on fire by accident. They went on and on about how I need to work for them. Do what they say.”
She grimaced. James never liked doing what other people said. “It’s not going to be easy.”
“Easy! Whatever. These people are. . . not people, angels. Who’s to say they aren’t the bad guys?”
Evie stepped closer to James. “The angels are scary.”
“Man, those flaming eyes, when they were fighting the demons.” Caleb’s quiet words surprised her. He’d been silent for so long, she’d almost forgotten he was there.
“True.” She nodded. “They’re all mammoth, and they move like they’re made of water or one with the air suddenly shifting from stillness to a new location without creating even a slight disturbance.”
“I won’t trust them till they prove they’re on our side.” James folded his arms.
“It’s a lot to take in.” She hated echoing Abigail, but right was right. “We need to take time to understand what they’re telling us. We can’t blindly listen, but all the same, we need to hear them out.”
They were good. Right? Different, but not the enemy. Strange, but not dangerous.
“Great. So, they mesmerize you with their weird emotional controls, and brainwash you until you’re theirs. No thank you.”
“James, you have to think this through.”
“No. Nothing about this is logical. How do you know what’s real? What if it’s all a trick to get us to do their dirty work? What if they’re trying to steal our powers, or can take them away if we don’t do what they say?”
Caleb cleared his throat.
James glared daggers at him. “I mean it. Something ain’t right.” James ran his hand through his hair.
The sunlight caught the side of his face, and his expression burned Evie’s heart.
Caleb frowned. “Well, we don’t lose our powers, but we have to stay and fight the war.”
“Caleb, shut up,” Evie and Callie said at the same time.
“Think about everything we believe.” It was the only thing pushing her through her worst times.
“Yeah. I know. Church – blah, blah, blah. Oh, and Sunday School, sure. Couldn’t they have planted that information, too? Seriously, guys. No way this is easy for you to accept.”
“When Tristen was the sickest, all we had was God to carry us through. We had to believe there was a plan. And look, Tristen is in remission now.”
James’s expression darkened. “Maybe you’re seeing miracles where good medicine worked.”
Her words bounced off him. “Well,” Nothing she said mattered. “You do you.” The words were flippant, but they didn’t match her insides. It was like there wasn’t air in the room anymore. She hated being at odds with James. How could they date, fall in love, get married and have baby James’s if he was this wrong about everything?
Callie marched up to James and hugged him. “This has hit you hard, and though none of us have all the answers, we can all take it one step at a time together. I have my doubts, too.”
“Me too,” Evie whispered.
“You do?” James searched her face. She nodded, and his shoulders sagged.
“I don’t.” Caleb interjected. “This is the obvious, safest, and most logical path we could take.
When angels come to the rescue, you don’t say, ‘Gee thanks. I’ll catch the next ride.’”
“Shut up.” That time James joined in.
“Callie.” Evie whispered, taking Callie’s hands in her own, hoping James wasn’t listening.
Thankfully, Caleb started comparing the mechanics of angel wings to bird wings. Then he started explaining the migratory patterns of starlings as both boys studied them through the window. 
“What if James is right? What if I end up having a dangerous gift? Maybe purple is the color of the Haven militia. I can’t be military. I hate exercise.” She released Callie’s hands and spun back to James.
“Did they tell you about leaving? I thought it was when the threat was gone, but now we only keep our gifts if we stay and fight their war. If we go home, we face the threat alone, lose our gifts, and the threats will keep on coming.” 
“We aren’t leaving yet, so let’s not worry about it. Okay?” The water in Callie’s glass began to swirl, spinning until it was a full waterspout lifting above the rim.
“Callie. Look!”
Callie’s eyes widened at the spout of water spinning above the edge of the glass. She held out her left hand and the waterspout lifted above the rim and sat in the palm of her hand spinning and twisting happily.
“It’s your gifting,” She wanted Callie to be happy. So, she hid her bitter disappointment. She was happy for Callie. James was fire. Callie was water. . .
“We have to decide something about the angels.” James rubbed the back of his neck. It was only a few inches across his stubbled chin to the shadows of his lips. If she could—
Caleb cleared his throat.
She glanced at him and a realization struck her. “James, we didn’t tell you. After you left, demons attacked us.”
“Exactly.” He threw both hands out. “You see it right? They must be in league with the demons. They aren’t keeping us safe. They’re keeping us here.”
Gooseflesh rose across her arms. “No. The only thing I’m pretty sure about is the fact there’s no way the angels are in league with the demons. Abigail pulled out a sword, set them on fire, and fought them back. It was. . .”
“Incredible.” Caleb offered. He glanced around like everyone might tell him to be quiet again.
“Yeah. It was. Plus, Abigail rescued me at McCaffree’s. They’re protecting us, James. I’m telling you.”
He pushed his hair out of his eyes. “The angels didn’t show up until the demons did. I’m not trusting anyone. We should try to get out of here while we still can.”
Callie winced. “Probably not a good idea, unless you know how to work the freaky gate and crazy cloud. We’re in a parallel realm. You can’t just walk out.”
“Plus, there’s a dragon-sized demon prince who’s set his marks on us. You saw him, right?”
Callie and Caleb responded simultaneously. “No,”
If they hadn’t seen the dragon demon, maybe she was the only one marked by him. It was almost a comforting thought. The Creator gifted them all, but they weren’t all being hunted by him. At least, not yet. Now they were all gifted, the demons would want them more than ever. She deflated.
“Who knows what you saw, Evie? That’s my point.” James threw his hands in the air. “They aren’t telling us everything. Who knows? Maybe they’re in this room right now.” A shadow slithered around James’s wrists, forming a shackle.
Evie shook her head to clear her vision. The shackle evaporated. “We can’t leave. Not until we’ve learned how to use our gifts. We would be sitting targets with a come-and-get-us beacon on our foreheads.” Her gaze fell to the floor. “I’m scared, too, but I believe angels are the good guys, and right now, I don’t know how to defeat the demons. We should stay until we know how to defeat them, or at least defend ourselves and families against the threat.”
“What if you have a gift of explosions and people around you start to explode? What if they deem you dangerous? What will you say then?” James’s face reddened as he leaned into her face, his fingertips on fire.
“Don’t get worked up.” Evie swallowed. “I don’t know. You have to calm down, though.”
James slammed his fist on the nearest desk, leaving flickering flames in his wake. “I’m not worked up! The angels took me because they deemed me a threat. Because of their stupid sentinel powers, we’re all at their mercy or lack thereof.”
“But…did they hurt you? Use their powers against you? You had a conversation. They warned you to be careful because you might hurt others, and they let you come eat with us. We’re all scared.” He didn’t move. His arms locked across his chest, and his lips were thin. He kept shifting his gaze from her face to the door.
“You’re scared.” He rocked back on his heels. His words came softer. “You’re scared of the angels.”
“Yeah, Einstein. That’s what she said.” Callie tapped her toe.
“Not just the angels.” Evie pushed her curls back, wishing for a hair tie.
James cleared his throat, unfolded his arms, and smiled at her, disarming her. “I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “This whole thing has thrown me for a loop. I’m here. We all are. You’re not alone. We’re in this together.” He locked eyes with her. His voice lowered. “Together.” He reached out and took both of her hands in his. “We’ll get through this.”
“Okay. Together. It’s all so different, so real. It’s a lot to adjust to for all of us.”
Caleb grunted in agreement.
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Training was worse than she’d imagined. The sweat from their run chilled her body, leaving goosebumps prickling along her arms, an intense cold radiating from her bones. She was weak from three years of standing beside Trist’s bed. She’d almost given up during the intense obstacle course where the obstacles were sometimes angelic warriors. No. She was definitely not made for this. She shivered, despite James’s nearness. She grabbed a towel and tried to rub the feeling back into her arms and legs. “Caleb, have you experienced your gift?”
He coughed and shook his head, shaking the sweat from his hair like a dog.
“Ew!” The plethora of words typically spilling out of him were suspiciously absent. In fact, he’d barely allowed any to escape at all. She narrowed her eyes at him.
Callie shook her head, taking a swig from her water bottle. “You did good, Evie.”
“Thanks. How are we going to do that every day?” She would, though. One day down, however many more would be worth it, if she could protect her family. She was furiously hoping she wouldn’t be too sore tomorrow.
“Unfortunately for you, reading doesn’t build muscles.” Callie winked.
“Hm. True.” Evie wasn’t getting distracted. She returned her attention to Caleb. “What did Abigail mean when she was talking about the beauty of the human mind?”
Caleb shifted. “I might. . .” He glanced at Evie. “possibly be good at convincing people to do things, and sometimes I may hear their thoughts, but I’m not sure.” He turned toward the door as if training was over. Evie wished.
“So, you can read thoughts.” There wasn’t any reason to hedge. It wasn’t the kind of gift you’d miss. “Really? You’re not sure?” She hated liars.
Caleb coughed.
No. That would mean. . . Her stomach dropped. He could read her thoughts right now. A hot flush raced across her skin. Try to stop thinking. La-la-la-la. This was ridiculous. She couldn’t monitor her thoughts all the time. A sickening ache blossomed in her gut.
She clenched her jaw as she tried to quickly wrap her mind up, stowing away any errant thoughts, and as the neurons slipped through her metacognitive fingertips, she chased down what she’d been thinking earlier in the day. Her head throbbed with her efforts.
He refused to meet her gaze. “You’re right. I can hear thoughts.”
OH! Stop thinking. Stop thinking. Man, if she were given the gift of telepathy, she would. . . she would. . . Oh. She would be so overwhelmed. Her own brain was too much, hearing everyone else’s would drive her batty. If she could control others, she’d be tempted to make James like her, date her, fall in love with her.
A deep respect fluttered to life. A respect she refused to feel. She tamped it away.
Caleb’s soft quiet, chuckle flitted through her mind.
She caught his eye. “It’ll be okay.” It was instinct. It was what she said to her brother. Now, she was telling herself, pretending to say it to Caleb, but still, it was for her.
His dark green eyes locked with hers, concern radiating from his frown. She glanced at the wall. Could he pick thoughts up like a radio station? Read them through her eyes? He probably could undress her thoughts and peruse them at his own whim. Oo, the possibility was unbearable, ruining the last place on earth she deemed safe, her mind.
Grimacing, she said. “One fact is for sure. We’re all in over our heads, but we will be okay.” She was in over her head more so than her friends, whose gifts had already appeared. She was powerless in a world full of the powerful.
“You’ve always had power.” Caleb took her hand in his.
“That does it. I’ve had enough of you.” James stalked toward Caleb with both fists clenched.
She jumped between them. “James, what happened to let’s stick together? We’ll get through this?” Man, he had murder written on his face. “What’s wrong?”
“Why don’t you ask Caleb? You guys are becoming best friends.” His nostrils flared.
She pressed her hand into his chest. It was then, he glanced down at her. His gaze caught on her lips and heated. In the space of a second, his expression turned dark, and his chest caved. “I can’t do this.”
“What?” She couldn’t fathom what was going on. What just happened? She wanted to erase the last second. “You can’t do what?”
“He believes, I’m manipulating you, implanting thoughts, and moving in on you.” Caleb quietly interpreted.
James stalked out of the room.
“He doesn’t believe he can compete with someone who can read your thoughts.” Caleb stared after him, his expression unreadable.
“There’s no way.” She screwed up her face. Something shifted in her abdomen. It was slightly uncomfortable. She ignored it, keeping an eye on the door, hoping James would return.
Caleb took a deep breath. “Evie, you’re pretty in purple. Your eyes are really popping.” His words were so soft and out of the blue, she didn’t respond at first.
The words played in her mind a second time. The side of her stomach taking up the bulk of her attention, a stitch of agony pulsed on her right side. This was why she didn’t run. She forced her focus on Caleb, narrowing her eyes. “What the heck does that mean? Seriously.”
Callie shrugged, and they grinned at one another, shaking their heads.
Caleb’s fingers curled into fists.
The stitch transformed into an ice pick, twisting in her gut. “Agh!” She fell to her knees, gripping her side. Little black stars danced in her vision. “I don’t feel. . .” She pinched her side, trying to ease the violent cramp, but the pain worsened. She wrapped both arms around her abdomen as she curled up on the cold tile floor. Her vision going hazy. “Callie—”
Light fingers touched her arm and brushed hair out of her face. “I got you. What’s going on?”
Her muscles released as quickly as they’d tensed.
“Are you okay?” Callie was rubbing her arm now, trying to create some warmth in her icy skin.
She pushed up on her knees. Ignoring the elephant in the room, she focused her ire on Caleb. “Thanks a lot.”
His eyes widened. “What? Wait, I didn’t do anything.”
“Yeah, whatever.”
Callie helped her up. “What happened?”
“I don’t know. I’ve been having strange problems with feeling cold. It’s like ice crawls across my skin at odd times and sends shooting pains through me. My vision is off too. I keep seeing the shadows. . . move.” She glared at Caleb. “Especially when I’m afraid or mad.”
Caleb chuckled.
Evie glared at him. Wrong move, buddy.
Caleb’s face grew somber.
“Hm?” Callie tilted her head, narrowing her eyes. “Maybe you have an ice power.”
Could it be so simple? Occam’s razor would say so. All thought of her irritation and anger with Caleb dissipated. She grinned. “Yes. Oh, an ice power would be so cool! I’ll have to wait to know for sure. I mean, I didn’t accidentally turn my water to ice or anything, at least not yet. But maybe you’re right. It’s been happening for a while.”
Callie squeezed her hand. “Mine wasn’t there, and then it was.”
A gentle bell chimed and everyone outside flooded the walkways to the next session. “Thank God training is over.” She stole Callie’s water bottle and drank the rest of it, tossing it back at her with a grin. “I’m going to check on James. I’ll be back.”
“You only have five minutes until our next session, Demons 101. I can’t wait-”
Caleb went on but she just threw- “I’ll be back in time.” -over her shoulder as she jogged out the door. Five minutes wasn’t going to be enough.
An ice power, the idea warmed Evie’s whole body. Ice swords, spears made from hoarfrost, or raindrops turned into frozen bullets would even the odds with the supernatural forces they were facing. It would be exactly like Storm, Tristen’s action figure.
A light breeze danced across her face, lifting her curls in a playful caress, cooling her skin in the brilliant autumn sunlight, carrying the various songs of the birds on its wings. They needed to come up with cool names like Storm.
James emerged from the shadow of the building and sidled up to her. His blinding charismatic I-want-something smile stole her breath, leaving her mind muddled. He twirled a daisy between his fingers and held it out to her.
“You don’t have to murder the flowers.” She couldn’t help but take it and smile.
“Hey, so I wanted to talk to you.” He took her hand and pulled her close. His dimple played peekaboo on his left cheek. That tiny dent, how it popped in and out as he spoke, was her heart. She would give anything to sink into the depths of those velvety lips.
Heat built in her belly.
“Wanna go out tonight?” His deep voice rumbled through her setting fireworks sparking along her skin, melting all the icy chill away. A hesitant grin hitched his lips up on one side, his shoulders taut.
A blooming warmth eased from her stomach to her limbs turning them from clumsy to languid.
The heat rose to her skin, licking up her neck and flushing her cheeks.
“Well.” He spoke with a chuckle as if to diffuse the tension between them, rubbing his hand on the back of his neck. He hung on for her response, searching her face for a clue to her answer. This aloof statue of a man desired her.
She adored him. She snapped to attention. What should she say? “Sure.” Wow. Non-committal often. She glanced at her hands. Her right pinky was completely wrapped in the hem of her top. She pulled her finger out of the fabric and smoothed it again, forcing her hands to rest open at her sides. “Where to?”
“The old, abandoned building on 32nd Street. Some of the Haven’s previous. . . um, I guess you’d call ‘em older, graduated Balance Keepers. . . ?” He smiled.
Her stomach curled and danced with him so close. His breath brushed across her face. “Yeah. Keepers. Sure, I could go out tonight.” She chewed on her lip.
“Anyway, the recruits come back to visit with the newbs, to help us get settled in.” His hair fell in his eyes, and he pushed it back. His sad eyes killed her. Together they’d weathered terrible times and through the years began to expect the worst. She wouldn’t let him down.
She’d lived in the house beside his all her life. And, despite the hard rocks of his childhood, he’d only grown stronger. She couldn’t imagine trying to understand the world all alone. Abandoned by his father, and ignored by his mother, he’d never had anyone. She would be his someone. “So, it’s a party?”
“No, not really. I know you.” His grin turned wry. “It’s a small gathering where new kids learn about stuff. I don’t want to have to wait until the angels decide to teach me. I get to bring one guest. It would be get-to-know-you stuff. No playing with fire.” His dimple popped just before he turned away from her, staring at the path to the main building.
“Cool. Our next session is going to start soon.” She moved beside him, and they walked back. “I wanted to check on you after what happened inside.”
He stopped and faced her, searching for something. She wasn’t sure what. He ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m really glad you’re coming.” She forced herself to focus on his words. “Maybe they could, you know, help you figure your gift out.”
“I want to go. It’ll be fun.” A trickle of ice-cold air slid along her skin. She embraced it. Welcomed the dawning gift. She was turning into an ice wielder. The chill clung to her, climbed into her bones and settled there. She might not need any help at all, but she’d follow James anywhere. Plus, she had to keep him out of trouble.
“So, see you tonight?” He grinned. “I promise, I’ll be wearing something other than this uniform.” He added with a wink.
He wasn’t her knight in shining armor; he was her soulmate. “Yeah.” She ducked her chin. When her gift fully developed, they would become warriors together, razing battlefields and conquering enemies. She leaned toward him. “But I kind of like the uniforms.”
His hypnotic eyes framed by those endless lashes caught hers. “Evie.” He said her name like a prayer as he advanced on her, heat wafting off him.
She wanted to run her fingers through the strands of his black hair, trace his jawline with her fingertips, and touch the small scar on his right cheek, where the belt flew a little too high and bit a little too deep. His broad shoulders were built to wield the fury of fire. He was designed to burn a path through their world, and her ice would quell his fire.
“Yes?” She whispered as he leaned into her, bringing him a breath from her. It would only take a slight shift to lean in and kiss him, kiss his dimple, kiss the corner of his eye where he winked at her, kiss his sad eyes. She had dreamt up a thousand versions of their first kiss, and she was ready.
James scratched his neck thoughtfully. “I see what you mean.” His eyes drifted down her body, his face flushing as he slowly brought them back up to hers.
His blue eyes sent embers of heat glowing within her. For years, he’d filled her dreams with murmured words, and her notebooks with hearts and names. He pulled her closer, their bodies melding into one. His fingers traced her back, his hands landing hot against her hips. Her eyelids drifted close, and he kissed her forehead.
So sweet. So perfect. So frustrating. She sighed.
“It’s settled then. I’ll pick you up at your room at eight.”
She nodded. Words lost in the sparkles singing hallelujah across her skin. She needed a minute to catch herself, to settle her heart, to become a person again. This was real, an honest to goodness date with James. Not a meet-you-at-the-burger-joint-with-the-whole-school-so-your-parents-don’t-mind date. This was. . . Her-heart-soared-on-a-million-butterfly-wings. . . Huge.
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Demons 101 or demonology couldn’t get over soon enough. Evie must have sighed a million times, staring outside, dreaming of her date.
Abigail moved closer to Evie’s seat. Evie shifted away glad the chairs were large and cushy. She pulled her attention back to Abigail’s discussion over demons and demon history. “Stregone, the demon who marked Evie, is classified as a higher-level demon categorized as an authority.”
“You said earlier, he was after more territory. Why?” Caleb blurted his question out barely giving Abigail time to finish her sentence.
“Stregone is motivated by his acquisitions. He is never satisfied with what he has and is always fighting and conniving with the other authorities for more territory, bringing lower-level demons, categorized as rulers, into his ranks and seeking out humans to stand as figureheads whom he can rule through.” Abigail moved away from Evie’s seat and sat in one of the empty plush chairs filling out their circle of five. The classroom was non-traditional with comfortable furniture to lounge on, soft lighting, and sculptures, maps, and 3D images of demons. Thankfully, the classes used more discussion leaning away from lecture.
Still, this was easily the most boring of the classes. Evie itched to get up and train. Do something. Sitting around, listening to stories about demons and their various methods of torture and enjoyment was so. . .
She glanced at the 3D sculpture on a pedestal to her left. The image was gruesome and reminded her of the dragon and the beasts in the McCaffree’s. The label read ‘authority’ at the creature’s feet, and it was at least three feet tall. Its sharp teeth glistened, protruding from its unhinged jaw. What would it need teeth like that for? Did it bite?
“Evie.” Her name cracked like a whip out of Abigail’s mouth.
Evie cleared her throat. “Yes?” She shook her head and tore her gaze from the sculpture. She was going on a date with James. She needed to focus on the good things right now. There weren’t many, but a date with James. . . She smiled.
“Why would Stregone choose a human as a figurehead?” Her brow dropped low.
Evie caught James watching her closely. She straightened in her seat and stared at the board where it laid out the levels of demons. The answer wasn’t written there. “So, he wants to control large groups of people for–” Shoot. She’d been off in another world.
“He likes to play with his victims. He sets them up as king and queen over a large group of his followers and lets them pretend they are in charge.”
“How do you know they aren’t actually in charge?” James’s eyes burned. His jaw clenched.
“He is a great puppet master. Those under him may believe they are in charge, but they are only following his orders, slaves to his attempt to get more and more and more. And don’t forget, if you aren’t with the Creator, you are against him and will join the enemy in eternal fire.” Abigail sighed. Her shoulders drooped.
James locked eyes with Evie. His gaze seemed to urge her to understand, to see the flaw in what Abigail had said. Nothing stood out to her though. She gave him a small smile. His returned her smile, his dimples popping, sending her heart thu-thumping.
Abigail continued. “He will play with you if he gets you in his crosshairs. He will try to gain your allegiance by telling you that you are the perfect king or queen, you are the only one he could ever ask to lead his forces while he is away, and it will sound good.”
Evie scoffed. “Only an idiot would listen to that garbage.”
Abigail gripped Evie’s wrist. “Stregone will tell you exactly what you want and need to hear. He will. It will sound good. It will be attractive. If you crave space, he’ll even give it to you, but he always, always has a plan B he knows will work. He doesn’t play his best cards until last. He is a sorcerer and a powerful force for evil. Only a fool would underestimate him.” She released Evie’s wrist.
Evie glanced at James, under his dark brow and flop of black bangs he glared pointedly at her wrist and then lifted only his eyes, locking with hers. His stark blue eyes shone with conviction, concern, and captivated her every thought.
Caleb cleared his throat. “So, if you weren’t marked by Stregone, then he’s more than likely going to leave you alone. Right? I mean, I know Evie’s marked, but was I? Is he after all of us, or just her?”
Callie covered a groan, and Evie shared a meaningful look with her bestie.
“Caleb’s right.” Evie hated it, but it was true. “If I’m the only one marked, wouldn’t it be better for me to be somewhere far away from those that weren’t marked?”
“True.” Abigail began. “You were the only one marked by Stregone, and he will target everyone you love, your family, your friends.”
Ah. Well, that made sense.
“But you aren’t the only one gifted by the Creator. Your family is in the safe house, protected by our sentinels. You and your friends were chosen, by different means, but for the same purpose, and you’re each developing your gifts together.” She paused and glanced at James. “You aren’t going to understand everything. There are things that must be left unspoken, things you are not ready for, and things that are beyond your comprehension.”
And here comes faith. Evie rubbed a hand over her face, massaging her temples.
Abigail’s hand returned to hers and squeezed. “Faith will carry you through this.”
Evie nodded, but James blew out a gust of frustration.
“It is His will you take one step at a time. He is a lamp unto your feet, not a floodlight to your whole life.” Abigail stood just before the gentle chime flitted through the building indicating the end of class.
Evie stood, grabbed her stuff off her chair, and hooked her arm in Callie’s.
“Thank you, Abigail.” Callie threw over her shoulder as they exited.
“Yeah. Thanks.” Evie joined in, though she wasn’t feeling it.
◆◆◆
 
OOMPH! EVIE HIT the ground a third time this training session. She was going to be a bruised mess for her date. She spat saliva tinged with blood on the dirt floor and pushed herself back up.
“Was that really necessary?” She growled at Theo.
Theo grinned. “Do you think the enemy is going to take it easy on you? Do you think he won’t fight you with everything he has and then some? Come child. Do not be afraid. I don’t break. Come at me.”
Evie gritted her teeth. She’d been coming at him for the last fifteen minutes and the result was the same each time. Why they put sparring at the end of calisthenics, fight school, and strength training was beyond her. Exhaustion didn’t even begin to describe the pains pulsing through her body. She gazed longingly at the swords along the back wall.
When Abigail told her about the training arena, she imagined a great colosseum like the Romans used with their gladiators. It would be a safe place to practice against wild water fighters, in burning battles, and across giant chasms splitting the earth wide. The truth was so much bigger. It was the colosseum, plus everything supernatural the sentinels brought to the table.
Callie grinned at her as she ran past. She kicked off the ground and gave the giant sentinel chasing her a kick that reverberated through the arena.
“Go girl!” Evie cheered.
The sentinel didn’t go down. Evie frowned. “What does all of this do if we never take one of you guys down? It’s not a fair fight.” She kicked the dirt.
Theo twisted, sweeping his leg out and knocking her legs out from under her. She hit the ground with a thud. The air knocked out of her. She coughed.
He bent over her, grinning. “It isn’t a fair fight. It won’t be. We are teaching you to get back up. We are showing you, you may bruise, you may faint, but you won’t ever give up.”
Great. So it was that kind of training. Evie pulled herself up slowly using the hand Theo offered her.
“Remember, you don’t win battles, He does.” Theo pointed at the sky. “You get up knowing that fact. You rise because He’s already won the battle, and you’re going to be the one who has front row seats to that victory.”
Evie’s chest swelled. She could get back up. She could do that. “Okay, again.”
This time, instead of attacking, she closed her eyes and prayed. A peace that surpassed all of her understanding washed over her. It was a fiery sunset, the whisper of a cool spring breeze after rain, and the warmth of her mother’s hug. Her heart calmed, and she prepared to hit the ground. She knew her part. She only needed to get up again. When nothing happened, she opened her eyes. Theo stood before her, head bowed, eyes closed.
“What are you doing?” Evie whispered, afraid to interrupt whatever was going on.
“You were speaking to the Creator.”
Evie squinted up at Theo. “You were supposed to attack.”
“I couldn’t.” Theo smiled. “He was speaking with you.” Then, Theo charged, catching her at her midsection and pinning her to the ground.
“I see.” She grunted under his weight.
◆◆◆
 
AT EIGHT SHARP, she waited under the only circle of light shining in a sea of darkness, ignoring the shadows stretching toward her and the bruises all over her body. Exhaustion was making her senses misfire, telling her the night was made of a mile of nightmares, stressing she flee from the forest’s creatures, sending her heartbeat stuttering at the breeze.
A cricket’s chirp whipped her around and stirred the night into a frenzy. Goosebumps prickled along her skin. No. Nothing would ruin tonight. She glared at the darkness. It would not race in and carry her off to its den. Demons had dens, right?
Caught up in the night’s nefarious melodies, she missed the footsteps approaching her. When a stone was kicked from behind her, fight training kicked in. She flung her fists at whatever approached, screeching like a wild owl.
“Hey.” James caught her fists with a chuckle. His voice flooded her with relief. His light touch spiked heat through her center. His dimple peeked out as he released her hand and brushed his hair out of his eyes.
“You should get that cut.” Stupid. No. “I mean, hi. Man, it sure gets cold when the sun sets. Doesn’t it?” Also, idiotic, she didn’t want to talk about the weather.
“Yeah.” His eyes traveled her body, and she responded on a cellular level. Years of practice as the shy academic kept her from preening. Instead, she wrapped her arms tightly around her stomach. His gaze stopped on her arms before returning to her face. “Here, take my jacket.” He shrugged it off and wrapped it around her shoulders.
Yum. She slipped her arms into the warmth. The musk of leather and a hint of fire mingled together. It was his unique scent. Closing her eyes for a split second, she reveled in it. “Thanks.” So sweet. What should she say? “Won’t you get cold? You’re only wearing a T-shirt.” Well, that was dumb. Now what? If he got cold, would she give him back the jacket? Well, of course, but—
“No. I’ll be fine.” His arms were smooth, his skin flawless in his black t-shirt and signature jeans.
Both hands were shoved in his pockets. She wanted to pull one hand out and hold onto it. Instead, she explored the pockets of his jacket. Close enough.
“Can you make me hot?” Goodnight! Did that just come out of her mouth!
His gaze lingered on her lips. “Are you still cold?”
At least he didn’t go there.
He reached out and brushed her hair out of her face. Fire blossomed in her belly the instant his fingers glanced across her skin. He paused as if he could sense her response. His fingers, a breath away from her cheek, closed the distance, tracing the curve of her face, slipping along the edge of her neck, lighting sparks along the way.
He slowed his journey, his touch feather light, as he slipped along the sensitive skin of her collarbone. Her whole body leaned into him. His fingertips fell to hers, and he wove their hands together.
She blinked, unable to stop the smile bubbling up. “It’s definitely warmer now. So, is it, I mean. . . I was just wondering if maybe, you know. Does the fire gift. . .can you like raise the heat around yourself? You know, so you’re not cold.” She sighed. If she got one sentence out without sounding like a complete idiot tonight, she would consider it a win.
Over his shoulder, black lines stretched across the grass, raking the sidewalk with pointy claws. It crept closer, skittering forward. She moved away from the thing; certain it wasn’t something she wanted to tangle with tonight. A dizzy weakness spread through her limbs as she glanced at James, blinking rapidly, trying to clear her vision.
James glanced over his shoulder, and maybe he was trying to figure out what sent her breath bursting in and out of her, but the movement gave her imagination validation.
“Don’t worry.” James chuckled. “Remember, even angels fear me.” Fire flickered along his fingers, and he tossed it behind him, crushing the shadows in its blazing light.
She moved forward, forcing her legs to cooperate. Nothing could ruin this second first date. Nothing. He let go of her hand and pulled her into him with an arm around her shoulder. Any remaining shadows were a lost memory.
Words, purpose, intentions flew out of her mind, his warmth capturing her entire focus. Everything around her vanished except his lips.
“Are you homesick?”
She paused. His words taking longer than normal to make sense. She smiled. “A little, mostly worried for my brother, and homesick for my mom, too. You?”
“Well, you know, it’s just me and my mom, and she keeps busy with the bills.” He ran his hand through his hair.
Evie frowned.
“Don’t feel bad for me. My dad wasn’t a nice guy. So, good riddance. My Mom, well, she had to do what she did, and I’m fine.” He kicked a rock off the sidewalk and led her down the path.
“It still sucks.” Tiny fireworks exploded inside of her as he dropped his arm to her waist. His fingers traced a pattern on her lower back. Where they rested above the hem of her shirt burned with sparks of electricity. Only a fraction of an inch farther, a small movement on her part, and he’d graze her hungry skin. She blinked, but something in her wouldn’t allow her stupid muscles do anything brazen. Simply imagining it made her insides jump.
“Well, what doesn’t kill you and all. Besides, I grew up fast, got freedom early, and was able to help my Mom. I have a good life. Nothing to be sorry for, except maybe getting you into this mess.”
“Nah. What’s gonna happen, happens,” She whispered. “Thank you.”
“For what?” James smiled at her and turned at the corner of the paved pathway.
The lights illuminated the dark green luscious bushes and thick grass along the path. Her feet crunched on autumn debris. It was a gorgeous night, freezing, but a perfect night for their second first date.
“For inviting me out.” Her toe caught on something in the darkness, but James caught her. The crunching under foot continued despite the rolling hill the path followed. Its incessant presence brought her mind back to the malevolent shadows. Please keep us safe tonight.
“I’m glad you came out.” He pulled her to stand face to face with him.
“Me too.” She smiled.
He chuckled. “You don’t even know how incredible you are. You shouldn’t trust anyone to give you all the information, you should go after it yourself.”
Not this again. “Um, exactly what I’m doing. I’m gathering all the facts to decide things for myself.” She was scrunching her nose at him. So unattractive. She smoothed out her face.
He shook his head. “Stick with me. If you do, I can protect you. You don’t have the instincts.”
“We can protect each other.” She wasn’t some stupid damsel in distress.
“Good. You’re too trusting, too sheltered. Things aren’t always the way they should be.”
“Don’t you think I know?” His parents did a number on him. But her heart suffered its own cracks. “Things are never the way they should be.”
“Yeah, well, I say we start to change things. Tonight, the guys can help you discover your gift. Tomorrow, we learn as much as we can, and break out of here.”
She paused. Learning as much as they could was smart. Breaking out of a place teaching them how to fight, not so smart. Vulnerability and hope shone in his eyes, and she couldn’t argue details right now. Not on their second first date. She gave him a small smile, ducking her chin. “Eyes wide open.”
“I’ve wanted. . .” James’s eyes traced her face, shifting from her lips to her eyes and back. She waited, her heart falling, as he shifted his eyes to the pavement. “I’ve wanted to ask you out for some time.”
“Me too.” Wait, no. That’s not what she meant. “I mean. I hope we go out again. Maybe, for dinner.” Her foot slipped on whatever they’d been crunching on. Great now her clumsiness was showing. Perfect dating skills. The stuff stuck to her shoe. “What’s on the ground?”
“Don’t know. There’s a light up ahead. Or, maybe this’ll work.” James pulled his arm from her back and a fireball appeared in the palm of his hands. He bounced it, trying to illuminate the sidewalk.
She whispered. “I didn’t know you could do that.”
“It’s cool, right?” Something real and raw peeked through in his eyes, but in a blink, it was gone.
“Yeah. Cool. How’d you learn it?”
“Can you keep a secret?” James tilted his chin at her.
“Yeah.” Of course.
“I’ve been practicing in the shadows.”
“Oh. smart.” Stepping into the light, hundreds if not thousands of cockroaches swarmed the path. She screeched and jumped to the grass. “Oh, shoot. Disgusting. What would make them swarm?”
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“I don’t know much about cockroaches, but I can keep ‘em away from you.” He tossed his fireball at the sidewalk, and the cockroaches skittered away. “We’re almost there. It’s probably a seasonal thing.”
He tossed occasional roach-firebombs at the sidewalk as they walked, clearing the path. “You’re gonna meet Shade, Nicholas, and Garren. They’re pretty cool. I met a guy when the angels took me. He told me about this meet and greet when the angels stepped out of the room. He said these guys exited the program two years ago, except Shade, he’s been out three.” He spoke louder. “They’re capable of some incredible destruction.” He was probably trying to put her at ease, but instead she was feeling at odds. Shade. Destruction. Cockroaches and fire. 
Her heart beat against her ribs. What was she doing?
Shadows clung to overgrown bushes only a short walk from the hubbub and perfection of the main campus. Abandoned buildings squatted on the brown grass like giant trolls eating away at the beauty of the grounds.
They stared at her with trembling, cold black eyes. Gray stones bore the march of time across their faces where it stole small pieces, leaving holes to gape at her. Only a sagging roof smiled at the sparkle of the north star.
She glanced back to the dorms. Why would they meet here, in this godforsaken place? The fine hairs on the back of her neck rose to attention.
Lightbulbs lining the walkway were blown out. Broken shards of glass glistened in the moonlight like teeth, waiting for a bite to eat. Wolves at the ready, whispering, ‘Come a little closer, my dear…’
A shiver skipped its way through her. She shuffled nearer to James. “Are you sure this is safe?” She kept her eye on the shadows beneath the abandoned building.
“Sure.” He steered them both off the pathway.
“I’m not sure about this.” They needed to go back before it was too late.
She released his hand and turned back. The last lamplight called to her. She was its moth, and it was dragging her back to the path, driving her to leave the shadows alone and obey her instincts.
James jogged after her. His hot hand gripped her forearm, stopping her. “Geez. Don’t run off yet. The haunted house fun is right around the corner.” His dimple winked at her as he smiled.
She drew in a deep breath. Haunted houses weren’t her thing, and there was no way the buildings in front of her were some kind of haunted house hangout. No. They were too forgotten. There wasn’t a crowd of kids waiting to go in. There wasn’t anyone around. If James wasn’t her long-time, childhood friend, she’d listen to her instincts telling her something terrible was going to happen. She snuggled into his jacket, ignoring her spiking heartrate.
He knew anything horror left her irrational and edgy, and even a week later she couldn’t shake her dark mood. He’d laughed at her after she visited the haunted house a year ago with Callie. She didn’t come out of being spooked until a few months later. The shadows. She grimaced at them now. They seemed to dance with danger.
And the fact was, her imagination was. . . well, enough. But if he enjoyed the spooky, she could fake it till they made it through the miserable experience. It was a little early for Halloween. She pasted on a smile, searching for any evidence of charm in the abandoned buildings. “It doesn’t look like a haunted house. You know, I’m not good with scary things. Remember?”
He chuckled. “They’re only abandoned buildings. The older Keepers like hanging out here. If anything jumps out at you,” His deep voice rumbled near her ear, teasing her stomach into a freefall.
“I’ll burn it to the ground for you.” He winked, pulling her into his side.
“Yeah, I…” She took a breath. “I have a bad feeling.”
He chuckled. “That’s the idea. They’re abandoned buildings, broken down, possibly haunted, not a home from the Southern Living magazine.” He winked.
“Yeah. This feeling is more. Like, there’s a million tiny eyes everywhere.”
“Tiny eyes, huh?”
Of course, he’d focus on the eyes.
“I’ll defeat Tiny Eyes. Trust me.” He pulled her into motion, laughing.
His laugh was contagious. She had to smile too. Plus, she was being a tiny bit childish. She could do scary. She was training to fight demons. Right?
Ten steps would draw them under the darkest shadows of the building. A trickle of ice ran across her spine. She trained her gaze anywhere other than the shadow. And yet, its arms still crept toward her in the corner of her eye. Her breath frosted in the air, clinging there with tiny ice crystals. Her instincts screamed at her, and she pulled him back with her. “James. No!”
He tugged her to the right. She didn’t expect the new direction and nearly fell on her face, but after a few heartbeats, she was ready for war. She’d said no, and he yanked her around like a ragdoll.
She glared at him through her lashes. “I—”
“This is why I didn’t ask you out sooner. You weren’t ready for me.” He stomped forward dragging her into the darkness. Shadows converged on the ground painting everything midnight black. “You’re ready now. Right?”
She shuffled forward trying not to balk. “Um. Yeah.”
Three distinct shapes moved in the darkness, whispering. “He brought her.” Was all she could make out.
Each shape moved slow and somber except for one whose manic movements set her teeth on edge. Why would they care if James brought her here? Something was wrong. Weren’t there supposed to be more kids here? The group was too small, too intimate. Were there any other girls there? She glanced back at the sidewalk. “I think it’s time to go back.”
James’s grip tightened as he forged forward, ignoring her.
A taller boy cleared his throat and slipped closer in the shadows, pointing at her with his chin. “You brought the girl.”
Evie’s stomach roiled. The girl. He’d said, ‘you brought the girl.
“She accepted my invite.” He turned to her, wrestling to keep his hold on her. “It’s fine, Evie.
They’re friendly.”
“How did they know you were bringing me? Where are the others?”
“Others?” 
“Yeah. Anyone else attending this party?”
He stopped and gave her a sad smile. “I mentioned you to them, and I got a guest invite for you. Sometimes, even the new guys have a date to bring.” He held up his free hand. “Let’s see what they have to say. It’s what you’re all about right?”
Trying to keep her voice low, she said, “This isn’t what I expected.”
He smiled and directed his next words to only her. “You’ll see. Everything will work out.” Louder, he said. “This is Garren, Nikolas, and Shade.” He gestured from left to right.
Her eyes adjusted to the shadows, and she could finally make out the boys. They were an unlikely group of friends one a geek, one a joke, and the other seeming very astute and maybe wealthy if his clothing was any indication. She cleared her throat, but her voice still only came out as a whisper. “Hi.” She tried to retreat, to stand outside the shadow, but James’s hand held her rooted to the spot.
Garren stood at least a foot taller and six inches thinner than the other boys. He regarded her with shrewd brown eyes, stripping her down with his analysis, assessing her usefulness, and dismissing her before she said or did anything. He plucked a tiny nothing from his expensive clothing. “She’s not much.”
His beady eyes first searched her face and then her hands. Jerk was written on his forehead, despite how neat his straight hair was or how he coordinated his clothing. “We can’t all walk out of a fashion magazine.” She snapped.
James chuckled.
Garren cocked his head, danger oozing out of him. He arched his eyebrow. “Got your hands full, don’t you, James?” On his shoulders, he carried a huge chip and an air of leadership.
No. This wasn’t a good date at all. She stepped back.
“Some things are worth fighting for.” James’s eyes met hers, but the familiar heat didn’t rise, and something new and awful danced in the dark shadows hidden there.
“Always is the case.” Nikolas’s blue eyes skewered her. It was as if he was staring into the very center of her mind. Were her secrets visible to his gifting?
Nikolas nodded and moved back. Shade moved forward. Behind his broad shoulders, Nikolas fidgeted, his blonde hair sticking out in every direction. He caught her staring and shoved his hand through his spiky locks, smiling. Her stomach twisted. A veiled threat lived inside his jagged-toothed smile. She nodded back, more like a bobblehead than an acknowledgment.
She averted her eyes.
“We heard you had a problem.” Rippling muscles sauntered closer. Shade wore a friendliness in his eyes and mouth the others lacked. He was all the things a person found likable, probably a popular guy in school. His dark brown skin blended in with the night. Muscles lined his broad shoulders and built a fortress at his neck. His movements were sinuous as he walked towards her.
“Yeah. I mean, really? Not really.” She glanced at the sidewalk.
Shade smiled and folded his arms. Oh, to freely explore muscles like his. Nope. Can’t go there. This wasn’t someone you idly caressed. His secrets had secrets. The air around him was inviting, but an alarm in her mind rang loud and clear. She studied his deep brown eyes. There she found a battle in the throes of ending. His expression softened, and he approached her.
He jutted his chin at her. “Your gift remains hidden.” He shoved both hands in his pockets. “Well, you could wait until whenever to figure it out.” He gave her a calculating stare. “Or, we could help you discover the gift right here, right now.” Each of his words had an undertow, like a riptide pulling her into his spell.
“How?” It didn’t matter how. The air around the guys seemed explosive, primed to blow. They glanced at one another with hunger in their eyes. Evie’s instincts burned within her. Shade stepped closer, and as if it was a cue to the other guys, they spread out around her. These guys were obviously into some bad stuff. She didn’t need any trouble. “How would you?” The pale moonlight washed over her as she pulled from James’s grip and slipped outside the shadow.
“Does it matter? Don’t you want to know your gift?” He crowded into her, keeping her eyes locked on him.
“Things happen for a reason. Timing should be right and forcing things might have consequences.” She wouldn’t cow to Shade, even though everything in her told her to run.
“When you decide to make things happen in your life, it’s the right time.” He whipped his hands around in a circle, chanting in a foreign language.
The tall building’s shadow was forgotten as she fought against the sudden blustery wind. Leaves, dirt, and debris lifted and spun, encircling the five of them as the other guys joined in, chanting. A small tornado reached into the sky, multiplying until it blotted out the moonlight.
Her heart thudded in her chest. Adrenaline electrified her skin. “Please,” She remembered today’s training, how her prayer stopped Theo’s attack. Please help me. Please.
“I’m right here.” James grinned.
But she wasn’t listening to him. She wasn’t even talking to him. If she got out of this, she might never talk to him again.
James suddenly bayed like a wild animal. As if the call was the signal to begin, the boys hooted and hollered like she’d walked in on an event designed to raise the devil himself. James tossed a ball of fire. Electricity snapped between Nikolas’s hands. The truth of her situation sliced her to the bone. She turned to James who was absorbed by the show of power between the boys.
The outline of a great beast formed behind James. It slipped out of the abandoned building and into the darkness swirling around them. Its shoulders forming at the same height as the sagging roof, its seven serpent heads reaching into the sky. Its opened wings, stretching as if for the first time, reaching from one end of the building to the next.
As if in harmony, the seven heads and Evie drew in a deep breath together. But her breath left in an ear-splitting scream.
Now formed, yellow dragon eyes twisted to her level. Black scales shifted into an expression of both disdain and humor.
There was nothing she could say, nothing she could do to stop the beast from building the rest of its body one wolf-like leg at a time.
It exhaled sulfurous darkness, and its wingspan was no longer translucent but a solid wall of black scales. The scrape of scale against scale deafened her as its armor of iron scales descended across its girth and glinted in the moonlight.
What was James involved in? What had he dragged her into? Every time he asked her out something awful happened. She was completely unprepared. She willed her ice power to appear. Nothing happened. Where was her gift when she needed it? She had nothing. Nothing. Nothing but a cold ice dormant in her bones. And tonight, it nearly froze her to the spot.
“James.” He didn’t even glance at her as he stared in rapt adoration wide-eyed at the beast. “James, get me out of here.”
Her ears rang as the world turned on its crooked spike. James was in the beast’s trance. His eyes locked on the amber jeweled eyes of the demon dragon. Its belly now hung low and fully formed out of darkness.
It leapt into the sky, flying so high it almost hit the broad face of the moon before it turned and dove straight at Shade. Flaming black oil poured out of the beast like a cropper dusting its fields. The largest of the seven heads unhinged its jaws. Its teeth raked Shade’s body, swallowing him whole.
Another scream escaped her. Like a death knell, it beckoned the dragon’s eye. Her head spun. Black spots danced in her vision. She was either going to faint or vomit. She squatted, trying to ground herself with the earth beneath her fingertips.
Shade smiled at her in triumph. The shadow dragon had evaporated in a roiling wave of sulfur around his feet. Dark mist trailed the corners of his mouth, but his grin only grew, becoming grossly distorted. His expression shuttered. His eyes closed of their own accord. His whole body trembled.
The sulfurous stench turned her stomach, and she gagged. This was the end. She was going to die at the hands of a demon while tucked away, supposedly safe in the angels’ training program. A lot of good they did. No help at all. Even if she survived, her mind wouldn’t. This plus McCaffree’s would leave scars. She’d loved James for as long as she could remember. Her heart burned. He’d betrayed her trust. He wasn’t her James anymore. The part of her able to trust, cracked. The pain so great she wondered if she would ever be able to trust anyone ever again. Would she ever fall in love again? It was as if she hollowed out, becoming a shadow of her former self.
Theo’s words from earlier rang through her. She had one job. She didn’t have to win. She only had to get back up. She spun to face James, determined to figure a way out of there. Theo’s words echoed through her mind on repeat. Just get back up. She could do that, but every escape was covered by one of the boys.
The rolling sulfurous cloud bubbled and pooled at Shade’s feet, reforming. Three feet in front of her, the head of a Gila monster arose.
Shade staggered to her and took her arm in his hand holding her wrist high in the air as if she’d won a grand prize. She writhed in his grip, but it was iron. Something was happening to her. Something cold and wet settled around her thighs. She screamed and beat at her legs with her free hand.
The beast merely gazed on as she clawed at her own legs. It grinned, its forked tongue lolling out of its razor-sharp fangs. Black tar-like venom dripped and sizzled on the ground. Somehow, she knew one drop would scar to the bone. It removed its tail from her legs and raised it into the air, hovering it over her head as green scales slipped across its thickly muscled torso to the very tip of its tail.
Shade released her. Maybe he was enthralled by the beast. Maybe he wanted to give her a chance to side with them. It didn’t matter. She bolted to the other side but was pushed back into the circle by Nikolas and James. She crumpled to the ground, her hands covering her ears.
Orange wings of fire flapped once, twice, in slow heavy motions as they dripped with lava. Fire carried the beast’s great body out of the darkness. It rose above her, hovering there, waiting to consume her.
Get. Back. Up. She ordered herself, and a primal shriek ripped from her throat. She shot to her feet. Her heart pounded. She slammed into James, grabbing his arms, refusing to let go. Caught off guard, they both plummeted into the drifting cloud as it moved silently along the ground. The beast screeched. She couldn’t stay there. She couldn’t breathe, but it bought her a second.
She couldn’t fight these, these… The dragon beast swallowed Shade, and he… he’s… he’s after her now.
“Come on.” James pried her hands off him. “It’s not that scary here.” His words registered slowly, as if they traveled a long chamber in her mind. He laughed, raking her legs off him, standing, and leaving her on the ground.
With her last breath, she whispered her prayer, “Help. Help me.” Strength blossomed from deep within her, and her need to warn James rose up in her chest. He’d lost his way. If the demons weren’t visible to him, then she’d have to save him. She’d help him find his way back to his faith.
The monster hovered above their heads, dripping venom on the ground in front and to the side of them, dissolving the grass, leaving brown patches of dirt behind.
“I am helping you.” James held his hands out to her.
As if she’d take his offered hand now. She prayed in her heart without stopping but said to James. “This isn’t helping me, James.”
He moved towards her. Worry, frustration, and anger flitted across his face. “You wanted this. Right?” He held something in his hands.
No way! She wasn’t wearing whatever he held. It seemed to burn in his hands, black smoke curling up from the chain.
“Stop,” Shade held out both hands to contain her as she tried to move outside of their reach. “It’s just a gift. Can’t James give you a gift?”
She shook her head. “It’s not just a gift.” The pendant slipped from James’s fingers, dangling between them. It pulsed with a heartbeat.
Shade glanced at James. “It’ll encourage your gift to manifest. It’s not dangerous, or something to run from.” He pulled his out from under his shirt collar. “These trigger and amplify your power.”
“I don’t want it.” Evie balled her hands at her sides.
Shade approached her, probably giving up on convincing her. His muscles no longer slipped sinuously, they were bulging, menacing. James nodded at Shade. Was he signaling for them to close ranks on her? As she considered this, James lunged for her, catching her in his arms. She fought him, trying to use what she’d learned, but it was all too new, and she wasn’t strong enough yet. Please, help me. She begged.
James’s grip was iron, bruising her to her bones. “You need to wear this. This medallion is like mine.” His ‘gift’ banged off her elbow as she struggled to free herself.
“Let me go.” She shouted. If they got it around her neck. . . She couldn’t let that happen. She bucked, kicked, even reached around to bite James as something feral welled up within her.
“You have nothing to fear.” Shade’s eyes gleamed. “This was meant for you. If you accept this token, and join us, you will rise to a power man only dreams of witnessing. You will become the queen of all darkness.” The lines on his face smoothed out in a euphoria at the mention of her potential title.
‘Queen.’ Abigail said- Adrenaline powered through her body. Who would be king? Why would they choose her? Her gaze locked on James. What was wrong with these people?
“Evie, it would be perfect. You and I ruling over everything. Power, money, anything you could ever want at your fingertips.”
This was why he asked her out. Not because she was beautiful, or he loved her. No. These people convinced him she could help him conquer the world.
Behind Shade, two angels appeared in a bright light. About time. “This isn’t the way, James. Think about it. This can’t be right!” His grip only tightened around her.
“Why?” James’s fury blew her hair into her face. His crushing grip ground her bones together.
“You’re hurting me.”
“How do you know what the right way is? Don’t I deserve to be free? The world may have abandoned me to my fate, but I’ll never be the poor boy who never could escape his home life again.” He was shouting, spit spraying her hair.
“No. You’re not some poor boy.” She attempted to twist in his arms. If she was going to die, she wouldn’t make it easy. “Let me go.” She threw her elbow down trying to free her hand from his grip. “At least face me.”
The two angels placed hands on James’s shoulders, and he let go. They unfurled their brilliant wings and moved to stand closer to her, but they didn’t intervene any further.
“Attack. You have to stop them.” She roared.
They faced the nearest boys, unsheathed their burning swords, and bent at the ready for an attack. Their presence eased the wild within her. She wasn’t alone, but they remained frozen, waiting.
“They aren’t the enemy,” James responded, confusing her words for him and not the angels.
He had to listen to reason. “You can’t erase your past. You have to learn from it, make new decisions, choose with wisdom, and rise without taking any shortcuts or ‘help’ from anyone. Stand on your own two feet.”
His face transitioned from hope to despair, and he pressed his lips in a thin line. “I’ve been on my own for most of my life. So, if you’re not with me, you’re against me.” His expression darkened. “We will force you to put the necklace on. I wanted this to be what you wanted. But I won’t take no for an answer.”
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“Have you lost your mind?” Evie whispered, barely daring to speak in the presence of the roiling black smoke now writhing along the ground.
“My mind is fine.” The smoke climbed itself behind James. Snake-like vines reached for him, each convulsing as if breathing.
“You’re under the influence of demons, James. This isn’t you. We have to leave, now. You have to listen to me.” She tamped back her emotions, refusing to give up.
“Look at me. Do you see any demons influencing me?” He raised his arms and pretended to search for demons.
She couldn’t help the sarcasm in her words, “Clearly, you can’t see them.”
“And you can?” His eyebrows shot up. “Don’t worry. Like you helped me, I got you. You can’t see it yet. But you will. We’ll be incredible together!” The vines swept up and attached to the back of his neck forming a black cape, draping from his shoulders.
He approached her, the black cape sliding with him. His jaw set with determination. The clasp of the necklace lay open, one end in each of his hands. Tendrils of darkness slipped from the demonic cape, turning his veins black, climbing down his arms, spreading, leaving bits and pieces of darkness embedded in the necklace he was offering her.
“Don’t you touch me with that.” She crouched, ready to tackle her way out of there when she blinked, and her vision shifted. The shadows and overgrown bushes were normal again. The glowing men no longer were visible, protecting her. Suddenly, the world as James experienced it was hiding the evil from her too.
“What’s the matter? You look like you just saw a ghost.” James turned to smirk at the boys.
Shade moved across from James. “We’re here to help you.”
Evie didn’t understand why James was dead set on this, but she one hundred percent was sure he wasn’t helping her. She searched the shadows. Where did the monsters go? Could they vanish as easily as they appeared? Her voice came out breathlessly. “I know you haven’t had it easy.”
She blinked, trying to bring back the vision. Where were the monsters lurking? Did they move closer? She needed the glowing men, to know they protected her. She couldn’t fight this battle alone. She couldn’t.
“Not easy.” He scoffed. “You’re the only consistent person in my life.”
The truth gutted her. “I can’t even imagine.” Her parents were distracted with her brother’s illness, but they still tried to be good parents even if they couldn’t spend a ton of time with her. They all fought to remain together against the odds, and together they won. Well, sort of. She wouldn’t call this winning.
“No, not many people can.” He stepped toward her.
“I do know a bit. Living side by side with you for years, going to Sunday School together, attending the same classes, and all those years before when we played together on the playground showed me enough. Plus, your mom’s been there the entire time, too.” Would he even listen?
Another blink brought back the dark mist, slithering around his forearms.
He frowned. “Maybe in the beginning, but after I set her car on fire. . . She withdrew. She’d try, but if things got hard, she gave up and went back to her work. When I questioned her, all she would say was, ‘children should choose their own path, should grow and pursue whatever they wish, be whoever they wanna be.’ And she’d disappear again.”
“James, it wasn’t all bad. Don’t believe the lie.”
“It’s only a lie if it’s untrue.”
“What about the stories she told you about your dad?” She remembered James’s excitement when he’d learn something new.
“Sometimes, she was willing to talk about Dad. But it all ended with the fire. You remember.” A cold glint filled his eyes. Black veins pulsed up his neck and across his cheeks, removing the white in his eyes.
Her heart jackhammered in her chest. She needed help. Please. She had to convince James this wasn’t the way. “I remember. James, you were trying to figure out how to be the man of the house at ten years old. No one would fault you for rebelling.” She tried to calm her shaky voice.
“This isn’t rebelling. Don’t think that. I’m over it. I’m choosing my path. And I want you with me.” He paused and glanced over his shoulder. For what, she didn’t know. “Your parents took care of you, mostly. What they sucked at was letting you make your own decisions. Sheltering you, keeping you weak while your brother healed. Well, it’s the reason we’re here right now. I’ll have to teach you, carry you until you can stand beside me on your own. You’ll understand, eventually. You’ll forget their lies one day.”
He’d lost his mind. “You know me. I can’t—”
“Church.” He spat it like a curse word. The boys chuckled. “Poor suckers. If God really cared, he’d listen. Boring sermons, the same droning songs, sure, there’s a God. He doesn’t care for the meanderingsss of puny humansss.” His voice carried the lisp of several demons.
“James.” Her voice left her in a tiny whisper. “He cares. I believe—"
“Blah, blah, blah. You fell hook line and sinker for all their mumbo-jumbo.” He clenched his jaw. “Well, that sucks. ‘All things in God’s timing’ and what not is a load of…” He drifted off, the dark veins fading for a moment before they turned black again. “You shouldn’t have to wait. The rest of us didn’t. Pushing the timing up isn’t asking for a new gift or returning one you don’t like. We’re just moving things along.” His face turned bright red.
“I want what’s right more than I want it now. When the timing happens, it’s going to be awesome. I don’t want to wait, but there are some things I have to wait for.”
“Gah! How can you be serious? It’s that blasted church your parents shoved down your throat.
You’re completely blind.” He flung his hands out in angry frustration, sending tiny flames through the air.
They landed at her feet. She stomped the embers out.
“You’re being an idiot, listening to antiquated notions.” Sweat rolled off his temple. “There’s a guy, way up, a benefactor who is going to help me and you. I met him. He gave me my token here.” James lifted it off his chest and shoved the other one at her. “And this is for you to wear.”
“There’s always a catch.” She shook her head, backing up into Shade.
“It’s just a token. Something to show how much he supports us and how he will help us when we need him. Tony—”
“The guy’s name is Tony?!” Worst name ever.
“No, he’s the delivery guy. The benefactor wants to help us anonymously. Why would we reject him? He knows I come from humble beginnings, and he wants to help me.” The necklace dangled from his hand while he reached for her.
She pressed against Shade, trying to put more room between herself and James. There was no way she was putting anything around her neck. Not for James. Not for Tony. And especially not for some mysterious benefactor who believed it was a token of some sort of unspoken deal. “No way.”
James was undeterred. He stepped into her space, caging her between himself and Shade. Up close, the medallion touching James’s skin sent threads of black mist latching onto his chest like leeches. “You need to take yours off.” She wanted to remove it herself. It was doing something to him. Changing him. Distorting his memories so he would believe lies.
“All this work to set up this meeting.” His eyes blazed in fury.
“No—”
“What a waste. Didn’t you want this? Us together? I did this for you, to offer you something you needed.” He closed in on her.
Shade’s arms closed around her. “I don’t want this.” She waved her arm to indicate the boys surrounding her, but Shade caught it and pinned it to her side. “I came for you. The you I know still is in there, underneath all the stupid evil.”
“So, I was being stupid. You don’t want this? You don’t want to know what your gift is?” His jaw clenched.
“No. You're not being stupid… This isn’t for me.”
“Not for you? Well, that’s certainly the truth.” He shuttered his expression, hiding behind a cold mask hatred.
He couldn’t hate her. Not yet. “It is the truth.” She searched the faces of the other boys, tried to pry her arms from Shade’s grip.
“Will nothing ever work with you? You’re unbelievable.” James curled his hands at his sides. His pulse jumped in his neck.
His eyes were still filled with blackness, transforming him into a ghost of the man she loved. The invisible world beyond the swirling cloud ignored her plight. He’d ignored her for years. She’d been there every day, across the street, in his classes, ready to help him with his homework. And the first date and the first demon attack, causing her whole family to need protection. Now, this date was full of evil, and James was not himself anymore. She should slap herself. Everything prior to this had counted down to this moment.
He opened his hands at his sides, his fingers jagged claws, his muscles coiled and ready to pounce on her. With only seconds left, four against one were losing odds.
“Nothing will stop me from rising out of the ashes of my childhood. The joke is on the rest of the world, Mom, Dad, everyone who ever pretended I didn’t exist. Because in my invisibility, I became stronger. Abandoned, I transformed.”
Having a sick brother left her feeling much the same, but it didn’t wreck her like this. She could still get back up. “Please, James.” He had to get back up one more time, that they could fix this together. “Look around you. This is insane, all of this. Let’s just go. We can talk when we’re both calmer.” Reasoning with a madman was never going to work, but she wouldn’t give up.
“Beautiful, fury is much stronger than hope. The darkness from this tiny token gives me more power than I could have ever imagined.” He spun, his arms wide, his head thrown back as he smiled at the stars. “It was the best decision of my life.” He stopped and started after her, taking each step slowly. “You think you’re better than me. But I’ll forgive you. I’ll rise, and when I do, you’ll be by my side.” The tension riding his shoulders eased, and his whole face beamed with acceptance.
Nausea roiled in her gut. “I won’t be by your side. Not if you are like this. I won’t allow you to take me down with you.” She fought Shade’s grip and wrangled one arm free.
A slow low burn lifted off James’s arms and shoulders. “You won’t allow me?” The flames whooshed out of his fingertips, flying across the close space between them.
Shade released her, and she spun away, launching into a sprint. She barely made it a few steps before James’s fireball hit her.
A split second, before the pain hit, her mind reeled. Some second first date. Her heart hurt more than anything else. His betrayal bit deeper than she’d like to admit. But it was the defeat before she’d fully trained to fight, striking her with its deeply unfair blow. She could have been someone who mattered. She was beginning to get excited about where her life was going. Gifts. Power. She almost didn’t even hate the running. Almost. Now she’d wished she ran every minute.
Another fireball blasted to her left, singeing the hair on her arm but missing the rest of her. James’s voice echoed off the wall. “Don’t hurt her.” He was fighting the dark mist weaving in and out of his skin.
As the flames on her back bit through the last vestiges of clothing, she threw herself on the ground, rolling to put them out.
“She betrayed you.” The voices spoke in unison from James’s mouth. “No. I—” He gripped his head and doubled over. “It’s—” Black tendrils lifted James’s hands and another fireball was released.
The fire bit into the wall closest to her. It roared to life, swallowing inch by inch the building. A hand of sentient flame swiped at her. It slithered along the ground, searching for purchase, and, without warning, multiplied. Smoke billowed into her face, and she coughed. The tendrils surrounded her.
“What the…” James whipped around in a circle. “I’ve never been able to do that before.”
Her chest burned. “Maybe it’s the token.” Her voice aged ten years and was thick with a smoker’s rasp. “Maybe it’s controlling the fire. Throw it away from you.” Brick and mortar fell in pieces from the top of the building, crumbling onto Nikolas and Garren. She pushed to her hands and knees, screaming a warning, but it was too late. Flames licked up their pants and devoured everything they touched. Garren ran screaming, but Nikolas dropped and rolled until the flames were extinguished.
“James, figure it out,” she screamed, the fire closing in on her. “Come on, figure it out.”
James stood there mumbling. “What have I done?” Finally, he screamed at the flames. “Stop.” Nothing happened. “Come back to me now.” He reached his hand out and attempted to draw the flames back into himself.
The fire doubled its size, pushing its ravenous hunger closer to her. It lifted from the ground in a flaming mountain, swallowing her in its lethal embrace.
“Stop.” His voice cracked. “What do I do?”
She caught his wild blue eyes as the flames closed in on her head.
A note of hysteria rang out, a crescendo above the roar of the inferno. “Stop!”
Murderous heat boiled her skin with its scorching embrace until her world became pain. The worst of it laced her arms and legs. She beat her body against the ground. Her skin blistered in unending, searing pain.
James’s mutterings turned mad. “Maybe it’s not that bad. Maybe, you can use your power. Is it happening? Is your power showing up?”
Choking coughs were the only thing she could make her lungs expel. The smoke burned a sulfurous path into her, stealing her breath, denying her screams, scrambling all her senses. A strangled gasp escaped her. She couldn’t roll anymore. She curled up on the ground. Errant flames still found her. They stripped her of her beauty, tore a path of destruction through her skin. She closed her eyes as searing white heat traced its fingers into her hair, biting at the back of her scalp.
James roared into the night.
She no longer cared.
His voice drifted away. Finally, the pain ebbed. Finally, she could breathe again.
Glimpses of his words sifted in from a faraway place. “I have to fix this. . .”
Letting go, she obeyed her body and curled into herself.
“. . .make it right again.”
She raised her fists to beat his face in for the pain, but the desire dissipated.
“I can create fire, but I can’t call it back?” His voice disappeared in the vast nothingness.
So sorry.
She. . .
faded. . .
aw—
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The cool embrace of darkness soothed the jagged edges of her mind.
Until she sat up, aware now of the vast emptiness spreading out without end around her. She screamed. The endlessness swallowed the sound whole. This couldn’t be the end. This couldn’t be her life. She pushed to her feet and spun. Ran until she couldn’t breathe and doubled over coughing, crying, and gasping for air.
“Help, please.” She wailed at the surrounding midnight. “I can’t die.”
Her voice echoed back at her “Die. Die. Die.”
She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Not, yet. Not before my life’s meant anything. Not before I’ve done whatever it is you called me to do with the Balance Keepers.” Pain ripped through her. “Please!”
She flung herself at the wall of her mind. She screamed and railed on it until—
Her… Mind… Stopped wor…king…
She whispered, “Tristen…” with her last breath.
No accomplishments would be listed beside her name. She would end as nothing and all of her attempts to change the fact would never matter, because nothing ever changes for her. Not really.
◆◆◆
 
A WHISPER GLANCED through her mind like a ray of moonlight on the cloudiest night, lifting her out of the darkness she'd succumbed to. All things are possible through Him. . .
How? She searched for a way out. Her life blew across her mind in flashes like rolling tumbleweed.
At first, it was recent memories like Tristen and her making the best of the time at the cancer ward. But her mind rolled back to when James swept her off her feet before she fell at school, and then him again on the swing next to her at the playground comforting her about her brother’s cancer. A thousand family memories, many with James, Callie, and Caleb filling the images overflowing, swept across her consciousness. Until her mind rested on the last one, the day Tristen was born, and they became one big happy family.
She shook herself. This wasn’t her end. It couldn’t be. She shoved back into her skin like a glove, her consciousness stuttering at the crushing pain her body was suffering.
“Mwahhh.” Her blistered lips barely parted, despite the immense effort she put into the movement. Her burns consumed the black, stark backdrop and replaced it with explosive red.
She forced her raw, angry skin to bear the brunt of her weight as she uncurled, spreading out along the ground. The world came into view through the twin slits of vision her swollen eyelids left her. Tears streamed from her eyes.
She swayed on all fours, unconsciousness threatening to take her again. Brilliant red, orange, yellow stars filled her mind. With great effort, she tried to push up, but her skin screamed against the motion. Air eked in and out of her seared lungs, wheezing in protest.
She refused to crave the cool promise of the dark abyss she almost lost herself in. The tiny space left in her throat was closing, and her chest burned against her every effort.
James screamed near her, rage, frustration, and maybe even fear. It was a thunderous roar. He couldn’t leave her. Not alone. No matter how much she hated him right now, she needed him.
Everything always went wrong.
She screamed when she tried to force herself to move. Her scorched flesh and mind turned into one mass of pain.
James cursed nearby as if this was the worst moment of his life. Were those his light touches whispering across her cheek? Or was she imagining things? She grappled with the pain as it tried to force her to let go, to give in. When those barely there touches disappeared, she fought against the dazzling stars behind her eyelids as the pain became almost more than she could bear. Her mind spiraled.
“This is your fault. You!” He went on with crazy words about the sky and world as he lost himself in his rambling.
She couldn’t die. People needed her. There was a destiny to fulfill. “James.” The word rasped out, but she wasn’t giving up. A small part of her understood, something unknown was at play. An insidious and cunning evil was attacking her, not James.
“I’m here. Right here.” He was back at her side. “What do I do?”
Darkness threatened to suck her back under. Her pulse a cacophony in her ears. “I—"
Something huge crashed to the ground, sending debris and dust across her face in a blast of sandy sharp particles.
“The building caved. I’ve got to get you out of here.” His fingers pressed against her burnt flesh.
“Ach!” She cried out.
He pulled back his hands. “It’s not safe. The wall is about to fall, and it’s close. I-I need to move you.”
Another thunderous crash heralded the largest piece yet to fall from the sky and punctuated the truth in James’s words.
She wasn’t going to die. Not tonight. “James” She wheezed in another breath. “Do it.”
His fire ate up everything. It was a terrifying truth she would never underestimate again. Heat from the flames still buffeted against her right side as it consumed the remnants of the buildings.
“I can’t. Anywhere I touch is going to hurt you.” He didn’t care a few minutes ago. Could his fire turn on him? Aim large chunks into the sky only to find him, the fire master below and crush him to death?
She smiled a little inside.
No. She needed his help, for now. Even under demonic influence, he might help her, because she wasn’t going to walk out of there alone. “Please, James.”
“Hold on. Let me get something.” His footsteps retreated.
Fire crackled, laughing at her plight. Fragments and debris from a smaller explosion rained onto her. Destruction around her rose to a crescendo. In a perfect finale, one last chunk of wall and a connected beam slammed into the ground and onto her left arm.
She shrieked, tearing her burnt lips apart, fresh blood and pus oozed in a cool stream from the corners of her mouth. “HELP! PLEASE, HELP!” James might imagine she was talking to him, but her prayer was loud and clear. Still, nothing changed. Her body still suffered terrible burns and searing pain, but a cool peace washed away its power in her mind.
“I got you.” James picked her up from the ground.
Beyond feeling now, she drifted into a deep unconscious bliss. “Mm”
Letting go, she opened herself up and floated away in an ocean of solitude, rest, and healing. She registered only one basic concept at a time. Calm. Leisure. Comfort. Safe… Sigh. Breathe.
Occasionally, something would jostle her from her safe place, but each time she fell back into her new state of being, it was her new home. In this place, her body had no impact on her. Her feelings were a faraway memory. Her emotions were a whisper of a past that no longer mattered.
Her eyes opened. No pain. No feeling.
She hovered above her body. Her emotions remained still waters as she observed the movements below.
James moved in jerky, desperate movements, struggling under her weight. His eyes wide, cartoonish next to his mutterings of madness. His face was taut, but his fingers were gentle, trying to hold her without touching her more than he must.
He paused. Maybe she’d murmured. His fingers peeled away the edge of her clothing to check her burned skin. He turned from her, catching himself on his hands to puke.
He was fighting to save her. He almost killed her, but at least, he tried to save her too. She would remember. She would find a way. . .
. . . to forgive. Nothing existed in the bliss, not curiosity about her injuries, nor concern for her return, even survival no longer mattered to her. Here, it was all about being.
He roared at the sky again, raising both fists to menace the stars.
Two winged sentinels worked side by side to protect them against a darkness surrounding them, holding it off while James tried to save her. Brilliant flaming swords, bright against the midnight sky, swung in repeated strokes, striking out at the demonic mist.
Something jolted in her. It burned like a star at first, far away and cold, but within a few seconds, it was molten hot. How dare they? They hunted her even after they set her on fire. They were on the sentinel’s training ground.
The demonic mist on the right split into a wide grin, avoiding the burn of the light. Carefully maneuvering away from the sentinel’s sword.
Those on the left were not so fortunate. The sentinels sliced into the mist, and the screams echoed into the night air. It folded in upon itself, growing smaller until it was no larger than a kickball. One sentinel pierced the earth and a wide opening appeared at the swords point. The mist screeched and wailed as a force beyond her understanding dragged the demons into a fiery pit.
The mist on the right shifted back. Its dense form loose and agile. It formed a claw, striking out at the two sentinels in a deadly dance.
The demonic mist, now her identifiable enemy, was the creepy crawlies in the shadows. It was the monster under the bed, and her chill in the night air. How did she mistake it when she found the shadows moving on the pathway, the ice seizing her bones and scraping along her skin?
The epiphany slammed her soul back into her body in one gush of exhaled breath. For a second, awareness took hold of her. James curled around her on the ground, cradling her in his arms. Soot and ash fell like snowflakes floating through the air, landing in her hair and eyelashes. His heart thumped against her ear.
“Just breathe. Come on. You can do it.” He paused, pressed his lips to hers and blew into her lungs. He checked her pulse as it fluttered like a caught moth against her throat.
She moved her lips but could only make one sound. “Ja—”
He lifted her head. “Evie?” He stared into her face. Tonight broke him. Nothing after this night would ever be the same. He blew into her again.
His breath wheezed out of her. He laid her on her back and rolled her on her side, checking her airway. “For God’s sake, breathe. You make me a good man. You can’t leave me now. Not ever.”
A weak inhale scraped back into her damaged lungs. The air was chased out by a bone rattling cough. It must have been what he needed because he scooped her up. His arms supported her legs and neck.
A scream boiled up through her. He had to put her back down. His movements were too much. “Stop.” She forced out, coughing.
“I got you. I’m going to fix this. Keep breathing.”
He took off running. The horrific pain held her in its grip as she screamed.
“I’m going to get you to help.” His words echoed in a faraway hall of her mind, chasing her. Her left arm and lower back pulsed. He jostled her more than she could bear. 
Finally, she fell back into the bliss of oblivion.
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What was the irritatingly bright light piercing through her eyelids? Evie wanted nothing more than to snuggle back into the blissful nothingness of sleep. 
A soft breeze cooled her hot forehead and the light disappeared, allowing her to drift into the warm blankets and the soft, cozy bed beneath her. Sleep, the wonderful blessing, returned its loving embrace. She’d thank the bed if she could.
As her peaceful slumber turned into the dreams of a lighter sleep, she was suddenly standing outside at night, flames flashing all around her, heat burning her. Sleep’s embrace was no longer loving. No, she needed to wake up. She forced her eyes wide open. Adrenaline thrummed through her, readying her to leap for safety.
Except, the soft bed sat in a white sterile hospital room. A shaft of sunshine sliced across her face as white billowing curtains danced in a gentle breeze, allowing little spears of sunshine to dart through every few seconds. She narrowed her eyes at the window. Her mind raced to make sense of where she was, and yet she still flinched as the curtain swept to the side, sending another flash of light blinding her.
She drew in a deep breath full of everything wrong. A hospital room should smell like bleach or sanitizer. She glanced at the window. It should be filled with the scent of the Stargazer lilies bouncing in the breeze, or surely the room should carry the pine on the current of air’s wings. She scrunched her nose. Nothing so pleasant reached her. Instead, the overwhelming scent of burnt flesh lingered in her nose. Memories, along with flashes of fire and betrayal, razed through her mind as she closed her eyes.
Laughter drifted through the wall length window, followed by a peel of a scream as maybe someone chased another playfully. She was supposed to be playing, loving her life. Instead, she glanced balefully at the alternating black and white tile of the floor, the louder than life tick of the clock on the wall behind her headboard, and the thoroughly perfect white of everything else.
Callie slept propped in the corner. Her face pinched in an awkward sleep. Evie’s heart calmed a bit. Were they still at the Haven?
She pushed up, and a sharp pain sparked along her lower back. Her arm gave out, and she fell back, panting, laying still. Fire flashed in the corner of her vision again. Her pulse raced, and she gripped the thin white blanket.
Daring a few slight movements, wiggling her fingers and toes, she found parts of her body moved without much pain. With boldness, she stretched out both legs and a heavy weight pressed down on her thigh. She winced, opening up the crack on her lip.
Breathe. Just breathe. Keep it simple until she could figure things out. Her heart pounded. Her palms were sweating. Her stomach churned. Did someone contact her parents? Did they know she was hurt? She stared at her heavily bandaged arm. How long would it take to recover?
She moved her right hand, trying to get comfortable with the cords and tubes hanging off it in every direction. Her fingertips brushed across soft curly hair. How had she missed a head resting on her thigh? She pulled her hand away but changed her mind and returned it to Caleb’s soft curls. Her friends were there for her. She smiled at the ceiling. He was a good guy. Awkward at times, but someone she might have considered if she wasn’t so stupid about James.
Why couldn’t she have liked someone like Caleb? He was a good guy. Someone like him would surely be better than what she’d chose. But he was—
He echoed her, mumbling in his sleep. “Like me. . . Good guy. . . Choose me.”
Seriously. Even asleep he was invading her mind. She wished him away, wished she could leave, but she was trapped under the weight of his head, her burns, and the threat on their lives.
“Won’t leave.” He wrapped an arm around her leg.
Great. Now what?
He slept like the dead. At least he was curled up on one of the few places left unburned. Lucky her.
“So lucky.” He snuggled his face into the blanket.
Of course, he’d argue with her even in his sleep. His lashes swept across his cheek, making him seem so innocent, so angelic with his halo of curls. He really was beautiful. His body was twisted and bent in a chair which would give him with a crick in his neck when he woke. “Get up. Go sleep on the couch.”
The thin blanket fell off his shoulder as he squeezed her legs, holding on. “No. No. Not leaving.” He mumbled. She moved her leg, and he groaned. He was so stubborn. She stopped moving. She didn’t want to disturb him, though her leg was beginning to go numb in the position. She smiled again. It was small, but he made her feel safe, and she was so happy she wasn’t alone.
“Safe.” His grip loosened.
She released a long-suffering sigh that got tangled up in her heartache from the night before, transforming it at the end into a grunt.
Callie sat against the wall. Her eyes wide open, observing Evie as if she were a ghost. “I shouldn’t have pushed you to go on a date with him.”
“You didn’t know.” He had duped them all. And yet, the real truth was even worse. It was the demon prince. He was to blame.
“I encouraged—” Callie covered her face with her hands.
“Neither of us knew.” The truth nearly choked her. “I. . . I can’t even believe. . . I have to stop him. I have to help him.”
Callie dropped her trembling hands. “No, you will not.”
“It isn’t his fault.”
Callie stood, her whole body taut.
“He’s been possessed or something. I’m telling you. It’s demons. Maybe I’m a demon finder.” She wanted to move, to stand and face Callie, to not be broken and weak and worthless. It was a new kind of invisible.
Callie waved her hand in the air like it would wash the words away. “Don’t let him back in. He doesn’t deserve it. He took part in,” she waved her hand indicating Evie’s body, “in this.”
“You’re right.” Evie tentatively touched the bandage.
“I’m so sorry. If you hadn’t survived. . .” Callie shook her head. “I would have drowned him on dry land.” She clenched both of her fists. “I still might.”
Caleb muttered something incoherent.
They both glanced at him.
“No more boys.” The pain in her heart hurt worse than anything else.
Callie nodded.
A hacking, burning cough left her shaking, but the healing began with their promise to each other. Callie passed her a water glass. The cool liquid soothed her sore throat, but nothing softened the blow to her heart. Why did bad stuff always have to happen to her?
Bits of memory scattered into place. Yet her mind couldn’t sort through the strange images. It was one thing to be told the men and women running the Haven were angels. But when they shuck their disguise and become incredible, terrifying, beautiful creatures. . . she shuddered. The sentinels were mesmerizing, petrifying, and so. . . So many words, and yet none fit exactly the awe and shock of such a vision. She wanted to learn everything. She wanted to run and hide.
Callie glanced at her bandaged arm, and a tear slipped down her cheek. “I should’ve figured it out. Somehow.” She wiped her face before the tear fell.
It destroyed her that Callie blamed herself. “It isn’t your fault.”
The whoosh of the automatic glass door interrupted their conversation, admitting a tall doctor into the room. “Good afternoon, I’m glad you’re awake. You had quite a scare. It’s great providence you are under our care. Any other facility might not have sufficed.”
What was he talking about?
Caleb stirred. “I see your friends are still here.” The doctor’s voice softened to a whisper as he nodded at Callie. “Callie and Caleb haven’t left your side for two weeks.”
Her words rasped out. “Two weeks.” She coughed. “Why so long?”
“James nearly burned you to death.”
“It was demons.”
The doctor’s lips tightened. “It’s a good thing you made it here in time. We’ve kept you in a medically induced coma to help you through the worst of it.”
“He carried me here.” She couldn’t, wouldn’t, say his name. Maybe never again. He may have saved her, but he also burned her. Goosebumps trailed across her pale arms.
“Yes.” The doctor pulled a few instruments out of a cart hidden behind her bed.
“. . . and he left.” Callie glared at the instruments. “Left you here to die.”
“I’m alright, Callie.” She winced as the doctor checked her injuries. “Can I go back to my room? I’m okay. Right?”
“I’m glad you’re feeling better.” The doctor pressed his hand to her wrist, pausing in silence. He pulled out his flashlight, turned it on, and held it to the side of her face. “Follow the light.”
“My arm and my throat are pretty bad.” She tried to take a deep breath. “Also, breathing hurts. That’s normal, right?”
“Yes.” He placed the light back in his pocket and unwrapped her left wrist. She caught her breath. The raw, tender flesh, hidden beneath the bandages was worse than she’d imagined. He smiled. “You’re progressing nicely.”
“Will it scar?” Please say no. A tear escaped her control.
He hm’d. “You’ll be able to return to your room directly. You’ll have minimal scarring.” He smirked. “We are adept in our line of healing, but it will leave a light residual pattern behind.”
“Like a tattoo.” Evie frowned. She tried to make it a positive thing, but her brain wasn’t having it.
“You’ll be in bandages for two to three weeks. You’ll experience a cough, shortness of breath, headaches, and dizziness. You’ll not go to class until full mobility has returned to your back, and you’ll require physical therapy.”
Her smile faded.
“When your skin grows back from being burnt, it will be tighter. You’ll need to be patient with your body as it heals.”
He erased the throbbing ache with a medicated ointment and rewrapped her arm. “We have a special medication for smoke inhalation. It’ll ease your cough, and work miracles like this ointment.” He glanced at Caleb who watched the doctor with wide green eyes. “You have ready and willing help,” the doctor winked at Caleb, “and you can reach us at extension 031 if you need anything.”
She fidgeted with her blanket, spinning the corner of it around her fingers. “Did he. . . Um. Did he tell you what happened? I’m-I’m just fuzzy on the details.” She refused to acknowledge Caleb’s brain-piercing gaze. Couldn’t she just talk to the doctor alone?
Caleb ran his hand through his hair and blew out a gust. “I’ll be right back. Callie, come on. Let’s give her some privacy.” He exited the room without another word.
“Do you want me to stay?” Callie’s eyebrows drew together.
“It would be nice to talk to the doctor alone.”
“Okay. Okay, I’ll go. I’ll be right back though.”
The doctor covered her fidgeting hand with his own, patting it like her dad sometimes did. “James didn’t share any more details with me. He dropped you off with fire popping up in patches along his arms and back. Caleb arrived fifteen minutes later, and he has been here by your side since.”
“Oh. Okay.” Her gaze fell to where Caleb had hugged her legs and wandered to the perfectly opposite black and white tiles of the floor.
The doctor helped her sit up in the bed before another coughing spasm crashed through her. Dizzy, weak, and frustrated, she clenched her good fist. He left her. Broken. Abandoned.
“I don’t know if I’ll ever heal from this.” Or forgive him for leaving.
The doctor grew still. “Wounds heal with time, and all things are possible through Him, who grants you His strength. You’ve been through a lot. Let me know if you start experiencing other symptoms, such as nightmares, flashbacks, heart palpitations, or overwhelming fear. I am here to support you. It’s not uncommon for mortals who’ve been in battle.”
“I already have anxiety, so no thanks.” She wasn’t accepting any more problems at this time, so she wouldn’t have any nightmares, flashbacks, blah, blah, blah. No. Nothing more.
The doctor nodded and rose.
She wanted to heal. She wanted to not hate James, to find forgiveness inside of herself, but everything inside of her was on fire. Why couldn’t he have been a better man? Why couldn’t he be the man she dreamt of at night?
She wanted to ask the doctor why their healing left her burnt and raw. But Caleb peeked back in through the sliding glass door and gave her a wide smile. His hair all mussed up. Where had Callie gone off to?
“Callie’s getting your room ready for you. She wanted everything to be perfect when you got out.”
The following sheepish glint to his eye seemed to say, Oops, I read your thoughts again. Sorry.
She glared at him. Nope. No sorry’s gonna fix it.
The doctor finished packing up his instruments. “You’re free to go.” He winked, turned on his heel, and paused at the door. “Don’t hesitate to reach out if you have any questions.” He left the room with a nod and a knowing smile.
“Come on. I’ll help you up.” Caleb put his hand out like a peace offering.
She stared at it, considered refusing, but with Callie gone, she needed his help. She took his hand, warning him mentally to stay out of her head. This was her fight. He wasn’t just helping her with recovery, she was being reborn. The warrior within her was awakening. She hoped. No more would she play the victim. This attack was a surprise, but she wouldn’t get sidelined again.
“I’ll heal.” She clenched her jaw. “In no time.” Her words would be true. Soon, it would all be behind her.
“I know.” Caleb cleared his throat and smiled.
He was such a ‘what you see is what you get’ kind of guy. He’d probably be good for her. He smiled, and her insides jumped. Hm. Instead of glancing away, or saying something ridiculous, he notched his chin and let his defenses fall. And she caught a hint of the depth behind the awkward, crazy antics.
She moved toward him. Her legs were weak, and she faltered.
His fingers delicately lifted and supported her. “You okay?”
She flinched at his touch. Everything hurt. She was so far from okay. She couldn’t even remember how it felt. No. She shook her head. “Not really.”
His messy curls framed his charming green eyes as they searched hers. “Does it hurt where I’m touching you? I don’t want to hurt you.”
The crazy thing was, she believed him. She could trust Caleb. She gave him a small smile. “I know. I’m just dizzy.”
He cleared his throat and chuckled nervously. “Maybe, we should get a wheelchair?” He rubbed the back of his neck.
“No. I’m okay. The doctor said so, didn’t he?” She wasn’t going to be wheeled out of there. No. She was going to walk on her own two feet because she was ready to fight. Well, kind of sort of. As long as there wasn’t any fire, and James wasn’t there. Then she’d be ready to at least train to fight. She sighed. She wouldn’t acknowledge what Caleb probably just heard in her thoughts. “We have protection, a chance to learn how to fight, and lunch straight from Heaven. . .” She drifted off, her stomach growling.
“Hungry?” Caleb leaned back and laughed. It was infectious, and Evie wanted, no, needed a reason to laugh.
“I belong here.” She would learn to fight. She would go after James. She would rescue him. He wasn’t evil; he was possessed.
Caleb’s eyes wandered her face. He sighed and shook his head, running his fingers through his hair, leaving it in a mess. His voice dropped, and his reply rumbled out of him. “Rescue, huh?”
Her temper flared. “Out!”
“You’re right. You belong here.” Sorrow filled his eyes. He said everything in those simple words. He agreed with her. He also belonged. He would fight to rescue James if it was what she wanted, but he would also fight for her.
She broke eye contact. Did she want Caleb fighting for her?
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A shiver caught her eye.
No, it was more like a shimmer slicing across the grassy lawn where the Haven Medical Center’s great shadow broke the sun’s late evening glare. She squinted against the sunlight, straining to make out what was happening in the tiny sliver separating the darkness from the light. The schism was only a warble in the air, but it seeped raw despair. As she drew closer, burning, cold air glanced across her skin. She hesitated.
Caleb, who supported her by her good arm, said, “Everything al—"
“Sh.” She didn’t want to explain, just check out the shimmery thing hanging midair. The oddity waved in a nearly invisible slice of air ten feet up. Why had she noticed it? She turned her inspection to the darker shadows closer to the three-story building. What was it? Could Caleb see it?
“No.” He held her a little tighter.
Of course, he replied to her thought question. She sighed, refocusing. The shimmer twisted slowly midair, shrinking ever so slowly. Was the break in the atmosphere residue, a lingering after effect of demonic activity? Maybe a portal?
She waited for Caleb to pipe in, but when he didn’t, she narrowed her eyes at the shiver as it shrank until it was gone. “Did you see it?”
Caleb hesitated. “No?”
Why was he asking her? “It was freezing cold. It was shrinking, as if it was closing. Someone might have just used it to portal here. Someone or something.” She glanced around them, staring deeply into the shadows. “If they are here, they’ll be in those shadows.”
“You are on bedrest. No demon chasing, no classes, no training, nada. Doctor’s orders.” Caleb took her arm in his and tried to swing her away from the shadows.
“I don’t think I have an ice power.”
He stilled.
“but I am starting to wonder if maybe I have a demon finding power.”
Caleb rubbed his chin. “Now, that would be a really interesting power.”
Evie frowned. “It hasn’t been so far. It’s been really dangerous.”
The outline of someone moved in the shadows.
“There.” Evie pointed.
The autumn breeze shifted, bidding farewell to summer in a sorrowful dance of dry leaves and rustling twigs. It carried the scent of fire and leather on its bluster.
Caleb followed her finger with his gaze. “He could be anyone. Come on. Let’s go to your room. Callie’s waiting.”
Evie pulled away from Caleb. “Hear that?”
Mutterings from a familiar voice, a voice that brought up terrifying memories, drifted away in trudging increments down the sidewalk. A deep urge to chase after James and find a way to make things right jolted through her. She moved toward him, dragging Caleb along.
James’s guttural cry ricocheted off the building. He was suffering. She shook her head, denying herself the pity welling up within her. Leery of the horror James must be experiencing with evil literally sharing his mind and body, she wondered if the demons were silent parasites, or violent and painful. His cry made her believe they were wreaking havoc and driving him mad. His cry twisted in midair transforming into a bitter wail as he glanced over his shoulder and caught sight of her. If it were her, could she endure such agony? No one should have to.
James’s gaze was wide. He shook his head, hit himself several times, pulling his hair, and turned away from her. Walking away, his voice made it from the farthest darkened corner of the building as he whispered her name. The single tiny utterance was enough to still her anger, to quench her dry, damaged throat, and drive her to forgive, if only to free him from his torment.
She narrowed her eyes at the shadows and whispered the name she promised herself she would never speak again. “James?” Let him be alright. “Caleb, it’s James. He must have used the portal to come check on me.” Her heart twisted.
James turned back to her almost as if he might abandon his ways and return to her. He froze in the shadow, not looking at her, but not focusing forward either.
Come on. Don’t. Don’t choose— Her back tweaked in pain. Flashes filled her mind of the night he’d set her on fire. She narrowed her eyes. He wasn’t her James. Not anymore. Maybe it was best if he left. She notched her chin up. Just as autumn couldn’t share space with summer, neither, it seemed, could her frost live in quiet contentment with his fire.
A burst of orange and brilliant yellow flashed in the shadows. The chaos flourished. Was it a threat? Was it the demons? When it faded, he was gone.
Abandoned again, she couldn’t turn back to Caleb. Nothing in her body worked. Her heart bled out across the cement sidewalk. Not again. Lord, she wanted to punch something, hurt him as bad as the ripping inside of her was tearing her apart, but it wasn’t his fault. None of this was his fault. It was the demons.
They tortured him. They forced his hand. He was as much a victim as she was.
Caleb scoffed.
She glared at him and then glanced at her arm. James and her both wore injuries, hers on the outside and his on the inside.
“Don’t.” Caleb breathed. “Don’t go down there. Let’s go to your room.”
The demons would pay for this. It must be her gift, to have sight into the demon’s realm–a demon slayer. She’d slay his demons. If he only got close enough and gave her a chance, she could help him. She would help any stranger in need. It was who she was.
But she’d never let him back into her heart. No. She couldn’t forgive the damage before it even healed. It wasn’t even something she could consider. She’d bring him back. Help him heal, but from now on, she’d keep her distance.
She sighed. Moving in slow, careful movements, favoring her arm and back, she wandered over to the spot he’d vacated, ignoring Caleb’s gentle tug on her arm.
“Wrong way.” Caleb moved in front of her and ran his hand through his curls. “You okay? Pain meds getting to you? Did you know—”
She glared at him through swollen, misty eyes. “Did you see him?”
Caleb stared at the alley and shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t go in there. You’re injured.”
“James was there. Check? Use your. . .” She pointed at his mind. “Focus.”
“I am focused.” He paused studying her clenched jaw. “I see.” He squared off in front of her, blocking her view. “Did you know the medication they are using to heal your arm and lungs is infused with—”
“Stop trying to distract me.”
“What would you say to him?”
“None of your business.” She’d slay the demons. She sidestepped Caleb, but he waltzed right along with her. “You sense him, don’t you?”
He shook his head.
She tried to slide past again. “Can you still tell if he’s there?”
“No. I can’t.” He furrowed his brow, his back to the alley, mirroring her movements.
What a miserable, waste of. . . She opened her mouth, glanced up at him, and closed it. “Just get out of my way.” She needed to do this. She needed to confirm the demons were there and were still the culprits. She could do it since she was probably a spirit seer person, or whatever. “Wait, do you need to see a person to read their mind?”
“Read their mind,” he gaped. “You act like I pick up a book, thumb to a specific page, and enjoy the story.”
“Well, don’t you?” She wetted her lips and took a hesitant step forward.
“No, I don’t.” He turned to observe the alley. “It’s like the television’s on.” He spoke with his back to her. “But I can’t control it.”
He couldn’t control it. They were all doomed. “Whatever. Forget James. It’s cold.” He was already long gone. She turned back to the sidewalk leading to her dorm.
Caleb kept pace at her side, giving her a small side smile. “It’s safer in your dorm.”
“Yeah? Like it’s safer here with the angels?” She glared ice daggers and demon smoke at him. “I’m really feeling it. Thanks.”
Caleb frowned but kept on moving her toward her dorm.
That’s right buddy. Keep it zipped if you value your life. Wait a minute. “So, you sensed him.” He was going to get it if he didn’t lay it out straight with her. She balled her fists.
“There was a serious threat in the alley.” He advanced and brushed feather-like fingers along her bandaged arm. “A threat determined to kill or kidnap you, and you can’t face it while injured.”
A twinge of relief raced through her. “Was it James?” It was James. She knew it. Right?
“What is wrong with you?” He dropped his fingers with a thwack on his thigh. “James attacked you.
He tried to kill you.” His words were harsh, pleading.
Was something wrong with her? “Nothing’s wrong with me. What about you?” Though she brushed it off, truthfully, the question chilled her to her bones. She glanced into his green eyes, and they locked in a silent war.
“I’m the one standing here helping you. I’m the one who sat by your bedside for two weeks.” He was determined to make her take care of herself, she could tell. She softened. He was right.
She nodded and they walked toward the dorm. Still, she was absolutely not going to let him manipulate her. Could his gift be as dangerous as James’s? Could she trust another gifted guy?
Probably not. But she kind of already did with Caleb. Callie was right, James needed to be held accountable.
Yet, her stupid, burnt up heart refused to leave it alone. She glared at him. “You’re right. If it was James, he turned his back on his friends, on me. Again.” She fought to maintain her composure. She would find him, and maybe kill him herself, but she’d find him. Her heart seemed to trip in her chest.
She needed some alone time.
Caleb nodded. “I know.” He grinned. “If you end up killing him, leave me out of it. I’m not going down as your accomplice.”
Her lips tipped in a ghost of a smile. “Deal.”
Caleb grabbed her good arm and spun her away from her dorm.
“What the heck?” She glared at him.
“Don’t look.”
She immediately turned to stare at the spiky-haired boy shifting from foot to foot in front of her dorm. Her heart fell.
“I told you.” Caleb rubbed his hands together against the cold. “Let’s go in this way.” He steered her around to a side exit.
“Why is he here? What could Nikolas possibly have to say to me?” Maybe he knows about James.
She shouldn’t care. She certainly didn’t care what Nikolas had to say.
“It was a bad night for everyone. Maybe—"
“You are not about to say I should go talk to him.” She caught a glimpse of Nikolas through the large window of the common room. He raked his hand through his spiky hair. It flew in a mismatch of madness. Raised red blisters covered the right side of his face.
“No. No. Of course, you’re right.”
Memories surfaced as he paced the front yard with wild and winding movements. Her heart raced, palms sweating. Her entire system was in chaos. Everything was falling apart like it always did.
“Breathe.” Caleb touched her back, but she pulled away. “Just breathe, I’ll wait out here. You go to your room and take a minute. Okay?” He touched her shoulder and let his hand slide to hers, where he gave her a squeeze.
She didn’t want to put Nikolas and his conversation off, but she also didn’t want to deal with it yet. Lord, she wanted everything about the last horrible weeks to disappear. She moved toward the pacing form. Her throat closed. Tears sprang to her eyes. She turned on her heel and ran to her room.
◆◆◆
 
“SURPRISE!” CALLIE STOOD in the middle of her room. Roses, carnations, and lilies decorated every surface.
“Look at the balloons.” She breathed, hardly able to find her bed for all the balloons tied to its frame.
Callie’s face fell. “You don’t like it. It’s too much too soon.” Her hands fluttered in front of her.
“No. Just, it’s-it’s great.” Evie tried to take a deep breath but ended up coughing.
“Oh, dear.” Callie moved quickly to her side. “You’ll be okay.”
“No. I won’t. I’m a mess. I hate this. All of it. My life sucks. I hate it.” She needed to try and figure out her memories alone. She dialed the resident assistant on the room phone, her fingers trembling.
“Hi, I’m sorry.” Evie’s voice shook. She looked to Callie for courage. She really did love all the flowers and balloons. She couldn’t deal, not yet.
“This is Madelyn. What can I help you with?” Her overly cheery voice was jarring.
“I have. . . an unwelcome visitor out front, Nikolas. I’m not feeling well. Please, he needs to leave.”
Callie’s eyes grew huge, and she wrapped her in a tight hug.
“Sure, hon. I’ll take care of it. The Medical Center told us there might be. . . I’ll keep an eye out and make sure he leaves the building.”
Evie let her head fall back. “Thank you, Madelyn.”
After hanging up, she pulled away from Callie and sat at her window, until the tips of wild spiky hair moved away. Her breath heaved out as her body released its tight grip of control.
“Is it the blonde?” Callie asked from behind her.
She nodded, rose on wooden legs, and carefully laid across her bed on her stomach, closing her eyes to gather herself. She would rest for a minute. She smiled when Callie curled up beside her.
◆◆◆
 
AN HOUR AND  a half later, Madelyn’s voice roused Evie and Callie. The overhead speakers rattled alive. “Caleb Cartwright is still here. Would you like me to ask him to leave?”
Sleepy, her mouth reacted before her brain kicked in. “No,”
“Are you sure?” Callie whispered. Her hair stuck up in every direction.
“Yeah, I’m sure.” She tilted her head up to Madelyn, “I’ll be right out.”
Mirrors never lied, and this one said her hair was a hot mess. Callie winked and whipped up into action, sweeping her hair up in a messy top bun for her. She didn’t have to ask. Callie was there for her. No words necessary. Evie spun and gave Callie a hug with her good arm. “Where would I be—"
“With me. Friends forever, girl.” Callie held out her pinky.
“Together.” She wrapped hers and they pinky swore. “But. . .”
“You shouldn’t follow a pinky swear with a condition. It’s not right.” Callie shook her head.
“I’m sorry. I need to talk to Caleb alone.”
Callie nodded. “Not about James, right? Because it’s my job to tell you when you’re acting stupid. James is not your fault, and he’s not your responsibility. Let it go and forget him.”
Evie shook her head. “I can’t.”
“You can. And, you have to.” Callie was everything a warrior should be.
The ghost of a smile was back, filling up her hollow heart with false appearances. “I need time to figure it all out for myself.”
“Kay. Remember,” Callie shrugged as they headed out. “No one has it all figured out. You’ll live an entire lifetime and never figure it all out. We’re not meant to. Live your life in what gives you peace and joy one step at a time.”
She swallowed. No tears would fall. “What if I’m not meant to have peace or joy? What if it’s only for some, and others just get the crappy parts of life?”
Callie shook her head. “No way. If you’re living a crappy life, examine your choices and make different ones. There’s enough peace and joy for everyone.” She winked, squeezed her arm, and nodded at Caleb.
Caleb searched the sky outside the bay window; arms folded. His wavy brown hair was calmer. He’d finally left it alone. He turned his soft green eyes toward her, and the corner of his lips lifted. “Hey there.”
She clamped down on her thoughts and worked to clear her mind but failed.
He scrunched up his nose at her. “Did you get in a fight with your hair?”
“Seriously! Your first words to me are to make fun of my hair?” She rounded on him. “Dude, what is wrong with you?” Her whole body was burnt toast.
Callie tried to cover her laugh. “Caleb.” The one word was a warning. “She’s really shaken up. Jokes aren’t appropriate.”
Evie turned away from them to carefully fold herself into one of the nearby chairs. She mumbled under her breath. “You’re not funny. You’ve never been funny.”
Caleb sat next to her, but she ignored him.
“Alright,” Callie sighed. “I’m going to head out. I have class, but I’ll be back as soon as I can. Okay?”
Evie gave her a weak smile and nodded.
“I wanted to lighten your mood.” A red flush crept up behind his freckles.
She turned away from him to watch the birds outside the window. She needed to resume life normally, without James. Her arms folded, good arm resting under her injured one. She didn’t dare put pressure on it. She also didn’t dare speak to him yet. But they had to talk sometime. It might as well be now. She was on edge, too emotional. Why was her world always set to self-destruct? Callie was right. It was all about her choices. Well, she was making new ones today.
Concern radiated from Caleb. He chuckled and ran his hand through his hair, unsettling his curls.
“Are you laughing at me?” Distracted, she moved her burnt arm, and the searing pain made her dizzy. “Why? Why is this funny to you?”
He dropped his gaze to her arm, small creases appearing in the corners of his eyes. He reached out.
She flinched, stopping him, his hand hanging midair. “I just—"
“Just what? Seriously, you waited here with the loyalty of a golden retriever to make fun of me. Oh, gee, my life’s boring, so I should make fun of a girl who was set on fire, lost consciousness, woke up in a hospital to find out her date ended in flames.” She turned to the birds. She was trapped in her own body. Her life was made of rotten lemons, the pits of cherries, the compost of the world, while everyone else, including the animals, went along as if nothing ever went wrong.
Choices – she reminded herself. Just make better ones. She steeled her heart. This was the time to get back up, do things differently, remake herself into the warrior everyone, including her, needed her to become.
“You don’t mean what you’re saying right now. You’re hurting. I’m sorry. I only want to be there for you.” He paused. “I spoke with our advisor.”
She glanced at him and noted his face had fallen. He was so much better than she ever realized. She pretended to be fascinated with the birds outside while she fought the urge to give up and curl up in bed. “Can you read thoughts without making eye contact?”
“I can, but I prefer to see your beautiful blue eyes.”
She scoffed, not turning back to him. Why’d he go and talk to their advisor? Seemed strange. The birds swooped and swallowed as one, becoming a large, churning cloud of birds. She needed a cloud of birds with her.
“Do you want to know what our advisor said?”
Beautiful blue, huh? Her stomach warmed. What if she could—? She shook her head, stalling that line of thinking. But there was a deep craving inside for someone to stay beside her, to love her.
She dipped her chin and stared at her hands, struggling to bring the words to the tip of her tongue.
Beside Callie, it was easy to get back up and come out here to talk to Caleb, but by herself, she froze.
Abigail appeared by the bay window. “Caleb. Evie.” She nodded and turned her piercing gaze to Evie’s burns. “I’m pleased you’re up and moving around. It’ll help your body heal.”
“Yeah, well, my body isn’t the only thing broken.” She couldn’t walk around terrified of her own shadow, distrusting every guy. “What good are sentinel angels all around me, if they don’t protect me from getting hurt?” Her chest tightened with emotion.
Abigail’s gaze burned through her.
“I mean, thank you for coming to visit me and all, but really, why? Why didn’t those two angels help me?” If Abigail says it’s for her own good, she was out of there.




16 

Going on an Adventure
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“You went against your own instincts into a bad situation. Every decision, you chose to make.” Abigail sat beside her on the couch, boxing her in.
Evie snorted. “Well, what if I get into trouble, and I want you to help me survive or stop someone from attacking me? If I ask, would you help?” Stay calm. She took a deep breath. The urge to scream, to punch and kick and fight, consumed her. How did she activate a warrior angel during battle? Someone needed to tell her.
“I cannot interfere in your freewill.” Abigail’s irises burned with white flames. “When you choose a path, you choose an end result. Whether you like it or not, it is the truth of freewill.”
“So, you can’t protect me from myself.” She scowled at Abigail. “You don’t give me all the information, so I can make an informed choice.”
“You’ve barely begun to fathom this demonic war. Give yourself time. If we told you everything on the front end. . .” She took a deep breath. “In His time, he makes everything beautiful, and you know, He makes all things good for those who love Him, for those, like you, who are called according to His purpose.”
“I’m not going to survive long enough to have time to learn and wait for you to tell me what I need to know.” She couldn’t help it. She had so much worse boiling inside of her. The angel was lucky she was holding back.
“You were protected from a much greater danger than man.” Abigail squeezed her knee. “We’re helping. We’re protecting you.”
Evie shook her head, wishing she could just do-over the last few weeks. As it was, she might never go on a date again. The world always fell apart when it should stand strong. She was done trusting it. Nothing ever went right. “I was stupid. True. But still—”
“It’s a simple matter of choosing a different path. You can do this.” Earnestness seemed the default setting from Abigail.
“Whatever.” The awful night made everything worse. Nothing would change her life.
“You’re healing.” Abigail patted her knee. “You’re learning.” She rose to her feet. “Think over last night, when you are ready. Did the Spirit within you give you any indication you might be choosing the wrong path? When you are ready, we can talk more about this. I’ll be on my way for now.”
Of course, she was leaving. It was the sentinel way. Make sure the human survived, but don’t do anything that matters too much. “Okay. Bye.” Whatever. She turned back to the birds outside.
“They’re doing much more than just keeping us alive.” Caleb never did know when to quit.
“Enough. She needs time to work through this. Don’t use your gift dishonorably.” Abigail moved between them. “It shouldn’t serve your interests or help you win an argument.”
“Exactly, you shouldn’t just dip into whoever’s mind whenever you want.”
Abigail glared at her. “Evie, you aren’t the only one struggling. Be kind. Always be kind and do everything in love.”
Evie tried to look abashed. “Just saying. I prefer my privacy.”
A bright red flush crept up from Caleb’s collar. “It’s not like that. I hear it like you’re speaking. I’m not choosing it. It’s like you’re putting it out there. Like a radio blasting music. I’m not trying to. . .to. . .” He ran his fingers through his hair, and turned his back to them, staring out the window.
“You’ve much to learn. It’s unique and difficult to manage such a gift. However, be careful with the people you care about.” Abigail turned to Evie.
“I don’t care how hard it is. You need to stay out of my head.”
Abigail shook her head. “You need to understand, his gift manifests in unexpected ways. It’s hard for everyone at first. Give him time to adjust and learn. Imagine a thousand voices in your mind, or to hear the unfiltered thoughts of everyone around you.” Abigail turned as if to listen to a distant voice. She nodded once. As if in afterthought, she turned back. “Please, treat one another as you would want to be treated. This is an incredibly difficult time for you both.”
“Abigail.” Caleb’s green eyes flashed.
“Tell her.” Abigail nodded.
“I asked if we could do something, anything to lift your spirits.” His green eyes begged her to not freak out, to not judge him, to accept him for who he was, but she was at her limit of accepting crazy boys in her life.
“Not this again.” Why did every boy in her life want to fix her? “Look, Caleb, I’m fine. I don’t need to do any—”
“We’ll help someone else. It’s not about your gift.” He paused and struggled for the right words. “Not directly at least.”
She glanced back up. She couldn’t help someone else. She was a mess. And saying it wasn’t about her dud of a gift, pretty much made it about her gift. If Caleb was trying some hairbrained jumpstart plan for her gift she was out. Been there. Done that. Making new choices, starting today.
“It’ll be easy. She sounds like a wonderful, grandmotherly type.” He moved closer.
Abigail sighed. “Helping others often helps you through your own struggles. You’re not broken. You’re alive and free to live a life of peace and joy.”
Ah, meddling Caleb. He always made up crazy plans to try to get her to feel better when she was sick.
Caleb nodded; a gentle smile played across his lips.
She couldn’t help. Walking made the pain worse. She couldn’t do this. All she wanted to do was go back to bed. She didn’t have the ability to push through, not yet. During the fire, she prayed for a waterpower or a wind power, she begged her ice power to burst from her, but nothing came. She turned away from Caleb’s penetrating eyes. Her lower back tightened against the movement. She fought to mask the pain.
“I’m not. . .” She exhaled “sure I’m up for. . . it today.” She picked at her cuticles.
“It’ll be good for you both.” Abigail headed for the door.
“I’m sorry.” Caleb moved closer to her on the couch. “You know, for … my gift. I’m glad for it, but it’s… tricky.”
“I don’t know.” She didn’t want to have this conversation. She sighed. She was already dealing with too much. But she did make Callie leave so they could talk.
“It is.” Caleb leaned back and placed his arm across the back of the couch.
Rolling her eyes, she got up and walked toward the window. Placing her good hand on the sill.
He came and stood by her, turning to lean his back against the window, studying the empty room. “Don’t—”
She needed to get this off her chest. “I forgive you. But you have to find a way to stay out of my head.” She drew the line in the sand. If he respected it, then. . . maybe. There was a place deep within her that might be able to like Caleb. He was the better choice. He was probably good for her.
“I will. I’ll try.” He moved away from the window. “You’re coming, right? To help?” Caleb caught her in his gaze, and she couldn’t break away. So much emotion hid in those green depths. She’d missed it before. He smiled and folded his arms.
“Can you access my memories? I mean, the one’s I lost. Help me remember exactly what happened?”
Caleb glanced at the door. “No, that’s not a good idea.”
“No, you can’t, or no, you won’t help me.” She narrowed her eyes at him.
“You don’t want those memories back. Forgetting is the way the mind protects itself.” Caleb rubbed the back of his neck.
The image of Shade, Nikolas, and … Garren surrounding her swam into the forefront of her mind. Maybe it was stupid to want to remember. “I want to know if anyone else was. . . hurt.” Burned. The not knowing haunted her. She rubbed her eyes. If she was out for two weeks, and James wasn’t trying to hurt her.
He nodded. “Okay.” He closed his eyes.
A pressure built in her head, and flashes of remembered orange and red light stole into her vision.
The brilliant blaze of sentinel swords carved a glowing crescent into an attacking heavy mist. She jerked to the side trying to dislodge the mist’s grip. Her breath heaved in and out of her. She fell to her knees.
“Sh. I got you. You’re safe.” Caleb held her in his arms. “We’ll get through this together. I promise.”
“I wish I could have helped them.” She gripped his forearms.
His eyes caught on their joined hands. “James’s gift is dangerous. You’re so lucky.”
“The burns might scar.”
“It’s okay. You’re a warrior. Warriors have scars both in the flesh and the mind. You’ll conquer this like you do everything else. On the bright side, you got your scars out of the way.”
“They screamed.” She covered her ears and whispered. “It echoes in my mind when I close my eyes.”
“Sh. It’ll be okay.”
“And now. My arm will forever remind me of the fire.”
They sat in silence watching the birds swoop and swallow. Until, her stomach rumbled like thunder.
“Have you eaten?” He tilted her chin to meet his eyes. “Come on. I’ll take you. There’s nothing food can’t help.”
“I’m not ready to go out yet.” She was going to end up going, because more than anything, she needed to feel something other than awful.
Caleb unfolded his arms, where his fingers brushed a rhythm on his biceps. His one eye, peeking out from under his flop of hair, sparkled the instant she decided to go. He loved adventure as much as she did.
He shoved his curls back. “Come on. Let’s get you some food, before the bear in your stomach rips its way out and attacks me.”
“Is that even a joke?” She couldn’t help but shake her head.
Caleb was right, though. She was hungry. She imagined she was Storm, and she wouldn’t allow herself to wallow even for one second.
Caleb rubbed his nonexistent beard. “If you’re Storm, I must be Professor X?” He smirked and took her arm in his. She suspected arm-in-arm meant more to Caleb than to her, but her heart was currently under reconstruction, and there wasn’t much she could do about it. A good adventure might be exactly what she needed. Tomorrow would be the day she showed everyone she was a survivor. She would be ready then. No more wasted time. And a rascal-of-a-thought escaped her, totally unbidden. It felt good to be arm-in-arm with Caleb.
A flush of heat ran across her shoulders, up her neck, and into her hairline. She stole a glance at Caleb as they walked out of the Common Room. The green in his plaid shirt brought the warm darker greens to life in his eyes. Their eyes locked, but she pulled her gaze away. The contrast of the plaid with his strong, tan arms was. . . soft butterflies launched into her stomach and raced through her limbs.
She bit her lip.
One look confirmed, he was grinning.
She needed to distract them both pronto, so she said the first thing on her mind. “Your shirt is good on you.” She shook her head. She’d slap herself if there were a way to do it and not be noticed. What did she even mean?
“Thanks.” He chuckled and steered them both out the door.
No comeback? No teasing? It was so out of character. What was he up to?
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Feeding the Wolf
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With only two blocks to its name, the quaint town lived in sleepy stillness.
“Did you know this town was built outside of the Haven a hundred years ago?” Caleb closed the door behind her as they climbed out of the rental.
The red brick was faded to a soft brown, and the picturesque, untouched trees soared into the sky covering a few of the roofs with brown tree litter. Evie inhaled the cold air, drawing in a musky earthen scent cultivated over the past century. They moved toward a small building between two larger, and Evie smiled at the crooked peak of the roof. It smiled back at her. Everything about the place warmed her soul.
The tiny bell above the glass door jingled as they entered, and a small, gray-haired woman with kind eyes waved them over.
“Come, come my dears!” The soft wrinkles lining her mouth, cheeks, and brow piled up around heavy rimmed glasses and bracketed her smile. “Ah! Aren’t you both darling? You must be the two Abigail sent.”
“Yes ma’am.” Caleb smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, Caleigha.”
“Oh, posh. Call me Cal. I’m so glad to have strong young help today.” She gripped his arm and raised her eyebrows.
Caleb cleared his throat. “So, where do we start?”
“Why, aren’t you a handsome young man? I was thrilled when Abigail called. Here, come with me. I have the perfect job for you two.”
They started with washing the windows. Afterwards, Caleigha moved them to unpacking new inventory, then they were repacking it after logging it in the system.


◆◆◆
 
HOURS LATER, EVIE dusted off her hands on her jeans. “We’re finished.”
 Caleigha’s back was hunched over her work. She started and straightened at Evie’s words, her joints protesting loudly. “Oh, I nearly forgot I wasn’t working alone. Thank you, dears. It’s wonderful to have your help. Caleb, how about mopping the stock room floors?”
Caleb winked and headed to the task.
Evie might as well be the Karate Kid waxing on and waxing off with no clue when they’d finish. She winced; her arm worsened with each passing moment. Her hands trembled. They’d worked for hours, and she didn’t feel any different. Nothing. Except, she probably couldn’t continue much longer. There wasn’t any sign of her gift.
Caleigha bent over a special box she’d kept separate from the work she gave them. “Oh my. This reminds me of a sandstorm I was once caught in. The dunes were drifting and the whole place seemed to be swallowed like grains in an hourglass.”
Evie plopped down and took a rest. “An hourglass, huh?”
“Oh, and this one.” She pulled out a hand-painted ostrich egg. “I found it on the plains of Africa in a little grass shop just outside the tall grasses we’d been wandering through.”
“Why?”
“Oh, we were lost.” African elephants, painted ostrich eggs, and hand-woven tapestries from India all danced before Evie as Caleigha wove a tale about each.
Caleigha handled each delicately, wiping it with a soft towel and placing it in a dedicated display case. Dust motes hovered in the low beam of the afternoon sunlight, entranced by her stories.
Soon, her pain was forgotten, and she journeyed through Caleigha’s stories of haphazard journeys across continents. The sun sent its last rays of warmth through the antique shop, signaling her time to go home.
“Did Abigail tell you my gift is a dud?” She turned the small, African figurine in her hands. The woman carrying a basket on her head lived thousands of miles away in a simpler life she craved.
A thousand smiles winked into a wrinkly existence on Caleigha’s face. A lifetime of experiences mapped where everyone could see. Caleigha had lived a life of meaning Evie yearned for. “Ah, yes, Abigail told me you might have a story to share.” After Caleigha prepared them both tea, she settled onto a small settee by the window and patted the crushed blue velvet seat beside her. The golden remnants of sunlight danced in her white hair. It was a tight fit next to Caleigha, but it comforted Evie when their elbows and knees brushed together. “Tell me, dear? Let’s see if we can discern why your gift hides within you.”
◆◆◆
 
IT WAS FREEING to release the entire story about the diner, James, and the boys’ token. Putting it out in the free air of Caleigha’s shop seemed to knock down the power it had over her.
Caleigha drew in a raspy breath. It rattled a little on the way back out. “Once, I heard an Old Cherokee Tale told by a Chieftain to his grandson. He said two wolves fought inside us all. One is pure and kind, desiring to help others. The other is self-serving and cruel, working to tear apart everything good. The grandson asked the grandfather, ‘Who will win?’ His young eyes wide.” Caleigha sipped her tea and frowned. “Oh, I let it sit again.” She set the tea down with a clatter. “Anyway. The grandfather crouched eye to eye with the young boy and replied with a smile and a pat on the boy’s head. The wolf you feed, wins.” Cool, velvety skin gently took Evie’s burnt hand.
“You have been through so much.” Caleigha twisted in her chair to bring them face to face. “Every action or inaction, word or silence, is going to feed one of those wolves. Whether you know it or not, you choose to become good or evil every day. So many young people walk around making blind decisions.” Caleigha sighed and leaned back in her chair. Her hands folded one on top of the other.
“So, I have to make more decisions for good if I want my gift to appear?” Where was Caleigha going with this?
Caleigha chuckled, moving to put away an artifact she’d left out. When she returned, she nodded, “but a bigger problem is, you don’t trust what you see. You have to stop second guessing yourself; trust in the Creator’s grand plan for your life and the vision he gives to only you.”
“Everybody gets to decide what happens with my life–except me.” Her exhale exploded out of her.
“After my brother was diagnosed with cancer, I became invisible. No one saw me. My piano lessons stopped, my time with my friends dwindled to nothing, and I became nothing.” 
The old woman’s eyes met hers. “Maybe, it’s when you live for others you truly live the most.” White hair frizzed and fluffed around her face. “Let go of your vision for what your journey should be. See the tiny gifts the Creator leaves in each moment, and you’ll find peace and joy.”
She scoffed. “Peace and joy.”
“Become who you were created to be and let go of what you think you want.”
“I want to be in charge of my own life.”
“Being captain is a tricky thing, and there can only be one captain of a ship.”
“Being out of control is too much. It’s all too much. Everything—”
“Remember, hurt only controls you if you let it.” Caleigha pulled off her glasses and let them hang around her neck. She glanced at the red and orange streaks across the sky. “It will soon be time to close up shop.” She paused, placed her glasses back on her face, and got up.
“That’s it?” Evie tried to soften her words with a smile but couldn’t. She was tired and needed to go home.
“Evie, we are all selfish when we begin our journey. This, what I’m telling you, it’s not new to you, but it needs to be something you begin to choose.”
Evie huffed out. Could she find a way to live for others? “I did it for a while for my brother, but it always felt like I was straining to be this thing I’m not.”
Caleigha clapped her hands together, “Growth doesn’t feel right at first. It feels impossible as you look up this insurmountable hill of who you are now and who you need to become. No matter how it feels, there will be times when destiny requires you to sacrifice, and you must hold nothing back to save the ones you love.” Caleigha took both of her hands in her own. “That is when you become the best version of yourself.”
Caleigha might be wrong about that. Everything she’d been for Tristen disappeared when the demons came. And deep within, she wanted to blaze her own path of glory into the world. When would it be her time? “But.”
A knowing smile glanced across the elderly woman’s lips, as if Caleigha was privy to her secret desires. “Remember, young one, to those a great deal is given even more is expected. Giftings are for the benefit of everyone, and they’re not for our glory. My gifting is to ‘see’ the gifting in others, to know a bit about them before they manifest.”
The truth jolted Evie upright in her seat.
“Follow your heart, let it guide you, and let go of the past. Without freedom, you can’t fulfill your future promise. Remember, you were predestined for this. When you turn back to old ways, make new choices, and when the journey gets hard, pray.” Caleigha’s soft words echoed through her heart.
Okay. She could do that. She closed her eyes and let go of the past. It kind of clung to her, but she imagined pushing it away. Would her gift magically trickle up her arm and through her body?
Nothing happened.
Caleigha laughed. “Let go of your version of how the events should happen.” Her frail hands clapped together. “It’s time for me to get dinner. Please come visit me again. Your company was such a pleasure.” She walked them to the front door. “It’s good to be a part of something again. Watching the future build itself right in front of me tickles my soul. Remember life isn’t magic, it’s made of a grand design, and you’ll only find peace and joy when you let go. Good night.”
They waved goodbye and crossed the street. “Well, what did you think?”
Caleigha’s words came back to Evie. “I think they all drink too much of the same Kool Aid.” Evie frowned.
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Classic Callie
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After the antique shop, three weeks full of fight school and training sessions passed. She could only participate in a limited capacity. She also attended classes like Demons 101 and Specials 101. She curled her fist and twisted her arm, but stiffness still held her in its grip despite her physical therapy.
She was getting stronger, both mentally and physically. She’d thrown herself into her courses, determined to gain every skill she could. While she did this, the sentinels searched for James and found him. They wouldn’t tell her where he was, but they assured her they welcomed him back. He attacked them.
His leaving stole away something she needed, something her heart couldn’t heal without. She wished she was a warrior already. She clamped her jaw tight. Her thoughts wanted to dip into doubt and frustration, but she wasn’t going to be that person anymore.
She rose, feet shoulder width apart, shoulders braced. It was time to color herself back into her own life. Time to stop giving way. Time to fill those hero shoes her brother believed belonged to her.
Up first, how to maintain some mental privacy with Caleb around. Specials 101 was dedicated to informing the gifted on all the various giftings. Time to spice things up.
She raised her hand.
Abigail nodded.
“Can one protect themselves from a telepath?”
Abigail grinned. “Yes.” She waved her up to the front desk. “Your mind is made up of internal structures carrying electrical stimuli and hormones. To protect your mind, you need to build a wall around those structures. A boundary designed specifically to protect thoughts.”
“Okay, but how do you build the outer wall?” She stopped her hand from fidgeting. Be strong.
“You learn to think around your thoughts, to create static. With the added neural activity, your thoughts become a bunch of M&Ms. Several colors, all seeming the same, are mixed together, and the telepath won’t be able to tell which thoughts are true.”
“So, I think alternate, maybe even opposite thoughts, and confuse them.” She glanced at Caleb who was grinning from ear to ear. She narrowed her eyes. He wouldn’t be so thrilled once she succeeded.
He laughed.
Abigail studied her and glanced at Caleb. She chuckled. “Right. And you push back, when you feel a pressure, eject them from your mind.”
“Okay. Got it. Thanks.” Evie walked back to her seat.
Callie leaned over. “What are you up to?”
“I’m pushing back, making room for my own life.”
“It’s about time.” An impish twinkle sparkled in Callie’s eyes.
“It is.” She’d push them all back. Tension eased in her shoulders, and she found her smile again.
Callie squeezed her hand.
She glanced at Caleb. He winked, and she tucked her thoughts carefully behind a barrier and pushed at the gentle pressure in her mind. It was small, but it was a beginning.
As if reading her thoughts Callie whispered. “No boys, just you and your life. It’s a great plan.”
“Session dismissed.” Abigail winked.
◆◆◆
 
WALKING OUT OF session, Caleb slipped her backpack on his shoulder, along with his own, and casually engulfed her small hand in his.
She pulled away and walked faster.
The prickle in her shoulder blades told her he was grinning again. She refused to acknowledge it or him. She would cool his jets. “Do you think James is okay? I want to help him.” She wasn’t trying to be ugly, but phase two in her plan was to save James so she could punch him. She glanced back at Caleb.
He frowned, his hand mussing up his hair. “I don’t know.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake! Y’all need to talk this-” Callie waved her hand all around in the air. “-out.” Callie didn’t give them a chance to respond. She placed both hands on Evie’s shoulders. “James is a total jerk. Caleb likes you. Under all your overthinking, you like Caleb too. Just because we said no more boys, well, you gotta live your life. Sometimes the best things happen in the worst timing. So, say you like each other.”
“Callie, not right now.” She glared daggers at her best friend. Despite her attempt to stay calm, cool, and collected, the warmth of a blush burned from the crown of her head to her toes.
“Awe. You’re turning SO red.” Callie tsked. “You deserve a good man.”
“Shut up.” Obviously. Sometimes, she watched him, but it was more of a, did-you-really-say-that. She scrunched her nose, her heart disagreeing with the lie she was trying to tell herself.
“Well…” Caleb cleared his throat, trying to hide his laugh.
If he was any good at the telepath thing, he’d already know her position. Man, Callie had a way of ruining things. Besides, nothing he said would matter. She was busy writing her own story.
The friendliness in his eyes turned to molten heat, and it flipped a switch in her center. The warm blush under his freckles spread like a fire catching in her own heart. He strode toward her, but she retreated.
“No.” She held up both hands.
His words were husky when he said, “Callie, we’ll see you later.”
“Suit yourselves.” Callie eyed Evie. “Live your life, girl.” Callie winked as she walked away, happy as a clam. Of course. Stir up something and take off. Classic Callie. Classic.
Caleb moved a breath away, and their arms brushed.
“Look—"
“Callie’s—”
They both laughed. Caleb smiled. “You first.”
Her mouth was dry, and she licked her lips.
He grinned.
“No. I’m not. . . I mean, Callie was. . .” She sucked her teeth. She was going to remain focused on her goal and ignore her stupid thumping heart.
Warmth sparked where his fingers suddenly rested on her elbow. He slid them down her arm in a slow perusal of her skin. “Not? You’re not, what?”
She should stop him. She should say something. Why weren’t her words working? Was he doing something to her mind?
He chuckled and shook his head. “James hurt you. I can wait. You don’t have to say anything,” Caleb paused, maybe thinking before he was speaking finally. “But Callie isn’t wrong. I like you and it’s not going to change anytime soon, so there’s no rush.”
She was starting her own journey, about to find her own path in this life. She needed time to focus on herself. She shook her head, but her body flushed with the desire to dive in with both feet, to rush into things, but that was the old her. She shook her head again. Making good choices was so hard and boys were so incorrigible. She just wanted to punch all of them.
Caleb’s grin turned into a blinding smile. His green eyes twinkled. “Just make sure you use your good arm.”
“Oh. And that. Get the heck out of my head.” Sure, Caleb was stable, steady, safe and secure. But he was nowhere near getting his mouth under control.
The muscles in his arms rippled as he pulled her to him. The bulge of his bicep flexed as her fingertips caught there. She kept her eyes trained on his broad shoulders. Pine and musk enveloped her. When he didn’t speak, she glanced up to find he’d grown serious. “I’m working on my mouth.”
Don’t look at his lips. Don’t look. Shoot, bad. The sudden urge to slide her hands up his shoulders, around his neck, dipping her fingers into the hair at his nape slammed into her.
His green eyes crashed into hers. His grip tightened. She was losing her journey before she took the first step.
“Are you doing something to my head?” She tried to remain steady, but her voice was breathy and weak.
He smiled.
“I’m serious.”
He laughed. It grew from a chuckle to a gasping for air, head dropped back cancer curing, heart healing, free as a bird laugh. It ran all over Evie. She couldn’t help but smirk along with him, and she hated him for it. Plus, she couldn’t lift her bad arm to his shoulders yet. When Evie finally gave in and laughed along, he grew somber. 
“I wouldn’t dare mess with your mind. I’m not that advanced yet.” He gave her a sly grin and wrapped an arm around her back. 
Little starflies lit up her stomach as  warmth melted there. He could have fooled her. “I’m just getting my life together.” She shook her head.
“Absolutely.” He held her tighter. “Life first. Then. . .” His expression was equal parts desire and challenge. It awoke something wild in her.
He wanted her. She aimed her gaze into his and found a war of words fighting to be let loose.
He cleared his throat.
Oh, please don’t say anything stupid right now.
He tugged on her good hand, pulling her into motion, releasing her from his spell. He sat on a bench a few yards from her dorm room. “Since our first Biology class.”
“Huh?”
“That’s how long I’ve liked you.”
“Why are you telling me this now?” Worst timing ever.
“I’ll tell you everything, so you can see into my mind.” He held up both hands. “No unfair advantages.”
Each of his words curled inside of her, like little baby dragons. It was kind of perfect. She didn’t say anything.  Fire smoldered inside of her until everything she feared was consumed.
“You’re so beautiful, so strong, so much more than anyone else I’ve ever met. I’d be a fool not to fall for you.”
Fall for her. Was he saying. . .? Words failed her. “Caleb, I...” She held up her hands.
He grabbed them and pulled them to his chest, holding her hands there. He shook his head, leaned in, and brushed his lips across her temple in a light kiss. He hovered above her, their lips a breath apart.
“I know.”
She sent her words to him. You know I hate you for this.
Caleb tilted her face, so their eyes met. “I’m not about to stop you from becoming who you’re meant to be. I’m going nowhere. You’re worth waiting for.” He brushed his knuckles across her right temple and opened his hand along her cheek, running his fingers back through the hair at the nape of her neck. She flinched as his fingers met the burnt patch.
“I can feel new hair curling there already.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, but she shrugged him off, and he chuckled. “Okay.”
A draft of icy air slipped across her skin. Maybe it was day turning to night, the breath of evening shadows, but her heart hammered. Was it something more? “Do you feel that?”
“Sure.”
She rolled her eyes. “I don’t mean that.” Shadows moved away from the building and drifted of their own accord. She straightened her spine.
“What is it?”
What was going on? She couldn’t say. They both moved toward the spot. Were the demons attacking? She kept her eye trained on the spot fifty feet away. No more fire. No more surprises.
She’d take them all on her own if she had to, but she wasn’t going to be a victim again.
She was making the decisions now.
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The trees, bushes, buildings, even the blades of grass all flickered. Everything zoomed in with sharp clarity. The truth was unveiled.
A girl she didn’t know turned the corner, coming into view totally unaware of what Evie sensed. The darkness leaned toward her. Its tendrils seeking and crowding in around her.
“Hey, watch out,” Evie hollered, but her words fell to the ground as if an invisible bubble sealed the girl into the demon’s grip. She turned back to Caleb. “Do you see the girl? Do you see what’s happening?”
“Yeah. She’s one of the girls from our Specials 101 session.” Caleb hmmed. “Nothing else. Right?”
“Something is. . . hunting her.”
“What?”
“We have to do something.” Her fingers went numb. Her pulse pounded in her ears. She was a demon finder for sure. But was she a demon killer? Could she do anything with this power? She took off running, ignoring the tightness in her back. But she was too late. She froze. Her mouth opened wide, and a scream stuck in her throat.
“What happened?” Caleb rushed to her.
In a whisper, she exhaled. “It, it… The black tendril turned itself into a sword and stabbed her. Can you see it?”
“I see the girl. She’s just standing there.”
Evie took two steps towards the girl. Caleb caught her arm and held her back.
“Let me go. Maybe I can help her.” She placed her trembling fingers against her open mouth. “I. . . I know. . .” She pulled against Caleb’s strong grip. “I can help.”
“You aren’t healed. I can’t see anything, but –”
The dark mist poured itself into the girl’s open wound. Evie gagged as the girl’s skin swelled to accommodate the cloud twice her size. She shook her head. “Caleb, I have to go help before it’s too late. It-it sifted inside of her.”
“Maybe it will leave her. Maybe she’s fine.” The quake in his voice didn’t make her believe him. “What can you do to help her?”
“Let me go!” What could she do to help? She wouldn’t know until she tried something, anything to help.
The girl fell to the ground, convulsing. Finally, Caleb let her run to the girl, but even as she raced closer, there was nothing she could do. Black eyes stared back at her. Foam oozed from the girl’s mouth. Her body contorted. 
Evie froze. She should have helped her sooner. Where were the angels? Where was God to protect this girl?
Caleb jogged over. “It came back out. Right? Maybe it’s a seizure demon.” Caleb frowned at the girl on the ground.
She rolled over. Leaning against the corner of the building, she glanced at Evie dazed and confused. Please let the mist leave her. There was no sign of the mist leaving. The girl shook herself and walked away.
“I can’t see it anymore, but. . .” They both stared at the girl.
Her head twisted until it should’ve broken her neck. Darkness lifted out of her face for a split second, and then seeped back into her skin. She cocked a corner of her lips in a wry grin that turned into a macabre smile, dripping blood.
The vision shifted, and the demon was invisible again. The girl’s petite lips framed a thousand voices that slithered across the space between them. “Go ahead. Do sssomething. Come and ssstop usss, little girl.” The demon turned the girl’s head back and ran with supernatural speed.
“Wow.” Caleb breathed. He turned Evie to him, staring hard into her face.
She should have done something. She should have helped the girl. Wasn’t it her gift? Shouldn’t she be slaying the demons before they take the humans?
“Let’s talk to Abigail. Without training, you wouldn’t know what to do against a demon. It’s not your fault. I believe you can do anything, but no one can fight the supernatural unknown without training. This isn’t your fault.” His eyes urged her to agree.
But could she just let go of her guilt? She was supposed to do something with her gift. Help others. She was right there, ready to help, and still, she didn’t know what to do. “Yeah. We need to talk to Abigail.” She shook herself trying to let go of the bad feeling settled in her stomach. “But if the demons are after me, why did it attack the girl?
“I don’t know.” Caleb glanced back at the corner the girl disappeared behind.
“Maybe—” She was making the decisions but had no idea what to do. “—we should go after her.”
Evie’s vision shifted again. Two huge angels moved to either side of her, guarding her. Their swords blazed with bright white, light. Was their presence the reason the demon didn’t attack her “How can you stand there and protect me? Go. Help the girl. What good are you.”
Practically statues, the warrior angels were unmoved. Equal in size and stature, one dark skinned while the other was tan, they exuded power without exercising it.
The dark-skinned angel moved closer to her. “Look.” Another angel stepped out of the building, through the wall, and turned the corner to go after the girl. “A greater danger yet approaches you. Be strong.”
The angel’s presence washed over her, calming the raging madness within her. She wanted to fight for the woman, wanted to get up and tear the dark mist out of her, free her, free James, free them all, but she didn’t have a clue where to begin, and the greater danger was a serious problem. If the demon cloud was the lesser danger, what was coming?
“What is it?” Caleb grasped her hands and drew her to face him. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
She wouldn’t take her eyes off the sentinels. “There’s something coming. Something terrible.”
Both sentinel’s eyes blazed, and they released their wings to surround her and Caleb. She gasped.
Caleb squeezed her hands. “What is it? I can’t see what you’re seeing. Tell me what’s going on.”
She followed the gaze of the angels to a man. “James.” Tears misted her eyes, and she cursed.
A storm of fire and debris wrapped around his pounding steps as he stormed across the space. His intent was clear. Attack. 

Caleb took her hand in his. “Oh, no,” His breathy words pushed her jackhammering heart over the edge.
Black mist traveled James’s body in small rivers, winding in and out of his arms, torso, and legs. His face contorted.
She pulled out of Caleb’s grip and took a few steps towards James. It was time to fight. She was ready. No more playing the victim.
“Stay with me. We have to do this together.” Caleb grabbed her arm.
She ignored him. She was going to fight. She might not be ready, but this was her chance to make a new choice.
A bright flash barely preceded the hard object slamming into her head. Her focus, lost for a split second, left her open. She fell into blissful nothingness, a bitter appreciation for the similarity of the moment.
◆◆◆
 
A HIGH-PITCHED whirring chaffed at her as she slept. She was going to kill whoever or whatever was making such an unearthly noise? She couldn’t bear it. Its buzzing sawed into her, chewing her up and spitting her out in tiny bits. Her right arm sparked and stung from being pinned under her body. She groaned and rolled off it. She cradled it against her chest. The sky blended into the ground as brilliant light whitewashed everything.
She pressed the heel of her hands into her temples. Her head split with the determined force of two men assigned to chop her brain in half. It hit her in waves, but she wouldn’t allow herself to be carried to the clinic again. She would fight. She got to all fours.
A scream sounded again, farther away now. She spun in the direction, still on her hands and knees. Dizzying nausea forced her to close her eyes. She would not vomit. What happened? She fought to remember. Explosions ricocheted around her. Screams folded in on more screams, compounding with each blast. She forced her eyes open. Grunts and growls surrounded her. Things she couldn’t identify. All around her a war zone raged.
Screaming, people scattered in every direction.
A hundred feet from her, the Allegheny Building remained a proud structure against the black sky as flames licked up its sides. A tortured crack resounded against the sky, the great building threatening to fall. She pushed to her knees. She might not have a stupid power, but she was not going to be another invisible victim.
Somehow, even with the blazing inferno, the night grew darker.
James, unconsumed by his own flames, destruction personified, worshipped next to his blaze. His face glowed, illuminated by the orange, red, and white fire. He fed his flames, running them across his body and off his fingertips, setting them free in great explosions. A panicked evacuee passed in front of him, and he torched him in mid-flight.
She screamed at him, in defiance, arching her back until James turned to her. Shock rocked through her. Past blurred with the present. The Allegheny. . . She squinted, no, the abandoned building folded in on itself as the furious fire devoured it with efficiency. Her heart pounded a rhythm of war like wild horses escaping capture, running across a wide plain to freedom. She placed one foot on the ground.
A whisper of Caleigha’s words returned to her. “Let go of the past. Let go—” Pain lanced through her and folded her onto her bent knee. She panted there, determined to rise, forced to fold, vulnerable.
Something was wrong with her. The pain was almost more than she could bear. It was worse than it had been at any point in her healing.
Was she dying? She gripped her abdomen with both hands, the icy pain radiating into her limbs. She wasn’t ready. The pain left her gasping for air as her whole body seized. She couldn’t go. Not yet.
Ice burned in her muscles. Shattering pain took out one bone at a time. She turned inward as the pain was too much. Her heartbeat flew to the finish line. She glanced at the Allegheny. She would have helped. She might have made a difference, but it didn’t matter now, she was breathing her last.
Using every ounce of strength up in only a few seconds.
Leaving none for later. . .
She refused to curl up on the ground. She’d stare at life while death stole her away. She’d consume every last second of it without remorse because she wanted to live. Except, the fire around her froze. Orange, yellow, and reds suspended in violent destruction painted across the air. Mouths formed the shape of a scream, but nothing was uttered. Her bones crumbled to bone meal. Her heart stopped.
Caleigha’s voice was the last thing to pour through her mind in the opening expanse of her impending loss of consciousness. “It’s when you live for others you truly live. Let go of the past. The Creator’s gifts are in the moment. Learn. Become. Let go of what you want.”
◆◆◆
 
A NEW HEARTBEAT slammed her into her body, radiating with a deep source of pure power. A new calm strength pushed adrenaline through her. Bones reformed harder, stronger. Her skin cooled, and her mind focused. She was refined by the refiner’s fire.
A prism of scent filled her. The sense of the fire’s breadth, the location of each mortal and the damage they’d sustained were all calculated in an instant. Power the color of strength, freedom the scent of spring rain, and purpose flooded her veins. For the first time, she was in the perfect moment to protect and defend, to stand and be fully visible.
She blinked.
Her vision was sharper than ever. People poured out of the Allegheny. It still stood, somehow. One arm was blazing. Another’s leg was engulfed in flames. Teens threw themselves at the ground, rolling, snuffing out their individual fires, ending their personal battles. Those with waterpower pulled from the aquifers underground, dousing those suffering, and freeing one another.
She prayed. “Help me.” She searched for Caleb.
A man two times Caleb’s size thundered after him, boiling with black smoke. Was he with James?
“No,” She surged to her feet and ran at them. “Caleb, watch out.”
Caleb winked at her, stopping her in her tracks. He tossed his hands out without any real muscle behind his block, almost ignoring the man’s dirty jabs. But when he dipped his chin, the man folded in on himself, forgetting his attack and grabbing his head in agony, fingers spread, eyes wild.
The mist shifted, as if it was dislodged by Caleb’s power. It drifted around the man following him as he fell to the ground. When the mist sifted back into the man’s skin, he was up again and attacking, but Caleb was staring at her, jogging toward her, not paying a lick of attention.
She screamed a warning at Caleb.
Caleb smirked at her. And when the man’s thick fist almost closed around Caleb’s neck, he commanded, “Sleep.” And the man fell to the ground fast asleep. A cocky smile claimed Caleb's lips.
Behind Caleb, the James's burning figure approached.
“The burning man. . .” James was going to take Caleb out. "Caleb! Watch out!"
James grinned at her and slipped into the shadows fifty feet away to reappear beside Caleb, a fireball in his hands.
Two large angels, wings wide and brilliant, moved to either side of Caleb.
Caleb dipped his chin and with a twinkle in his eye, forced the fireball to drop from James’s hands. He smiled and with a rotation of his hands, another appeared. James blinked into the shadows again and shifted to within inches of Caleb’s other side. They fought wit against power, and death waited for one of them.
The sentinels wove a white light around Caleb, chanting as they sliced with flaming swords into the dark mist pooling around James. It writhed, in great boiling clouds of sulfur, reaching up, latching on to Caleb’s legs. Demons charged out of the cracks and crevices of campus joining the fray, and any darkness daring to venture near to the sentinels was banished.
Evie pushed into a sprint. While the angels warred against the demonic, she could fight James.
Caleb caught her eye. His brow creased, and he moved toward her.
“No. Watch out.”
James grabbed Caleb’s arm and slammed the fireball into his gut. Caleb fell to the ground. He tried to get back up, but it was as if his limbs couldn’t lift him again.
“No,” She breathed, frozen. Caleb would have to be okay. This was the power of darkness gripping James, forcing his hand. “Caleb,” she shouted. “Stay down. Just stay there.”
“No, you stay there,” James ordered, holding a fireball inches from Caleb’s head.
She skidded to a stop.
Caleb sat on the ground, a finger to his brow which probably meant he still fought with his power. His left arm held his stomach, as he hunched around the injury.
“Give it a rest.” James kicked Caleb.
“Stop it!” Evie's heart thundered, her legs shaking with the effort to not run forward. 
“That’s right, lover-boy. Listen to her. She gets it right every time. Don’t you, dear. Living the life of the blessed.” James grinned.
She scowled at him, but he only laughed.
“What, isn’t it true? You and all your self-righteous baloney have given you the life of a blessed one.” James bent at his waist, sweeping his arm along the ground and back into the air as if he were the conductor of a symphony having just finished an epic performance.
Her limbs lit with renewed energy. She would protect Caleb. “No. I got the crap end too, but it doesn’t mean I’m going to be a part of the problem.” She started toward James, roaring, a warrior plunging into battle. But Caleb returned to his feet, grinning like a fool, and touched the back of James’s head.
James bowed backwards, fire flaming up around him from his feet. A cloud of darkness shivered out of him, fell and piled around his feet, spreading like thick viscous oil toward Caleb.
The dark-skinned sentinel fought against the collecting evil. His whole austere demeanor unflustered by the battle waging all around him. The darkness couldn’t get past him, but James and his fire could.
“Get down, Caleb!” She propelled herself forward, but another larger faster fireball collected in James’s hands.
Caleb rolled, putting space between him and James. Still, James launched it and Caleb narrowly ducked it.
“Get down!” The urge to throw up, give in, sent her whole system misfiring. What could she do to stop James? He was right. Nothing she did ever mattered; except she was a new thing now. She couldn’t get it right before, but with her new gift, maybe she could. James may be way more advanced with his gift of fire, but pure power pulsed through her veins. If Caleb couldn’t stop him, she would have to. She clenched her jaw.
Caleb notched his chin high, ignoring her cries. “You can do anything you decide to do. Don’t let him get in your head.” He tilted his chin, clenched his jaw, and James screamed, launching the fireball he held.
Evie tripped. The world slowed as she fell. Each molecule stood at attention, ready to fast forward into action. The fireball only a second from slamming into Caleb, hovered in midair. Operating on an instinctual level, she let go and acted.
Her hands flew out in front of her, as if they alone would hold the fireball off Caleb’s already injured body.
Caleb cringed. His features reacting in minute increments. If the fireball made impact, it would damage his whole right side. But, to both their surprise, her hands moved the air molecules and shielded Caleb from the blazing firebomb, erecting an invisible barrier between him and James. The fireball vaporized on contact a hair’s breadth away from Caleb. The barrier vanished when she thudded into the ground.
“Give it up.” James’s face lit with fury. “You need to join me. You can’t do this. Everything you do turns to crap.” He implored her with his eyes.
On the ground, fury layered a red sheen through her vision. She forced her body back up, tearing grass up from its roots with her hands. She turned on James. Her whole body shook with rage. “We are your friends. Caleb is your friend. Stop this.”
“You think we’re friends? He touches you. He sits with you.” James stormed toward her. “You. Are. Mine!” He screamed, spittle flying from his lips, evaporating with a sizzle before it could make its way down his chin.
He unleashed baseball sized fireballs in rapid succession at the ground around Caleb. Caleb curled in on himself as the ground exploded in a cloud of hatred, dirt and grass flying everywhere.
“James, you have to stop this. It’s crazy. It won’t work.”
“Won’t work? You should know.” His face filled with madness, and he spoke through gritted teeth. “You make me crazy.” He faced Caleb, but she moved between them.
“No, James.” What could she do to reason with a madman? He was right. She was probably the reason for this. Everything around her always fell apart. But she remembered, she at least had to hit him one good punch in his face, or throat.
Caleb tried to speak. “Evie—”
“Don’t say her name! You’ll never get her.” Strands of fire whipped out from both of James’s hands. He flicked them around her, whipping them at Caleb.
She countered his movements with her power, right, left, right and right again. For each flick of the whip, an equally powerful blast of ice-cold air pulsed into the night. James turned his wrath fully towards her. Where the heck was Callie? They could really use her waterpower right now.
Caleb shouted. “You’ve already failed, James. She chose me.” Caleb creased his brow.
James grimaced in pain, gripping his head, but still moving toward her. Caleb must have pressed harder, because James stopped again. The reprieve only lasted for a second.
The dark mist dislodged and formed a solid barrier around James. The demons learned fast, carefully protecting their host, preventing Caleb’s attack, pursuing their goal.
“We are coming for you.” The voice of a thousand wasps hissed out of James’s mouth, swarming toward her.
She widened her stance, prepared for the attack, and ached to punch the burning man into oblivion. Two more winged warriors arrived on either side of her. This was it. Wrong or right. Cursed or blessed. She wasn’t going to stop. Her focus belonged to her goal, James.
Their brilliant wings spread in a whoosh, opening in a circle around the small battle. They wove a pattern of light with their swords, creating a protective barrier, wrapping it around her like a second skin. It moved and flexed with her as she fought.
“Not cursed; blessed.” Abigail, beside her, protected her.
Distracted for only a second, Evie missed the huge form, taller and broader than any man she’d ever known, rise out of the mist. His flaming eyes caught her gaze, keeping it pinned to his. He ignited a visceral response that tore through her. His lashes surrounded deep brown soulful eyes, widening ever so slightly as they caught on her. His square jaw tipped slightly in acknowledgement as he smiled, dipping his chin. “Hello. I’ve been searching for you.”
His words released a powerful, debilitating pleasure that ached within her. Green and purple mist wafted around her, stealing her will, as the mist touched her, and she lost track of why she stood there, why she was ready to fight. She dropped her fists.
He was so beautiful. So perfect. She reached out her hand to him, ready to give him anything he asked as the mist crumbled her morals.
“Stand firm.” Abigail’s voice cut through the haze of her mind. “Remember, you always have a choice. Nothing can take freewill from you.”
The most incredibly beautiful creature advanced, caressing her with tendrils of soft mist as he approached.  He was calling to the physical woman she was, and she leaned into the touch. His gaze bore into her, read her heart, and licked across her skin. He grimaced. “What is this?” He pointed to the light surrounding her. He tried again, but he couldn’t break through the protective barrier the sentinels wove. The wicked creature winked, shrugged, and dissolved into a great cloud.
While she faced off with the creature, the world was silent, the fire cooled, and the chaos calmed.
But the very loud cry of battle and the heat of the burning building slammed back into her. Dazed, she turned back to James.
James was attacking Caleb, and even though Caleb dodged, countered, and dodged again, several fireballs hit their mark. He limped as he moved. His left pant leg was singed, and his left arm hung at an impossible angle. Behind him, the Allegheny building blazed at an insane crescendo, roaring its last cries of hunger at the sky.
Evie’s flagging hope slid toward despair. She couldn’t lose. She’d held out this long. Wasn’t it a sign? Couldn’t fate finally deal her a win?
Maybe not. It didn’t matter. She might not be able to win, but she could make it extremely difficult for James. She notched her chin. It was on.
When James glanced at the ground behind him, Evie’s stomach fell. Laying between the burning building and James’s back of fire was a crumpled mound. A flash of the fire reflected off pale white skin and short black hair. Evie’s breath caught in her throat.

Callie.
A deadly calm shivered across her skin.
She would end James.
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Evie’s ferocious war cry rose above the melee and echoed across the battlefield as she sprinted towards Callie’s side. Both sentinels soared next to her, stopping only when she skidded to an abrupt, horrified halt. James dared block her. She shrieked an otherworldly fury, and the earth responded, shivering as a fissure opened, yawning wide.
For a teetering second, all around her, the world went silent. Little, tiny air molecules lined up ready for her command. The flames along the wall, consuming the grass, burning the students, no longer crackled. Those who suffered burns no longer screamed, and the sky obeyed her command.
She swept her arm forward and the evil darkness fell into the crevasse. She chuckled, the color of red, the sound of an avalanche, the wrath of a warrior. “You see this, James?” She swept another armful of darkness into the pit. “You see? They were right. All along, they advised. They said, my power would manifest at exactly the right moment.” She approached him. “And. It. Did.”
Raising her hands, she plucked a wind shear from the atmosphere, drawing with it light and power, and she snuffed out James’s flames. In one move, she purged the ground of the creeping fires escaping the inflamed building. She brought sweet relief to the students battling the blaze. Her power easily trumped James’s.
It trickled through her like water. It dripped off her fingertips. She loved it. She craved it. It was her.
Her voice thundered at him, “Get away from Callie!”
“I told you we’d be great together. We’d rule over everything.” James moved toward her.
But she released a gale-force wind, shoving him to his knees. “No, James. This is not a negotiation. It’s not a reunion. As far as I’m concerned, it’s nothing.”
Darkness swirled like a tornado around him, carrying him to his feet.
“Give up. Let us help you.” Power was courage. It boasted beneath her breast and emblazoned her every word.
“Never.” He advanced on Callie’s crumpled form. “Let me help you. You’ve believed the lies for too long. Look at your life. Really look. When has it ever resulted in good? When!”
She threw a gust into him, knocking him back fifteen feet. She hoped it would blast the dark companions from him, but their misty tendrils remained rooted in his soul. The demonic strongholds held firm.
He chuckled and got to his feet. “Even your power is destructive. You’re destined to be the queen of darkness. You’re perfect, and you don’t belong here. What makes you think you’re going to be the good guy and good things are going to happen because of you?”
“Don’t listen to him, Evie. He’s wrong about everything!” Caleb’s voice thundered against the war around them.
Was James right? She glanced around her. Destruction was strewn everywhere. Demons, without a stronghold, skittered towards cracks and crevices. They were retreating. She glanced at the sentinels. What should she believe anymore, the trail of disaster called her life, or the suddenly friendly angels? Crap.
“Believe me.” Caleb was limping toward her. “Believe what you know to be true when you aren’t being fed lies.” He winced as he tried to run, but his injuries were working against him.
Evie wanted to believe Caleb. She wanted to stand firm in what she’d learned at the Haven. She turned away from Caleb. The force of the sentinel’s powerful, white light was driving the darkness into the red, glowing bowels of the earth. They screeched and writhed as they sank into the abyss. Would she ever get the smell of sulfur or the sound of torture out of her mind? She closed her eyes. Who was she really?
“You see it. You know I’m right.” James leaned into his next attack. He charged at her. “I tried to help you, and you fight against. . . against. . . ME?” He jutted his chin into the air. “I’m going to save you from yourself.”
She shook her head. No matter what, she would hold her ground against James. Caleb had to be right. Even if he wasn’t, she wasn’t going to follow James anywhere. Never again. “No. You nearly killed me.” She flung her arm out knocking him down once again. “Whether I belong here or not doesn’t matter. One thing is certain, I won’t ever belong with you.”
His jaw locked. A menacing smile graced his lips, his dimple popping. He held his arm as he rose and approached, limping on his right leg.
She squared off with him. “I can do this all night.”
His breathtaking smile showed no fear. If anything, his interest grew. “You’re my queen. This is a setback.” He tossed a firebomb at the ground in front of Caleb sending him flying back. “Come. Let’s rule the world together.” Releasing his right arm, he drifted along the ground, trailing liquid fire in his wake, advancing rapidly on Callie’s still form. “To ashes we fall, and from ashes we rise. I will free you from the lies holding you.”
Caleb didn’t get back up. She stared at his chest, willing it to rise and fall. When it did, she ordered James to stop.
“Stop? Never. The truth is you’re destined to work with darkness. Your life has always been headed to my side.”
“No.” She threw another wind shear determined to knock him down for good. She wouldn’t believe him. She couldn’t even fathom how he’d gotten so turned around. “What happened to you? Don’t you see what you’re doing?” Did he even care his actions were hurting her? Bile hit the back of her throat. She swallowed it back. There was no time.
James maneuvered through her attack. She slammed him with a gale, he simply got back up. She grew tired. Her eyelids drifted of their own accord. She couldn’t do it alone. She searched for someone to help, but James had laid everyone flat. She threw her arms wildly at him, and the soft breeze played with his hair.
He threw his head back, his jaw widened and as he laughed black smoke poured out of him. “Oh, when you’re mine. . .” His gaze drifted over her, hunger plain on his face. He turned to Callie. “A new gift takes time to gain the strength to wield.”
Her arms were noodles, and her eyelids refused to stay wide. She couldn’t cave during a battle, but maybe if she lied to him. He was too close to Callie, too close to Caleb. “James, stop. It’s okay. I’ll go with you.” Never, not in a million years, but maybe if he’d stop long enough for her to. . .
Fire slithered along the ground. It climbed the brilliant blue of Callie’s clothing, catching, and consuming her still form, wrapping her in its lethal embrace.
“Callie!” She shrieked. “God, please. No. No!” She wanted to shield Callie and Caleb, but her breath was ragged, and her strength was gone.
“Do you see me? Do you really see me now?” James wore a manic grin. “You’ve never seen me, the real me, not once. This is what happens to people who refuse to see me.”
“You’re a monster.” She charged forward, pulling every ounce of oxygen from the air around him.
He’d have to cede to her or die.
A billowing, sulfurous smoke blew into her face. The stench of the demon choked her and tried to pull her down with him. It sought out her weaknesses, searching for any chink in her armor. A thousand doubts warred in her mind. Self-hatred, fear, anger, despair. They all gutted her. Still, she forced a way forward. She’d give her last breath to protect Callie and Caleb.
James used the last of his breath. “If I can’t have you, my Evie, no one can.” His insidious words took root. It was a threat to everyone who loved her. It was a threat to her future.
She squeezed harder, demanded every drop of oxygen be removed from the air. She wouldn’t let up until he was down. He would not escape. He would not hurt her friends. Her family. He. Would. Cede.
Black fire engulfed him. A tornadic blaze of pure darkness consumed him, and he disappeared.
Gone.
She dropped her hands, stunned. 
Did she win? Did she. . . suffocate him? Did she pull the demon out of him? Did he burn up and die?
She ran to where he’d been standing. Nothing. The sulfurous, charcoal-black patch of grass burned her nostrils. Her eyes teared, but nothing of James was left.
She fell to her knees. Red welts decorated Callie’s perfect, white skin. Her waterpower built a blanket of pure water around her unconscious form, protecting her from the worst of the flames and healing her. Once the threat was gone, the water slipped back into the earth.
Still, James’s words ate away at her. Her mind involuntarily offering up everyone she loved. Her mother, her distracted father, her mischievous brother, Caleb, Callie, everyone was at risk.
She whispered to no one in particular, “What happened?” She dug her fingers into her hair and pulled. “How could this have happened?” A small tremor gripped her, shaking her until her teeth chattered together. “Did I kill James?
She glanced at Caleb. His breathing was steady.
“D-d-did the demons t-t-t-take him?”
His words echoed through her mind. 
If I can’t have you, my Evie, no one can.
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The tiny hairs on her arms stood on end as she stepped into the training arena. She could taste sweat, dirt, and dust in the air. She cracked her neck; excited that training was getting easier. She had muscles where she used to have flab.
She called the wind to dance through her fingers and smiled.
“Evie, how are you?” A gentle glow emanated behind Abigail, where her wings folded against her back. It struck Evie, how beautiful and amazing they were. Angels. Sentinel Angels. Abigail’s weapon, sheathed at her right hip, was a mighty, flaming sword. Strength, confidence, and heavenly fury were all contained in her lanky stature, but she was anything but delicate. Abigail was a warrior.
Evie paled next to her. No one-of-a-kind uniform, even if it is a gorgeous, purple-and-blue galaxy nebula, was going to bring her up to par. No super-rare gift was going to make her a warrior. “Good.”
Not entirely true, but she was working on speaking through faith. Things were going to be good. It was a promise.
Abigail tossed Evie a water bottle. “We’ve discovered James is alive.”
The truth sent Evie’s whole body on high alert. “Alive?” So, she hadn’t killed him. She was equal parts disappointed and glad. “Okay. What does that mean for our training?”
“It means we need to be aware at all times. You need to become the warrior I know exists inside of you. Let go and let it happen.”
Evie wanted to ‘let go and let it happen,’ be powerful, to have confidence, to be a warrior, but cowardice hid inside of her. The battle with James left her shaking. Callie almost died. Caleb was injured. She was barely able to hold James off.
Grant the courage of a gladiator and the soul of a conqueror. She couldn’t do this if the Creator didn’t help. She paused and smiled at herself. To be honest, she’d settle for a sprinkle of bravery. She was going to need it to face off with James again.
Would anyone ever describe her as brave? She’d been brave the night of James’s attack. Her chest burned with it. But now? Maybe the battle was a fluke, some sort of fight-or-flight response she had no control over.
“It’s time to begin today’s session.” Abigail faced the open floor of the arena. “Today, your exercises are designed to test and strengthen your mastery over the spiritual and the air.” Abigail walked to the center of the space.
She was so not cut out for this. She shook out her shoulders and followed Abigail a few paces behind. “How will we work on both at the same time?” Was this first lesson going to be a demonstration? Hopefully.
Attacks were all the sentinels talked about after last night. According to Abigail, the battle time-stamped her forehead with a future date with impending doom.
“Be not afraid, for I will be with you always.” Abigail’s voice grew. “This is the promise you carry with you, the gift of the Creator. Draw your strength from the promise, let it make you brave. With it, you will rise and accomplish incredible feats.”
Thousands of years of this one single truth poured like palpable power out of her, but it fell flat before reaching Evie. Still, she notched her chin and forced the tremble from her voice when she asked, “How will I know what to do?”
“There isn’t a specific recipe. There are a million variations, a trillion possibilities, and you’re the only one with the free will to decide.”
“Yeah.” Her stomach was full of nails, piercing, poking, prodding. “That doesn’t help.”
“Last night, who told you how to fight?”
“I don’t know. No one. But this, waiting to be attacked in training, learning in slow-motion about my gift is harder.” What she needed was a supernatural download.
Abigail put her arm around Evie’s shoulders and walked her to the center of the arena. “You can do so much more than your limited imagination is allowing you. Let go of everything you know and reach for the things you dream of.” Abigail waved her forward.
“Dreams don’t have anything to do with defense.”
“Oh, you’d be surprised.”
Evie mumbled to herself, as she walked out to the center of the arena, “Okay. Alright.” She could do this. She was made for it. Certainly, He didn’t make any mistakes. Right? She straightened her spine. She wouldn’t fail, couldn’t. She clenched her jaw. Her inner warrior arrived last night. Shoulders squared, she moved with the force of a soldier, ready to fight.
“Last night you listened to your instincts. Today, we will shape those instincts. You’re in the becoming. You’re changing into something new, something beautiful, something you were always created to be.” Abigail’s shimmering wings drew apart, and she faded into the sky.
Alone, Evie regrouped a moment. Stunned. That was it? No more instructions? She expected at least a demonstration.
The groan of a large cell door scraped through the air to her left. Five people, three men and two women, emerged from the darkness, heading right for her. She narrowed her eyes. So far, they hadn’t taught her anything, so running was her best option. Students and teachers leaned against the observatory railing to get a better view. Caleb’s cherub face was among them.
A sense of ‘you’ve got this’ in a familiar, peppy voice filled her. Fear disappeared, and in the respite, she could focus. The sudden change instantly shifted her ability to respond to her environment. Fear had no place in battle. Caleb could be super awesome at times. She smiled to herself.
The flap of Abigail’s wings sent eddies of wind swirling into the stadium and Evie glanced up in time to witness Abigail’s death glare focused keenly at Caleb. Immediately, the calm fell away.
Embarrassment swam across every nerve ending in her face. Abigail was right. She needed to do this on her own, to learn how to control her fear. It was holding her warrior back, blocking her from fulfilling her predestined place.
She thought as loudly as she could, I think I’ve got this!
Caleb frowned.
“Instincts. Focus. You can do this. The demon-possessed are unpredictably dangerous.” Abigail’s words incited violence in the group.
She turned, searching for something to fight them with. “My instincts are telling me to run.”
The smallest of the women led the group with fat, black flies swarming her legs. They traveled from her to the larger man behind her. Their large wings beat the air with a percussive snap. The group blurred and appeared closer. Almost within reach, their proximity sent every molecule within her screaming for the hills.
The swarm slipped underneath the woman’s skin. Oh, they weren’t flies.
A sword might be nice, except she wasn’t given a chance to get to the armament wall. Without a single weapon, alone, she felt naked.
The women came forward, baring knives and teeth sharpened by what lived inside. The fat woman took her earrings off and put her hair in a ponytail. “B—” The word was cut off in a strangle, and she glared up at the sky where Abigail disappeared. Her hate-filled gaze returned to Evie. “I’m ‘bout to mess you up!”
Shouting at the sky, Evie backed away, “They have knives! You let them have knives? Why didn’t I get a knife? I should at least get a shield.” She glanced again at the armament wall covered with every knife, sword, battering ram, compound bow she could name, and a whole bunch she couldn’t, but they all hung on the other side of the motley crew.
“Think outside of the box,” Abigail coached. “Use your gift. Don’t rely on what others would do. You are uniquely gifted. How do you solve this?”
Narrowing her eyes on the big guy, she was certain he was the source of the rank, body odor filling her nostrils. “Why don’t you use deodorant?” She’d lost her mind. Stress wiping it clean of all logical thinking. She blew a gust of breath out. “Abigail, I can’t do this. I barely know anything. Under pressure without any clean air, this is impossible. Plus, I don’t want to battle innocent humans.” He probably did wear deodorant scented with the fresh tears of sorrow, burnt hair, or decaying flesh.
The man raised his arms thrilled with her discomfort. “Oh, sweet little thing, don’t worry about us.” She nearly fainted. “We just want to play.” He cracked his neck and put his arms back down.
Evie hollered up at Abigail. “If they’re controlled by demons, they are innocent, not the enemy.”
Abigail’s voice came from behind her, startling her. “But are they innocent?” Abigail paused for a response but continued when Evie gave none. “Is any human innocent? You tell me.”
“No. Of course not. We’ve all sinned.”
“Rescue every human possible, but understand, they will not hesitate to kill you if given the opportunity. Learn to fight them, not kill them. Learn to defend yourself.” Abigail’s voice drifted away as she flew back into the sky.
Evie ground out, “I have no idea how I did what I did last night.”
The smallest of the women cackled at her desperation and charged forward with more gusto. They’d been hovering ten feet away from her, waiting for her hidden gifting, gauging her strength, but now…
She spun, trying and failing to keep an eye on all five as they surrounded her.
“Without your gift and the demons, this is a battle between humans. With your gift, you might survive a demon-possessed attacker.” Abigail’s wings lifted her into the air, away from the fight.
“I’m not randomly attacking people you found on the street.” Evie folded her arms over her chest.
“It’s not random. They targeted James after he dropped you off at HMC. They told him lies, drove him mad, and tormented him until he became unrecognizable. What would you have us do? Loose them into the world? What crime renders them deserving of a sentence? Should they destroy five lives? Ten? A hundred? At what point is it clear they must be neutralized? Never? Or would it be better for us to allow a police officer to try and detain them souped-up on demon power?”
“I have no idea. I guess—” She rolled her neck. “Can they be saved?”
A pipe pounded into the meaty flesh of BO man. He guffawed, revealing a grotesque lack of dental hygiene. “You think I want to be saved. Oh, you’re stupid. This is power. My prince is coming for you. If I bring you to him, instead of James, I get the reward.” The man lunged at her, ready to collect.
Stunned, she barely moved out of the way in time. She tried to focus, pulling the wind around her. Nothing happened. “Get it together. Become a soldier, a warrior.”
Flies flew out of the woman’s mouth and hovered around the man. “Struggling?” The smaller woman on the right jeered. “We got a dumb one tonight, gang.” Her hair shot out in every direction. Her eyes wide and glazed over. The flies must have climbed into her brain and tore out the part holding the woman’s sanity. Her wide eyes closed, and the woman visibly shook, dislodging the flies from her body, and the swarm settled into her skin once again.
Evie gagged.
The stench of the man was now only a few strides away, “Look, Jane,” He kissed the air aiming at the smaller woman. “This is going to be easy.” He slammed the pipe into his hand again.
Abigail landed behind the man, scaring him. As he scuttled away, she continued. “We found them where James was living after he disappeared. They sent him to the Allegheny to destroy Callie and Caleb and to capture you for Stregone—”
“Oh. She’s right honey. You need a new man. James is long gone.” The man licked his hand and slicked back his oily hair. “Well, I’m up for grabs. Jane here doesn’t mind sharing.”
If the woman’s grim expression was any indication, she wasn’t going to share. One more second, and both women would be able to grab her. James was listening to these people. Their lies tied him to evil, dragging him through the worst of himself. Fury ripped through Evie. When the woman’s fingertips whispered along her skin. A shiver of power slammed through Evie’s arms as she ripped it out of the woman’s reach.
Forming a wind shear with her fingers, Evie dropped both women to the ground, but the man’s python arms snaked around her, encasing her in his steel grip. She was pinned. Her arms immobile.
Could she use her gift without her hands?
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With only her fingertips, she called tendrils of wind to rush up her arm and gust around her torso. It swept through her hair, lifting it until she was a windstorm driving the man’s hands off her body, sending him across the arena. “Don’t. Call. Me. Honey.”
The man’s eyes widened. The largest sword and matching shield lifted from the armament wall and came at her call. He scrambled back.
The leather grips scrunched in her hands as she wrapped her fingers around the hilt, but when she swung, the tip dropped almost to the ground. The unwieldy weapons left her wide open. She released them. Carried by her power, they floated shield before her and sword beside her.
With a flick of her finger, she spun a tornado, encapsulating the woman. She slammed the man into the ground. His breath whooshed out of him.
Could she remove the demons? Could she order the air to leave the space the ‘gang’ occupied? It worked with James. She dropped the useless sword and shield and pictured the air in a pocket around the five. It was only a second before the group fell to the ground clawing at their throats.
Her stomach twisted. She wasn’t a murderer.
“How do I remove the demons without killing the people?” She shouted up to Abigail.
She tried to use the air force to suck the demons out with mini tornados that ran along the ragtag group. All five clambered against one another, trying to get away from her assault. Small puffs of putrid, sulfur-smelling, oily sludge and fat flies seeped out of the flesh as she ran tornadic vacuums along their skin, but the black mist only burrowed deeper once it was free again.
“What am I doing wrong?” Why wasn’t Abigail helping?
She made one last ditch effort. Levitating the five and pulling at their skin in every direction. At first, the inhabited gritted against the attack, but soon frightened screams raged against her nerves. She stopped.
The screaming increased as the demons buried deeper into their hosts. Violent convulsions drew every eye back against the observatory banister to watch. The inhabited were contorting their bodies in awful desperation. Crap.
“Fine.” She pulled a rope from the armament wall with her gift over air and tied the five up on the ground where they continued to struggle against the demons fighting to take over.
Abigail drifted to the ground meeting Evie at the water table. “The demons build strongholds in the possessed.” She poured a glass for her and held it out. She took it. “You’ve done well. We’ll take care of them from here.” Abigail unfurled her wings and spun to the right slamming her beautiful wing across the skinny quiet man’s back. He thought the women were engrossed in their conversation. He was wrong.
Somehow, he’d loosened the ropes binding him and crept up behind her as she debriefed with Abigail. He’d cowered behind the large stinking man the entire time they fought, but the dagger he held at the ready belied his plans to kill her.
Evie imagined the earth being sifted by air, the image of a skinny, man-sized hole where the ground was hard and flat before her. Her gift obeyed, and within seconds, it dug a deep trench. She then told it to pitch him in and with the flick of a finger, the dirt covered him up in a macabre blanket, leaving only his face sticking out. She was careful to leave room for him to breathe. The heavy earth weighed him down, enough to hold him.
“I want to remove the evil. What good is a gift if I can’t help people who are hurting?”
“Your job is to do what you can.” Abigail smiled.
“How is it a benefit to be a demon finder if I can’t do anything about them? I want to banish them, to destroy them.” Darkness still lingered in the room. It pressed in on her from all sides, rankling her spirit.
“You are gifted in the spiritual, but you aren’t a demon finder.”
“What? I thought. . .”
Abigail folded her wings away. “Last night, the gift called Spiritual Discernment and your elemental gift over air manifested. They are both incredible gifts from the Creator.”
“More like cursed.”
“Many warriors on the front lines would love to have the gift, let alone an elemental and a spiritual gift. Give it time. You’ll figure it out.”
She shook her head. “It’s like learning while on fire or trying to breathe underwater.”
“Don’t take everything on yourself. Instead of trying to do everything, do what you can. Take one step at a time.”
Evie harrumphed.
“You have us. Everyone plays a role. Together we can accomplish incredible—"
They both spoke at the same time. “Something is. . .”
Abigail nodded.
Evie searched the room, rotating in a slow circle. Something lurked, sending the fine hairs on the back of her neck straight up and her gift swirling to the tips of her fingers. She closed her eyes and allowed the molecules of air to speak to her. “To the east.”
“Yes. I sense it.”
She wanted to anticipate its next move. Her head throbbed as she pushed her gift to the limits of her control, but her heart sank as the offender remained outside of her perception. “I can’t find it. Shouldn’t I be able to?” It was awful to be blind to the darkness, and yet still surrounded by it. She blew a hair out of her eyes.
“It’ll take time to fully learn your gift.” Abigail turned and narrowed her eyes at the corner. “You’ll be privy to the coercion of demons. You’ll understand the actions of a man and whether they’ve been tampered with by evil. It’s an invaluable gift.”
“Yeah.” But it was still frustrating. “I lost it. Is it still there?”
Abigail shook her head. “No. I think not. Remember though, if you face someone in battle and know a great evil is present, it’ll allow you to choose your next action more wisely.” Abigail straightened.
The sentinels prepared the arena, rotating the floor and sliding the walls back. Abigail led Evie towards the new setup.
As far as she could tell, her discernment gave her a window into the gruesome. Yet her life was always on a collision course with the worst possible outcome. Her trajectory needed to change, somehow.
“I still don’t like it.” She blew out. “Can’t we cast out demons?” The door closed behind them. There must be a way to help.
“Sure. We could.” Abigail’s lips thinned. “However, the demons are filling a void. If the void isn’t occupied with something else, the people turn back to their original choices.”
“They allow the demons back?” No way.
Abigail nodded.
“How do we get them to change their minds?” The futility of it all, the helplessness, it made her heart hurt.
“What they desire consumes them. Lust, despair, malice, they all live in each of them. I suggest you continue your lessons. We’ll train you. When the time is right, you’ll understand. Right now, you need to master your gifts to battle Stregone.” Abigail walked towards the center of the arena. “The Demon Prince who marked you will not give up. He has you in his crosshairs. He’s aiming a thousand years of evil at you and will take you by force or coercion.”
Evie choked on her swallow and coughed. It was always bad to worse. “So, what you’re saying is James made his choice, and he’s no better than a living host for demons?” What the crap was this life for anyway?
“No. What I’m saying is, every battle has a time and a place, and this is not the time nor the place.”
“Will we at least try to help him?” She tried to catch Abigail’s eye.
“The Creator will help him. It’s not up to you or I to save anyone.”
“I don’t want to save—"
“Yes, you do. You want everyone to be saved, but some people don’t want to be saved.”
“Of course, they do.” Evie clenched her hands.
“You’re not the Creator, and you don’t know the plan for everyone else’s life.”
Abigail’s words hit hard. “They don’t want to be possessed. That’s for sure.”
“Don’t take on more than you’re called to, for you will be walking the path of darkness if you do. Trust the Creator loves His creations even more than you do.”
Evie shook her head.
Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh filled the arena as the largest, most formidable heavenly warrior flew in on four majestic wings of ivory. A brilliant crimson ran along the edge of each wing. He landed. His wings folded behind the tallest, strongest, most beautiful man, and it crushed her into the earth, forcing her to her knees.
Abigail touched her elbow, beckoning her to stand. “Some in our angelic ranks can influence you, but you only worship the one true Creator.”
A tremble rattled through her. “Abigail, I’m no warrior. I sometimes think there’s a hidden strength, but I’m nobody really.” She wasn’t cut out for war.
“We’re never what we’re until we become it. Yesterday, you were a teenage girl, but today, you become Evelyn Everheart, warrior of the Balance Keepers.” Abigail dipped her head in a nod of respect. A smile played on her lips.
“Balance Keepers?” Evie smiled. “I’ve spent my entire life hiding.”
“You’ve trapped your gift in a cage. Just release it.”
“If only it were so simple.”
“It is.” Abigail nodded.
Evie turned to the angel of storms. Well, maybe not storms, but honestly, what else could he be an angel of? Should she bow, shake hands, did she bow already?
Abigail watched her and smiled when Evie dipped her chin.
“I am Ramiel. I serve Theo, leader of the Abaddon Squad. I’m here to serve at your side.” His words lilted with a thick accent. The brightness around him faded, until a massive mountain of a man was left behind. “The Abaddon squad is tasked with protecting you and your exit team.”
“It’ll be formed when you leave the Haven.” Abigail said.
“I bring the Creator’s thunder to destroy those who dare to defy Him.”
She was face to face with an angel created for the very purpose of destruction. “Hi.”
He bared his teeth in the worst wolfish smile. It was good he wasn’t going to be comforting people. His face only evoked terror
Several individuals slipped into the arena behind the angels, creeping and crawling toward her. Was this another exercise?
Abigail, Theo, and Ramiel dropped into a crouch as one. Abigail spoke in a hush. “Who allowed them in here?” She drew her sword of fire.
This wasn’t planned? Ramiel shoved Evie behind him. “Demons.”
The Creatures sprinted toward them. Bleak, black, empty sockets of hunger glared at her, all yearning to end her in varying degrees of horror. Saliva dripped and trickled down their crazed lips. Each drop sizzled into the ground.
Power surged to her fingertips. It raced and hummed throughout her body. At her left, destruction, her right, protection, and in front of her was her Creator’s purpose. She catapulted into the fray, staying behind the sentinels.
As they drew nearer, a wave of horror, anguish, and depravity sent her stomach in a freefall.
Negative power filled the arena, tilting the scales in the demon’s favor. They couldn’t fight so many.
Chills ran along her skin. She pulled a wind shear from the air and sent it slamming into the demons, but they passed through it unphased. Their approach didn’t even slow. The bodies before her vaporized into swirling clouds that reappeared in solid corporeal form to the left or right of their original location.
This was beyond her. “I can’t—"
“Instincts. Rely on your instincts and stay behind me.” Ramiel grunted.
Theo and Abigail took on six or seven each. Their swords slicing brilliant swaths into the darkness. Ramiel worked through three himself. They’d taken care of everyone.
Everyone except one. One appeared in the small space between her and Ramiel. It reached out and gripped her arms, freezing the world into stillness. Angels, demons, even dust kicked up along the arena floor hung midair waiting for the world to exhale.
“Pleasssed to meet you, Evelyn Everheart.” The man’s voice slithered through the air. A shadow struck across his face at an angle, highlighting his perfectly trim beard and soft plush lips. Fire and ice pierced through her core. The shadows swirled away, revealing mesmerizing brown eyes. A warmth smelling of campfire and quiet, restful evenings radiated from him, soothing and enchanting her. His bare chest leaned toward her as a green cloud drifted from his fingertips.
She was rooted to the spot.
He smirked. “I’ve enjoyed our little game.”
The green cloud drifted against her. A fuzzy sensation slipped slowly through her mind and numbed her limbs until she was ensconced in it.
Ramiel’s head was turning, fighting the demon’s sorcery. Fury burned in his eyes. He couldn’t break through fast enough. He wouldn’t stop the demon.
“Oh, my lisssp isss off putting. I’m ever so sssorry.” He bowed.
Like a drug calling her by name, she leaned into his sweet whispers. Destruction, protection, and the Creator’s purpose forgotten as she curled up in the sultry hypnotic tones of red velvet lips.
Ramiel’s hand crept up in warning, as if he was moving through hardening cement, but she no longer cared. Perfection breathed before her. She blinked, her lashes leisurely trailing to her cheeks where they hesitated before revealing the man before her again.
“I am Prince SSStregone. I’ve come to essscort you to my denizen.” He tilted his chin and a devilish smile curled across his lips. He moved within a breath of her, and she inhaled. Burnt campfire and cedar set fire to her soul. He slipped his hands down her arms and landed at her hands, hers folded between his.
She smiled as they vanished together in a cloud of black smoke.
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A throbbing head and gritty, dry eyes raked against her nerves as she came around.
“Ah! Humansss are so fragile. Alert me when she’sss awake.” Stregone’s steps clipped to the far corner of the cave.
She peeked through her lashes at the flourish of black smoke swirling around him. They couldn’t know she was awake. Still untrained, she was at their mercy. Steadying her breathing, she mimicked the rise and fall of sleep. If only she survived this latest downtrend of her life, she’d throw everything she had into finding a way out of misery’s grip.
Engrossed in a beetle’s attempt to climb the damp cavern wall, Stregone spoke to the wall. “I hate these tunnels. Sssoon, we will be free to rise to the surface.”
“My liege. Plans for James’s soul are drawing to a finish.”
She was right. They were meddling in James’s eternal future.
“He is now inhabited by almost a legion of our finest warriors. They craft the perfect trap.” A black cloud spoke, swirling and churning until a chiseled man well over six feet formed. His chest and arms were bare. A tattoo banded across both biceps and his ribs. His muscles rippled as he followed Stregone.
She shifted slightly. Hm. They thought they’d trap her. She ground her teeth, clamping her mouth shut.
“Evelyn.” Stregone’s lips caressed her name.
“Yes, my liege. If James doesn’t secure her allegiance, leave it to me.”
“Malice! Silence, you fool!” Stregone whipped around and pointed right at her.
She fought the urge to curl into a ball. Her eyelids fell still, flush against her cheeks.
“Don’t you see she is here now, in the corner?”
“I beg your pardon my liege.”
“We only wait for her to awaken.” Stregone spat at the beautiful demon.
Weren’t demons supposed to have claws and be disgusting? Didn’t some author she read describe them as horrific beasts? The image of the dragon and the beasts flitted through her mind. If she survived, she’d have to ask Abigail about the differences between them.
Several demons scattered as Stregone moved closer to her. She fought the urge to cringe. Their rustling movements muffled something he said under his breath.
What the heck good was standing beside angels if demons could waltz in and take her? Her eyes watered in the rotten-egg stench of sulfur. She fought the urge to cough. How long could she pretend?
Stregone’s voice glanced in acrid puffs across her cheek. “I shall convince her to remain with usss.”
“You are supreme, my liege. She will reign as your queen of darkness. You shall wield her as a weapon against our enemies.” Malice joined Stregone at her head. She was certain he would discover her when he dropped to a knee.
“Yes, yesss. Her power over the Spiritual shall come in quite handy. Our enemies will finally be where they belong, beneath our heel.” Stregone cracked his knuckles.
“Yes, my liege. Soon, watchers will return with a report, and we will be ready.”
Something fell from the cavern wall to the ground close to her face. She tried to hold still as it skittered towards the darkness under her cheek. Risking her upper hand, she peeked her eyes open. The beetle clambered a winding path along a crack on the dirt and rock floor.
Malice’s black boot crushed the bug. Only a hair’s width protected her face from the force.
Stregone’s sharp glare dashed to the movement, and she caught his clenched jaw promising swift destruction. She tried to maintain the soft peace of sleep on her face, but the urge to squeeze her eyes tightly closed clawed its way through her.
“Do nothing without an order.” Thank the Creator, his voice belied no discovery of her consciousness.
Malice bowed his head and moved to the back of the denizen. “Your plans, Lord Master, are already obeyed with swiftness. James’s heart and mind are erased, his convictions destroyed.” He shifted into a black cloud and disappeared.
“Necro.” Stregone waved a hooded figure toward the beetle. “If you will.”
The shadowed head nodded and with a flick of his finger reanimated the tiny creature. The vile iteration leapt up. The demon’s magic did nothing to repair it. Fluorescent green insides dripped off a cracked outer shell as it raced in frantic circles.
She grunted in disgust. Everything in the room shifted toward her. Their beady eyes boring holes in her back. Crap. She slowed her breath, pushing the sulfur in and out, forcing her body to relax.
“Does she ssstir? Check.” A breeze brushed against her hair, pushing it over her forehead, tickling her eyelids, and catching in her lashes. The cloying sulfur thickened in her nostrils, and she forced herself to inhale and exhale in long draws, insisting her lungs swallow a cough, demanding her body to not react. For the first time in her life, she was thankful for her instinct to freeze. She would never beat one demon let alone a group of them, at least not yet.
The hooded figure spoke. “Lord Master, she still rests.”
“Move, you fool. She can’t breathe with you hovering over her. I’ll not have her fear us. Allow her to ssstir naturally.”
“When will she stir, my liege?” Necro bowed his head.
“I know not. In her time. We’ve waited a millennium.” Stregone crossed his arms. “What’s a few more moments? This is the long game.”
“Then, if you’ll allow, I will ask one question of you.” They slipped away.
Where were they going? They couldn’t leave her to sit in the dark alone. She turned to follow them with her eyes. Beyond Stregone, she strained to make out the rounded ceiling and walls in the shadows.
With their backs turned, she discovered the vastness of the cavern. This wasn’t some cave in a mountain a few feet from the real world, natural light drifting in the mouth of the cavern. No, this must be a serious underground tunnel system. Stregone’s unnatural, green orbs of light hung mysteriously from the cavern ceiling, spewing a sickly glow across everything including many more demons than she’d first guessed.
Necro crooked his head to the side, wisely keeping his mouth closed and his eyes subservient.
Striding to the beetle now turning ever widening circles into the center of the cavern, Stregone clasped his hands behind his broad back. “It hinges on the girl. She’s the lynchpin.” Stregone collected the beetle, scraping his fingernails against the rock floor. The beetle ran across his palm, through his fingers, and up his arm.
“I’m pleased you find company in my creations.” Necro bowed, a fist in hand.
“I but find amusement in your iterations.” Stregone pinched the beetle’s head off with his fingernail and thumb.
Necro’s dark magic continued to fuel life into the mutilated body. Stregone closed his fist around the beetle.
A cold droplet splattered on her neck, loosed from the cool, earthen walls. She cringed. What other creepy crawlies could be traveling towards her? Burning prickles of pain stung her fingers as something skittered across her hand in the dark.
“Your brethren need a word.” Necro spoke without lifting his eyes. “There is dissension amongst our ranks.”
Stregone hissed at Necro, nostrils flaring. His next words scraped out of a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Who?”
“My Lord. It is others. Others who are new to our denizen. They say, ‘It is too early for us to believe this… this… mortal child will make any difference.’ They say you’ve been deceived.”
“They believe I’ve been…” Stregone faced the group. Evie tucked her chin and listened, trying to watch through her half-closed eyelashes. He stalked toward the first row of demons until they backed up, huddled against the far wall, all heads bowed, all eyes downcast. “Show them to me now.”
“Your Lordship. I have served under you for a millennium. This is the first mortal child to ever call your attention.” Necro peeked up at Stregone. “The Legion only requires your rousing words.”
Stregone tilted his chin to the side. “Requires?”
“Needs.” Necro hunched his shoulders, closing his eyes.
“Rousing words, you say. I do have a way with words. Such a good idea.” Stregone turned his back to the demons. Bathed in a pale green light, his face threatened sure violence.
Her pulse thudded to the beat of a dirge. Would she be next? Her arms and legs grew heavy. This was it. He’d obliterate the demons and turn his wrath on her next. Her heart slowed as time spiraled out of control. Sorcery weighed heavily in the air.
“Brothers, we will rise to the surface and stand as gods over man. Welcomed. Honored. Glorified.” The ranks went silent, and Stregone paced before them in slow leisurely strides. “Do you want this?”
They roared, and her ears almost bled as hundreds – pretty sure it was actually thousands – of demons in human form hid in Stregone’s smoke-whorled coattails. No words, just a thunder of agreement. She squeezed her eyes shut. Her heart pounded as loose rock showered across her body.
How would she ever get out of there? Maybe someone raised an alarm at the noise. It was a long shot, but right now she needed a Hail Mary of epic proportions. She swallowed hard and held her breath, making the ringing in her ears worse. Deaf, at the very moment she needed to hear. There was irony, but she couldn’t laugh.
Stregone’s lips curled. His eyes bore into the first row of his brothers. “I hunger for the day. I long to celebrate it. The day you give the world to its depravity, sink your lies into the minds of thousands, and drink in their self-centered intention. It thrills the darkest parts of my being.”
Another roar thundered through her, rattling her bones until even her teeth clacked together. Their hot excitement hollowed out her chest and left her empty. Her ragtag team had what? A handful of humans and a dozen or so warrior angels. Could they stand against thousands, no, a denizen of demons? But she was hand-crafted by the Creator for this. She was doubly gifted, and something like that didn’t happen without a reason. So, she reached deep within, searching for her unique way through this like Abigail taught her. There was nothing she could do.
Green phosphorescent smoke poured from Stregone’s hands. His beetle became thousands, pouring onto the floor in a carpet of shimmering black shells. Their headless bodies crunched under his boot as he paced. “I will rule this world, and you will be my Lords to the crawling inferior, to the disgusting fleshbags above.” His face twisted in disgust.
She swallowed against the sour rising from her belly. How could she have wasted even one second of training? Bravery wasn’t action in the absence of fear but standing up when fear was knocking you down and acting anyway. How though? With Stregone distracting his demons, she shoved up, ready to try anything and everything.
At that moment, demons slammed into one another in furious excitement, releasing a thunder of noise through the cavern. She flinched and her hand moved to cover her ears. A large demon threw a smaller demon off him. She shuffled back against the wall while the smaller demon pounced to his feet, his lip dripping green goo. He lunged at the larger demon, pushing him back until he almost stepped on her arm.
She should roll out of the way, crawl down the black hollow tunnel while they were distracted. She began to move in the direction. Escape was so close to where she had been dropped.
Stregone raised his left fist. “Bring to me the doubters.” His words echoed in the suddenly silent chamber.
Goosebumps prickled along her arms and legs, and she dared a glanced at the prince. In the silence, she didn’t dare to move. She’d only made it a few feet.
A tussle began, and six members were ousted from the ranks by the brethren. She used the noise to make it a few more inches toward her goal. She’d escape, find her way back to Abigail, and lead them all to Stregone’s hideout to conquer him.
Stregone flicked his wrist, lifting and hanging the demons in midair.
She froze, the room silent again.
A green thread and needle sewed their lips together. Popping and grinding filled the air as Stregone added a purple layer of sorcery into his torture of the doubters. Pain etched its lethal scalpel across their faces.
“You are but waste. As creator and destroyer, you are at my mercy. I am not deceived. For your lack of obedience, you shall be abandoned to your fate.” When he opened his hands, he released a cloud. Its purple-green aura surrounded the cowards, sealing them in, silencing and immobilizing them. The ground opened in a great fiery chasm beneath the demons.
It scorched her face, and she fought the instinct to get up and run.
The demons gnashed their teeth, their bodies writhing against Stregone’s magic. Their mouths stretched against the thread in silent screams, ripping their lips in places. Their fists beat against Stregone’s impermeable magic. He lowered them slowly into the fiery chasm. Until they disappeared in a wisp of smoke.
Her heart stopped. Stregone was so powerful, so much more than she was. Her arms trembled beneath her. She curled up how she’d been laying before, pretending she hadn’t moved an inch. Her mind was on fire with what ifs and maybe she coulds. But, even if she got down the tunnel, would she even be able to find her way home? Was she still in the parallel spiritual realm or back on Earth? Her breathing was erratic, and she tried to get a grip over herself.
Stregone turned away as the chasm sealed shut behind them. The smoke lingered, a reminder, slithering along the walls and ceiling of the cavern. “I have promised you a reward. I have given you encouragement. I have carried you with my hope of a secure future. Find your adventure, seek a direct attack, no longer skitter off into the night.” Stregone paused. He cocked his ear toward her ragged breath punctuating the air. She tried to control it, to lull them back into thinking she was still out, but it escaped in pants and wheezes.
“Evelyn Everheart, it’s good you’re awake. We have much to discusss.” The demons in the room sank into the floor of the cave, evaporating in clouds of black smoke, slithering down the winding ebony tunnels. She and Stregone were alone.
“I won’t—”
Stregone lifted a finger. Her lips mashed closed. She couldn’t breathe. Before she could freak, he twisted his wrist and her body lifted from the ground. The odd ragdoll, powerlessness soured her stomach. How dare he manhandle her? Well, demon handle. He set her on her feet and smiled. She shivered and fought the urges rising within her. Stregone waved his hand, and a slightly green breeze blew at her until her wet skin dried and her clothing was free of dust.
“I only want to. . . chat.” Stregone moved closer.
She struggled against the hold he clamped across her mouth and body. Pain, electrical and hot, sparked anywhere she fought his magic.
He tsked. “Don’t fight it. The magic activates when it senses resistance.” He sauntered across the room putting her at his back, telling her she was harmless, and he was all powerful in one simple move. “You’ve been told many liesss about my purpose and plansss. I only hope to enlighten you with the truth.”
She compelled him with her eyes, demanding to speak. He waved his hand, and the pressure on her lips popped. She spat her words at him. “Demons don’t speak the truth.”
“I am much more than a demon.” Stregone studied her, measuring her reactions.
“I am much more than a human,” she countered.
Stregone’s sexy smile, ignited a burning desire within her. She fought against it, remembering Abigail’s words. ‘He will toy with you, lie to you, and when you think he’s done, he’ll hit you full force.’ Even still, the craving inside of her weakened her knees.
He stepped closer to her. “Yesss, you are.”
“Put me down.”
He sucked his teeth at her. “Those sssentinels are still spouting their idealistic moronic notions.”
“They at least let me stand on my own two feet.”
“You do realize they don’t really see you. They don’t care if you’re hurt. They’ll leave you alone, scared, and will use you to win this war.”
“And you have a different plan?’
“You know, freewill should be free, not subject to someone else’s will.” Stregone flicked his wrist, and she drifted to her feet.
A headless beetle crawled over her boot. Stregone leaned forward. His scent wafted at her. Acrid firewood mixed with bitter, pungent cedar. He plucked the beetle from the side of her foot.
Stregone shivered. “I must tell you, the prospect of winning your allegiance gives me great pleasure.”
Fury filled her. “I’ll never give you my allegiance.” She would die first.
“Ah,. . . Yes.” Stregone nodded. “A challenge.”
“No—"
“I do require your allegiance.” Stregone turned away from her and spoke to the empty walls of the cavern. “However, I also offer you your heart’s desire, a remission that lasts forever instead of playing the scales of fate, hoping the illness doesn’t take your Trisssten.” Stregone turned back to her, his eyes narrowed, his brows dropping low, darkening his whole face.
“Leave him out of this.”
“It would be terribly sad if the disease he beat comes back to take him beyond where you and your human doctorsss might save him.”
“He’s innocent.” She trembled.
“I would protect you from such a fate. I would keep you sssafe, forever.” Stregone held out his hands. When she didn’t move, he went on. “Would your angels do this? Besides, is anyone innocent? I only ask for your allegiance.”
She got the feeling Stregone’s plans never failed because no one ever told him no. “An allegiance that would cost my soul. Right?” She’d watched The Little Mermaid. She knew how these deals went.
“What is a sssoul? A cage without walls. An unknown potential source of pain and unendurable questions. You give up life for a thing you are unsure exists. Have you seen it? Has it benefited you? Why must you care so much about it? Hm.”
“Not interested.”
“I sssee. What about your James?”
She pressed her lips together. “What about him?”
“Hm. Interesting.” Stregone cocked his head to the side. “Well, today I stand here offering my help. Dear child, only a fool would reject me.” His eyes glittered with challenge. “A healthy brother and a happy reunion with your boyfriend. If that isn’t enough, it all comes with a place of authority among my ranks. Of course, you’ll join me today. Tomorrow, I might not be so. . . giving.”
“Giving? Like you’re some kind of benevolent father figure?” She curled her hands into fists, summoning the air around her. The air molecules around her trembled, shaking the cave. Dirt and debris fell around them both.
Stregone laughed, hearty and thoroughly thrilled. It echoed off the walls of the cavern. “Look at your gift. Just think about it, little girl.”
Stregone snapped his fingers and her grip on the air disappeared. “I imagine you’d consider me more like your god-figure.” Stregone waved his hand dismissing any further argument.
The tunnels hummed. Something approached. Yes, Send the sentinels. Pound the walls of the tunnel down. She pictured Caleb searching the world for her thoughts, Callie whispering to the waters dripping off the wall, listening to its call. They were coming for Stregone. And when they did, together they would end him.
A cloud of black smoke blinked into existence in the space next to Stregone. Another demon, the weight of her flagging hopes destroyed and the truth of how alone she was nearly crushed her. She’d have to get herself out of this.
“Erro, welcome my brother of deceit.” Stregone gripped the outstretched fist. He pulled the man into a quick embrace. Great! She searched for a way to disappear. What kind of out-of-the-box creative use of her gift might get her out of there? Come on. She had to figure something out.
“Deceit is his demon breed, like a last name, but I’ve always called him by his given name, Erro.”
“Yeah. I don’t need to know.” She rolled her eyes. Even if she wasn’t on the angel’s side, she’d have disliked this arrogant fool.
Stregone smiled. “You never really know what you need until you need it.”
“I’ve come as you requested, brother. Shall I take her back to the Haven or did she find her choice easy?” He turned to her before Stregone even responded. “My brother will lift you higher than you could ever imagine for yourself. You will see.”
“She declines my invitation.”
Erro shot a surprised look at Stregone.
“Yes, brother. She believes I am lying, but she won’t for long. I see you, Evelyn. You won’t suffer fools ignoring you any longer. You have my full, undivided attention.”
Evie’s heart sank.
“You’ll be seen for all your glory. Soon, you’ll see.” Stregone smiled and placed his hand lovingly on Erro’s cheek. “It’s good, brother. Worry not. I enjoy a challenge, and she has fight. We will win her, and you are right, I will lift her higher than she could ever imagine for herself.” Stregone turned to her and winked.
Lies. He was lying. This was a weird, twisted trick. What the heck was going on? Demons were discussing her. Demons. She shook her head. “I don’t need anything from you.”
“Ssso true. For now.” Something slithered behind his dark brown eyes. “It is lovely to speak with you, Evelyn.” Prince Stregone moved within inches of her. Heat wafted from him, rolling her in his intoxicating mystique.
She shivered, leaning into him but caught herself before they touched. She reinforced her spine. “I can’t say the same. I detest liars.”
Both demons froze. Erro rigid. Stregone’s mouth fell open. His perfect line of teeth showing. The room stilled. His lips stretched into a magnanimous smile, and he chuckled. His mirth grew until he was truly laughing. At first, Erro watched, but as Stregone continued he finally joined.
“I’ve felled a millennium of territory dictates and rising mutinies. And yet, you, my dear, slay me with laughter.”
“Lord Master.” Erro agreed, glancing at the floor in subservience.
“I adore you, little girl. Join us so we can finally end this war. For now, I’m the notorious prince of the southeastern corner of the United States.” He took her hand and kissed it. “But together, we could bring peace to your world.”
Evie pulled her hand out of his. “You’re letting me go?”
His smile lit up the room. “See, they lied to you. I’m not who you think I am. Give it time, we’ll be great friends.”
Evie shook her head. “No.” But something wiggled in her stomach, something a bit like doubt.
Stregone didn’t even bat an eyelash. Instead, he smiled. “Excellent! I’d rather build our relationship on trust. Forcing you would only turn you against me. I don’t want that and neither do you. Now, I’m sure you’d like to return to those lying, thieving angels?”
She tore her eyes from his and glanced at Erro. Was Stregone being serious? He had her right where he wanted her. Didn’t he? “I don’t understand.”
His face softened. “I know. They got their hooks into you. I’ll give you time, let you figure it out a bit for yourself. Remember my promise. I’ll help heal your brother and return James, a reunion to look forward to.”
“So, I can go?” No way would he release her.
Stregone clapped his hands. “Please return the child post haste, and Evelyn, blessings on your journey.”
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Thieves & Roaring Lions
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Sweat ran in rivulets down her back, but Evie wasn’t going down. She ground her teeth. In the last weeks, she’d begun to hold her own. Her muscles burned with exertion but no longer trembled. Her ability to wield her gift was smooth and reliable. She felt ready.
“This again?” Evie sighed. “Four weeks later, and you’re still—”
“The enemy is like a thief in the night, ” Abigail reminded her for the seven hundredth time.
She glared. “Don’t you think I’m ready? Stregone won’t attack. He wants me to join him.”
“He attacked you alrea—"
“If that was an attack, I’d hate to see him smooth talk someone. You can’t even consider my. . .visit anything more than. . .”
“A kidnapping.” Abigail turned and flew away from her, organizing the arena. Dust danced in eddies along streams of light, stirred by the movement of Abigail’s wings.
Evie wished for wings. Wished for freedom. Abigail returned and tucked her wings behind her back, but still the warrior in her showed through.
Abigail notched her chin. “Did he call off James?”
Evie faltered.
“He didn’t, because he always has another trick up his sleeve. He’s after both of your souls, and he won’t give up until he has them.”
Evie sighed. “Why did he let me go?”
“He’s playing with you, but never forget, he’s a roaring lion prowling around for someone to devour.” Abigail’s eyes burned. “Nothing they say is worth listening to.” Abigail’s wings rustled with agitation.
“Something we can agree on.” Evie cracked her neck. “Besides, I got important intel. At least, Theo thought so.”
“Intel will never be worth your life. Never forget, he is a prince among demons, and your enemy. Make no mistake. He was trying to coerce you, to appeal to your selfishness. His next attempt will be an escalation. Consider those you love most. Consider who he might kidnap next.”
The truth climbed under her skin, itchy and swollen. Elbows pressed tight to her sides, she searched the shadows, the hairs on the nape of her neck standing on end. She couldn’t bring her voice above a whisper. “His words keep playing in my mind over and over again.”
“What James and Stregone said?” Abigail’s eyes softened.
Evie nodded.
“You’ll get through this.” Abigail’s jaw set, and her eyes glittered. “I’m here. I’m helping you.”
“Yeah, but. James said, ‘If I can’t have you, no one can.’ And Stregone brought up Tristen, so. . .” Their words were like weeds, choking her out. It would be easier to hold her breath for weeks than to simply wait.
“Be still. He is in control. There’s a plan, and your family is protected at the safe house.” Abigail planted her feet in a fighting stance. “I have your back.”
“But we should be there protecting them too. If Stregone can just waltz in here and capture me, then are they really safe?” She shook her head.
“We’re protecting them.” Abigail rested her hand on Evie’s shoulder. “Now, let’s train.”
“I’m ready.” She shrugged the hand off. “Everything you’ve thrown at me, I’ve conquered. While we play pretend, battling here in the arena, the threat grows stronger.” Her hands curled into fists at her sides. “I say we go and put an end to all of this. Take out the thief and the lion.”
Abigail’s eyes burned with otherworldly flames. Sometimes, Evie forgot she trained with angel warriors. Yet they had thousands of years of experience and could probably take Stregone out with one attempt. Come on. Just agree to fight. Why wasn’t Abigail agreeing?
“Seriously?” Evie spoke through her teeth. “Say something. Do something.” She paced in a circle. “Anything!” If only they had a punching bag up and ready. “All your power, and you still won’t do anything.”
“Evie.” Abigail’s eyes narrowed.
“Training here as hard as we can will never stop the threat on my friends and family. We have to Go. Out. There!”
“The Creator’s timing makes all things perfect.” Abigail probably meant her voice to be soothing, but it smacked as a dismissal.
“Perfect? You think I want perfection?” Evie closed her eyes and took a deep breath, but nothing calmed the storm inside of her. She strode across the arena. “I want them to be alive, breathing, functioning, healthy and whole.”
“Trust is never easy.” Abigail moved closer, her angelic peace enveloping Evie.
Rigid tension evaporated, but the fierceness growing inside of her would not dissipate. “If James goes and takes out one of my friends or my family on some deranged mad. . .” She paced the arena. “or Stregone touches Tristen. . .” She glanced up, searching for patience, knowing better than to ask for it in prayer. “Protect them. please. Let me go. Let me do something, anything. Move your angels to guard them.”
Abigail pressed her fist to her chest. “‘In His timing, all things are made perfect,’ is a truth you can count on. We wait for things to align, for a path to be prepared. Do not imagine nothing is happening.
When you don’t see things moving into place, when you’re not doing something, He’s doing everything.”
“So, tell me, does this perfect plan include keeping my dad, mom, Tristen alive through this?” She turned on Abigail ready to fight. “At least Callie and Caleb have a chance at defending themselves if a demon appeared and snatched them out of the Haven.”
“Evie.”
“No. If His timing is so perfect, why is there death, war, pain. . . cancer.” She spat the last word. “The list goes on, and on, gnawing away at my confidence in this ‘good plan.’” Air quotes hung between them.
“You can’t understand the ways of the omnipotent, the omniscient.”
Everything in Evie froze, and she forced herself to draw in a deep breath. She wouldn’t punch an angel. She wouldn’t curse in their presence, but by golly she wanted to do both so bad it hurt. “Stregone came here. Where you said we’d be safe.”
“I said you needed to be on guard. I told you that your gift called to the enemy.” Abigail stepped closer.
Evie stepped back, slicing her hand through the air, dismissing Abigail’s words. “He stole me right out from under your nose. I’m not leaving my family to die or worse.” She rocked back on her heels. “Tell me where their safe house is.”
“No gifting will ever give you the perspective, wisdom, and discernment of an omniscient, omnipotent being. Don’t let pride cause you to fall.”
“You think I care if I fall?” A hot flush swept through her. “Tell me.”
Abigail shook her head. “Stregone will lure you away, make you theirs, enslave you.”
“You think I’ll stay here to train for months? I’ve followed every order, completed every task, and I’m still training four weeks later.” What kind of coward would she be if she didn’t do more? “I’m going to protect my family. I have to.”
Evie threw her battle leathers on the arena floor and turned.
Abigail’s soft words whispered through the air. “You aren’t ready.”
Evie froze. “Maybe, but I’m not going to wait around for Stregone’s next attack.”
“Training isn’t waiting around. It’s important preparation.” Abigail picked up Evie’s leathers. “You can’t do this on your own.” Abigail handed them back to Evie.
Evie snorted and walked away.
Abigail’s voice whispered across the arena. “Is this your final decision?”
Evie nodded without looking back and stormed out. She wouldn’t stand around playing pretend any longer. True warriors didn’t wait. True warriors attacked.
As soon as she passed through the arena door into the observation area, she narrowly missed Caleb, who hopped right in front of her. She swept around him and down the aisle. His feet beat a rhythm of pursuit. She ignored him, flying out the front door, flinging it against the wall.
A fierce wind trailed her like a sweeping gown. It drew vortexes buffeting around her like the current behind a ship cutting through ocean waters. Before her, leaves rustled gently, the sun warmed the cool autumn afternoon, and the wind wore a prevailing calm. Behind her, a wide swath of churning air pulled at the earth in violent currents. Tiny tornados plucked the autumn bedded leaves from the ground, and whirls drew them in patterns of living lace fit for a queen.
“Hey! Hold on a minute.” Caleb’s voice battered against the blustery wind.
“Caleb, I’m not in the mood. Please, leave me alone.” She glanced behind her, a train of orange, red, and yellow leaves created a flaming train. Dry branches twirled across the lawn. Anything in her way whipped into a dance behind her.
“But Evie—”
“Stop.” She threw her hands out, launching a branch into the air and stabbing Caleb’s left arm. Ah, shoot. She needed to go. Why wouldn’t they just let her go? She rocked her head from shoulder to shoulder. “Caleb,” She faltered. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you. I-I need to go.”
“Okay.” He covered the wound with his hand. “I’ll come with you.” His jaw was set.
He wanted to come with her? Something inside of her squeezed. “Geez. Your arm.” She was so stupid. What a mess!
“It’s nothing.” He reached for her.
Evie shook her head, stepping back. “I stabbed—”
“You need to do something. I get it.” A gentle pressure entered the back of her mind, and the train of destruction following her melted into the ground.
“You get it?” The air whispered along her skin, sweeping her hair into a crown, encouraging and empowering her. “Caleb, I’ve trained. I’m ready.”
He advanced on her.
She narrowed her eyes and notched her chin. “You can read my mind, can’t you?”
Caleb’s eyes widened. Never breaking eye contact, he walked her back until she was flush against the bark of the leafless oak. His nose a finger’s breadth from her own. “Your thoughts lie.”
She held her breath.
“Not only to me, but to yourself.” He made a sound of impatience in his throat.
“I’m not—"
“You are.”
She opened her mouth and every fallen branch, loose leaf, and a few small rocks levitated into the air. As she screamed, the debris flew like arrows loosed against an invisible enemy. Everything pent up inside of her was released, her kidnapping, her training, and now her leaving. He grabbed her by the shoulders, but it didn’t matter. Once the floodgates opened, there wasn’t anything holding them back. She pounded her fists into his chest. Hot tears coursed her cheeks. Let the world fall. Let the enemy come. Let what was going to happen, happen, because preparing for the unknown was impossible, and she couldn’t take it anymore. Something had to give. Was everyone going to stand in her way?
“Yes. Yes, I am.” His green eyes fixed on her. “You think I’ll just let you go off and get yourself killed?”
“I’ve got to do something, anything, to get out of this mess.” Her wind pushed him away, churning around her and making a path out of there.
“No, Evie.” Caleb stared at her with wild eyes. “Not like this.” He bent against the wind, fighting with all of his might to get within reach of her. “I’m going with you.”
She grimaced, closing her eyes, weighing her options. With painstaking care, she built her walls around her mind again and dropped the wind. Caleb lost his footing and crashed into her. Her hands hit his hard, chiseled chest. “Caleb, you have to let me go.”
“Never.” He clenched his jaw and gripped her shoulders. “You need me. I’m not letting you go out there to get killed, or enslaved, or worse.”
“What could be worse than—”
Caleb shook his head but didn’t move back. His hands warmed her shoulders where he held her. Hers rested on his chest. A crackle of tension filled the air as she searched his eyes. Why couldn’t the world right itself for her? Why couldn’t she have the guy? She wanted to curl up in him. But safe in Caleb’s arms wouldn’t do her or her family any good.
“You’re wrong.” He cupped her face and whispered, “Don’t do this.”
“Caleb, I have to.” She pulled out of his hands.
The muscle in his jaw jumped. “Let me in. Let me. . . Evie, if you keep making the same choices, you’re going to get the same results.”
“Or my miserable life was predestined.” An angry tear defied her control.
“Same choices. Same beliefs. Same lies. Same results. You said yourself, something’s gotta give.
Well, let me come help you.” He leaned back on his heels.
What had gotten into Caleb?
“Nothing. I’m. . .” He sighed. “I’m trying to listen in a different way.”
She glanced down the path again. Callie was going to kill her if she brought Caleb and left Callie behind.
“No, she won’t. She’d be glad you didn’t go alone.”
Caleb wasn’t giving her an inch. She needed to go. She glanced up at his defiant certainty. She considered them going together. They would be so much stronger. But guys with powers. . . She couldn’t get hurt again.
“Don’t lump me in with him.” He reached for her.
She pulled away. She wasn’t about to be told what to do anymore. She started along the path but glanced back. Caleb waited, chiseled against a cold, blue sky. She could only summon a whisper. “Leave me alone. I can do this. I don’t need help.”
“Don’t expect me to go to the funeral.” He locked his jaw.
“Lighten up, Caleb. I’m only going to protect my family at the safe house. We aren’t going home or going to tangle with James.” She turned to storm off. The idea of talking to James, seeing if she could help him wiggled its way into her heart.
“You’re only going to let your whole family down if you go alone. Imagine them forced to bury you, Tristen standing next to your grave. Geez, do you think anything through, or is it all by the seat of your pants? I take it back. I already know the answer.”
She spun back, but Caleb was right behind her. “And what power do you have to protect me from demons and fire?”
“Stop being so pig-headed. I’m not letting you go without me. Not. Gonna. Happen. The sooner you get that, the sooner we will be on our way.”
His determination clashed into hers with such force, she exhaled.
“You don’t want to leave alone. Not really. I’m here. Right here. I’m not going anywhere. And neither are you, not alone at least.”
She couldn’t deny wanting him. Callie was going to kill her two times. Once for leaving without her, and a second time for taking Caleb. He was right. Together they were stronger. Together they might succeed.
Electricity sparked as he slid his hand to hers and tugged her closer. She didn’t pull away. She didn’t move. She didn’t want to go into battle alone. The offensive was the best course of action. Action being the key word.
“It still isn’t a great idea. Don’t convince yourself this is smart because I’m going. This isn’t the right choice. I just hope we can both survive this insanity you’ve decided to pursue. Because going rogue is dangerous and trying to change James is suicide.” Fine lines around his eyes betrayed his stress.
She notched her chin up. Stupid mind reader. She wouldn’t even honor him with a response.
“I know you don’t want to hear it, but James has chosen darkness. You can’t change him. Only he can.” Caleb slanted her a sideways grimace.
“It’s time. I feel it in my bones. Something bad’s going to happen soon, and we need to take the upper hand. I’m going. I’m going to find and protect my family at the safe house, but first I’m going to find James and change his mind. I can do it. I know him better than almost anyone else, including his mother. Getting him back from the darkness is the best way to protect everyone. He’s Stregone’s plan B.”
Caleb’s lips pressed into a thin white line, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t understand. He wasn’t kidnapped by Stregone. He didn’t have demon sight. He didn’t have to witness demons dive into a woman’s body or turn into fat flies swarming around the possessed. She had to help her family by stopping James. “They need me.”
Caleb shook his head. “That’s not it. You. . . feel responsible.” He narrowed his eyes. “You want to protect others from the demon-possessed version of James, because somehow you believe this is your fault.” Caleb moved closer. His shoulder brushed hers as they started on the path.
“It doesn’t matter. I’m not going to sit around. I won’t leave my family unprotected.” Caleb was wrong. She should’ve known James wasn’t himself. She should’ve known he was tortured and tormented. They were all forced into the crosshairs of a war they didn’t choose. They were all victims. What if she didn’t make it in time? What if the enemy was prowling around, using James to get at Tristen? They needed to hurry.
“I see.” Caleb whispered and glanced back at the arena.
“What’s wrong with everyone? We have to save anyone James might hurt.” The wind around her picked up, whipping around her ankles. This was her fault, and she was going to fix it. She should’ve figured it out and helped James before it was too late.
“It’s not your fault.” He took her hand in his.
She craved touch. But she didn’t deserve the comfort of it. “Stay out of my thoughts. Seriously, Caleb. I have to fix this.” She unwound her hand from his.
“In other news, I love this windswept, Tarzan’s twin, new look to your hair.” He grinned.
“And there’s the Caleb I know. Will you ever grow up?” She patted her hair.
“Yes.” Seriousness wiped the grin from his face. “I’ve been training and learning this past month too. You and Abigail were right about my gift.” Caleb smiled and clasped her hand in his.
Callie was going to kill her.
“Yup, you’re a dead girl walking.” Caleb grinned again.
She shook her head. The air settled, and her beautiful train left a pattern along the sidewalk. She no longer had to take on James alone.
“Together,” Caleb whispered.
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“Are we really going to do this?” Caleb shoved his hands in his pockets.
“Do what?”
“Steal a car from the angels.” He spun and captured her in his arms, pressing her back against the red door. “I mean, how many years of punishment do you want?”
“We’re just borrowing.” She snorted and slipped under the cage he’d created.
“Yeah. Sure. Think they’ll view us as borrowing their Mustang?” He raised his eyebrow.
“Probably not, but everything works out for good. right?”
Caleb ran a hand through his hair and turned his back to her, staring across the lawn at the arena.
“The key is under the passenger side wheel well.”
“How do you know where the key is?”
“Because I see thoughts.” He rubbed the back of his neck. A sign he was uncomfortable with sharing anything about his gift.
She grabbed the key and stormed toward the driver’s door.
“I’ll drive.” He blocked her from the door.
“No.”
“It’s a red Mustang. I’ve dreamt of driving a Mustang most of my life. Give me the key.” Tension rode his shoulders.
“Whatever.” She slammed the key into his outstretched hand. She didn’t care if she drove a Mustang, and if this was the one thing he needed, whatever.
Within minutes, they were inside. The plush, black leather seats were cold against her skin. The car roared to life, and the vents blew hot air in her face. He punched in Meadowlark and a blue line lit up in the GPS. This was real. This was happening. Caleb harrumphed and steered them toward the gate.
The gate. How had she forgotten about it? Oh, and the portal. Crap. How were they going to get out of there? What if they needed sentinels to open the gate? “What a mess.”
He locked eyes with her.
“What?” She kept watch, expecting Abigail to waltz up to her window, or one of the other sentinels to stop them. It shouldn’t be this easy to dash out of sentinel training. It shouldn’t be this easy to walk away from her own ‘destiny.’
His lips twisted in a wry smile. “Can’t you order the air to open it?”
She balled her hands in her lap. Who knew? The sentinels hadn’t covered it in any of her training. It was a good idea, though. With her eyes closed, she concentrated. Reaching out, she wrapped her mind around the heavy gate. It would be the largest thing she’d manipulated so far. It wouldn’t budge, no matter how hard she strained against the weight. Sweat trickled down her temple. No longer able to press against the weight, she opened her eyes.
The gate drifted open.
“Who opened it?”
Caleb shrugged his shoulders as if to say I don’t know. He hit the accelerator.
She scrubbed a hand down her face, wincing at the knots in her stomach. They’d left. The angel’s protection floated away in the rearview. The golden gate slid shut behind them. They were closed out of their protection and thrust into a world of danger. She shook her head.
“You’re already regretting your decision.” The pressure of his grip on the black leather steering wheel creaked.
She sighed. “No,” Yes, but she wouldn’t verbalize the truth. Her heart fluttered like a caught moth.
“Okay.” Caleb glared at her, his jaw clenched. “We’ve left. We’re doing something. Now, where to?”
She glared back at him.
“Don’t get mad at me. I’m only the driver. This is your thing.” He stared daggers at the road ahead.
Why was he so mad at her? Why didn’t he understand? His disapproval left her cold and bereft He was right. It was comforting to not be alone. A certain reassurance, a stronger hope, grew with the promise of support and companionship. She wasn’t alone. Plus, the odds of success were rising exponentially, and she’d maybe be smiling if her stomach didn’t hurt so badly.
He frowned. “Well?”
“Maybe first, we should check my home and see if there are any clues to where my family is. We can set up base there and protect them while we figure out how to find James and make him end this.”
The muscle in his cheek ticked. “Sounds totally safe and well thought out.” He glanced at her, his brows low.
She nodded. “Totally.”
They dipped into a low valley. The truth about bringing another person on this journey churned like poison in her stomach. No wonder she was sick. What if something happened to him? He sat there madder than a hornet. She had come to terms with the danger, but . . . Could she survive it if he died? Crap. What had she done?
She turned to Caleb, and they both started to speak. “I shouldn’t have let you get involved in this.” They said in unison.
His white knuckles gripped the steering wheel as he pressed the accelerator.
“We should go back. Come up with a better plan.” He probably didn’t expect her to change her mind, but she couldn’t risk him. She’d drop him off.
“And you’d take off without me once I was settled in.” He didn’t say more, but his silence did. It begged her to turn back and give up on. It told her she needed more time to prepare. It demanded she listen, but his lips never moved. His nostrils flared as he took a deep breath.
“True.” She turned away from him to stare at the passing scenery. The trees shivered by in a mass of evergreen and stark brown trunks. She bit the inside of her lip, blinking hard. There was no way she was giving up. This was her path. With her gift, she could protect her family if Stregone attacked them. It was dangerous, but she had skills now. She shouldn’t have let Caleb come.
“At least, we’re together.” They both glanced up at the same time. Heavy emotions lingered between them as they studied the portal, disguised as a strange cloud, hovering in the distance.
She was so stupid. She should’ve thought this through. Hurtling toward the portal, straight into danger without a plan, it was so dumb.
“Come back with me and stay.” He started to slow. “We shouldn’t go through with this.”
“I have to go through with it.” Her heart hurt. “Stregone threatened Tristen. Tristen, Caleb.” His stiff profile didn’t give an inch. “I can’t just turn around and give up. I’ll go back with you. But I’m coming out after dropping you.” Her family needed her. Just because the sentinels couldn’t get involved, didn’t mean she couldn’t step up.
Caleb sighed. “Trist has been through so much.”
She searched the road behind them.
“What are you looking for?” Caleb checked the rearview.
“I don’t want the darkness to follow us to my parents.”
“You think they’ll show themselves if they’re following us?”
It was a slap across her face. Her ears burned. Of course, they’d remain hidden. And there it was. The journey was already turning sour.
“I’m sure the demons aren’t following us.” His green eyes warmed as he squeezed her knee. “And I chose to come. I want to be with you.”
His words warmed her heart. She wanted him to stay, fight beside her, and help her figure things out. This was a mess. For three years, her whole life had been about keeping Tristen alive. She wouldn’t abandon him now.
Caleb squeezed her knee again. His hand warmed the spot where he left it resting. “If they were going to do something, they would have. They haven’t. Plus, our families have the power of prayer and warrior angels.”
“Bad things still happen.”
“Never said they didn’t. Let’s focus on what we’re trying to do.”
Evie nodded. Would prayer have an effect? Would their faith change the outcome? It was so confusing to grow up. No one was invincible, and everything didn’t work out. Well, things never really worked out for her, but it did for others. It did for her parents. They prayed for Tristen’s healing, and he was healed. Was it a result of prayer or always the plan? What about all the other kids dying from cancer?
The heavy fog surrounding the portal squatted on the road like a troll demanding the answer to a riddle before allowing anyone to cross its bridge. They didn’t have a toll or know the answer. It seemed every event in her life shined a bright light on the fact, she didn’t know any of the answers.
With a whisper to the wind, she asked the breeze to clear the fog away.
Nothing moved.
What was she doing? This wasn’t going to work. She sat up. Focusing, she called to the air molecules closest to her and reached further and further in front of them. Her senses picked up nothing around them.
She leaned back and folded her foot under her right leg. She wanted to fold up into the smallest version of herself, unprotected out here without the sentinels. She believed there was a plan for her life. She believed God worked all things for her good. But, what did that mean she should do?
Caleb slowed to a crawl, swung out on the side of the road, and began to turn the car around.
“What are you doing?” She shot up in her seat.
Caleb spoke softly. “I’m taking you back.”
“If you want out, you can go back.” It hurt to say the words, but what else could she do? She wasn’t going to force him to stand by her.
He slammed his free hand on the steering wheel. “I’m not going anywhere without you. But you don’t believe this is the right choice, either.”
“I know I need to be with my family and fix this James thing.” She spat his name.
The car idled mid turn. “You know a lot more than you’re allowing yourself to remember. Fear is getting the best of you.”
“No. You’re wrong. Fear would be running from the fight, refusing to stand up to Stregone. I can do this.”
He turned the car back toward the portal shaking his head.
They traveled in silence as they drove into the low hanging cloud and out the other side of the portal. It was so much easier than she’d imagined, but even as they headed in the same direction, they were worlds apart. Caleb was right about one thing. She needed to spend more time exploring their potential offense. If there really was a plan, who’s to say they weren’t living it right now. God must know what she’d want. Nothing surprised Him.
A cold rain drizzled from the steely sky, coloring the fallen leaves in shades of gray. The world matched her. She stole a glance at Caleb. At least, she wasn’t alone. Closing her eyes, she smiled. He may be annoyingly brilliant, but he stuck by her even after they’d fought. She bit her lip. What wouldn’t she do to end this whole fight and live a normal life with him? She smiled. Blinking her eyes open, she caught a glimpse of heat in his gaze. It scorched her to her bones, setting everything in between alive with warmth. Her breath caught.
Oh my! She wasn’t sure if she could ignore her feelings much longer.
Caleb cocked one eyebrow. “Not sure, huh?” A smirk pulled at his lips.
He turned the music on, maybe to give her privacy, maybe to distract himself. His husky, tenor voice sang along to the reggae. His square jaw finally relaxed, and a sexy smile played peek-a-boo between lyrics. His joy was contagious. He nodded to the beat, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel.
She laughed. “I didn’t know you could sing.”
Caleb cocked an eyebrow. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”
She laughed harder. “Whatever.”
The song changed, and the moment was lost. Caleb’s focus became the road and their not-so-well-thought-out plan. When he turned the music down, she studied the pine trees as they ticked by. The blue line they followed would take them to their families. The ache inside her magnified.
What would she say to her parents? I’m going to protect you. And they’d probably just send her back to the Haven. She huffed. At least she’d get to see them, talk to her mom and figure out what the right decision was. She missed them so much. Her mind wandered to her other goal. What would she say to James if she got her chance? Don’t join the darkside. . . She pressed her lips together. How about, We need to talk. But nothing good ever came after those words. She bit the inside of her lip. She’d have to cut right to it. Meet me somewhere wet in case you decide to set me on fire!
Caleb coughed. “Your parents should send us back. However, the better question is how you’ll bring James back from the darkness since you are convinced he is your responsibility.”
She shook her head. He was. Getting James to come back to their side would end this ridiculous battle. It had to.
“Start with what you know.”
“Okay.” She tried to run through what she would say, but with Caleb listening so close, everything came out stupid. What did she know about James? He was hot. This whole demon thing wasn’t him. He’d helped her before and been a good person. Why would he choose this? He had to beat it. Had to come back to her.
Caleb cleared his throat. “Maybe, more of what makes him him and less ‘come back to me.’”
She flinched. “I can’t work through this with you judging every idea.”
Caleb held his hands up for a second, but he didn’t apologize.
She glared. She didn’t want James for herself. This was to turn back the tide, to ensure the safety of her family. After his attack, he was fiery hot burning mud. Mud she was going to help save for the good of her family.
She’d tell him he wasn’t this person so full of anger and hatred, and he wasn’t the guy who used others to get what he wanted. She’d remind him of who he was and help him choose a different path.
She nodded and glanced at Caleb. His expression was stony. “Thank you.” She sighed. She had a semblance of an idea what to say and should start to feel better about leaving. Soon. Any minute now.
Her heart continued to beat against its cage.
“We’ve got time to figure out the kinks.”
“Okay.” Except, nothing was okay.
The houses passed with increasing frequency. They’d soon be in the heart of some town. What would her family do under an attack from James? Would they be protected because of their faith and prayers? Did faith work like that?
She took a deep breath. She was glad Callie wasn’t there. It was better this way. She’d be distracted trying to protect Callie, Caleb, and her family. She would call James and tell him to meet her… Without Caleb. He couldn’t get hurt. He couldn’t distract her.
Caleb cleared his throat. “Together.” It was an order.
She ignored him. It would be her fault if he got hurt. The key to success rested in the location of their meeting. A public place would make it dangerous to others, a private place would be dangerous to her. On the GPS the outline of a large body of water followed the line for a few miles. It was perfect.
“I’m going with you.” Caleb growled. “Don’t you dare go without me.”
She nodded, erecting walls around her mind.
He clenched his jaw and fell silent.
This was her journey. She was deciding things for herself. She wouldn’t set James off because of Caleb. He was already so. . . off. This had to be a successful mission.
His last words to her trickled through her mind unbidden. If I can’t have you, Evie, no one can.
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“Don’t let his words spur you in the wrong direction.” A muscle ticked in Caleb’s jaw.
“The idea of you peeping into my mind. . .” She rolled the window down and took a deep breath of cold fresh air. Soon her arm was out the window and directing the current of air onto her flaming cheeks as the pine forest blurred passed. The familiar scent cooled her flushed skin.
“I hate that.” A serious edge sharpened his words. “Maybe…” She glanced at him, and he wiped at his forehead like he was sweating. It must be hard for him to be privy to everyone else’s mind, but not be able to react to what he hears. “If you heard my thoughts, too, then…”
She gave him a flat stare. She couldn’t do that. She was gifted with spirit and air.
“I want to lie to you, to wipe fear off your face, but I want you to trust me too, and trust can’t happen if I begin things with lies.” He took a deep breath and blew it out in a gust. “I didn’t pick this gift. I didn’t ask for it, or even know what it was at first. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable around me.” He ran his hand through his hair again, and for a few minutes, an uncomfortable silence settled in the car. The artery in his neck pulsed.
“I can’t help it. Your gift feels like an invasion of my privacy. You shouldn’t access my mind without my permission.” His words about how her mind was broadcasting the signal, swept through her. “Can I somehow stop or quiet my broadcasting my thoughts?” She needed to think without feeling like he was peeping in on her.
“I’m not some kind of mind-marauder, brain-pirate, or thought-peeping Tom. But—”
“I don’t want—”
“I should help battle James. I should. I can read his mind, debilitate him with my gift if need be. I helped at the Allegheny, and I want to help you again. You have some good plans, but we’ll always be stronger together.” Caleb stared at the empty lane ahead. “Don’t leave me on the outside because I can sometimes access what you consider on the inside. It’s not fair.”
“True. It’s not fair.” She couldn’t blame him for a gift he didn’t choose. “Okay.”
He laughed, and a laugh bubbled up inside her too. “If we’re going to have a serious relationship—” He slammed his mouth shut.
“A serious relationship?” Evie’s stomach flip-flopped.
“Yes.” Caleb trained his eyes on the road. “I know you’re not ready. I know, but I’m here because I really like you.” He paused. “Alive.”
Brutal honesty was always tough. She shook her head. She couldn’t lose her focus. Her heart ached. One thing was painfully clear. She wasn’t ready.
“Sometimes, I wish I could turn your internal debates off. They’re overwhelming and murder to my confidence. Besides, you shouldn’t have to get used to me poking around in your mind. This stupid gift. . .” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Of all the gifts.”
“It’s not fair to either of us.”
“You’re totally bothered by me. . .” Caleb trailed off. “And your face tells me I said the wrong thing again.” He sighed and thumped the steering wheel with his fist. “No more talking.” It was a curse and a promise.
“You can sense my feelings too?”
“Yeah, no. No! No, that’s not what I meant. I mean.” His shoulders dropped.
“It’s pretty much what you said.”
He gripped the steering wheel with both hands, his eyes firmly on the road.
“Are you searching my mind right now? Are you trying to read the right answer out of me?”
His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. “I didn’t. No. Of course not… Your whole-” He gestured from her head to her toes. “-is hostile.”
She clenched her fists, cheeks hot. Caleb’s eyes drifted toward her chest rising and falling. Don’t you dare! His eyes slipped back up to meet hers. Unbelievable.
“The warrior inside of you is so beautiful.”
She narrowed her eyes. He was stalling. “Don’t.”
“Okay, it doesn’t make things clearer. It’s not like I understand why, or what it’s going to mean in the end, or if any of your ideas are going to be the one you choose to go with. It really makes everything a ton more confusing.”
Caleb pulled over, stopping on the side of the road. They were tucked away, hidden under the last few towering pines before they reached home and hopefully found a clue to where her parents were.
“Why did you stop? We need to get to our families.” She glared at the pine trees.
“I’m trying to explain. I never wanted this. I… I want you to find a way to accept me.” He closed his eyes and leaned forward as if he were going to kiss her.
“Are you seriously trying to kiss me right now?” What a blithering idiot.
“The chemical reactions, your chemistry, are shooting off like fireworks. It’s love.” His smile grew as he inhaled.
Heat sparked under her rib cage, as the sexy curve of his lips turned into desire. His velvety warm, sun-kissed skin vibrant against the gray sky behind him. “I don’t—” She cut off. No. He just grew on her. “You’re new to this mind reading stuff. Maybe, you’re wrong.”
As the car idled on the side of the road, he leaned closer to her. Close enough to make her heart stutter, sending warmth to pool in her stomach. His eyes glittered as he opened them. “You feel passionate. That’s only a hop, skip, and a jump away from deeper emotions.” His eyes dared her to close the distance.
Closing her eyes to center herself, her mind spluttered in the current of her feelings. His brazenness set her on fire. Why couldn’t she kiss him? She leaned into his warmth, but her brain was a soldier upholding her promise to not lose focus.
“Open your eyes.” Both hands held the steering wheel. His eyes set ahead of him. “At least, admit it. There’s something between us.”
Her whole body sang. What should she say?
“Nothing.” Caleb placed his hand on her knee. “Close your eyes. I want to show you something.”
Sensation buzzed along her leg and rumbled in her belly. Her defenses laid down and rolled over.
She closed her eyes, defeated, twisting wide open in her raw emotions.
His warm voice slipped into her mind. I can open my mind to you, too, if you’d like.
He expected rejection, but he also hoped she would choose to forego her defenses. Colors exploded in her mind as each word bubbled with flavor and color. It was warm honey drifting through her mind.
“This is what it’s like for you?” She breathed him in. The color purple swirled in the pine scent of his thoughts, igniting a deep ache in her body.
“Mm-hm.” Purple exploded into pink and then red. Pine drifted into the taste of chocolate and roses.
“Are you doing—?”
“Yes.” His breath whispered across her lips.
But her purely logical soldier drew her sword. No, this wasn’t the reason she’d left.
She blinked her eyes open, and his face was so close, so ready to kiss her. “No,” She slapped him.
Caleb’s face turned with the force of the blow. “Case in point.” He rubbed his jaw. “You’ve got a great right hook.” His cheek was bright red.
“Case in what point?” She hated herself.
“You feel passionately.” He smirked and broke eye contact.
“I’m so—" She’d stabbed him, and now she’d slapped him. She was a danger to everyone who cared for her.
“Don’t. Don’t apologize. I don’t know what I said wrong, but do you see? Hearing your thoughts doesn’t really do more than confuse me. I get it wrong every time.” He stared at the other side of the road. “Your thoughts are like tiny liars.”
She gulped at the stale air in the car, seeking words she didn’t have. Escape.
“Don’t go.” His lips pressed into a firm line.
Her hand gripped the door handle. The promise of privacy was so close, only a few steps, and she’d be in the woods. She willed him to understand, begged him to give her space and demanded he stay. She flung the door open. I need a moment. I need. . . I. . . I need to. . . The word escape crossed her mind again. . . . think things over alone.
He nodded. His eyes begged her to stay.
But she couldn’t.
◆◆◆
 
HER LEGS BURNED, but even as she sprinted there was no way to know how far was far enough to be sure he was out of her head. She couldn’t stand it, not another minute of him probing her brain.
Escape.
Green boughs brushed her thighs, arms, face, but she didn’t care. Drops of rain splatted into her, but she didn’t mind. The lush forest was silent, un-intrusive, accepting and willing to keep her safe.
Her heart argued. He was willing to keep you safe too. It was true.
Why couldn’t she just be a better person? Just let him in? Why did the worst always have to happen? She couldn’t let him get hurt alongside her. He was right. She cared about him. Shoot.
Her fingers glanced along the rough pine boughs. This was her life. No going back. One night at McCaffree’s, and her life was forever changed. She collapsed to the earth, staring at the rain-glistened, brown pine needles beneath her.
Thoughts struck like arrows, zinging through her. He wanted her. The fact thrilled her and made her sick to her stomach. She couldn’t have him follow her to his death.
Mother nature wore autumn well. Why couldn’t Evie season the storms of her life just the same? A chill wrapped around her. What if while she worked things out a demon attacked her or Caleb? She was such a fool.
Each of the pine trees grew ten feet taller and leaned down to stare at her, judging her. She searched the shadows. She needed more time to dig her way through the garbage floating through her mind. Destined to be a warrior didn’t seem to matter to the tatters of her heart, or the fleeting terrors of her mind.
She was and always would be the old her. Heaviness settled into her bones. Rotting wood and wet earth surrounded her, soaked into her pants, demanded she pay attention, but all she could do was ask one question. How did she bring one more person into her story of devastation? How could she love, and risk being burned again? How?
The mess inside of her was almost uninhabitable. He would never understand what the right response was. She couldn’t figure it out either. She was a study of contradictions, a warrior, ready but not-ready, aware but unaware, desiring the magical but running away from the magic. What could anyone do with her? Nothing.
Oh, but a deep, deep part of her craved the intimate connection, to be bound in a way words weren’t necessary. The idea appeared beautiful, on the outside.
On the inside, it was war.
She stumbled upon a wall of thick underbrush surrounding a hidden, ancient oak tree deep in the woods. Planted in the center of its own tiny individual-sized meadow, its fallen leaves were a soft crunchy carpet. Its boughs protected her from some of the rain. Here she prayed. Her back against the firm support of a hundred years of rings. Dry leaves grounded her as words flew from her lips at a furious pace. She needed wisdom. Direction.
A whisper of truth settled in her heart. She regretted her choice to leave the Haven. Prayed for forgiveness. She wanted out of the mess she’d gotten herself and Caleb into. But she couldn’t and wouldn’t turn back.
The sun’s late evening rays slipped below the branches. The chill grew uncomfortable. She rose and under the remaining sliver of light on the horizon, peeking through the trees, she caught low hanging boughs of the pine trees in her fingertips. She drew the peace of nature into her hands, up through her arms, and into her heart.
Ahead of her, Caleb waited alone in the forest. His breath frosted in big clinging clouds slowly drifting across the pines. He was waiting for her. He’d followed her after all. Accusations welled up in her, but he spoke before she could attack.
“I was worried.” His square jaw was set in determination as he charged her. “I see you. I see you, and even in your sadness, even in your confusion, you’re more beautiful than any other woman I’ve ever seen.”
Her heart responded. But she didn’t budge.
He didn’t wait for her to speak. He wrapped his arms around her and whispered into her ear. “We’ll go forward with your plan. I’ll be there when you meet with James.”
Caleb’s breath tickled her ear, and she curled into the sensation. Her mind was a jumbled mess of apologies for getting them caught up in this mess.
He slipped his hand in hers, and they walked back to the car.
At the passenger door, Caleb stopped and tipped her chin up. “I love being privy to your mind.”
“I—"
He smirked, cutting her off. “I get it. It’s hard, but when I couldn’t hear you, and…” He searched her eyes, skimmed to her lips, and a familiar heat curled inside of her. “Let’s stick together. Okay?”
“I want to. . .”
“What do you want? Tell me, so I…” Caleb searched for the right words.
She avoided his eyes. “Okay.” She glanced at the car, squirming to get out of the difficult conversation. “I have to get used to. . .” you in my head. “I have to have. . .” some control. “I need to be able to work through things on my own. Sometimes.”
Caleb turned her back to face him. “I love you.” The truth of his words plain on his face. “We’ll figure this out together.”
She’d dreamt of those words, spent hours daydreaming about the lips they’d come out of, and planned weddings in her mind built on this moment. How could he say it right now? She wasn’t ready. She couldn’t say it back. She dropped her eyes refusing to meet his burning gaze. What should she say?
“Don’t say anything.” He let her go and started around the car.
“For the record, I don’t understand myself sometimes.”
“Hm.” Caleb walked around the car and spoke to her over the roof. “Without risk, there isn’t any reward.”
She chuckled. What would it be like to be privy to his brain chemistry?
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Carmichael's Cockroach
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Only a mile from Meadowlark on the GPS, the gas light blinked on. Evie pulled her combat boots back on as Caleb drove into a rinky-dink Citgo named Carmichael’s. Snacks and fuel were on the agenda.
Caught like a moth between two flames, she sat in the car waiting for Caleb to return. The reprieve to think was a gift in itself. She needed to get Caleb back to safety, but the horrible embarrassment of returning empty-handed was more than she could bear. She rested her head against the passenger window, the cool glass soothing.
Absently, she stared at the brilliant moon against its dark night sky. Its pale light stretched glowing fingers across the cold, hard pavement. Pockets of shadows crept across the black tar toward her door. Transforming into dangerous, potentially demonic threats. Her pulse thrashed at its cage, urging her to run.
The door creaked as she opened it slowly.
The shadow surged forward. Was it her imagination? She checked the black sky and found a matching cloud drifting in the moonlight. She shook her head. Every shadow was not a monster.
Steadying her breathing, she dashed into the tiny gas station, and its solitary rack of wares with essential snacks and a pot of burnt coffee. She searched for boiled peanuts—it was her Dad’s favorite. They were out. Crap. She walked past a wall of soda coolers, heading to the restroom.
The tiny bathroom door creaked as she opened it. The sink leak left a coppery stain painted across the chipped tile floor, leaving streaks like tears spreading across the tiles. Someone had smeared brown fingerprints along the wall nearest the toilet. Nasty. She avoided everything except the faucet handle. She splashed her face. Cold water dripped from her chin, but it did nothing to calm her hammering heart.
A cockroach scurried across the floor.
“I feel ya.” She closed her eyes and tilted her face up to heaven, praying she could get it together.
Please! She’d left the sentinels behind like a fool. They probably wouldn’t even come if her prayer reached Him, and He sent them.
She inhaled, and immediately regretted it. Stale water and the activities of previous occupants thickened the air with stench. She coughed.
The gas station door jingled. A wave of darkness and despair hit her hard, surrounding and suffocating her in its blight. She closed her eyes and sent her air in search of the danger. Nothing came back.
She strained her ears to hear the faint voice of a man. Her stomach knotted as she pressed her ear to the filthy crack of the barely open door.
“Well, who do we have here driving a fancy-pants Mustang? Must be somebody with a desire to burn.” James chuckled.
“James.” Caleb said only his name, but it was like he said, ‘shut up,’ ‘leave us alone,’ and ‘come on man,’ all in one syllable. 

“You took Evie! You think I’m gonna let you have her? You? Caleb the Wonder Geek!”
Something shattered on the floor. “Not gonna happen.”
“James—” This time it was hands held in surrender.
“Caleb, Caleb, Caleb.” The sardonic taunt filled the tiny shop. “Thank you to all the dark powers. Who would‘ve thought this disgusting gas station would lead me to my revenge. After I kill you, I’ll take her – she’s here with you. Right?”
The cockroach scurried over her toe, zigzagging across the chipped linoleum tile. It sent her mind back to the demon-prince’s cavern.
“Of course, she is. Well, I’ll take her and your nice car to the Fortress.”
“Stregone had her and let her go.”
James laughed. “Stregone was only making introductions. He tasked me with her retrieval from the beginning, and I won’t fail him.”
A sharp pain tightened in her chest. What if James succeeded? She needed to find a way out of there.
This. This was why Caleb didn’t want to come in the first place. Shoot. She clenched her jaw and flicked the light off in the bathroom.
Caleb, are you okay?
No response. She had to do something. She pushed the door open a crack. James’s fireball flew across the station in a wide arc, almost hitting the ceiling before falling and slamming into Caleb’s left arm. The hungry, unnatural flames devoured his coat. Caleb couldn’t beat them out and dropped the singed tatters just in time.
Caleb finally responded. I’ve got this.
Caleb threw out his hands and James clutched his head, falling to his knees. The darkness inside him slipped out of his skin. “Is that all you’ve got?” James roared as the darkness settled back into him. He laughed and reloaded.
Mini fires played peek-a-boo on his shoulder, and a single patch clung to his leg like a small child, before disappearing altogether. His hungry gaze twisted and turned towards the cracked door where she hid. “Hey there. Like what you see?”
She blinked, drawing in a sharp breath. Without a word, she stepped back into the dark restroom.
He’s stronger.
Doesn’t matter. I’ve got this. “Come on, James, this isn’t you.”
She cracked the door open and slipped out to join the fight. She had powers too.
“You know nothing about me.” James strolled through the gas station.
“But I do.” Evie countered.
Releasing flames from his fingertips at his sides, James turned on her. The flames writhed along everything he passed. “My beloved.”
With a twist of her wrist, all the oxygen was sucked from around the flames.
His eyebrows raised, eyes wide, but only for a split second. Followed by a wince as his eyes watered. He doubled over and roared. “Get out of my head.” And turned on Caleb.
“Get out of here.” Caleb didn’t even hesitate. Hide, he ordered as he dashed for cover. She froze.
James folded under another bout of pain. “Ssstop.” A thousand voices hissed from his mouth. “You can’t hide. Come out, come out, wherever you are.” Molten fire formed in his hand. Flipping his palm down, the insidious creation dripped from his fingers like flaming molasses. It tripped and trickled in a wide path across the ground curling the linoleum floor beneath it. Anything it touched burned creating billowing clouds of noxious smoke.
She choked. Pain tore through her chest, ripped at her lungs, and thickened her throat. Burning plastic forced tears from her eyes. Red solo cups bent, bulged and blistered. Fumes burned her lungs. Thick clouds of toxic stench rolled and collected at the ceiling. Soon, the entire station would fill with lethal fumes. She shielded her eyes against the bright lava and pulled her shirt over her nose.
Get back, Evie.
No. I’m not leaving you. I can fight him.
The lava piled onto itself, building enough height to roll up onto the shelves. The groceries melted, dripping down in great puddles to the floor. The lava liquified the metal, creating dark burn stains and burgeoning holes.
The shelves groaned and gave way, bending in a macabre smile. James whistled at the destruction, jutting his chest out, grinning. Fire slipped up his leg like a snake poised for the kill.
We have to do this together. You attack his mind while I attack his body.
Evie, it’s too dangerous.
We can do this together. That’s what you said. Her breath grew ragged. The one barrier between Caleb and James disintegrated.
It would only take one hit from James. She blinked back tears. Thank heavens Callie wasn’t there either. One false move, and they’d all have died.
Together. She needed Caleb to agree. Otherwise, she’d be a distraction.
On the count of three.
She sagged with relief. One, two, three— She sucked the air from around James, suffocating him, while Caleb attacked his mind.
James shrieked out his last gasp of oxygen. The gas station lights flickered. He hit his knees, pounding his fists into the floor, a red flush creeping up his throat and into his hairline. His eyes bulged as he stared at her.
I can’t kill him. She released him.
Falling to his back, he choked as he sucked in oxygen. Not waiting more than a second, he shot a snake of fire into the air. It twisted and writhed as it traveled towards Caleb. Bile scorched her throat. What could she do? How could they win against James?
Heat slashed across the open skin of Caleb’s arm, blistering anything it touched. She ripped the air from around James. His lips turned blue, but the crackle of another fire snake sizzled in his hands. She had to do something more.
She might never argue with Caleb again, never feel Callie’s hug, never shine in her brother’s loving eyes, but James had to be stopped. She might not have full control of her abilities, but she wouldn’t let James hurt one more person.
The second fire snake flew through the air and wrapped around Caleb. She faltered, losing her grip on the oxygen around him, and James sucked in greedily. She regained her grip on the air.
He smiled and mouthed, ‘I’m winning.’
He’s too strong. Don’t take him on alone. Go, get help. Caleb pushed the last words into her mind. His conviction was rock solid, and Evie could tell he was trying to hide his pain, bury it under his words, but it boiled up anyway. Black dots danced through his thoughts. He was going to pass out.
She gasped. Caleb couldn't die. Pain sliced her heart, shattering it, leaving shallow uneven breaths in its wake. There was no way to rescue James and save Caleb. She couldn’t decide between them. Her control evaporated.
James rose, took a full breath and raised his hand to unleash his fire. “Thank you, beloved. Just a moment, we’ll be on our way soon.”
Run. Caleb rolled behind the dissolved barrier between him and James.
Fire flowed in a stream from his hands onto Caleb. It enveloped him, swallowed, and consumed him.
“No!” Evie screamed. Mustering every last bit of strength, she thrust out her hands and propelled James through the air, slamming him into the far wall.
James rolled onto his hands and knees and rose to his feet. Black smoke raced to him from every direction. “Beloved.” He slowly turned toward her. “You shouldn’t have done that. I know you didn’t mean it, but every action,” a thousand demons filled his voice again, “hasss a consssequence.”
Evie, run. Caleb’s message was faint. His presence fell from her mind and silence echoed in the emptiness.
She ran to the bathroom and slammed the door. The thin pressed wood wouldn’t keep James out, but it might buy her time.
“Abigail! I can’t save them both. What should I do? Tell me what to do. Help. Please, I can’t do this. I can’t.”
Abigail and Theo dropped in behind her.
“Thank God! You have to do something.”
Theo’s calm accent reverberated in the tiny room. “We’ll fight the darkness.”
“And protect you and Caleb.” Abigail’s voice was tender when Evie expected her fury.
She bowed her head and ground her teeth. “Okay.” She nodded trying to gather her wits. They couldn’t lose, not with Caleb’s life in the balance. “I’ll figure James out.”
Caleb, they’re here. We’re coming.
There was no response. Her stomach rolled.
Abigail rested her hand on her shoulder. “We’re with you.” Her touch radiated strength, as the sentinels wrapped her in brilliant armor made of heavenly light.
She nodded. Blasting the bathroom door open, she blew into the gas station in a fury of whipping winds. Her gift of discernment opened her ears, and the legion of demons screaming at James became audible. They commanded him to lash out, kill, to not be defeated.
Abigail and Theo drew their swords and slashed at the darkness. The glow remained in the air like a woven tapestry, designed to capture, like a net, any demonic darkness outside of James and banish it to eternity.
“It doesn’t have to be like this.” Evie held her hands out. “We can change. You don’t have to walk every path you enter. Make a new life, one including your friends, Caleb and… me.”
James laughed, an empty echo. “Caleb and me, Caleb and me...”
“James…”
He threw white, hot flames to melt the walls all around her. They roiled with violence. Everything flammable caught fire. Several strands of her hair smoldered. Her throat and lungs filled with a black coating of smoke.
Every phrase, each well thought out line, her planned words were smothered. She couldn’t convince the fire to lose its flame, to walk away from burning bright, to stop and not singe. Fire and James were one.
As he turned against her, no longer a man but a weapon for darkness, she nodded, ready. Conjuring an icy wind made from the snowiest peaks, she slammed a bitter blast of tiny shards of frozen water into everything around her in the gas station. The smoldering strands of her hair now encased in a pristine layer of thin ice fell to the ground, ringing through the air. The roaring inferno turned into a silent ice sculpture.
The air sighed its relief.
The violent flames raged no more.
James bent in fury, contorting until he didn’t even appear human.
A new fire climbed from his feet up his thighs, pooling into a giant flaming ball of swirling white lava. It sat like a beer belly, fat and bulging right in front of him.
He sneered at her, showcasing every single straight white tooth. “I’ll huff, and I’ll puff, and I’ll burn your house down.”
She exhaled, her breath fleeing into the night.
Caleb’s arm and chest were covered in blistered, red skin. Patches of his shirt burnt into his flesh.
His body still. He was barely breathing. She forced her focus back to the battle.
A bone-breaking chill slipped through the soles of her shoes. Only demons chilled to the bone. How did they get past the sentinels? How? It clawed up her legs and into her torso, burrowing deep into her bones. They stretched and pressed their powers against her confidence and strength, against her faith.
You cannot do thisss. You’re not ready. It isss too much for one person. You are jussst barely learning. You don’t know what you’re doing, and James isss so much more powerful than you. He hasss prepared. He isss strong, and you’re weak, ssso weak. Your God won’t make you ssstrong. Too weak. Fragile. Mortal. Stupid. Guilty. You caused thisss. You failed.
The words crept into her mind, despite Abigail and Theo fighting against the darkness.
“It’s your doubt.” Abigail warned.
Evie nodded. Her doubt opened the door to their attack, allowing them entrance. She called to the demons with her weakness. She winced.
James cocked his brow. “Beloved, we’ll conquer the world together. Stregone has plans for our powers. Together, we can lead his brethren.”
He was delusional. Black, slippery demonic darkness slid in and out of his skin. He was so far gone he didn’t even get her anymore, not really. The demons blinded him, forcing his hand, changing his mind, choosing for him.
“Beloved?” Evie couldn’t hide the sarcasm. “James, this isn’t you.”
He scoffed. “It is, and I’m going to rescue you from those lying sentinels and give you a life of incredible power.”
“You aren’t going to march out of here victorious. You aren’t going to get me to join you. I came to give you a second chance, to help you see the mistake you’re making. To help you win against the darkness you invited in. Can’t you see what they’re doing to you?”
“Shut up.” A thousand voices poured out of James’s mouth. “This is our night for victory.” His veins glowed. The fire within him blazed. Light exploded from him in a blinding barrage of white, orange, and red. The frozen station melted, fire consuming everything the shop had to offer, and threatening to swallow Caleb’s body whole.
Small bottles of oil and fuel injection cleaner exploded. Evie’s scream pierced the air, sending the molecules marching orders as they fell in around her, but it was too late. A projectile already passed the barrier and now sat embedded in the soft flesh of her right arm. She panted through the pain, ripping the shrapnel out of her arm. Red painted the tiles beneath her. Black spots stole into her vision.
Caleb’s pained voice whispered through her mind. James is not stronger than you. You can do anything! . . .You CAN do this. Believe. . . I love you.
A deadly power settled in the air around her. Its white ,cold burn was stronger than any of James’s fireballs. It erased the pain pulsing out of her with each heartbeat. It obliterated the agony pouring like a river of red from her arm.
She inhaled. Then, closing her eyes and focusing, she pushed the power out from her body. The bright light shot from every pore, blinding James and scouring the darkness from every corner.
Caleb, I’m coming.
No response.
She turned on James, lifting her arms above her head, she swept the room in a circle, catching everything in her powerful grasp and sending it all far, far away. James slammed into the wall, pinned by the blast. He fell when she dropped her hands to her sides. Only to be lifted as soon as she raised them high again.
Like a ragdoll, he flew through the glass window, slamming outside into the cement. Stunned, he scrambled to his feet, struggling to catch his balance. He attempted another fireball, but his power waned. His breath scraped in and out. A stain of crimson grew around his right ribs.
Evie walked through the broken window. Her shoes crunched on the scattered glass. Lifting her hands once again, she tore James from his feet and suffocated the fire he attempted to create. He bounced off the gas pump and crumpled to the ground. With his fingers, he pulled his body along the pavement, dragging his left leg. His shirt was torn, hair in a disarray. He used the gas pump to pull himself to standing and limped mindlessly into the woods.
She glared at his retreat, but she’d tried to bring James back and failed. She wasn’t leaving Caleb’s side until she knew he was alright. She held her hands at the ready in case James returned. Blood dripped steadily off her right pinky. She waited, analyzing the threat. Refusing to release her vigilance until Caleb was safe. She asked the breeze to check on the danger. It tickled her neck as it whispered back. The battle, at least for now, had ended. Her steps faltered. Dizziness stole her balance, but she held strong.
Abigail and Theo flanked her as they dispersed the last of the darkness into the night.
She could make it to Caleb’s side. Her feet carried her back to him, back to his battered body. Her blood dripped on the black and white tile. No longer able to stand, she fell to her knees beside his burnt body. Her own blood loss leaving her weak. She deserved it. She wished it was her lying there. If it weren’t for her, he’d have been safe.
Theo lifted Caleb into his arms. The blisters pulled open, releasing blood and pus.
“Stop.” Her heart lurched when a soft moan escaped through Caleb’s blistered lips. She wanted to ease his pain. Instead, she vomited.
Theo’s beautiful wings spread and lifted Caleb into the air.
“What have I done?”
“It’s time. I’ll take you.” Abigail placed her hand on Evie’s arm.
“Will he be okay?”
“It’s too soon to tell.”
In the strong arms of the sentinel angel, Evie whispered to the wind. “I should have listened. Caleb. . .”
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Tears
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On the wall, a large round clock marched its way to noon. Brilliant sunlight beamed into the room, waking her from a restless sleep. She threw her sweaty blankets off and peered down the hall. The surrounding windows placed her at the corner of the building.
She was so stupid. She should’ve let James take her. Give up. She’d do less damage that way.
Punching the bed at her sides, she ignored the pain ricocheting through her injured arm. Crap. Her life sucked. A flu-like ache stiffened her bones and joints. Every cell pulsed in protest as she stretched her fingers and toes. Nothing hurt as badly as her throbbing right arm. But the truth was, something else did hurt worse.
Caleb. Did they act fast enough?
She shuffled to the edge of the bed, jaw clenching against the pain. Was he dead? Her heart skittered away from the question. No. It couldn’t be. No one was dying. Especially not Caleb.
“Hello?” Her voice rasped. She cleared her throat.
No one came.
She forced her body up and straightened her hospital gown. Crap. It hurt to move. She slowly walked to the closest window, wincing.
A shiver rattled through her. “Hello? Where is everyone?”
Slippers under the bottom corner of the bed peeked out at her, and she slid her foot into the squishy warmth. She gripped the covers at the foot of the bed and took several deep breaths as a flash of dizziness sent black spots dancing across her vision. Her hands wouldn’t stop trembling, her thoughts twisting into ugliness at every turn. Facts. Facts would be her only saving grace now.
“Help me.” Her prayer caught on a sob. “Please.”
Dropping her head into her hands where they still clutched the blankets, the gown opened, allowing a wash of cool air to drift along her bare backside. A wall of curly brown hair closed the world out. “I’m supposed to be some kind of special.” She shouted into the bed. “Everyone was wrong about me.” A tear slid and disappeared into the fistful of cotton. “All of them were wrong.” She sniffed.
The back of her throat ached. “Please. Please.” But why would He help her now? She’d gotten herself into this mess. Squeezing her eyes shut, she exhaled. “You’re right. I did this.”
She pushed back to her feet determined to find Caleb and stormed the first part of the hall.
Dizziness slammed into her, but she pressed forward. Abigail rounded the corner at the same time she did.
“Oh! …” Evie pressed her hand against her right temple, trying to silence the pain in her skull. “Where is Caleb?”
She didn’t need Abigail’s lecture; her subconscious was already punishing her enough. She was the reason Caleb was hurt. She had to get to him. To apologize. To. . .
“We need to—”
“I need to find Caleb.” She glared at the sentinel. There it was. Her eyes once held her as some predestined hero, but now she turned away. They were all fools. This was her destiny, the truth of a royal screw-up.
Abigail folded her hands in front of her. “You’ll get through this.”
She notched her chin up. She wasn’t some wounded animal who needed rescuing. She didn’t need or want pity. She’d be fine. And Caleb would be too. Because if he wasn’t. . . Murder was too much for her.
Abigail dipped her chin. “How—”
“You should’ve done something.” She advanced on Abigail. Her pulse raging through her. “You should’ve stopped James.”
“No.” Abigail shook her head.
Evie couldn’t have stopped James. She couldn’t have saved Caleb. She’d been so wrong, but she was only human. “Please, make it right. You have to save him.” Her words seemed to bounce back at her, accusing her of her own wrongdoing, her own failure. She squeezed her eyes shut. She was fragmented, adrift.
Abigail sighed. “You know—”
“I know what!” Waiting ripped her apart. Was he alive? Her throat burned.
“Free—”
Evie glared, clenching her fists.
“He’s in Room 316.” More words hid within her fathomless eyes, but she pressed her lips into a thin white line.
“Is he. . .” She couldn’t finish.
“Alive.” Abigail nodded.
Evie exhaled. She nodded at Abigail and followed the hall, her balance tipping midway. She leaned against the cool wall to keep from falling.
Caleb, I’m here. She was so sorry.
Stay away.
His words knifed through her. You know I can’t.
She traced her fingers along the glass plaque engraved with the number 316 as she waited for his reply. When nothing came, she pushed the door open and entered the dark room. The lone chair scraped along the floor as she pulled it up to the single hospital bed and wrapped her fingers around his. The I.V. pushed liquids into his hand. His left arm and side were covered in thick bandages. He stared at the opposite wall.
Don’t look at me. Leave me alone.
A tear escaped her, dropping onto their joined hands. A thick coating of acid boiled in her stomach.
The battle flashed through her mind, his body trapped in flames, the coppery metallic of spilled blood, and the sick scent of burning flesh and hair. She swallowed. Why did she risk his life? Why?
“Caleb, I’m sorry. I. . .”
His jaw tightened.
Emptiness swallowed her as she teetered on the precipice of alone. The ticking second hand on the clock sounded louder than ever before. She begged it to carry her back, to undo this damage. But each leap forward ushered her further into this reality. Each tick crowed, never back, never back.
“Caleb, please.” Her voice caught on a sob.
He closed his eyes.
She couldn’t lose more. She needed him. It was murder and penance inside her mind. The shame flayed her until she was ribbons of her previous self.
Caleb coughed, and the monitors went wild.
Please, God. . . She was selfish and foolish… It was all her fault. Her hopes fell like ashes blown away by the wind.
Caleb’s thumb brushed her knuckles. I’m sorry.
“Don’t be sorry. I understand. I’m so glad to hear you. . . I was afraid you. . . I mean, I wasn’t sure. . .” Broken images slammed through her, and she pushed them at him. She wanted him to understand. She needed him to forgive her.
She shared the fear strangling her as she approached his body. The white-hot fury as she protected him. And moments after the battle, injured and bleeding, how she stood guard over him while James retreated into the woods. The images crossed between them, leaping through the bond they shared.
Caleb turned and relief sank into her bones. A pale sallow stole the happy glow from his eyes, now guarded and untrusting.
“I’m so, so sorry.” Tears streamed down her face, dripping off her chin. Her voice trembled, and she struggled to not fall apart.
Caleb’s face softened. I can’t fix you for you. It’s not something I can do. You protected me during the battle. You fought off James. Why would I be mad at you?
“But you’re angry. It’s written all over your face.” Would they ever be the same again? Would they survive this?
Caleb turned away. People change with circumstances. We never should have left the Haven.
His words slipped under her skin and tore her up from the inside out. He was right. It was all her fault.
It doesn’t matter who’s at fault. We never should’ve left. I shouldn’t have let you go. I should’ve made you stay, made you listen, told Abigail. . . But none of that matters now.
“I wouldn’t have survived without you.”
Yeah, well, I almost didn’t.
“What should I say? I can’t make this better. I was wrong. I should’ve listened to you.”
This thing you have for saving James—Caleb’s eyes fell closed. The monitor’s beep pierced the air.
“Caleb.” She glanced frantically at the monitor. “Caleb!”
His eyes fluttered but remained closed.
She brought their noses together. Her forehead pressed against the hard slant of his. Her fingers slid along the stubble on his cheeks, absorbing the rough texture. She pushed into his mess of locks and held him there, savoring the moment. The monitor’s beep settled back into a steady rhythm; the alarm gone.
Her words whispered out of her. She barely dared to speak again. “I left to save James because I believed his choices were my fault. Somehow, I pushed him into the darkness. But it doesn’t matter.
Because I. . . I lo—"
I hate being weak. His breath was labored. He coughed. His face paled. I’m a burden, a liability. You don’t need me.
She pulled away. “Not true. Caleb, we can fix this. Why are you doing this?”
Sweat beaded on his forehead. You’re better off without me. The machine alarm beeped again.
“Don’t.” She searched for words to sew up the chasm between them. “Don’t say that.”
The machine in the room beeped louder and faster, until the alarm split the air again. Caleb’s eyes rolled up into his head, and he went rigid, seizing. Foam poured out of his mouth. His fingers bent and twisted.
“No. No. Take my life, not his.” She turned her face to the ceiling. “Give me the pain. I’ll take an eternity of punishment. Just let,” She sobbed. “Let Caleb live.”
Abigail and five warrior angels padded into the room, their robes scuffing the floor. “Move aside.”
“Save him.” Caleb could not die. They’d just begun to love one another.
“He’s coding. We need to work now.” Somber expressions tore at her hope like claws.
She scrambled back. No matter how hard she loved him, it couldn’t heal his body. No one could replace the crazy, sweet, empathetic… Pieces of her would die with him, all the good ones, all the loveable parts. Only jagged, sharp edges would be left behind.
God save him. Tears dripped off her chin. She loved him. He had to live.
She drew back into the corner of the room where she whispered, “Don’t you die on me!”
Abigail moved to her side and took her hand. “Do you want Callie here with you?”
She closed her eyes, clenching her jaw. “Callie won’t make it in time.”
“I’ll send a sentinel to get her. She’ll arrive soon.” Abigail nodded at Theo, and disappeared. “Caleb suffered life-threatening injuries. We’ll intervene, but only the will of the Creator will come to pass.”
“No.” Evie pulled away from Abigail and balled her hands into fists. “No. He must live.”
Abigail pressed her lips together. “For he commands his angels concerning you, to guard you in all your ways; they will lift you up in their hands, so you will not strike your foot against a stone. You will tread on the lion and the cobra; you will trample the great lion and the serpent.” The tenor of her voice was cold and distant, echoing around the small room. She walked back to Caleb’s side.
Evie retreated to the corner, her hand covering her mouth. Her heart begging to be heard, to make Caleb live.
The angels pressed in around Caleb, placing their hands under his body. They lifted him into the air, and a bright light filled the room. They spoke in unison, a multi-timbred drone in an unfamiliar language. Their words thudded through her. Each syllable buoyed a lost piece of her and brought it back to the whole. She rocked in the heavy air, hope blossoming within her as the power doubled and tripled around her.
Her gift of discernment transformed the scene before her. Giving the sentinel’s words color and meaning as auras floated through the air. She followed the colors as they weaved through the air soaking into Caleb, then slipping into her. Each color filled her. The light knit the broken, injured, weak places back together.
The blisters on Caleb’s lips deflated and plump healthy skin was revealed. His breath came out in a sigh, and his chest rose and fell in a soft, easy rhythm.
Evie wanted to hold him. She wandered closer; her fingers extended. The colors wrapped around her fingers, and she became lost in them. Time dissolved around them like ice cubes on the hot cement under a summer sun.
When the light faded, the five angels moved away and filed out of the room. Caleb’s body drifted to the bed, and she took his hand in hers. The monitor, now silent, sent a white blip gently across the screen. He was healthy and whole. The calm, still, perfect sensation settled into her pores. It was like Saturday morning and she had three more hours to sleep in, or Christmas break the day after opening all the presents, or New Year’s Day with the rest of the year to spare.
She moved her fingers up his arm. The motion languid even to her, and she smiled. Her heartbeat re-centered in a steady thu-thump, thu-thump. Clarity descended on her mind. It was the kind found only in the presence of the Creator.
What she had with James was exciting, but it wasn’t love. No. It was shallow. Here, before her, was a man willing to follow her into certain death. And together, they met death. She shuddered. And together, they were rescued by God. “Thank you.” It was pale, weak, and insufficient, but it was all she had – gratitude.
Caleb was a man she wanted by her side.
A slight knock at the door and Abigail waved her over. “A word?”
She wanted to stay with Caleb as he’d done for her. “Yes.” She called after Abigail. She wasn’t leaving Caleb.
“Wow. Just wow.” Caleb breathed before opening his eyes. He turned to her. “What happened?”
“Evie, now.” They both glanced to where Abigail waited.
Caleb nodded. “You go. I’ll be here.”
She hesitated. She didn’t want to let him down again. “I think… they healed you.”
“You better go.” Caleb pointed at the empty door. “We’ll talk when you get back.”
She nodded and turned, running her hand along his arm to his hand, then along his leg to his foot where she hesitated.
“Go. I’ll be here.” Caleb chuckled.
Evie hustled through the door, where she found Abigail and Callie waiting.
She wanted to race to Callie, hug her, and tell her about the awful journey she’d been on, but Abigail didn’t waste a second to begin. “You’re responsible for the damage to Caleb. Your selfish decision, proud, impetuous attitude, and impatience led you here.”
Her words hit Evie hard. There wasn’t anything to say. Abigail was right. Instead, she clung to the all-to-easy evaporating peace.
“I know.” She swallowed. She couldn’t meet Callie’s eyes. “I’ll do better. I will.”
Abigail pressed her lips together. “You must pay attention. Yesterday was not a good day.” Abigail turned on her heel and marched after the other sentinels.
Evie stood there stunned. She needed Callie to understand. She trained her eyes on the floor. She’d never make this mistake again.
“Evie.” Callie’s arms wrapped around her.
“Callie.” Tears burst from her, and they hugged and cried.
Callie squeezed her and released her arms. “Don’t you EVER leave me behind again.”
“I’m so sorry. I knew you’d hate me forever, but I didn’t want you to get hurt. . .”
“Seriously. You left me behind because I’d stop you.” Callie shook her head.
She glanced back into the room. “Callie, we have to talk later. I won’t ever make this mistake again, but right now, I need to clear things up with Caleb. Okay?”
Callie huffed. “Fine, I’ll go grab some food, but we’re not finished with this. I forgive you, but I need to hear what happened from you.”
Evie slumped forward and trudged back into the room, mumbling. “Of course.”
“What?” Caleb raised his eyebrows.
“Nothing. How do you feel?” She wasn’t sure if he wanted her there, but she needed to tell him everything. When he didn’t respond she continued, willing him to accept her apology, hoping he’d forgive her. “I feel… like, like a—”
“New person.” Caleb finished for her. “I heard Callie in the hall. Was it bad?”
“The worst.” She frowned. “I missed her.”
He glanced up at her and their gazes locked. Heat blossomed in her stomach. It blazed a path across her cheeks.
He ran his free hand across his chest. “The fireball, when it hit me. . .” He flinched. She winced with him. He caught her movement and said, “No. It’s not painful. They’re memories. It’s like I’m completely healed.”
Her stomach squeezed. She could have prevented it all. If she’d waited until the right time to leave, none of this would have happened.
Caleb sighed. His hand grew still. His piercing gaze pulled her attention to the rich vibrant color of his eyes. “Everyone makes mistakes.”
She picked at her cuticles. “I need to tell you…” She paused, staring outside. A soft rain fell into the pines, their boughs bouncing with each drop. The gray sky was a blanket of heavy pressure. He wouldn’t still love her. Not after what she’d done.
Love conquers all. The truth traveled straight from her heart. It was the colorful aura floating in the room, and stronger than anything she’d ever encountered. Its sweet melody poured out of the deepest places in her heart.
Allowing Caleb into her mind, to know her thoughts, to experience her emotions was love. The truth shifted her paradigm, her core understanding of how to love. It was deeply knowing someone and accepting them despite their faults and failures. It wasn’t a transaction, an agreement, a series of understood planned out actions, or any version of perfection. And it wasn’t a hot fairytale attraction to dark-hair and strong muscles. It was freedom and gentleness. And she’d almost missed it, almost ruined it.
She slipped her fingers into his soft curls, relishing his soft inhale. She blinked her wordless question and was encouraged by his grin. Her lips brushed softly against his. His free hand wrapped around the back of her neck, pulling her closer, drawing her to him for more. Heat warm and alive rushed through her, spinning circles in her stomach. Her legs grew weak as the room filled with rosy light. It blossomed and burst behind her eyelids. Her breath caught, and she pulled away.
Caleb grinned. “You kissed me.”
She smiled and dipped her chin. “I love you, Caleb. I can’t promise I won’t make mistakes, but I will get used to your gift. It’s going to take me time. It’s strange—” Something fierce raged within her.
“—To not be alone with your own thoughts.” Caleb finished for her.
He was so sexy when he smirked.
His grin turned into a full-blown smile. “Evie, you’ve always been in control of your mind. I’m going to be there too, to help out when I can. If you ask me to.”
It all clicked. God put James in her life on purpose, but somehow her helping him and him helping her changed it to be more than it was supposed to be. Now, with Caleb, her feelings were deeper.
“I love you, too.” Caleb stole her breath away.
“After we defeat Stregone.” She stared at the rain. This time she’d train with every second. This time she’d be ready, and they’d all go in together. This time, she’d win, because losing cost too much.
“It’ll be just us.”
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“Again!” Abigail’s order ricocheted off the trees. “Close your eyes if you need to, but you must focus. You must find a way to combine your gift with Caleb.”
“I can’t!” Evie threw up her arms. “We’ve been at it for hours and nothing is working. This is the worst training session ever.” She glared at the main doors of the Triage Sanctuary, where they’d both been healed. And now, they were being tortured. Oh, that’s right, trained.
“You can, and you will.” Abigail strode up to her. “As we speak, Stregone is rallying his troops”
Evie closed her eyes.
“If James survives Stregone’s reaction to losing you, he will double-down on his attempts to secure you. You need to maximize the potential of your gift. The constructs Caleb can build with his mind may amplify your gift in ways we can’t even imagine right now. You need to be at your strongest.”
She dug deep. A slight shiver danced across her skin, but it disappeared an instant later.
“Together your minds will build weapons out of thin air. Do you see? This one ability could make a huge difference in battle.”
Of course, it would be the one thing capable of tilting the balance toward success. “I can’t keep doing this again and again.” She bowed her head. “What if you’re wrong?” She asked the dirt. “What if we can’t join forces? What if I can’t harness this gift? What if I wasn’t meant to do. . .” She swung around in a circle, daring anyone to correct her. “Whatever this is. I mean, maybe it’s not possible.” She swallowed a lump in her throat. No crying. No big, fat tears running hot and ugly down her burning red face. She bit the inside of her lip and rubbed at her forehead.
“Evie, you can do anything you put your mind to. Stop doubting yourself.” Callie gave her a double thumbs up.
“Ah!” She whipped around. Callie was in on it too. There wasn’t any air left to breathe. Her gift roared to life, buzzing through her veins and unleashing a vicious gale. Pine needles turned into tiny projectiles and slammed into Abigail and the sentinels. Her eyes widened. Great. Her gift dropped its attack, and remorseful rain poured from a blue sky on everyone but Evie and Callie. Well, at least Callie was good.
Caleb sighed and shook his hair out, sending droplets back into the air. “That’s a new one.”
Evie winced. “Sorry.” The sky relented its outpouring of support, hovering around her like a heavy blanket of compassion.
Caleb pulled her to him. His eyes searched hers. His sleeve dripped on her hand. She turned away, but he pulled her gaze back to him with a finger. Don’t get mad. Their plan depends on us combining forces. I know you don’t believe you can do this, but Abigail is ancient and wise. She wouldn’t lead us astray.
She blew out a disgusted breath. Even her thoughts were being trained. She threw her head back, rolling it side to side, releasing the tense muscles in her neck. Pulling her arms back, she pinched her shoulder blades together. Okay, focus.
Callie waited at her right. Theo and Abigail finished out the semi-circle, leaving Caleb standing in front of her, holding her hands. “I’ll try, again, for all of you. Then, we take a break.”
Callie’s smile was brilliant. “Absolutely. Sounds great. You got this.”
She rolled her eyes before squeezing them shut. Concentrate. She took a deep breath and held it, clenching her jaw, pressing out with her mind and trying to sense Caleb.
“I can’t.” Evie growled. “Caleb, you have to help.”
“I’m here. I’m with you; relax.” He rubbed small circles into the backs of her hands with his thumbs.
Come on. Come on. But there was still nothing. The breeze fell silent. The rain pitter-pattered until only a drip-drop was left. Nothing. No one shuffled or coughed. Failing sucked. Seriously. Her gift hovered out of reach, as if it was waiting for the right command. The team’s impending disappointment anchored to her spine and settled in her gut with claws and spikes.
“Let go.” Caleb pulled her into him, hugging her. “Remember, you can’t force it. Allow it to happen.”
Under her breath, she grumbled. “I’m not a Vulcan. I can’t Mind Meld with you.” She held her hand up in a Vulcan signal and imagined them in bad haircuts with expressionless faces.
Caleb chuckled. “It’s not physical. It’s a release.”
Tears burst from her eyes, and she swiped at them. “Well, there’s your release.”
“You didn’t have any trouble in battle. Why now?” Caleb pulled her chin up, forcing her to make eye contact.
She considered closing them to spite him. “It was necessary. Now, it’s like I don’t know the right words. How does one invite another to invade them?”
“How can you still feel like I’m invading you?” He released her and ran his hands through his hair. “The last thing I want is for you to feel. . . invaded.” He projected images of recent events from his perspective straight into her mind colored with his emotions. Green nearly swallowed a still image of her as she longingly gazed at James. Red surrounded several rejections. Had he put himself out there so many times? Blue tinged the scene of her leaving into the woods. “I’ve never turned my back on you.” His words had physical force. “I stood by you through everything.” Caleb’s voice shook. His words were a deep gray.
Her heart ached. “I didn’t mean—"
Caleb sliced his hand out, stopping her. He walked the semicircle of sentinels surrounding them. “Don’t you see? They all stand by you, and you’ve run away from them, too. Stop running.”
“Caleb, I’m—"
“No. I don’t want your apologies. I—" More images filled her mind. Yellow hovering around him reaching out to her. Pink filled in all the whites of a moving image of him following slightly behind her. A softer valentine red framed him patiently waiting for her to return his offers with a yes as he gave her enough space to walk away. “I want you to know how I truly feel. If you knew, you would never believe I was trying to invade you. You would know I love you.”
Her heart skipped a beat as her mind raced ahead. A thousand words tripped through her. She couldn’t focus on anything. How did he so easily embrace change? He flowed with it, allowed it to become him, and he it.
Change hurt. She didn’t have flow. Things didn’t roll off her shoulders. No. They slammed her in the chest, and if it didn’t take her down, it hit again. Her life was always so near the darkness. Again and again, she became invisible just to keep worse things from happening.
Callie smiled encouragingly. Abigail and Theo remained at stone-faced attention. Caleb’s eyes pleaded with her. But her heart pounded, the wind kicking up around her. Caleb touched her arm, and she jumped, flattening three trees and digging into the earth with a wind shear. Her hands trembled as she moved back, the wind whipping around them. Mini tornadoes swept up loose pine needles and earth.
Caleb moved so close a gentle heat hummed against her skin. His eyes asked for things she couldn’t give. “You’re okay.”
But she wasn’t.
He grasped her shoulders and pulled her into an embrace she couldn’t receive. Her body was stiff, fighting a never-ending battle. He hugged her until she softened, and the storm of wind around them subsided.
“I—"
“I know.” He nodded and without another word, he pulled her past the row of trees she’d flattened until they were so deep in the forest, she couldn’t find the team.
She tugged against him. “Where are we going?”
With a wink, Caleb challenged her to follow him. The corner of his mouth hitched up in a crooked smile. “We’re gonna train alone for a few minutes. Be right back,” he called to Abigail.
How could one person be so adorably incorrigible?
He gave her a to-die-for smile and turned to lead her into the wildest forest she’d ever wandered. Brush caught her at her knees and decaying leaves scented the air.
“Don’t be long,” Abigail clipped back.
“Right back.” Caleb nodded, but kept them both moving forward.
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Evie’s swallow stuck in her throat. Clamping her lips together, she trudged forward in silence. After a bit, her steps were lighter, her thoughts quieter, and she wasn’t clenching her jaw anymore. Nature really was a miracle. Its stillness brought order to the chaos within her, as if the Creator’s voice spoke in the whisper of the wind and the whistle of the birdsong. His world clicked and clattered, vibrating with His creation song, a harmony to cure the soul.
The lilting call of a solitary bird trickled through the forest. An answer whispered across the expanse, faint but there, and she turned her face to the sky, searching to catch a glimpse. Trees rustled and the first bird set to the sky to meet the second. Her chest expanded. This was life. This was what she needed. She released her breath with a quiet sigh.
“It’s amazing that anyone finds their match.” Caleb’s voice was low as he studied the birds in the trees. He grasped her hand and pulled her forward. “Come on.”
They approached a rocky bank tracing a quiet brook nestled in the thick of the forest. Assorted boulders poked out of the babbling flow, rerouting the water in delightful bends and twists. Around her ankles, white trillium flowers danced in the gentle breeze. One more step and she would be on the bank’s stones, but where she stood, the ground was soft, inviting. She inhaled the cool earth. “Thank you. I must seem a mess, but I was really starting to lose it with all of them watching us.”
Caleb sat at the foot of a tall oak tree. “I know.” He waved his arm to indicate everything around them. “No one will find us here.”
She sat on the giant stump squatting like a throne at the bend of the brook. “I wish it was warmer.
We could wade in.”
“This is perfect for right now.” Caleb pulled up a piece of grass and bit it. Its tassel bounced eight inches from his chin.
“Farmer Caleb.”
He pulled the grass out and tossed it in the brook. “Queen Evie on her throne.”
“Hm.” She wandered to the edge of the water. “Can you imagine living until you grow old or wise.”
She picked up a rock from the bank and skipped it across the water, but instead, it stuttered and dropped. “I’m not sure we’ll get that luxury.” She shook her head. “Everything in my life is against me.” She ran her fingertips through the icy water.
“Not everything. It’s not easy to become something new, but you’ve got this.” He tossed a pebble toward the water. It fell short.
“I’m not ready.”
“No one ever is.”
A breeze kicked up. “What if it all ends badly? I can’t be responsible for life and death.” She stared at the ripples in her reflection.
“Then it ends badly, but at least you’ve done all you can to change it.” He stood and brushed off his jeans.
“What if there was more I could do, but I couldn’t master the skill or figure out the way?” An ache battled against her closed eyelids. When would she grow a thick enough skin to weather the storms of her life? She was too soft, built all wrong. A tear traveled her reflection.
“Allow the journey to carry you where you need to be and do what you have to do there.” Caleb pulled her back to his chest and wrapped his arms around her as they both stared at the brook. “You’re human. You’re not perfect. We’re all soft on the inside, sometimes selfish, often wrong, totally imperfect.”
“I can’t stand failing.” She believed in the plan, but sometimes it was more of a forced motion than a whole-hearted truth. “I can’t stand how hard everything is. I miss them.” She kicked a rock with her toe, and it plopped into the water.
“Me too. I’m pretty sure God’s carrying us both through this right now.”
“When did you get wise?”
He snorted. “With time. We’ll change and hopefully learn. But there’s nothing wrong with you.
You’re like everyone else.” His arms tightened around her. “Except you’re perfectly you.”
“I love you.” She turned and buried her face in his chest.
His hands settled in the curve of her lower back. They were warm and fit her perfectly. His broad chest swelled as he breathed, and it was like his proximity poured strength and power into her. He nuzzled her ear, leaving a soft kiss behind. He slid to her cheek and pressed another sweet kiss there. With his thumbs, he angled her face, drifting slowly to her lips where he hovered. “I love you too.” He brushed his velvet lips gently against hers.
The sensation sank deep into her, tickling her skin, rumbling in her muscles, curling in her belly with languid warmth.
He broke the kiss. “None of your thoughts or actions would change how I feel, so go ahead, try, mess up, make mistakes. I’m here for all of it.”
“But. . .”
He tipped her chin back and with featherlight kisses teased her out of her head and fully into the moment. Her skin hummed. The pulse at her throat sped up as he cupped her cheeks in his hands. She wanted more, a summer heat flushing her skin.
He smiled and kissed her one more time before putting space between them.
She tugged him back to her, but he only smiled, refusing to move. “I’m a mess.”
He pulled her into the hug she’d wanted. “Thoughts are messy. I hear thousands of people day in and day out, and it’s a mystifying labyrinth of mess. Questioning everything, fearing the terrifying, experiencing life at full speed, it’s all a part of it.” His hands slipped lower, his thumbs resting above her hips. “I’m praying for you.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m lucky to be the guy, and I understand how you feel. I’m living it with you. You’re not alone.”
“Yeah. I bet. Especially when you’re the focus of my mental battles?”
His gaze caught on her lips. “Especially then.”
Heat raced through her. “Everything and everyone around me suffers the chaos of my life.” She shook her head.
Caleb tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “With your brother and all you’ve been through, I’m sure you feel like it’s all too much, but feelings don’t dictate reality.” He took her hand and sat on the bank, pulling her with him.
A weight lifted, as if not being understood, not being accepted was always the bars caging her chest. On her back, the blue sky spanned from the wall of evergreen spruces, firs, and hemlocks at her head to the equally splendid wall of naked oaks at her toes. Her shoulder rested against his. Their fingers were laced together where Caleb played across her knuckles.
White fluffy clouds acted in an impromptu play made up of mysterious creatures tripping and floating across an endless blue sea. She smiled. God must have such a sense of humor. This was her place, beside Caleb, preparing for battle, following the path in front of her.
Thank you. It whispered from her heart straight to the Creator’s.
“Let’s try again.” Caleb sat up.
She stared at the sky a moment longer, absorbing the splash of the moving water, the coolness of the air, and the quiet life of the forest.
“Okay.” She sat up and moved knee to knee. She closed her eyes, pushing any tension out and allowing a calm to spread through her. It was easy to open herself up to Caleb like this. He settled into her mind, joining her. She let go like the breeze dancing in the air, accepting what might come. His power swelled within her. It washed across her mind, erasing her worries with a loving caress. It was like being hugged from the inside out. Instead of binding and holding, it was freeing and accepting. The powerful part of her responded instinctively, joining with him, entwining together until their powers were one, ready to pour out of every cell.
She opened her eyes. Caleb watched her. She dipped her chin and smiled. A gentle blue light hovered between their hearts. Warmth radiated from her chest. Would the light move? It shivered through her arm and out her fingertips. It warmed her. Could they make it larger, spread it around them like a bubble? Caleb nodded and the warmth spread through her shoulders, torso, thighs and finally toes, radiating out around them.
She grinned and the bubble popped, shooting the blue light across the brook, along the bank, and into the woods. Fallen leaves, brown, yellow, and some red, scattered along the ground, unwrinkled, plumped and returned to green. The brook bubbled and filled until the banks flowed with cool running water, pushing both Caleb and her back onto the soft, plush forest floor.
“Amazing.” She laughed.
The blue light spread, and new tree growth burst from dry branches, empty bushes doubled instantly with leaves, and flowers blossomed in the middle of autumn’s chill. The explosive growth and new life were a result of their combined powers. She wasn’t destined for darkness. Look at her gift. Look at it.
Caleb took her hand. “How is a blue light a weapon?”
“I have no idea.” She smiled. “I’m just glad I’m a part of something so life-giving.” She wasn’t going to end the world any day soon, not with her life light.
“Life light?” Caleb’s laughter sent the birds rushing into the sky.
“Caleb, we did it.” She rose, throwing out her arms. “Ta-dah.”
“We did.” Caleb nodded, chuckling. “I bet the sentinels aren’t expecting your life-light, though.”
“I never wanted to be a weapon.” She whispered.
“But it can’t be the weapon can it? It brought life to everything around us. It’s not devastating anything. It can’t possibly fight off demons. Right?” He tossed a rock into the brook.
For the first time, something pure and good was happening to her. To her. Maybe, her bent towards chaos was ending. It would be amazing if life stopped dropping all the pits in her lap. “The only thing stopping me before was trying to control it.” She sighed. From now on, she’d let go.
Caleb turned her face to him. “I knew you could do it.” His lips pressed against hers with such fervent adoration her thoughts stilled, her body thrummed, and she lost herself in the moment. But all too soon, he pulled back again.
She whispered into his chest. “I was so scared we’d blast a crater into the earth.”
“Hmm.” Caleb’s chest rattled with the sound.
“Caleb, I don’t want to become the thing tearing through the enemy.” If she were completely honest, she wanted someone else to fight, but her destiny required more, and acceptance was her new thing.
“Makes sense. Any idea why the angels believe this will be a weapon against the demons? It healed everything around us. Not really devastating.”
“No. Maybe they’re so evil, a healing light is their antithesis, and it destroys them?” She shrugged.
“Hm. Maybe.”
The frown on Caleb’s face didn’t match the thrill washing through her. She wanted to stay; memorize the moment. She’d come back to this place. Not only for the breath-taking beauty, but to remember God writes destiny, and He is love. God doesn’t write tragedies. The image of James swallowed in rolling waves of flame flashed through her mind. No, but man did. Man was addicted to horror, injustice, and sorrow.
“The sentinels fight the darkness with brilliant swords of white flaming light. Maybe blue burns demons. Who knows? Come on, let’s go find out.” She held her hand out and smirked.
“See.” Caleb laced their fingers together.
“See what?” She started back towards the Sanctuary.
“We’ll get this.”
“True. We have to. We can’t leave my family at risk forever.” She led the way.
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The sentinels were bent in discussion, murmuring in their strange tongue, when they burst from the edge of the forest. Her forced walk stretched her stride. Everything in her wanted to fly.
“We did it.” She was like a balloon full of air, sunny and warm, ready to party, or kick sentinel training butt.
“Welcome back.” Abigail dipped her chin and met her eyes. “Congratulations.”
“Congratulations?” Somehow, the word smacked as wrong.
“Now, you must wield it as a weapon.”
Caleb chuckled. “Alright coach, let us have it.”
Abigail smiled. “Combined powers are an incredible force, but each combination manifests uniquely. Much like your gifts, each pairing is special to the individuals.” Abigail’s wings flexed. “What was your intent and the resulting effect?”
Evie rolled her eyes. What?
Caleb shrugged. “We were relaxing.”
She glanced at Caleb. Can you read Abigail’s thoughts?
He gave an imperceptible shake of his head.
“How might the power change when. . .?” Abigail nodded at Theo who stood at attention. He launched three throwing stars. The blades glistened in the sunlight as they whispered towards their mark.
The three blades zipped closer to Evie, and she whipped up a swirling, churning, protective tornado. The strong winds swallowed each star and spit them back at Theo.
Callie clapped. “You got this.”
Her smile held a dare, “So,” and she tilted her head at Theo. “bring it on.”
Caleb moved to flank her.
Callie took her other side. “Come on guys. Let’s do this.”
With one great thrust of his wings, Theo lifted into the air, the three blades passing six feet under his toes. His teeth flashed in the sunlight in a brief moment of, was it approval, before he closed himself off, and the real fight – test – began.
“How do we use the mind melding thing?” Wasn’t Abigail going to tell them how to do this?
“She’s working us under pressure.” Caleb kept his voice low. He was close enough to brush her hand as they moved. “Keep Theo in sight.”
“We need to come up with a name for it.”
“Names are the least of our worries right now.” Callie bumped her in the shoulder.
Theo rose higher into the sky.
“Can you guys see him anymore?” Callie pulled water out of the sky and ground around her, forming it into a ball.
“No,” Evie squinted at the sun. She couldn’t fail. Not after the blue light. The tides for her were changing. She wouldn’t go back. “So, how do we use the light as a weapon?”
“Our powers work on instincts.” Callie flattened the ball of water and slid it above their heads, forming a shield. “Maybe, you simply allow it to change within you.”
“Maybe.” She gave Abigail a burning glare. She was standing on the outer rim of the opening, observing.
Theo dropped like a bomb. His wings, arms, and legs tight against his body as his head formed the arrow’s point.
“What’s he doing?” Callie spun in a circle.
“No idea.” But if Callie’s shield was the only thing between them and Theo, Evie needed to help. She opened her palms and scooped the air until it was dense and heavy. She pushed the air to shoulder level, and when the air molecules refused to cooperate, she clenched her teeth, straining. The air formed a thick layer beneath Callie’s water shield, but it wobbled and bowed out with a weak section. Every time she strengthened it another section would bow out.
“Caleb.” She breathed.
He was at her ear in a second, whispering. “I love the way your mind solves problems.” He followed her movements with his own, slipping into her mental space where she could tell he’d been waiting for her to invite him in. His power enhancing, strengthening, and combining with hers. Every hair prickled to attention as his warm skin brushed across her bare arm.
“We’ve got this.” His whisper so close to her ear sent a trembling tickle down her spine. Together, they lifted the barrier well above their heads, meeting Theo in the air.
The sound of the impact reverberated through the forest. At first, Theo was sucked in as his momentum pushed him through Callie’s water shield. Evie doubled her efforts. She wasn’t going to fail. Once he hit the dense air beneath the water, he was catapulted back into the sky.
A shiver of cold exhaustion slammed into her. She closed her eyes, relaxing her muscles and letting go of her control, and like a response from heaven, a wall of power recharged her. The smell of a nearby fallen, rotting log and wet autumn earth centered her. The cold dirt and earth grounded her. She was rooted like a tree ready to stand firm against attack.
Theo opened his wings and hovered above them.
“Was the shield our weapon?” She kept her eye on Theo, determined to not be caught off guard.
The scent of pine circled around her as Caleb pulled her to his chest and his arms rested along her own. “It was the beginning.”
Her pulse grew erratic as her skin heated. Her belly tickled with warm electrical shocks. She glanced over her shoulder, but Caleb was focused on Theo’s next attack. His curls dipped in front of his left eye. His brow furrowed. A drop of sweat traced a path from his temple. The forest around him brought out the color of his eyes. His lips quirked into a sexy, hungry smile.
“Your thoughts are distracting me,” he whispered, retreating from where their bodies connected.
They used the sparks between them to charge the air molecules with electricity. She smiled, glancing over her shoulder at Caleb. Distracted, she only caught a tiny glimpse of Theo as he disappeared. “He’s about to attack.”
“We won’t get any heads up when we’re fighting the enemy.” Caleb stared hard at the empty space where Theo vanished.
“We got this.” She grinned, pushing the image of a bug zapper at Caleb.
Caleb nodded and they folded the air molecules in on themselves, multiplying its density. They wove a shield of electrified blue light. It formed an impenetrable dome forcefield covering them.
“Wow.” Callie breathed.
“It’s cool. Right?” The tiny hairs on her arms and neck stood on end. Power thrummed across her skin, carried by tiny dancing air molecules, twisting and twirling in her excitement.
“So cool.” Callie waited at the ready.
Caleb pressed images for her to craft with the molecules and potential ways the light could enhance the air. If they had the imagination for it, they could conjure it. They could pull any surrounding items into their crafting, fortifying the weapons they created or launching the items using air cannons.
Abigail dropped in behind her. “Fear will ruin you if you allow it. Yet, in battle there is a lot to be afraid of, so, fight fear with awareness. Don’t allow it to control you. You must learn to harness Erchomai in battle, under duress, when fear is at its best, so you can fight against a prince of demons.”
Evie narrowed her eyes. “Erchomai.” She rolled the word across her tongue.
“In Hebrew, it means to come into being. You’re learning. It’s a struggle. But this gift slices through the darkness, forcing a retreat, or eviscerating it, sending it to the eternal fires.”
The wait was up. The sentinels were bringing out the real lessons. Finally. “So, this is the weapon? The blue light?” She wiped the sweat off her forehead, bent and ran her hands across the now green grass. It didn’t cause any damage. “Would the demons become flowers?” She narrowed her eyes at Abigail.
“Erchomai is the force of creation. It’s the strongest power in the universe. When you first used it, the power created life in the forest.” Abigail pointed at the spreading growth around them. “You must use it easily, reliably, and without hesitation.”
“So, they do become flowers?”
“Creation can both be a force of life and death, construction or destruction.”
Evie smiled and met Caleb’s gaze.
“Now, use it to defeat Theo.”
“Ready Caleb?” Adrenaline pounded in her veins.
Caleb grinned. “Always. But it’s like you’re trying to fight your way into success. Don’t you see the open door?” He tipped his head to the side, reached out, and took her hand. “Your mind is so defensive. Let go.”
“Let go.” She pulled her hand away.
“I have an idea. Do you trust me?” He smirked.
She narrowed her eyes at him but still dipped her chin. “Okay.”
The quiet song of a violin, the scent of cedarwood, and the softest cotton in the universe washed through her. A smile tip-toed onto her lips.
Good? His question whispered through her.
“Mm-hmm.” She closed her eyes and was floating. A sense of green, and the scent of pine now filled her. “Amazing.”
“Thanks.” Caleb’s voice was husky.
Her stomach curled, and her thoughts turned towards their time at the brook.
Focus. He squeezed her hand. “Evie?”
The place within, her core of spiritual discernment, was like a Nebula Plasma Ball with its colorful streams of plasma dancing with electricity. Thousands of flowing vibrant cords of spiritual existence lay exposed inside of her, swaying like a venomous snake charmed by Caleb. Instinct kicked in, their thoughts aligned, and an explosion of light poured out of them.
“Excellent. Now open your eyes.” Abigail’s voice knocked her out of her concentration.
She blinked her eyes open, and the blue light faded.
“Don’t let it go. Theo will approach now. Focus the light on him with the intent he lay down his weapons,” Abigail whispered to her left.
Theo dropped from the sky, slamming into the earth with a crack of thunder. He tilted his head. “I’m ready. Are you?”
Together, they focused the beam into his chest. It splashed across his armor and wrapped his wings in a blue sheen. Nothing happened.
Theo laughed. “Okay.”
“It’s a healing light of creation at its root. You must create a tool you can use with it.” Abigail coached at her side. “You can do this. Create a new path for Theo to travel. Create the option for him to lay down his weapons.”
She took in a deep breath and released it, the blue light, and the command, “Lay down your weapons.”
Theo dropped his weapons as well as his jaw. He schooled his face quickly, but not before he nodded. “Well done.”
She notched her chin in triumph, grinning at Caleb, ending their training session with their first victory.
“Great work.” Abigail nodded.
Theo clapped his hand on Caleb’s shoulder. “Excellent training session.”
Abigail walked towards the Sanctuary. “Let’s go eat. We must create a plan. The darkness threatens not only Tristen, your family, and your friends, but the remnant who still need to find their way home.”
◆◆◆
 
INSIDE, THE CALMING scent of coffee and its warmth washed through Evie. Her finger absently traced the raised edges of Caleb’s scars as they sat around the table sipping coffee. His burns were transformed into a beautiful tattoo, but they would still be a permanent reminder of her failure.
“What if a fireball had taken you out for good?” The acidic coffee churned in her stomach. What would she have done if the angels hadn’t rescued them? She placed her coffee back on the table. Her stomach couldn’t take it.
Caleb placed his hand on hers. A silent plea that he was alive and not to worry. “We had a win. Let’s enjoy it.”
She nodded, but she couldn’t shake off the graveyard ghost tiptoeing her spine.
Callie caught her eye. “We’re supposed to be here. It’ll work out… somehow.”
Abigail interrupted. “When James chose Darkness as his guide, he grew especially hard to defeat.”
“In what way?” Caleb stirred more sugar into his coffee.
“These students of Darkness will fight to the death; their powers have been expanded with demonic imbued tokens. These tokens must be removed, but while they have them, they are lethal and governed by Darkness. They won’t behave like humans; some might not even move like you.”
“They won’t move like us?” Callie and Evie spoke in unison and turned to grin at each other.
“Yes. Their bodies aren’t meant to hold both a soul and a demon. It breaks them down, bending and contorting them.”
Theo’s rich voice filled the room. “And only the name of Jesus has the power to permanently remove an unclean spirit.”
“Yes.” Abigail placed her empty cup on the table. “But removing a demon is the simple part.”
Theo’s muscles rippled as he placed his hands on his hips. “True. The void in the human will be filled with something and the cast out demons must have somewhere to go.”
Abigail moved to her feet. “With James, the stronghold in his mind is a much more difficult thing to change. Come, let’s move to the strategy room.”
“So, the name of Jesus isn’t powerful enough to remove a stronghold?” Callie moved to leave with the sentinels.
“With faith and a pure heart, the name of Jesus is powerful enough to do anything. If you believe, you can move mountains, create life from nothing, but freewill gives mankind the power to choose this life, or succumb to death.” Theo sighed. “Giving someone possessed the chance to make a new choice is good, but all too often, people choose to return to the things they were rescued from.”
Evie inhaled. “So, we can cast out demons. Is that what you’re saying?” She got up.
Abigail turned patient eyes on her. “You’ve had the ability since the time of Jesus, but every person has a God sized hole in them, waiting to be filled by the Creator. If the hole isn’t filled by Him, then something else is sure to lay claim.”
Excitement thrummed through her. She could do this. She could learn to do this and with Callie, Caleb, Theo and Abigail they would conquer the demons, rescue James, and defeat Stregone. They were all almost out of the room when the front door opened, and another large sentinel entered.
“Maddux.” Theo moved quickly to the other sentinel’s side, and they gripped one another’s forearms. “Hello my good friend.” Theo turned to the group. “Maddux has been scouting Stregone’s lair, known as the Fortress. He has been studying their patterns and counting their numbers. Come with us, we are headed to the strategy room now.”
“Good.” Maddux’s thick accent filled the room.
Caleb’s warm hand wrapped around Evie’s as they made their way through the hall. She smiled. What do you think the limitations are to what we can do? Can we loop Callie into our conversation?
Caleb smirked. I plan on being completely unstoppable. And yes, I can. They entered the strategy room with its leather chairs stationed around a large globe in the middle of the room and books lining every wall.
A chill washed over her. Sounds good to me. She glanced at the shadows. Nothing moved. The chill was probably exhaustion. She grabbed the nearest throw and wrapped herself in it. The chair swallowed her whole, and she folded her feet under her. They didn’t reach the floor anyway.
“Tomorrow, you’ll learn to stun the Darkness.” Abigail’s voice filled the room.
Dark Freeze would be a good name for it. The voices in the room drifted away, echoing down a hall in her tired mind. It’s freezing here. She pulled the blanket tighter. Her fuzzy mind tried to recall why her heart started to beat faster. She shook herself to keep listening, but the toll of the day left her drifting in and out of the conversation.
“. . .to manipulate the mortal suffering beneath the spell of Darkness. We want to save the man and banish the demon.”
The voices in the room were deep and quiet. Callie brushed a hair from out of her face. “You alright?”
She nodded and sighed. She needed rest. “I haven’t really slept since the gas station.”
But Maddux’s voice brought her to waking once more. “James is with the brethren.”
“The brethren?” Caleb interrupted.
“A group of demon-worshipping and possessed mortal followers a thousand strong. All committed to Prince Stregone.”
“They have an army?” Evie blinked her eyes open, forcing her way through the fog of exhaustion. “We have a few kids with a handful of uninvolved angels, and they have a thousand demon-possessed fighters. Can we even win?”
“Your goal isn’t to win. The war is already won. And it isn’t up to you. The Creator loves terrible odds because that’s when He steps in as your savior,” Theo’s voice rumbled through the room. “
Abigail chuckled at Theo and walked to where Evie rested. “This is your path.” Abigail spoke to her, Callie, and Caleb as one. “And anything is possible if you believe.”
“Can we rescue James? Has it ever happened before?” Caleb glanced at her. He was so sweet.
“Anything is possible with the power of the Creator and the will to accomplish it.”
“Anything.” Her words stepped on the heels of Abigail’s. “Like, how possible?”
“Evie, you’re tired. It takes a great deal of your energy to battle using your gift which is only one of the reasons you can barely keep your eyes open. You may stay, but please rest. Caleb and Callie will catch you up on anything you miss.”
Caleb yawned loudly.
Abigail smiled. “You both should rest. There is nothing for you to fear. The Creator will carry you through. It is the enemy who should stay up at night with trembling.”
Caleb collapsed in a chair near hers. “Sounds good.”
Abigail waved her hand at them, and peace washed through Evie’s system, removing any argument.
Evie nodded. She’d rest her eyes. But no matter how much she fought to remain present with her eyes closed, the voices still faded into the distance. Her last thought was for her friends. Don’t let Caleb and Callie get hurt. Please. If she lost them in battle, her heart would never work again. If they died trying to rescue James. . .
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“. . . with one of his captains and a small contingent of Brethren.” A quiet male voice rasped.
Leather and singed feathers intermingled in the strategy room, assaulting Evie’s senses. But warmth under the blanket and her desperate need for rest pulled her back toward peaceful sleep.
“Thank you. What is your report?” Abigail’s hushed voice still sent a jolt of adrenaline through her.
Report. Report what? She pried her eyes apart and pushed up from the arm of the chair. Theo occupied the majority of the center of the room. Where his clothing wasn’t caked in dirt or torn, it was covered in black oily stains. Two thirds of his left wing bent at an odd angle. Sleep evaporated. No. No. Let them be okay.
No good news came from a battered warrior. None. She couldn’t breathe. She didn’t want the report. But she sat upright and steeled herself anyway.
“What happened?” Her voice trembled.
Callie moved to her, wrapping warm arms around her. “Oh, Evie. They took him.”
“Took who?” Caleb? She searched the room. He peeked around Abigail. With a weak wave, he acknowledged her, but it did nothing to erase the crease in his forehead. No. Please no. “Who? Who did they take?” Her Dad? Mom? She wouldn’t even think of Tristen. She turned to Callie, gripping her hands in her own, searching the brown depths as a single tear traced her cheek. “Just tell me they’re still alive. Tell me we can go rescue them.” She surged to her feet.
Theo turned Evie to him with a hand on her shoulder. “Tonight, as I guarded your family at the safe house, Stregone struck.”
“Who did they take?” She closed her eyes, bracing.
“Stregone and five of his brethren used a spell, wrapping a black coil around our Creator’s light, swallowing every ray until it was gone. They held us engaged in battle as they sent their human contingent in.”
Spots filled her vision, and the room tilted.
“Breathe Evie.” Caleb caught her elbow. “We will get him back.”
“Dad?” She opened tear-filled eyes to meet Caleb’s. He shook his head. Her knees buckled, and she sank back into the chair.
Callie whispered the one name Evie refused to hear. She blocked her ears with her heart. Not,
“Tristen.”
“No!” She slammed her fists into Theo’s chest, pounding and demanding the truth to be different.
Caleb took her from Theo, crushing her to himself. He bound her until the strength and fight left her, but it never would. She’d fight to the end for her family. “Let me go. We have to save him now.”
“We fought, but the mortal brethren who serve Stregone took Tristen.” Theo flexed his injured wing and miraculously the odd bend smoothed until the wing was made whole and well.
Tears streamed down her cheeks and she collapsed. Caleb slowed her descent as he carried them both to their knees. “No. Not Tristen.”
Theo’s voice softened. “Stregone’s plans—”
“Plans? So Stregone is smart enough to have a human contingent? But, what? You aren’t?” Her words echoed out of her in an empty voice.
“Four boys took him with a demon-imbued token around Tristen’s neck—"
“Demon-imbued token?” It wasn’t a question. It was recognition. If she’d accepted it, they might not have been able to. . . Her heart free-fell.
“We believe it placed him in stasis for transport.”
“You believe.” She nodded. Numbness crept through her.
“In under three minutes, your brother was in their unmarked van racing East on the street.”
“Three minutes. . .” Her heart raced. “No. No! Go back. Fix this.” Her voice came out flat, lacking punch. She was already defeated.
“Tristen is gone.” Exhaustion crept into Theo’s tone. “A sentinel follows the van, but—"
“Don’t.” She glared at him. “Don’t you dare bring up freewill to me. You let them take Tristen.” Venom filled her words. “You.” She spat it at him, and he flinched.
“Evie.” Caleb pulled her to him, but she fought to her feet instead.
Every eye in the room was on her. There weren’t words to fix this. There were hardly any actions left to them. She studied the rumpled blanket on the floor, the sentinels emanating empathy, Caleb holding her hand, and Callie rubbing small circles into her back. “No.”
Callie spoke in a firm voice. “We’ll get him back. I promise.”
“You can’t promise that. You don’t know it. There’s no one who could promise to get him back! Not even the angels!” The room buzzed with emotions, her friends and the sentinels, but her mind turned to darker places. Her heart shattered.
Little, sweet, innocent Tristen sat in a cave somewhere in the dark. He was terrified of the dark. He would tremble, suck his thumb, wish for his blankie, hope she might come rescue him. Something ferocious bubbled up within her. This was it. This was the battle she would win. “I’m going to rescue him.”
“There’s too much at stake. Don’t let your feelings make your decisions.” Abigail set her jaw. She glanced at Caleb and back at Evie. “Impulsive defiance will have devastating consequences.”
“You’re right.” She wouldn’t get it wrong this time. “But when it’s the right time, the Creator’s time, we go.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks and stormed out of the strategy room. “Let’s train.”
Abigail kept pace behind her. “The next twenty-four hours will decide which future will become your present.”
She blinked away the crawling panic clawing at her lungs and nodded. “Sounds perfect.” They were going to send the evil to its eternal home. She stormed out the front door with an entourage trailing her.
Exhaustion gone. This was war.
She shut her mind off. Imagining the cruel and grotesque things the demons might do to her innocent brother, wouldn’t help her train. She couldn’t go there.
Before she’d been afraid of becoming a weapon. Now, she embraced it. “Let’s do this.” Please keep him safe. She needed to go. They needed to go.
“Do not be afraid.” Abigail met her gaze. “We’ll rescue Tristen.”
“I’m not afraid. I’m ready.” She balled her fists at her sides.
Abigail peered out at the row after row of giant oaks. “You are predestined for this moment. It has a heroic ring to it, but reality never feels wonderful despite the hero or heroine’s tale.”
“I know. I can’t do this.” A strand of hair fell into her eyes. She brushed it aside. “But, for some reason, the Creator chose me.”
Abigail smiled. “The Creator has his reasons.”
“I’d like to know what those are.”
Abigail chuckled. “Fight the darkness. Hold it back, so every member of the remnant may find their way home.” She spread her wings.
“How many are in the remnant?” Evie turned to Abigail.
Abigail turned away. “That is for the Creator to know. Remember, the victory and its timing are His. He commands it, and He works all things for the good of those who love him. The story has been told.  The ending has already been decreed. So, rescue everyone you can.”
Evie whispered the one question she was afraid to ask. “What makes you think I can do this?”
Abigail’s answer was immediate. “You already have, and you must.”
“Okay.” Evie focused on her frustration and pushed with as much effort as she could muster, forcing it from her mind.
Abigail caught her eye. “And the Creator makes NO mistakes.”
Abigail’s words strengthened her, and she braced herself, feet wide, hands curled in fists, her face taut with fury. Her curls bounced in the cool breeze. The incident at the gas station was burned into the backs of her eyelids. The bright light pouring out of her like a wave of power sending James running. There was no time for her to freeze. The most important thing was rescuing Tristen. In a real battle, there weren’t any guarantees.
“Caleb?”
Caleb leaned against one of the great oaks. His foot propped up on its trunk. He pushed off and gave her a good ole southern-boy-smile and joined her.
This had to work. “Abigail.” She reached out and took Abigail’s outstretched hand. The forest hushed as the three of them joined together.
“Focus the light at the tree, use everything churning inside of you now to intend its end.” Abigail squeezed her hand.
Evie focused on the tree. Drawing the light around her she directed it into the tree willing it to fall. Caleb joined her and the blue light bore into the tree like a laser. The bark blasted off, cracking and popping as the brilliant light tore through the center of the tree and sliced it in half at shoulder height.
For two hours, Abigail and Theo threw various obstacles and problems at Caleb and her, and they conquered each. Sweat glistened on Caleb’s brow despite the cooling temperatures and tiny sparkling flurries falling.
Her heart skipped a beat. “We’re ready.” The enemy would be destroyed. “We can go rescue Tristen.”
Abigail held a hand up in front of them. “In the right timing. Now, you rest.”
Rest? How could she rest with her brother being tortured in Stregone’s lair? Only God knew what demonic horrors he was suffering. She turned away. A gentle nudge hit her in her heart, maybe it was fear pushing her to act, maybe it was her own belief it was time. She closed her eyes and went deep inside. If it wasn’t the right timing, she would wait until it was. “I don’t want to repeat my mistakes. Are you sure there isn’t anything we can do now?” It was like her insides were trying to tear their way out of her.
Abigail pressed her lips together. “In his time, all things are made perfect.”
“Okay. I’m going to go inside and rest.” She turned, and somehow, she ended up back inside without really seeing anything.
Tristen had already been through so much. He’d barely won his battle against cancer, and now, his frail body was being kept in stasis in a demon’s dungeon. Please let him actually be in stasis. It was all beyond belief. She closed the door and slid to the floor. Would they still be here if she’d stopped James at the gas station? She should have finished things when she could have. Even as she thought it though she knew Caleb needed her protection. She took a deep breath. She would let go and let God. Nothing she did was turning out right, and things had to go right when they rescued Tristen.
Soon, Caleb and Abigail would come through the door and she’d have to move. Until they arrived, she was going to remain a puddle on the floor. Time passed slower than ever before. What were they talking about? She whispered to the air to carry the words to her. A moment later, their conversation was faint but audible.
“I don’t think she wants to wait.” Caleb’s voice held a smirk.
Why was he always laughing at her?
“Tristen has been through much.” Abigail took the words right out of her mouth. 
“True. This is a lot.”
“Yes. It is. To whom much is given, much is expected.”
“I’m good with that. I want to help her save Tristen.”
Evie wasn’t alone in her suffering and waiting.

“The cross you both bear may one day be more than you imagined, but it is an honor to guard you both on your journey.”
The door handle turned, and Evie hopped up, scurrying to a quiet place of solitude. Sure, a few minutes in the warm sun of the strategy room might do her some good. She rounded the corner and found the early morning glimmer of sun light warming her now favorite leather seat in the strategy room. She curled up like a cat.
Closing her eyes, she drifted in the warmth of the sunlight like a mote in its beam. Her confidence grew more certain with every breath she took. A whooshing filled the hall. She blinked her eyes open to catch the tip of a dazzling robe, burning with white fire, blink passed the door. Curiosity getting the better of her, she slipped into the hall. The urge to act grew; she took off to find Caleb and Abigail.
Rounding the corner to the dining room, she found them talking. She took a breath and went in guns blazing. “It’s time.” Somehow, the truth burned in her heart. “I understand if you don’t believe me this time. I know I was wrong before, but I know it’s time now.” She trembled. It wasn’t the same mistake. It couldn’t be. Her gut wasn’t wrong, not this time.
Caleb grabbed her hand, pulling her into his embrace. “We know.”
“No, you don’t. I’m telling you this is the right choice, and I need you to go with me.”
“We know,” Caleb repeated. “The messenger was just here.”
“Wait. What?” The hint of a white robe burning with fire flickered in her mind. She glanced at Caleb.
Caleb nodded. “It was the Creator’s messenger, sent to give us the green light.”
“Wait.” Hope swelled within her.
Abigail rose. “The time is now. Ready yourself.”
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The fifteen-foot cement wall sent her rocking back on her heels. How would they penetrate such a Fortress? The crunch of boots marched passed her as they patrolled the interior perimeter of the wall.
Huddled outside Stregone’s lair, she alongside her team studied the brethren’s patterns before making a move. The whole thing needed to hurry up and get over with. The wrought-iron gate was made of thirty elongated spindles forming thick snakes that slithered from the ground as if rising from the eternal fires. Their mouths open and ready to attack with needle sharp teeth unaffected by the years they’ve guarded the Fortress. It didn’t matter because nothing was going to keep her from her kid brother. Nothing would make her turnback now.
After the brethren passed, Evie exhaled and said, “They might as well announce this is an evil fortress. I mean really, the gate is over the top.”
“Well, their location is perfect. Far in the middle of a mountain forest where no one would travel.” Caleb chuckled. He took her hand and kissed it.
“It’s a battle. You can’t kiss me in a battle.”
“It’s before a battle. I can kiss you before a battle.”
“Focus.” Abigail shook her head at them.
The thick Bristol Notch forest and brambles surrounded their location, and the Northern Saw-Whet Owl, who lived in the area, gave his lone cry of alarm into the quiet of the night. Evie forced herself to stop chewing on the cuticle of her thumb and rubbed the corner of it on her black jeans. Their objective at the Fortress was simple, rescue Tristen, and stay alive. A rustling marked the owl’s departure. She wanted to leave too. “Man, this place is god-forsaken.”
Earlier in the afternoon, Abigail pulled her aside while the others continued planning strategies for the battle. She gripped both her forearms and made a passionate declaration to protect and guard her. Abigail had said, “You’re important.”
“What do you mean important?”
“I mean, without you. . . The light will be consumed by the darkness. Everything you know, and love will die. It means you need to take this seriously because there aren’t second chances in battles over the future of humanity. It means, the Creator chose you to be the lynchpin of the balance.”
“So, we rescue Tristen, and we stop Armageddon. But if I fail, it’s an apocalyptic party. Got it. Great.” But honestly, she didn’t. She didn’t get it. She shouldn’t be the lynchpin to anything. Why her?
“In Him all things are possible.”
Evie didn’t want to have the fate of the world worrying the edges of her mind as she faced the biggest fight of her life. Not with Tristen at stake. Her breath caught against the barbed edges of her rib cage. No. His fate mattered most.
The truth, though, lingered in the background of her mind.
Through the gate and on Stregone’s Fortress grounds, three armed brethren moved into position, catching her attention. They were anticipating their attack. She pulled the cuticle she was chewing back out of her mouth and wiped it on her pants again. They’d lost the element of surprise.
“Do you see that?” She whispered to Caleb.
Caleb smirked. Yeah.
“Yup.” Callie shook her head. “We got this. You’re gonna worry yourself into a problem. Stay sharp. I’ve got your back.”
Her team, five members of the Haven, waited around her. Each face portrayed their inner conviction, strength, bravery, determination. Did they feel like she did? Terrified, conflicted, frustrated. If they did, their faces never betrayed it.
“Our plan is good. You’re right Callie.” Something clattered across the white wrap around deck of the Fortress. “I’ll lead the way with Abigail and Caleb. Theo, don’t leave Callie’s side.” She studied a second set of brethren setting up a post on the opposite side of the Fortress yard.
“On my honor, we will destroy all evil in this place. You, Callie, and Caleb rescue Tristen.” Theo bowed his head and murmured in the angelic tongue.
Abigail moved forward, her voice barely audible. “If anything goes wrong, remember, stick as close to the plan as possible.” Theo and Abigail spread their wings. Their swords now in their hands burned a deep blue. Power pulsed all around them. Without warning, both sentinels disappeared, signaling the beginning phase of their attack.
“The Creator never gives us more than we can bear with His help.” Evie moved forward and a twig cracked beneath her boot. She froze. Did the brethren hear? Did she give away their location? She continued speaking, even though her heart sat squarely in her throat. “The success of this rescue mission requires His help. He will be here, have faith and stand firm. It is time.” Evie reached out to Caleb and Callie, squeezing their hands, and they bowed their heads.
When they lifted them again, they squared off, separating an arm’s length apart, forming an arrow’s head with Evie at the point. As soon as she pulled on the closest snake carved as the handle of the gate, it opened in a wailing screech. Without another word, they entered the enemy’s Fortress.
Whether it was the importance of the moment, or nerves, or pure stupidity, she forgot to rest the gate back into its latch, and they all jumped at the resonating crash it made as it fell back against the wall. Her discernment flickered in and out. A wicked chill wrapped around her ankles, and even though her discernment was a fickle beast, she was certain something vile was with them.
She drew in a calm breath and her inner lens focused. Along the ground from the wall of the fence to the Fortress a three-foot-deep opaque fog surrounded the team. It pulsed with life, expanding as it inhaled, and shrinking with its exhale. It drifted along the ground, wrapping around the legs of her team.
Caleb, now.
He flanked her, and they were of one mind within a heartbeat. Caleb witnessed, through her sight, the mammoth beast hiding in plain sight.
Erchomai. He shouted in her mind, and they slammed the beast with all their training.
Blue light washed out from them, sizzling across the top layer of the beast, boiling it up until each scale seemed to bulge with its own face. The flesh burned back to reveal a whole, new, layer. A deep wrenching like the hull of a boat being torn apart on the rocks deafened her.
A whistle announced something inbound as it shot through the air. Callie met it with a water bomb.
“You okay?” She wished Callie away from this battle, but they needed her.
“Fine. Tell me the awful noise was nothing.”
“A beast the length and width of the yard.”
Three faces peeled from the formation of the beast’s side, turned and glared at her with baleful red eyes.
Not one beast. Caleb’s words were halting. It’s-it’s too many to count.
Six more peeled away and locked onto them with a glare. At the front of the larger beast, an iridescent, green drool trailed its distended jowls, outlining jagged teeth. Again. She pushed everything she had into their attack, but it only lit up one side of its flank. Nine faces bulged out of the beast’s side, distorted and misshapen, horror filling their eyes, as the blue light turned them to ash, and they floated away. Nine others filled in the empty flesh, folding into place after grinning at her.
Bile fought its way up her throat. Again.
They slammed the beast three times with Erchomai, and each time the demons burned away like a layer of thick skin quickly replaced with more demons. Somehow, the demons were both one piece of the larger beast as well as their own individual selves.
This isn’t working. The constant use of her gift cost her immense power, and it was starting a headache at the base of her skull, throbbing like an ice-cold pick.
“Stay focused. James is to your right.” Callie slammed the three closest brethren with bombs of boiling water, but they only grinned. She frowned. “I’ve got this. You get the invisible thing and forget about James.”
Forget about James? Not happening. She turned and locked eyes with him as he glared daggers at her. His eyes turned full black. Her pulse skyrocketed, and she moved towards him.
The distraction was enough to allow a slender tendril of oily mist-like fingers to rise from the ground and wrap around her wrist. Searing ice-cold pain radiated from its embrace. She exhaled, and her breath froze in the air, hanging there. No. She pulled against the demonic claws digging at her skin.
A deep dark chuckle slipped into her mind. Mine.
With one word, her connection with Caleb was severed and the mist tightened its grip, adding a hundred more at her ankles, legs, and waist. She thrashed against it, but only welted her own skin.
Caleb, run! There was no room for error on this mission. No, she had to get loose. She beat against her restraints, until her arms were pierced up and down with claws. The beast pulled her hands to her back and held them there.
It growled in her ear. Mine.

Unbearable cold slithered up her neck and raced into her mouth and nostrils. The viscous membrane sealed around her face. Tiny icicles formed along her skin. Her muscles were icy lead. Her heart was less than a trudge away from stopping. Please. Please end this. But instead, the world tilted, and she was plunged headfirst into the swallowing maw of the beast.
No. Please no. A cool calm entered her mind. She wasn’t finished. She whispered an order into the air. The words never left her lips. Her breath turned stale in her chest. She tried to inhale, but the sticky substance covered her nose and mouth. Without oxygen, she’d soon be unconscious. The ache in her lungs doubled.
Fight, Evie. Caleb’s words cracked as if they’d been sent on radio waves too far away.
Evie slammed her body around until her right arm connected with a hard, sharp corner. The crack of bone and the splintering pain racked through her, burning up what was left of her oxygen. She hoped it was the edge of the Fortress. With no sense of what was up or down, or even if she was moving, her battle was in every direction. Black dots stole into the corners of her vision. Air. Need air.
The crushing cocoon of the beast’s grip rose high. It slammed her body into the ground with such force, the stale air whooshed out of her. If her arm wasn’t broken before, it certainly was now.
Ssstop fighting.
Never! A sharp wind traced along her body. She was moving and fast. How would she get back to her team? The silence in the beast’s grip was deafening, magnifying the ringing in her ears. Tristen? Oh no, Tristen. Her lungs burned with need. Panic climbed into her brain. Everything tingled. Her fingers and toes, now icy memories. A mashup of her life flew through her mind along with the finality of failure.
Caleb, I’m sorry. All our practice and the enemies first tactic was to separate us. Rescue Tristen.
Go on without. . .
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The blank slate of darkness surrounded her. She slowed her breath as it rasped out of her, willing the world to come into focus and show her surroundings.
Her heart sank with each throb of her right arm. Why would the Creator allow her to be injured? It was her biggest battle, and she was broken before it began. With featherlight fingers, she trailed her good hand toward the worst of the pain. But even the gentlest pressure stole her breath. She pushed on, needing to know the extent of the damage. But the sticky mess only barely preceded the sharp jagged edges of bone. The world spun. Her stomach churned. She vomited.
Her ragged gasps echoed against the walls. She couldn’t fight. . . not with a broken arm. She was broken. Damaged. Her pain exploded in her vision with burning fireworks, lighting up tiny white stars with each heartbeat.
So, this was going to be her death. Why would the Creator let her get hurt? Why wouldn’t He protect her? Wasn’t she supposed to be able to do something? She should have known. Stupid. It was never getting better. Nothing ever turned around. And if it was always going to end in her death, there had to be quicker ways to kill her – if that was the plan.
Reality was playing the long game, always ready to smack her upside the head once again. A quiet voice glanced through her mind. It wanted to argue, to tell her she was right to believe in good, to tell her the Creator was in control of everything.
A memory surfaced. Church pews and the choir singing surrounded her, and the preacher called out, “God’s gift of saving faith is found when one’s life is fighting darkness. It is not in the perfect happy moments. It is ministered by the Holy Spirit who lives inside of you when you are in the worst of circumstances. It’s a change of kingdoms, of worlds, of perspective, a permanent transition from darkness to light.”
She wanted a permanent change in her life. No more darkness, she was a daughter of the king of light. And this time, she was going to listen to His quiet voice whispering through her because He was good. He was in control, and she only needed to find her path. He was the conqueror, not she.
With heightened senses and a bracing inhale, the dank room’s stale air turned into a bouquet of mildew and sulfur. The floor was cold, hard, wet stone, and where sand and dirt collected it grated against her fingertips. In the corner where she lay, the wall met the floor in patches of mold or mildew. She set her jaw. The ice-cold room wouldn’t win. Her Creator would make a way.
She ran her fingers in wider arcs, reaching farther, hoping harder, there must be a door, a window, an exit sign where she could escape. Moisture beaded and dripped the uneven rotund edges of the wall.
Each rock, sealed tight to the next, never ended in an opening, a window, or a door.
She pushed up on shaky legs. Walking a few uncertain steps, her good arm stretched wide, she traced along the one wall she’d found. Dizziness slammed into her and the throbbing in her right arm increased. She needed help.
She couldn’t do this alone. The quiet voice whispered through her, reminding her she wasn’t alone. Fine, she closed her eyes. Of course, her Creator planned for this. Even if creatures, no, demons, surely lived in the crevices, He was still in control. Broken, she couldn’t do anything about it, but He could.
In the darkness, her eyes were useless, and in the cold stillness, the Holy Spirit reminded her God preferred broken vessels to perfect ones. Her dad always said, “The cracks are better for others to see God through.”
She needed God now. She couldn’t die where no one would find her body. Stregone couldn’t kill Tristen. Her heart begged and pleaded for saving faith. Her body trembled until it grew to violent shudders, breaking her apart. Waves of doubt slammed into the rocky shoreline of her resolve. It held firm, but it shook under the assault. She released a wrenching sob. She both hated how everything was somehow consistent, while also being surprising.
Caleb? Can you hear me?
No response.
A putrid metal tang slipped under the rank of mildew. A demon was there.
“Hello.” Her voice trembled. Another tentative step forward, and she stopped. The gentle caress of something hair-like and wet glanced along her good arm. Her skin crawled. “I know you’re there. Show yourself.” How would she get out of there? How would she find Tristen?
“Evie?”
Tristen? She would recognize that tiny whisper echoed in any darkness. Like a lighthouse shining over stormy seas, the sound buoyed and directed her heart to hope again.
“Is that you, Eve?” He grew silent and she froze, willing him to speak again, fearing she’d imagined him.
“Tristen?”
“It’s me.” Tristen’s voice was stronger.
“Where are you?” She strained her eyes. God was with her. He’d helped her find Tristen at least. He wasn’t alone anymore; she was with him.
“Right here. The big stinky guy chained me to this wall.” Tristen rattled the chains. “My arms are tired. Can you help me down?”
An icy breeze prickled across her face, and with it a slight sulfur scent filtered into her awareness. Someone else was in the room.
“Sure, Trist. Keep talking so I can find you.” She traced her way along the bumpy wall. Her good hand touched his side. She wrapped him in a hug. “I was so worried.”
“I’m scared.” His breathing rattled against his ribs.
“I know.” She followed his arm to the handcuffs holding him pressed against the cold wet stones. He was connected to a thick chain secured somewhere high above her reach.
He didn’t move. “Did you bring food?”
A tear escaped her control. She was grateful for the darkness. “No, kiddo.”
She wrapped her good arm around her brother. “You’re so cold, Trist.”
“I’m okay.” He coughed. “You told Mom and Dad. Right? They’re coming. Right?”
“I’m here to rescue you.” She just didn’t know how, yet. She moved her good arm under him and lifted some of his weight off his arms.
The relief was instant, and it rushed out of him on a sob.
“Hey, kid, it’s okay. We’re gonna make it out of here. After this, you’ll be the bravest eight-year-old on our block.” They could do it. Somehow, she’d get him out of the handcuffs, find a door or tunnel or something. No, God would find a way, not her. She couldn’t do it, but that was okay. Because now, she knew, God worked all things together for good. Once He freed Tristen they’d run. “Can you run?”
Before Tristen could respond, blackness in the room roiled until it formed into a presence standing to her left. Tristen’s sobs became mournful wailing.
“Get ready, Trist.” She placed him at her back and moved into a defensive posture, leading with her left. She would do what she had to, walk the path before her as it appeared to her, and enjoy front row seats to Stregone’s take down.
The tides had turned in her life. There really was hope, and she was going to hope her way straight out of this mess. She hoped so hard her chest ached with it. Before she had faith, but now her faith had her.
“Sssavor those preciousss moments with your brother.” The pitch-black void floated closer.
A red light flickered on. She tightened her stance. Please help. Her prayer was short, but her hope and faith were strong. God was in control.
Stregone’s face no longer held beauty. It’s hard flat planes and tawny skin bore the cruelest expression. He swept his robe back from his feet. “Awe. Poor Tristy.” He smiled. He snapped his fingers, and the chains pulled Tristen to his toes. “Be silent, or I’ll add a shackle to your neck.”
“Stop it. Pick on someone your own size.”
The demon mocked surprise and pretended to search around Tristen. “My, my, I don’t seem to have anyone that is, as you say, ‘my size.’” He moved toward her.
“Stay back!”
“Stay back!” He chuckled. “Charming. Such a charismatic child. One day, you will thank me, bow before me of your own freewill and become misery’s queen.” He drew within two feet of her.
“Leave her alone! She didn’t do anything to you. You wait, my Mom and Dad—”
“I said silence!” He snapped his finger, and a chain burst from the wall, wrapped around Tristen’s neck, and cinched tight. Even in the red light, the veins were visibly bulging along his temple.
“Stop. Please. Remove it from his neck.”
“You hear? Your Mom and Dad are coming to visit. How sssweet. A family reunion. Please say it’s so.”
She drew in a shaky breath. “Remove the chain from his neck.”
“No,” Stregone brushed his hands on his robe.
She needed Trist to hold on. “You okay?” She glanced back at his tear-stained face.
“Mmm-hmmm.” He was probably afraid to speak.
“You sure.”
Tristen gave her a tiny nod.
Her thoughts coalesced on one goal: Get Tristen and herself out of the dungeon. The air obeyed her command and light surrounded her as a shield, glowing brightly in the dim cell.
Stregone stroked his black goatee. His condescending smirk deepened. “Evelyn.” His deep masculine voice reverberated through the cell. Evil and sulfur slipped through every syllable. “You add beauty to my home.”
His breath burned her nose and lungs. She coughed. Her right arm pulsed with pain. “Free my brother.”
Stregone turned and walked away from them with his hands folded behind his back. “I shall consssider your request. . .” But before she could catch her breath, he turned and walked back to her, a strange tingle washing through her. “While you consssider mine.”
With all help outside, he might hurt her. He might break her, but God’s plan was at work. He wouldn’t let Stregone win.
“I will never consider any offer from you.”
Stregone struck her with the back of his hand so hard and so fast the impact of the ground echoed through her bones, jarred her injured arm, and clacked her teeth together all before she’d processed his movement.
“Alright then.” He folded his hands beneath his robe.
Evie spit blood on the floor as she shoved herself back up with her good hand. Tears trailed along her face, but she wouldn’t cry and give him the pleasure. So, she got to her feet in silence, grinding her teeth.
She would rise. She would fight. Fear might seize her very bones, but she would stand between this beast and her brother, facing whatever may come. She was right where God planted her.
Stregone’s gaze caught on the blood at the corner of her mouth, and he smiled, “You break so easssily.” The smoky whisper of his voice filled the room like a storm cloud. He lifted his hand to her cheek and wiped a tear away. “I’m not so sure you are a lynchpin to my plans.” He paused. His words dripped with indolence. “You’re so pitiful.”
A shudder passed through her spine. He was in control. She only pretended to be. She lifted her head and prayed her plans weren’t plain on her face, spearing him with a defiant glare. She might be beaten, but her father in heaven wasn’t. He put her there, and she wouldn’t give up until she was dead. “I’m stronger than I look.”
“Hm.” He floated toward the door. “As we ssspeak,” he paused.
Her jaw ached from clenching her teeth.
“Your little battle group retreatsss.” Stregone cocked his head, probably measuring her response.
She advanced on him.
He lifted an eyebrow. “It’s strange how they depart without you or Trist.”
Numbness ate at her arms and legs. Her heartbeat slowed, and her light went out save but a tiny flicker. “You’re a liar.”
“You can’t battle me or my legion all on your own. You’re not strong enough.” Stregone smiled. His sharp canines pricked his lower lip.
Her lip trembled. She wanted to hide all her weaknesses, but her face betrayed her roiling emotions.
He chuckled. “I can help you with your pesky weakness. I’ve only ever wanted to help you.”
“Eve?” Tristen’s small voice whispered through the darkness. The catch in his throat belied his tears.
Stregone reached out, but she recoiled.
“We need not be enemies. I offer you the world. They’ll bow at your feet.” The chains dropped from Tristen, and he crumpled to the floor. “See? I’ll take care of everything.”
And he had, but it was all a lie. Caleb wouldn’t leave her behind because they loved each other.
The memory of his tender kisses in the meadow washed through her.
She glared at Stregone. Oily, green sorcery wafted around him, the red light growing dull. Abigail wouldn’t leave Trist or anyone behind after the order from the Creator sent them to disperse the darkness. “You’re lying.” Spittle flew as she screamed it.
As if her faith opened the doorway to her mind, she could feel Caleb as if he were near. Caleb?
Caleb’s voice filled her mind right then. You can do anything! Through Him who strengthens you. . . The truth slammed into her heart, jolting her courage again. You CAN do this. Believe. . . I love you.
Stregone glanced over his shoulder. She chuckled. She didn’t have to do anything. The Creator was the conqueror. She surged forward, standing inches from him with her good hand balled in a fist. “My God takes care of all my needs. You’ve nothing I want.”
Stregone leered at her kid brother. She too searched Tristen’s pale face, imploring him to understand, begging him to figure out on his own there was more going on than what he was aware of. He had to believe in her.
She shot Caleb a message. Tristen and I are in the dungeons. Come quickly!

No response. 
Did he hear her?
Waves of sorcery slipped under her skin, ants crawling through her sinew, turning her into a tortured statue. “Aren’t you a ssspirited thing? Let’s not fight.” He strode towards the door, leaving her suspended in pure horror.
She moved her lips despite his incredible power. “Let me leave with my people and my brother.”
“My my,” With a twist of his finger Trist was hanging in chains against the wall again. “Aren’t you a surprissse?” He dipped his chin, a calculating glare emanated from him.
She wouldn’t let her guard down, but his control left her as her spirit grew stronger. She moved toward him, and he backed up.
“It will take time to form you into our ally, but you’ll become a part of the brethren. You. Will. Be. Our. Queen.” Stregone whispered the last word and exited the room. His last words drifted from the hall. “James, gather your queen.”
“Is James here to rescue us?” Trist’s tiny voice would be her undoing.
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James rounded the corner of the dungeon with a lantern in his hand. He glanced at Tristen and shook his head. “It didn’t have to come to this.” He stared into Evie’s eyes.
What was he doing working with demons? His face was pale, and he’d lost weight.
He smirked. “Come quietly.” He darted a furtive glance at the door. “I want you to live.” He worked his jaw, refusing to acknowledge Tristen a second time.
Tristen’s face fell.
No matter the cost, she was punching the arrogance, idiocy, and hopefully a legion of demons straight out of James tonight. “I’m not worried about my life. Tristen must live.” She would follow him straight into Hell’s fires if it kept Tristen alive.
When she moved to follow, he went to hug her, but she stopped him with a hand on his chest. His smile lost its luster. “We were always good together.”
She bit her lip.
“Don’t.” He pulled her lip free with his finger. “Unless you want me to bite it too.” There was a time those words would have made her stomach flipflop. Now, it just thudded against the walls, reminding her of the crazy, potentially abusive, and unbalanced relationship they would have had. His fingertips dropped to her bad arm above the injury. “Nasty break.”
His touch was enough to slice away the last dredges of her composure. She locked eyes with him. For so many years, she’d prayed for his attention. The adoration pouring out of his deep, blues made her tremble. How was this the boy she’d loved for so many years?
He visibly shivered. Something dark swept across his features, and when he locked eyes with her again, sparkling obsidian stared out at her, dead, unmoved, uncaring. Something cold and inhuman took over. “Follow me.”
Tristen’s quiet voice petered out into the dim light. “James? You’re here to help us. Right?”
“Tristen, you’re sssupposed to be asssleep.” The lisp was a dead giveaway. Was he even still in there? Was there anything of James left to save?
She wanted to burn the Fortress to the ground. “He’s chained to a wall. Look at him.” Cold, white smoke poured from her hands.
A ball of flames reflected in James’s midnight eyes. Blue flashed and stayed long enough for him to say, “I’m sorry. I tried to protect him, but you’re too important.” He closed his hand around the flames, squelching it, and walked out.
She placed her hand against Tristen’s tear-stained cheek. “I have to go.”
“But—”
“I have to, but I’ll be back. Please, Trist. Stay strong.”
His chin trembled. “Don’t leave me.”
“Never.” She locked eyes with him. “I’ll be back as soon as they’ll let me.”
“Okay?” A tear shimmered on his cheek.
“Okay.” She moved to the door and blinked. The bright light of the hall was a stark change from the red light in the dungeon.
Tristen called out after her. “Eve? I changed my mind. I can’t stay here alone. Please.” He banged his chains against the stone walls. “Don’t leave me.”
She turned back.
James gripped her good arm. “If you know what’s good for you both, you’ll not go back in there.”
She wrenched her arm from his grasp. “Trist needs me.”
“He needs you to obey the brethren to survive.”
“Like you care. You aren’t even you.”
“You know nothing. I’m still in here.” Pain radiated from his blue eyes.
Nikolas guarded Tristen’s dungeon. “He’ll be okay. I’ll watch him.” Nikolas was one of the three from the fire. His stark blue eyes were calmer now, kinder. He flitted from one foot to the other, pacing in the spot outside the door. He fidgeted with his dark token. His blonde hair disheveled and overgrown. “You look bad.” He said grimacing. His two missing teeth making his jagged-toothed smile even worse than before.
“Is that how you address our queen?” James flicked his finger and fire spilled onto Nikolas’s chest.
He screamed and tore off his burning clothes. “Dude, you don’t have to go crazy.”
She was going to throw up. She must have made a sound because James turned his attention to her.
“This isn’t funny. Do you know what happens to brethren who mock the master’s plan?” He speared her with a glare.
Nikolas stepped up behind James. “I wasn’t mocking the master.” He ran his fingers through his hair, but they caught halfway in the rat’s nest, and he gave up. She had no idea why things were different between James and Nikolas, but his wide eyes and trembling hands held up in surrender spoke volumes about how he viewed James.
“Man, you got your girl. Great. Maybe we should… I don’t know.” He checked the hall in both directions. “We could get them out of here! All three of you.”
Hope blossomed with wild abandon in her chest. “Nikolas is right. We could all go together.”
James grabbed Nikolas by his shirt, shoving him into the stone wall. “Traitor,” he hissed. His smile promised pain.
“Whatever man. Honestly, what do a bunch of men need a small child and teenage girl for?” Nikolas didn’t even blink as he locked glares with James. “If it was my girl, I wouldn’t want her here.”
Blue eyes flickered to her, trailed to her broken arm, and shuddered before returning to Nikolas.
He slammed a fist into the wall near his head. “The master works everything together for us.”
Well, sure, as long as they gave him their souls and required nothing in return.
“They needed Tristen.” James caught her eye. “They’ll release him when they’re done with him.”
“Right. Sure, you need a small eight-year-old boy and. . . What is she? Sixteen, seventeen, to what? Conquer the world. You can’t imagine ANY other way to conquer something?” Nikolas pushed James with both fists.
James’s chest heaved. Another glance.
Come on. She said, “He’s right, James.”
“I am.” Nikolas dipped his chin at her, almost an ‘I’m sorry and I’m trying’ in one gesture. “Just like… they’re gonna release us if we choose to, I don’t know, do something else.”
“Can you leave?” The answer was plain in Nikolas’s eyes, but was James aware?
“Of course.” He growled.
“Are you stupid man?” Nikolas cocked his chin defiantly.
James shook his head slowly from side to side, grinding his teeth. “You’re proposing you and I should get them out of here? And you think no one will notice.” James raised his eyebrow. “What’s changed?’
Nikolas stared at a drip of water tracing the stone walls. “Everything is gray in this place, and after Garren, I. . .” Nikolas gripped his hair and pulled. “This place is choking the life out of me.” Footsteps approached. “Forget it.”
“Forget what brothersss?” Stregone’s voice preceded him as he rounded the corner. “Ah. Evelyn, I see James is introducing you to the brethren. How lovely.”
“Master.” Both boys bowed.
Stregone stared at Nikolas. “I cannot stand a brethren who isss unable to remain loyal, consistent, or trustworthy.”
She moved back. Stregone wasn’t going to take a double cross lightly.
“Yes, sir. I mean, no sir. I was checking. . .”
“Nikolas, deception?” Stregone chuckled. “Really? You insult me.” Stregone blasted him with dark green magic. It ripped through the skinny shifty boy. He fell to his knees.
“Sir, if I may.” But James stopped when Stregone glared.
“Forgive me! It won’t happen again!” Nikolas’s words were breathless. His chest smoldered in his hands.
Stregone twisted his hand and Nikolas contorted. The sound of bones cracking, one at a time, echoed in the hall.
She pressed her back to the wall. She wanted no part in this. Her own broken arm ached, a throbbing pulsing pain in her bones for each of the cracks Nikolas suffered.
“No. I will sssee to it.”
Nikolas turned glassy eyes on her. Eyes that apologized and asked for forgiveness. Eyes that were his last will and testament.
Sweat rolled down her back. Come on. Come on. Keep it together for Trist. Survive. She wanted to stop Stregone. Save Nikolas. He didn’t deserve to die, but no one did, really, or everyone did. Grace wasn’t about deserving. It was about being released from all past, present, and future judgment. She locked her trembling knees, bit her lip, and swallowed the bile fighting its way to the surface.
With a wave of his fingers, Stregone tore an opening into the boy’s stomach, peeling the flesh of his abdomen back, leaving his organs open and vulnerable. Bile slammed into her throat. How would she ever get Tristen out of this fortress of horrors?
Stregone glanced up and caught the look on her face. They locked eyes for a split second before she turned away, and somehow caught on Nikolas’s dilated and hopeless eyes. She pushed forgiveness and kindness at him, hoping it was a small mercy. His skin was so pale against the dark slate floors.
Stregone chuckled. “There is no forgiveness for traitors.”
“Sir, plu—” Nikolas didn’t finish his sentence.
Stregone poured steaming black sulfurous sludge into his stomach and ribs until they could hold no more, and the putrid mess flowed onto the slate floor, sizzling.
“Wait.” James scuttled back from the liquid.
An awful burbling sound came out of Nikolas’s throat. His eyes now fully dilated. His fingers reached into the mess of his stomach and tried to claw the awful boiling mess out.
Evie couldn’t unsee or unhear the awful scene. She closed her eyes.
“Open your eyes. Sssee my power. As our queen, you will have loyal subjectsss.”
Nikolas’s fingers slowed their scraping, until they stopped. His hands fell to the sides, coated in large blisters and black oil. He blinked. His mouth opened and sucked at the air. He slowly rocked his head from one side to the other. His fingers twitched.
Stregone whispered a spell into the air, and the flaps of skin closed, sewn together with black thread. He chuckled again and folded his hands behind his back. “My queen, what seems to be the concern?
You’ve turned positively green.”
Silence was her only response. If she opened her mouth, vomit would pour out of her.
Stregone slipped over Nikolas towards her, his robes sweeping across his face, smothering any life left in him. “Ah, I have only trapped his mind in a spell. It travels his body with piercing pain. He’ll not die. Not yet. Not for a long time.” He grinned.
“But—”
“You’ll no longer concern yourself with Nikolas. He’s no longer a threat to Tristen, to you, or to our kingdom. See what I do for you? I keep your family safe. I keep you safe.”
Stregone wiped his hands on his robe. He couldn’t be allowed near Tristen. Not one step closer to the door.
Stregone moved toward Tristen’s door. “I’ll sssend a more reliable guard to your brother. Erro, my captain, will see to him.”
Evie bit her tongue as Nikolas grabbed with slow hands at the hem of Stregone’s robe. Was he trying to protect Tristen? It passed out of his reach without Stregone even noticing. His hand remained open and useless on the cold slate floors of the castle.
“I shall go find Erro and see to it he remains at this door for you. It would be a shame if I should have to take care of Tristen in the same manner.”
Saliva drained into her mouth. Her throat closed. Nikolas’s sacrifice couldn’t be in vain. Tristen would have to be saved. At least, in a place where she expected no ally, her Creator made sure one waited for her. He was in control. There was a plan. There might be others.
“Come along James. We’ve much to show our queen.” Stregone’s voice mysteriously drifted along the hallway.
James locked eyes with her as if to say something meaningful before turning his back on her, following after Stregone. She trudged behind them. What could she do against so much power?
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Prince Stregone threw the doors open to the Great Hall and spun, arms spread, his stunning smile glistening in the flicker of a thousand lanterns lining the walls and hanging in enormous chandeliers over wooden tables. Three feet away, her enemy waited for her, and beyond him sat hundreds of demon-imbued soldiers, the Brethren. Her heart thudded dully in her chest.
“We’ve prepared for your arrival. The Great Hall is adorned for its queen.”
“Queen.” She tried to keep the tremble from her voice. She was always going to end up here, in this exact moment, facing this monstrosity. Why hadn’t she prepared harder? She tried to match Stregone’s intense gaze, but she lowered her chin and glanced at the floor, her stomach roiling.
Stregone moved within inches of her face. The pupils of his eyes streamed out in black veins until there was nothing left but cold death reflecting her face back at her. Could he tell the effect he had on her? How just being near him, left her trembling with weakness. He grinned. He knew, and it thrilled him. Creator, do something. Make him wrong. Save us.
Stregone took her hand. “This is your beginning, not your end. We’re most grateful to the sentinels for delivering you so promptly.” He flicked his finger and she hovered above the slate floor. His robes drifted along the ground as he paraded them both through the hall.
As they passed, she caught snippets of conversations about the day’s battle.
“It didn’t take but a few moments for our Master to subdue her. . .” The man’s voice was filled with excitement.
“She was no match for. . .”
“With one fireball, the boy fell.” Her heart sank. What boy? Was it Caleb? The not knowing was killing her.
Stregone approached a grotesque golden throne and pointed to the chairs to his right and left. Hundreds of thorny wrought iron vines formed her chair. She was to sit to his left and James to his right. She settled carefully on the edge of her seat. Any slouch in posture would leave her impaled.
“Here you sit in honor beside me in front of ssseveral hundred of my brethren, in the very room I rebuilt ages ago.” Stregone met her eyes and nodded. He’d been planning this for ages. He broke away from her gaze and swept his arm indicating the brethren. “Your queen, my brethren.” The room broke into a thunder of exaltation.
She wasn’t fooled. Stregone only did things to bring honor to himself. He wasn’t interested in her.
He wanted slaves.
Why was she given so much power? She’d give it back if it meant James, Tristen, and she could walk out of there alive. Two gifts from the Creator put a target on the backs of everyone she ever cared about. She slumped and straightened almost instantly. The damage was done. Her back had brushed the razor points of the iron thorns. A sour taste filled her mouth.
Stregone’s dark chuckle rolled across the hall, silencing it. His smile broadened into a wicked grin. “You’re right, little queen. We shall use His mistake to our advantage. Soon, the sentinelssss will be the ones hiding in the dark corners, bowing to the power and strength of my army.” Stregone lifted his fist in the air.
James stood between her and Stregone until he was given permission to be seated. The men at the tables drank from goblets, discussed loudly their hope for more power and territory, but James still stood there. He needed to snap out of it. If he’d step up and step up, become the better man hiding under all his hatred, they might survive this together. Glossy, drugged eyes smiled at her, his dimple popping as he sat.
“It’s exciting to finally have you. . .” Stregone paused, opened his hands to direct the brethren’s attention to James and Evie. “. . .with usss.” The brethren held their goblets high, and James lifted his own while a cheer rang through the hall.
“You now sit as King and Queen to rule your brethren. Stand. Receive your crowns.” Stregone leaned back in his throne of snakes and surveyed his slaves. The tail of each snake coiled before rising up to form the seat and back, finally splaying out of the arms and above Stregone’s head with fangs on display.
James’s smug expression grew as his brothers cheered. “Evie, your friends at the Haven want you to believe you should give up your life, sacrifice yourself for the good of others.” He moved to receive a black crown from his brethren. It was no more than three inches thick, adorned with rubies and sapphires. Each razor-sharp point glistened in the flicker of candlelight.
“But we shall make sure your greatest desiresss are fulfilled.” Stregone finished for James.
“Please stand, Evelyn.”
She shook her head, rising. “Give me my brother and team. We’ll leave tonight.” Another brethren waited at her elbow, holding a second crushed red velvet pillow. Atop it rested a crown of thorns jeweled with a large emerald in the center.
Stregone’s fingernails clicked on the fat body of the cobra’s hood making up the armrest of his throne. “This is a great opportunity for you to become a part of something bigger, something important. Being a part of the brethren has sssaved you both.” He didn’t even acknowledge what she’d said.
“This is not saving.” Evie jutted her chin.
Stregone pressed his lips together, picked up her crown turning it in his hands. “Are you really going to fight me because you cannot win against me.” He waved his hand absently at the throng of brethren, and his whisper clawed through her. “It could be so easy for you. Just join me. It’s been your fate this whole time. You don’t have to make thingsss so hard.”
“I’ll never join you. My father in Heaven is in control. He has a plan.”
“I sssee. Father’s and what not.” He moved to place the crown on her head. His words sizzling with venom. “You Evie will remain with me forever. Your gift will be the leverage we will need to rise up to the surface and take over as true rulers.”
The brethren screamed and shouted their excitement.
Evie shook her head.
Stregone leaned in whispering with such vehemence spittle landed on her cheek. “You. Are. Mine. My little puppet queen. You will do as I say, or I will reign hell on anything and everything you have ever loved. I will scourge the earth until there is nothing left of it.”
His spit burned on her cheek and she swiped it off. Please God help me.
“Sir,” James interrupted. “Don’t worry about her. She’ll become an incredible queen at my side.
With time, I’ll show you.” He took his crown and placed it on his own head.
Stregone narrowed his eyes, but she was his singular focus. Reality ached in her chest. James was nothing to him, no more than Nikolas was. She forced herself to not tremble under his thousand-year-old glare.
James blathered on. “. . .I’ve done my part. Many here spend hours in community, meditation, seances, and divination working to ascend to a higher plane of existence. I’m glad you find me equal to this task.”
Stregone tilted his chin to the right, twisting more like an animal than a human. “Little Queen, what others do, means nothing. Look around you. Could this be anything other you’re your destiny?” Stregone spread his arms wide, and the men cheered. He moved to place the crown on her head.
“No, I won’t wear it.” Evie clenched her jaw as the room grew silent. The brethren didn’t have a clue about what was really going on.
“Not wear it. . .?” Stregone absently studied the brethren. “James, Evie will be by your side when you ascend. You’ll lead your brothers, under my command, to enlightenment as their king and queen.” Did James realize what was going on? Or was he another of the mindless minions? Stregone’s intent wrapped around her chest until she could hardly breathe. There wasn’t a way out of this, only through. Stregone flicked his finger and the crown lifted above her head. “Bow to me.”
“Thank you, sir.” James bowed his head.
At the same time, Evie said. “Never.” She squared her shoulders. James glanced at her, concern and confusion fighting a war on his face.
Stregone grinned, flicked his finger, and the crown slammed on her head, blood dripped from her forehead. He sauntered to the front of his men. “There is a disturbance to our peaceful existence threatening your ability to ascend. We must destroy this enemy and protect what we’ve built. They’ve corrupted your queen, but I’ll see she’s returned to you in full, glorious strength.” Stregone’s soft, guttural voice grew louder as he spoke. “Do not hesitate, eliminate our enemies before they turn you as well.”
Stregone raised his arms in triumph. His black sleeves fell away, revealing an elaborate tattoo wrapped around his forearms. Green sorcery imbued the symbol with demon power linking it with a thin green chain to the neck of each brother. Invisible to everyone, but clear to Evie’s gifted sight. The men raised their arms, showing matching symbols on their forearms. Each man fell to his knees and bowed.
The crown might be piercing her skull, but she still wouldn’t bow. Stregone smirked and his voice wafted through the air and whispered into her ear. “I shall enjoy breaking you.”
Louder, he worked magic with his men. “Stand, my brothers. Stand up against those who dare to trespass against us. Stand up to show your allegiance, and in this, you might ascend.” He paused, and the hall waited. “I present to you your queen.”
The ground dropped out from under her as she was lifted on strings of green sorcery, frozen in Stregone’s will. She moved her mouth to defy him, to command the air, to cry out, but his sorcery silenced her. The roar was deafening as she was raised before the men.
“She’s our family, our queen, our mother to whom we will owe everything. Only through her will your ascension be made complete. Claim what is yours. Rise to defend your queen!”
The brethren released a cacophony of fury. As they dispersed, Stregone kept her will in his hand. She drifted along the hall, forced into a regal posture, a smile painted on her face.
“James, you’ll accompany the third legion. I wish you a swift journey and success.” Stregone turned to leave with her.
James shook his head, confusion painting his features pale. “But Evie.”
“I’ll prepare your queen for you. Now, go.”
Dizzy and confused, she wrestled against Stregone’s magic, but nothing worked. This couldn’t be happening. A cool, damp breeze buffeted her face. She was moving again, but to where? What could she do? The monster beside her was too strong.
Stregone yanked her leash, flinging her back into the dungeon. “Little Puppet, I offer you the world as queen over my brothers, and you decline.” His laughter was nightmares and torture. He flipped her onto her back, splaying her out across the slate floor, hovering at waist level. “So, you choose for me to conquer your hometown and allow my demons to consume everyone and everything within its boundaries. Yesss?”
Stregone flicked his finger, and her mouth was hers to command again. He’d thought he’d stolen her hope. He believed she was his to command. And there was a moment she was afraid he was right, but she remembered. She remembered the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End, the Power of all Powers, and her faith, small as a mustard seed, was enough to keep her hope alive. The living, still small voice inside of her, calmed her frantic mind and whispered to her memories, drawing up the one thing able to flip the tables.
“Stregone, in the name of Jesus, I command you to leave.” As if she’d thrown a spear through him, a hole tore through his black robes.
She rolled and landed on all fours, a new light shining from her. It pierced Stregone’s hands, slammed into his chest. He cried out. His body propelled backwards as he was ejected from the room through the door.
Her tears dried. Her fears vanquished. Her hope solidified. She ripped the crown of thorns from her head, throwing it across the room. She used her one good arm to help her stand. She, a warrior of the divine, stood tall.
“Sssurprise. Sssurprise.” Stregone hovered a safe distance away, a black shadow in the doorway. “The Little Puppet Queen can bite. Let’s see if Little Queen’s brother is a warrior too.” He flicked his fingers and the dungeon door slammed closed.
“Tristen?”
No response.
“Tristen!” She called louder.
Her voice echoed off the walls. Where was Tristen? What would he do with him?
“Tristen!” She screamed.
A dark, menacing laughter filtered through the walls. He was right. She was nothing more than a little puppet queen.
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An explosion rocked through the Fortress, sending mortar and chunks of stone to the ground. Evie fell to her knees. Was Stregone blowing up his own Fortress now? Was Tristen okay?
Evie? Caleb’s voice crackled out at the end. It was like he was too far away, or the rock walls wouldn’t allow his telepathy through, but somehow, he’d penetrated the sorcery and stone blocking him.
Caleb? Can you hear me? Maybe together they could get Tristen and James out of there.
Yes.
Evie gritted against the pain of her useless arm now hanging at an impossible angle. The throbbing pulsed through her bones all the way to where the thorns had pierced through the skin of her forehead.
I’m here. We’ve made it inside. Where are you? Don’t disconnect.
I’m in the dungeons. I couldn’t reach you before. The connection gave her some relief. At least her heart didn’t ache anymore.
You’re in pain. Caleb bristled.
I’m okay. What happened? He hadn’t left. Stregone told me you retreated.
Never. Your capture triggered a bomb. The whole place exploded. We’re fine, injured but still fighting. Stay calm. James and some guys are here. I can’t talk and fight. I’m sorry, don’t disconnect. Here.
The scene before Caleb unfolded in her own eyesight. She was in the dungeon, but able to experience the battle through Caleb’s eyes as he stood opposite James. Caleb’s pulse quickened, and his sensations were her own. His muscles clenched and sweat broke out on his forehead. He moved back and ran his hand through his hair.
“James.” Caleb crossed his arms.
James tipped his chin in response.
If Caleb could push the demons out, maybe James could be freed. Only one thing ended a demonic stronghold, the mortal must reclaim their mind from its initial darkness. But James was caught hook, line, and sinker in the enemy’s trap. What and who he worshipped was clear. Be careful, Caleb.
“I’ve waited a long time to kill you.” James’s fireball flashed through the air, slamming into Caleb as he dove off the stairs onto the edge of the balcony trying to avoid it. He thudded into the large tiles.
His shirt was on fire. He rolled, putting the fire out under Callie’s spray of water.
Keep him on his toes.
Caleb glanced up and a fireball the size of a boulder sizzled in midair as a wash of water from Callie swallowed the flames whole, outing them completely. Caleb used the opportunity to plunge into James’s mind, but demons encased his brain with a protective barrier. Under Callie’s cover, Caleb watched James slink back behind the frontlines.
Don’t let him get away. An image of her as James’s bride slipped through her mind.
I won’t. Caleb pressed up from the ground. Callie slammed a water bomb into James’s men, and Caleb shouldered through to James.
“You’re just a stupid lab geek,” James sneered, and his teeth sharpened and multiplied until, like a shark, he opened wide for attack. He moved towards Caleb forming another fireball. “She’s mine now.” His voice grated.
Caleb wrapped his fists in James’s shirt and slammed his forearms into James, driving him back into the front door of the Fortress. “Evie belongs to no one.”
James’s laugh escalated into wild hysteria; his eyes were now fully black. “Stregone is preparing her for me as we speak.”
“She won’t let that happen.” The dagger Caleb hid against his forearm now pressed against James’s throat. “Help me get her and Tristen out of here.”
“I’d rather die than help you get her. You’ll never see her again.” Spittle flew from his mouth as a thousand voices poured out of his throat. “Evie is oursss!”
Caleb, use the name of Jesus. It sent Stregone back, broke his spell over me, and forced his retreat. If it affects a demon prince, it will stop a lower demon. She bit her lip and sent her gift to Caleb, giving him her sight. With your gift, you might be able to expedite the healing process. Stun James into having a choice at least.
Caleb didn’t respond, he shouted the words straight into James’s face. “In the name of Jesus, demon, be gone.”
James’s eyes widened. His nostrils flared and a scream ripped from his throat. A black cloud spouted up and out of his mouth. He dropped to one knee, nicking himself on Caleb’s dagger at his throat.
His body bent backwards, and an otherworldly scream of rage rocked the Fortress. His mouth opened wide, stretching his cheeks until they tore at the corners of his lips. Terror and insanity waged war on his features, his body bearing the brunt of the battle. A blanket of molten lava poured from his hands.
Caleb rolled away. You see this kind of thing all the time?
Yes.
Caleb shuddered.
Callie swallowed the lava with her waterpower as it hung in midair forming a statue out of the projectile. It fell with a crash and steaming sulfur exploded across the lawn, glowing red in places.
“What have you done?” James collapsed. His voice barely a whisper. “You can’t have them.” He kneeled up and raised his arms to the sky, beckoning the demons to return to him. Callie slammed James to the ground, covering his face with water.
“We need to talk. Let us have our say, and I’ll let you breathe.”
James writhed in agony on the front steps of the Fortress. Slowly, his body relaxed, the fight leaving him. Callie stopped, but his chest didn’t move as he lay on the ground. His left arm pinned under his back. His right arm lay limp across his body. His legs twisted, and saliva dripped from his bleeding lips to the white tile beneath him.
The brethren took one glance at him and fell back into the Fortress. None of them cared about James. They discarded him as a failure and left him to die.
Caleb passed him, heading into The Fortress. I’m coming.
Please check him. She had to know if he lived.
Caleb turned back and pressed his fingers to his neck. Wet wheezing rattled on an inhalation. Something hard and fast hit Caleb in the back of his head. The last thing she experienced through his eyes was Callie falling too. Once Caleb hit the ground, she was thrown from his mind.
She blinked in the darkness of the dungeon.
It was all wrong. Not Callie. God please not Caleb and Callie.
It was her fault, again. She shook her head against the thought. She’d changed.
But everything she touched, everyone she loved, got wrecked. God, I know you have a plan. Please protect Caleb and Callie.
Hope was a lie. The familiar fearful whisper returned, but she silenced it. She was something new. But even choosing a new path didn’t stay the despair and fear raging through her.
Was the battle lost?
It couldn’t be! Yet, the words poison and death drifted through her mind.
Was she Queen of Darkness?
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A barrage of images warred against Evie’s heart. Bodies mangled across slate floors. Boiling oil poured down Callie’s throat. She refused to think of Tristen’s fate. She tried to find her belief in a good plan, her faith things would work out, but somehow, she’d lost it. She listened for the still small voice, but the only sound in the dungeon was the ringing of guilt in her ears.
Imagination was cruel. Across the black slate of the dark dungeon, her family and friends piled up on one another, a portrait of devastation. She was there too, off to the side, serving as Stregone’s slave for eternity.
Far away crashing and clanging resounded against the cold dark walls of her cell. Did someone still fight? Who was left?
She trembled.
She couldn’t lose anyone.
The belly of evil would swallow her, and she would become invisibility personified. Dead but alive.
An existence without existing.
“God please, please. Do something. Help us.” Sweat rolled down her back as she prayed for their lives, for their success, for the defeat of her enemy. “Please.”
Something hard like metal or bone scraped across the floor outside of her dungeon cell. She shivered. The sound thrust her body and soul back to the beginning of this horrendous journey, to talons attached to dragon toes. A belly ribboned with the flames of hell protruded to exhale death and slavery upon her.
A gentle knock thumped at her cell door. “My dearessst Little Puppet Queen, I’ve brought you a sssurprise.” He flung the door wide, his magic sealing her lips. She’d fought it off before, but her despair must have given him power over her again. She willed herself to be stronger, but without being able to speak the powerful name of Jesus what could she do? He pulled his unwrapped gift into the cell. Light spilled across the floor and wall.
“Let my brother and I leave.” She spat on the ground. “Better yet, go to Hell.”
Stregone cocked his chin. “Hm, Interesssting. I releassse the two of you and keep the ressst?” He dropped Caleb’s lifeless body in front of her.
“No. You release us all and leave this place forever. Preferably, to a very hot spot.” She straightened her spine. A florescent, green spell drifted through the air toward her. Her heart stuttered. “Please.
Please do something.”
Abigail appeared beside her. Her face smattered with black goo. Her wings partially singed. The battle had ripped through her smock, and blood stained her right thigh.
They nodded at each other, ready for battle, legs wide, weapons ready.
Stregone grinned. “Little Angel, so good to see you again.” Over his shoulder, he shouted, “bring him in.”
Two men carried Tristen in and shackled him to her dungeon wall. His face was bruised. His arms and legs hung limply, and his head rolled to the side. She moved between him and Stregone.
The ragamuffin mess piled at his feet groaned. Her stomach churned. Behind her, her brother. Before her, curly brown hair, a smattering of freckles, and a pile of lifeless muscles. Caleb’s right arm stuck out at a gross angle; the bone glistened in the pale red light. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. Each time his chest rose and fell, she held her breath, waiting for it to happen again. He would die soon. She'd have to work fast to rescue Tristen and Caleb. They were her mission now. James, well, he’d made his own choices. She locked her fierce glare on Stregone.
Stregone threw his head back and gave in to a glass shattering, nails on chalkboard laugh, letting it run all over her.
She narrowed her eyes and called to the air around her. She only needed faith like a mustard seed to move mountains, only a tiny candle to dispel an entire dungeon of darkness, and surely a sentinel and a doubly gifted warrior could send this demon scum to Hell.
“Do you like my presssentsss?” Mind games were obviously his thing. “I’m winning, you know.” The memory of Abigail’s warning traced through Evie. He was the kind of demon to tease things out longer to toy with his victims, reveling in their misery.
Stregone pressed the heel of his shoe into Caleb’s battered chest, stopping the already slow intake of air. She lunged at him, but he waved his arm as if swatting at a fly and she slammed into the stone walls across the cell, his power of sorcery pinning her against the wall. “Swear allegiance to me. Sssacrifice yourself for Caleb.” Caleb’s ribs crunched under his heel. He cocked his head in the other direction. “Hm. His rib will surely slice into hisss lungs. Bye-bye sweet love.” Stregone’s saliva clung to the waxen skin at the corner of his mouth.
She glanced at Tristen. His eyes were closed, and his chest moved rhythmically.
“I’m boring you. You rather I focus on your baby brother?”
Please God, Help me! As Stregone stepped closer to Tristen, she was able to break through his magic and shout, “No—”
Her words cut off with the refreshed magic oozing out of Stregone’s suddenly outstretched hand. Out of the corner of her eye, Abigail moved in line with her, weaving light into the fabric of the air, chanting in the angel’s millenia old language. Danger in the air sparked like crackling fire. They must prevail.
As Caleb’s breathing deteriorated into wet bubbling rasps, Evie connected with her center of power, pulling it in until it was a mass inside of her. She counted, waiting for the perfect opportunity to attack. Her lips might be sealed by Stregone’s magic, pain might be radiating through her, but she’d been chosen for this moment, and God would not let her down. The rightness of that fact suddenly empowered her to stand taller. Tingles swept across her limbs as her focus lasered in and the pain fell away. This is what she’d prepared for, and she was ready. Caleb could always heal if there was breath in his lungs. Tristen would be saved. Good plans would prevail.
It was time to send Stregone to the fiery pit. She tried to relax, and, for a split second, her focus danced between Erchomai and the terror facing her.
Stregone laughed. “First comes Caleb, then comes Callie. Then comes baby chained to the dungeon wall.”
When an onslaught of his magic slammed into her, it tore a gash in her lip. Her scream was soundless. She pressed her fingers to the wet drip at the corner of her stinging mouth. Abigail moved in front of her, striking lethally fast, but her sword slammed into his sorcery. Its power sent her flying. A green glow surrounded her, pinning her wings to the stone walls.
Numbness tingled as a purple and deep green spell slammed into her. It expanded from her limbs through her core as a deep trembling took root in her spine. The magic wanted to overwhelm her. Doubts slammed into her as the magic tried to erase her faith. She couldn’t fight this alone. I need you, Lord. I need you right now. She took a deep breath. Her faith wasn’t huge, but she wouldn’t allow what she’d learn to be washed away by Stregone’s magic.
Abigail bashed her sword repeatedly into the sorcery. She would make it out, but it wouldn’t be in time. You have to save everyone. Evie couldn’t do this, but God could. Please. Help. Use me to save them. Show me how. The still, small whisper in her heart responded immediately. She only had to do her part. He would take care of the rest.
“Feeble human. You dare pray in my Fortress. Accept my offer.” Stregone threw out his hand, and she lifted from where she flew across the room, slamming against the stone walls on the other side of the dungeon. Her right arm cracked a second time along with two or three of her ribs.
She exhaled a silent scream. Black dots threatened to take her into unconsciousness, and she fought to remain. They needed Erchomai. Her Creator called her to do this, and she would. She forced her chin up. Locking eyes with the inferno writhing in the sentinel warrior’s eyes, she released everything. Abigail spoke into her heart. Her words washed over her with a brilliant white light. Don’t let your mind defeat you before you even have a chance at victory.
“I didn’t know you could—"
Abigail smiled. When it is the right timing, many impossible things become possible. The battle is already won. She broke eye contact and pounded against the magic holding her.
Stregone strode to Evie and poured blue-black magic onto her, crushing her to the floor. While she was fallen, he kicked her in the ribs; the side of her face slammed into the wall. Pain blossomed across her eye as it swelled, stealing her vision. Abigail continued to fight. It definitely felt futile, impossible. Stregone only needed to flick his finger, twist his wrist, want her dead, and she was done.
Abigail shook her head and her quiet whisper swelled with warmth in Evie’s heart, echoing through her thoughts, washing the demonic doubts and their influence from her mind. All things are possible with God.
Suddenly, it all made sense. The part in the Bible when the man asked why God didn’t answer his prayer and the angel said he was held up by the enemy. This was that moment. This was why some prayers weren’t answered right away. It was why sometimes God seemed hidden from her. But He was always fighting for her. The demons fought dirty, and God’s angels fought with honor.
Abigail’s fury pierced his magic hold, and she drifted on glittering wings to stand in front of Evie, blocking Stregone’s next blow. Stregone gave a signal, and demons surged from the walls of the dungeon.
Evie pushed up, ignoring the pain, demanding her last breath count for something. On trembling legs, with nothing left to give, she would give everything she had. The Creator would never say she didn’t give everything to the call He placed on her life. She’d reach victory whatever the cost.
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A thin layer of green shimmered at the edges of Caleb’s body. Was it magic? Evie clenched her teeth against a swell of pain. Nevertheless, Stregone’s smoke and mirrors were nothing compared to God’s true power.
“Little Puppet Queen, let me fix this.” Stregone leered at her, indicating her arm, Caleb, Tristen.
Goosebumps prickled across her body.
One of the ugly creatures crept up behind Stregone. His fist flicked out and gripped the demon’s throat faster than she could blink. “Do not interrupt my conversation with our queen.”
The demon struggled in his grip. “My liege, my apologies.” The creature cowered to the ground.
With a wave, Stregone smote the creature. Its squeals echoed off the dungeon walls as it withered and fell through a tiny slice in the earth. The fiery pit reached through the crack for Stregone, but he waved it closed.
Stregone’s future was fire forever. She would make sure of it, even though she barely dared to dwell on the idea. If it showed on her face, if he caught some glimpse of her plan, she would end up fighting him power to power, and she couldn’t do it broken. She’d never be Queen of Darkness.
“Little Puppet Queen,” A wicked gleam entered Stregone’s eye, and his head twisted inhumanly to leer in hungry glee at Tristen. “Baby brother will be joining me in the hallway. You do remember what happens in the hallway, don’t you?” Stregone drifted toward Tristen.
Abigail vanquished the lower demon she’d been fighting and struck out at Stregone’s back with her sword. Before she could impale him, he spun away, and her sword only sliced a six-inch gash from his eye to his chin.
The magic holding Evie’s mouth began to fall away, disintegrating slowly, leaving the foul taste of sulfur on her tongue. Soon enough, she’d be free to speak the name of power.
His own blood dripped into his mouth, turning his teeth red. He sneered at Abigail. “You dare attempt to vanquish me? Oh, you two are ssso. . .” He licked the blood from his lips and spat it on Evie. “Tasty.”
Searing pain burned through her as the acidic spit melted deep into her thigh’s flesh. She screamed, bowing her head to the floor, resting it on the cool slate.
“Evie your little friends have left the Fortress. My member intended to report it to me. You’re alone.”
Evie’s eyes flicked to Abigail.
“Ah. Yes, the puny angels remain, but you have yet to see them succeed. Eh? You should accept what I offer. You might have lossst the right to become our queen, but I’d be willing to keep you as my personal ssslave.”
Evie cried out, a roar against everything wrong, a prayer crying for help, an ending forced into becoming a new beginning. Stregone’s eyebrows lifted. She’d regained the use of her mouth.
Stregone disappeared and reappeared beside her brother. His hand wrapped around his throat. “Be careful what you ssspeak, Little Queen.”
Evie, what is wrong? I’m right outside, fighting to get to you. Caleb whispered into her mind. She glanced at his body, surrounded in a green glow, unmoving on the floor. She sent him the image, Stregone breaking her bones, and burning acid eating at her leg. Everything going wrong. But also, how she refused to believe this was the ending. She wasn’t strong enough. But she knew the Creator was. The final image she sent to Caleb was Stregone’s hand wrapped around Tristen’s throat.
“Stregone.” Stregone’s grip tightened on Tristen’s little neck. His face turned purple under the pressure. Her voice ached with defeat. “I’ll be—"
Evie. No. Caleb’s voice thundered through her. I’m here. Right here. Stop. Caleb shoved his memories of the team entering the Fortress and taking out thirteen brethren and uncounted demons.
They fought back-to-back with the sentinels. He used the name of Jesus to release the brethren from Stregone’s demonic spell as she’d thought he should, and the men drew up tall, their eyes distant, and they slumped, unconscious.
“Yesss. Little Puppet Queen?” Stregone released Tristen’s throat, and she could finally breathe. “You’ll be what?”
Fighting through the immense pain, she spoke without wavering. “Stregone. In the name of J—”
Stregone pinched her lips shut, grinning.
“Jesus, leave this place.” Caleb finished for her.
A hot, white light slammed into Stregone’s shoulder, and he fell to his knees. “Never.”
She fought against the urge to pass out, the acid eating away at her leg. If nothing else, she would keep Stregone’s focus on her, not her little brother, not Caleb who stood in the door.
Green magic caught Caleb in its grip. Stregone’s tone shifted. “It could have been different.” His black eyes searched her own.
Release me from his grip. I am yours, Father. He has no dominion over me. She spat on Stregone. “In Jesus’s name, I command you to the fiery pit of Hell.” She burned with His purpose. Whoever lay on the floor gasped for air.
Stregone’s sharp eyes telegraphed his next move. The name demanded he comply, but he’d kill her before he was dragged away. A living, writhing whip flowed out of his hand. It whizzed through the air and wrapped around Abigail’s slight body. In the same instant, he wrapped his fingers around Evie’s throat.
Abigail reached out and gripped the whip, holding it to her body, refusing to allow Stregone to strike again. She fell to one knee as the icy burn blazed a path into her flesh. Its darkness filled her veins with a spidery aberration. 
“Now.” Abigail ordered. “Do what must be done.”
Faster than the eye could perceive, Abigail wrapped the whip around her body several times, drawing Stregone close to her. In one smooth move, she sliced her sword through Stregone’s arm, releasing Evie. A steady flow of black oil poured out of the stump.
There was no pause, or searching, or moment before it worked. A blast of power poured out of Evie’s chest, the width of her heart, a burst of light slicing out in every direction. It drained her. She couldn’t hold it for long, but even broken, she would send Stregone to his fiery home. She was created to do this. She would be faithful to her Creator’s plan.
The brilliance cut through Stregone. For a split second, he froze as if nothing happened. His arm still raised. His whip still in his hand drawn tight around Abigail. His expression violent.
Evie held her breath.
Then, Stregone moved closer to her, and the top half of his torso tilted, slipping from where it was severed from his bottom half. Black smoke poured out of the wound as everything above his waist separated from his hips. A wet thud echoed in the confined area. Stregone gurgled next to whoever barely breathed against the slate floor.
“Now.” Abigail shouted.
Evie blinked. Her energy was gone. She could barely force herself to speak, but she dug deep. This was the battle she was created to fight. “In the name of Jesus, Stregone, you are commanded to eternity in Hell.”
A maniacal grin was her only indication she would still pay the pied piper. Stregone reached out and grabbed ahold of the crumpled man on the floor. Caleb’s beautiful features smeared with Stregone’s black blood. His green magic evaporated, and Caleb’s features melted into James’s.
A pit opened in her. She whispered, “No!”
“If I’m going, ssso too shall your preciousss Jamesss.” Stregone’s chest melted inward, sifting like black grains of sand in an hourglass. The hole yawned wider. In the opening, the screams of the tortured and the roar of a monster echoed against the dungeon walls. Flames leaked through and blistered her face, but she couldn’t tear herself away.
The last thing to disappear was Stregone’s hand holding James by the neck. James’s whole body stretched and slipped like a wispy ethereal vision pouring into the abyss. He was gone.
“No,” She pounded on the floor. “No. He can’t go to Hell. He’s not even dead.” She roared, slamming her fists against the ground. They didn’t have long enough to save him. He was almost dead when Stregone dragged him through. She pulled at the rocks cemented into the floor. Willed them to open and let her through. She’d dive in, grab James, and pull him back out. But her fingers only raked against the stones.
Not an eternal sentence? Not yet. He needed more time to change his heart. To change his mind. Caleb landed hard on the dungeon floor as the green magic left his body. Light filled the room. He slipped into her mind. She didn’t care.
She’d never stopped hoping James would change. She believed he would make better choices and turn from the darkness. But he never did, and now he’d lost his chance.
“Eve?” Tristen’s frail voice shook her back to life. They locked eyes.
Theo’s deep voice echoed against the dank dungeon. “We must hunt. The demons are fleeing the Fortress.”
Abigail nodded. “Caleb, take care of them.”
Caleb responded in a whisper. “Will she be okay?”
Nothing soothed her jagged edges. She hated everything, the demons, the Fortress, the truth of battle, the loss, the fact Abigail and Theo needed to go. The demons threatened to destroy everything she loved. And although Stregone was gone, darkness only waited for another opportunity to take root in the minds and hearts of the people around her. Today was finished, but the war wasn’t.
“Stregone is banished, and his captain turned tail. We’ll hunt him.” Abigail moved between Tristen and her. A soft kindness emanated from her. “There will be retribution if the captain is not subdued. Evie, you’re still not safe.”
Abigail turned to Caleb, “But she’ll heal.”
Evie stared at Tristen, who Theo freed from his chains and carried. She slumped to the floor. God had answered her prayer and saved Tristen. He’d saved them. Tristen was finally safe.
“Storm – only better,” Tristen whispered as Theo passed him to Callie.
She would have smiled, but she had nothing left.
Caleb lifted her battered body into his arms.
“I can walk.” She fought against his grip.
“I want to help you.” Caleb traced a finger across her chin. “Besides, you shouldn’t walk. You might have broken your leg.”
Callie bumped her shoulder, and they both winced. “We’ve got you.”
“Let them help,” Tristen urged.
Abigail nodded, and the sentinels blinked out of the dungeon.
Together Caleb, Callie, Evie, and Tristen climbed out of the belly of the Fortress. Outside, Tristen whispered from Callie’s arms. “Eve.”
With the last of her energy, she reached out. “Trist.” She whispered back. “God saved us.”
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Occasionally, as the car rocked from side to side, Evie would sense the world around her. Headlights illuminated spindly branches against a black sky, and she’d rise up to fight their crippling ancient grip to no avail.
“No! No! … Strego—” She opened her eyes. Stregone’s face was inches away, peering at her in concern. She would close her eyes, close Stregone out of her mind, and whisper. “James.” It was a prayer, a fear, heartache and regret. It broke her into tiny shards pressed together in agony.
She rolled her head onto a soft, pine-scented shoulder, and warm arms wrapped around her. “You okay? We’ll be back soon.” Caleb’s voice soothed her more than his rubbing on her good arm.
◆◆◆
 
THE CRUNCH OF gravel under the weight of the Hummer’s tires, and the automatic lights surrounding the Sanctuary woke her. She was battered but alive. In Caleb’s arms, she made it to the door. Limping but with her team. They were all bedraggled as they fell into their temporary home. Peeking up at the sky before she entered, she could only make out the brightest stars. Darkness surrounded them. She inhaled, and the comforting pine scent was still there despite the dirt and sweat of battle.
“Tristen?”
Caleb nodded his chin to his left.
She glanced in the direction. Theo held Tristen’s small frame in his arms. “Good.”
“You okay?” Caleb’s brows pressed low over his eyes.
“No, not really.” Her leg throbbed. “The pain is getting worse.” Black smudges dotted her vision.
A sentinel doctor waited for her at the door with a wheelchair. Another had already collected Tristen.
“I don’t need it.” Even as she said it, she swayed.
The doctor smiled. He pushed the wheelchair toward her, and she slid into place. Without another word, he rolled her down the hall after her brother. When Tristen was wheeled left and she turned to the right, she called out.
“No, I need to be with Tristen.” She tried to stand up but couldn’t do more than push forward.
“I’m sorry.” Crinkles formed at the corners of his eyes. “We need to take care of you.”
Evie couldn’t fight anymore. She slumped back.
“Let them take care of you.” Callie whispered into her ear.
She might have smiled if she had the strength left.
When she didn’t fight, Callie whispered, “Small miracles.” And squeezed her hand.


◆◆◆
 
THE BRILLIANT WHITE room was filled with machines clicking and whirring as the sentinel doctor finished up. He sat beside her bed.“All in all, a clean break in your humerus, a broken nose, split lip, three fractured ribs, and you have a third-degree acid burn on your leg.”
Caleb clenched and unclenched his fists.
Evie caught his eye. “I’m okay.”
“No, you’re not.” He turned his back to her. His reflection glared out the window.
She bit her lip, considering her next words. “I’ll heal. Right doc?”
“Yes.”
Caleb stared into the night. “I hate seeing you broken. It hurts me to look at you.”
“Well, gee. Thanks.”
“I love you. I wish I could switch places with you.” He tugged at his hair.
The sentinel doc continued. “The sulfuric acid burn created by Stregone’s spit has elements of the fiery realm and your healing cannot be expedited by the blessing.”
Something dark and heated rolled through her.
“You will recover, but it will take a long time and might be painful.” The doctor turned to leave the room.
She leaned back against her pillow, a tear falling.
Caleb spun and grabbed her hand. “It’ll be okay.”
Callie got up from the only chair in the room and took her other hand. “I’m really worried. It’s a huge list of injuries, plus… I don’t know. I guess. Maybe it’s emotional fallout from the battle.”
“I’ll be fine. He said so. I need… some rest.”
Caleb’s voice was lower, almost a whisper now. “We’re all exhausted. It’ll all be better tomorrow.”
“Right,” Callie agreed.
It would be better after a night’s rest. The medication eased most of her pain. She was happy to let it all go. It was too much to carry right now. They agreed to get some rest; Callie propped in the chair and Caleb would be resting on the floor with one of her pillows. They were a tight crew.
She gave Caleb a small smile, and he leaned in to kiss her goodnight.
“You two. Don’t you dare. I’m right here.” Callie waved her hand between their faces.
Caleb snuck a quick peck on her cheek.
“You’re really okay?” Callie was home, and love, and friendship. A tear clung to her chin.
Callie moved from the chair and wrapped her arms around Evie, resting her head on Evie’s shoulder. Her short black hair a mess, her outfit wrinkled, and her breath lacking any freshness, but Evie wouldn’t change a thing. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
“Well, I love you both.” Caleb said.
They both gave him a weird look, and they all laughed.
Abigail rounded the corner, her voice entering the room before she did.
“We haven’t much time before we return to the Haven. Are you better?” Abigail searched her from head to toe.
“Tristen?”
“He’s doing well. Theo is with him. We’ll depart in the morning. I believe Tristen’s time with us is only beginning. I must prepare. I’m glad you are well.”
“Thank you,” Evie whispered. “I mean it. For everything.”
Abigail nodded and left.
Caleb squeezed her hand. “I love you.”
“You already said that.” She grinned. His feelings were written on his face, in the tilt of his chin, the lift of his brow, and the devilish sweep of his curls above his green eyes. She adored him too, and when he swept a hair out of her eyes, she closed them savoring the moment.
“Evie,” Caleb whispered to her.
“I love you too.” She whispered, her hand clasping his.
“Well, I’m glad you too are still solid.” Callie broke the moment. “We couldn’t have asked for a better ending.”
She nodded. Except she could have. She did. Loss took the joy out of winning the battle. It ate at her. “My heart hurts for James.” She squeezed Callie’s hand before a wave of dizziness stole her sense of up and down, and she listed to the side in Callie’s arms.
Callie settled back into her chair, pulling the blanket up under her chin. “From what I hear, we kicked Stregone’s butt, but the war is never gonna end. His captain Erro is still out there.”
“I can’t stop wondering about James. . .” She fiddled with the hem of her gown.
“Nothing happens without a reason.” Callie swallowed hard.
Caleb drew Evie into his arms. “There’ll probably be worse battles. Battles we couldn’t even dream of. Battles that might cost us everything if we aren’t prepared.” He ran his hands along her back and warmth washed through her. “But, as long as we stick together and trust in God’s plan, we’ll make it through.”
Evie sighed. “We might find ourselves in another mess soon. But like you said, we’ll figure it out.” New strength filled her bones. She was a warrior now, a woman with family, love, and friends who she’d die for if necessary.
They were asleep before their heads hit their pillows. Behind Evie’s closed lids, her dreams twisted into nightmares.
A thin layer of orange and red fire danced across the ground. She scrambled up, pushing off the ground with ease. She glanced at her arm, then leg. She was healed. She stretched each limb, trying to figure out how. Wounds didn’t just heal. She inhaled, and the scent of sulfur and hot air burned her nostrils. This wasn’t right. She must be dreaming, or in a vision, or something.
“No,” A familiar voice strangled out.
Evie spun in the direction of the sound. James? The night air flickered with desperation.
“No, stop. I can’t!” James’s roar of fury and pain echoed and faded into a moan. “Help. Help me!”
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She was born to battle the demonic, and with heaven and hell leaping off the pages of Revelation, Evie must stand and fight in both worlds.
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Evie tossed around again. Her legs tangled in the sheets, sweat dampening her pajamas making them stick to her. Flashes from the battle, James’s beaten body stretching as cell by living cell was carried through the portal to Hell before his time, tormented her mind. As quietly as possible, she untwisted the sheets from her legs with her uninjured arm, and slipped from the room in her wheelchair, trying not to disturb her friends. They’d survived. It’d been a few weeks at the Haven, and she’d heal. Why couldn’t she be happy for even a moment? Why was she so trapped in their fight? They’d won for God’s sake.
With the irritation of her left arm stuck in a cast, she gritted her teeth and gave her wheelchair a one-armed shove. The wheels rolled silently down the hall of her sleeping comrades, their gentle snores evidence she was alone in her hang-up. She shook her head, pressing toward the kitchen. Why couldn’t she just let things happen? Why did she feel the need to mull things over until she’d turned her mind to mush and pushed sleep so far away it was pointless to remain laying down?
In front of the fridge, she contemplated her options from the height of her seat. She wanted the milk, but it rested in the wide space of the top of the refrigerator. Standing wasn’t an option yet. She took a deep breath and shoved the angry words from her mind. She’d live to fight another day. It was a good thing. Then why did she feel so guilty?
The stupid salad and vegetable drawer was the closest thing in reach, but she wasn’t feeling veggies right now. She spun toward the pantry. She still had a love hate relationship with small dark rooms ever since the demon attacked her from her own kitchen pantry. It seemed like eons since that fateful day when all Hell literally broke loose and began chasing her into her current lifestyle as a demon warrior, a Balance Keeper.
She stared into the darkness, studying the shadows in the corners, under the shelves, and waited for something, anything to reach out toward her. As she studied the small space, it began to spin, a wash of disorientation and nausea spiraling through her.
A second later, she found herself face down on sandy ground a searing orange fire boiling her blood. Demons! She searched, her heart pounding, for any sign of them nearby. Memories of their fight at the Fortress returned with a vengeance. It was the same, again. Only this time, she was alone. Her kid brother, Tristen, was chained to the wall. Stregone, the demon prince, grabbed James by the neck at the last second and again stole him from the rest of his natural life.
Was this a retaliatory attack by his legions? Evie pushed to her feet ready for battle.
The flat ground spanned far and wide, and, as Evie spun, the layer of fire spread over everything in every direction. Never had she ever found such a desolate place on Earth. The foreign landscape didn’t include any vegetation, though none could survive in such fire. She glanced down at her legs. How was she surviving? The more she studied the writhing flames, the more the pain drove her over the edge. She turned her gaze to the horizon. Oddly enough, there wasn’t any sun. The only light came from the fire of the land. It was probably foolish to hope for water. Her knees burned, pain spearing through her as the fire lapped like low waves across her bare skin, imprinting her with its touch.
“Ah!” Evie drew her right leg out of the fire, glaring at the—
Where were the blisters? Wasn’t her skin peeling off in a layer of singed flesh? What in the world? She stretched her injured leg, the spot where Stregone spat burning acid that tore through her flesh was now smooth and healthy, and there was no evidence of anything burning. Still, the hurt lingered like—like— She switched legs. How was she healed? How was she in this place? She couldn’t survive a place like this. Switching legs again, she spun. There had to be a place to escape to.
There was nothing, no rescue, no respite. A terrible sensation climbed up her spine and wrapped its fingers around her rib cage, barring them from inhaling another sulfurous breath. But she couldn’t hold her breath for long, and when she finally drew in the scorching, toxic putrid air it blazed through her nostrils and incinerated her lungs, making her cough only to repeat the process with more fumes. Tears leaked unbidden but evaporated before they traveled to her chin.
Run! The urge hit her like a tsunami. She ignored the fire climbing her legs. Where would she escape? There was nothing. Nothing. She swallowed, but her throat was too dry and spasmed.
A darkness hidden inside of her threatened to rise and take over, but she couldn’t let it. She wouldn’t. She’d come too far since the day she was attacked by Stregone, the demon prince. No! She would stand. But even as she set her jaw to fight against the bewildering world, she suddenly found herself in, her heart sank. The fire was climbing higher. It now pulsed along the middle of her thigh. Desperate for some hope, her eye caught on the only visible change in the distant horizon. A tiny bump of land. There wasn’t anything she could do but head toward it, no matter the distance.
She balled her fists and plowed through the flames, fighting the entire time to control the desperate turn of her thoughts by force. With each weak fear, she reminded herself of her new strength as a Balance Keeper. Not real. Not actually burning. Keep going. One more step. Just a dream—Must be, just a dream. She closed her eyes, unable to keep them open even slightest bit with the heat and toxicity in the air. She walked blindly along the hard flat surface. Every once and awhile she’d peek in short bursts through slitted eyes, trying to keep the tiny bump in front of her.
“Help! Help me!” James’s voice echoed across the barren land.
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AUTHOR’S LOVE REVIEWS

Maybe you think you have nothing to say, that’s okay. Just leaving your STAR review helps other readers find my work.
If you want to say something, it doesn’t have to be elaborate. “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.
It really touches my heart when I find one of my stories has meant something to one of my readers, so write the review to tell me what the story meant to you.
Thank you for taking the time to review Hints of Darkness on Amazon, Good Reads, or on your social media. You are helping more than you could ever know.
Sincerely - J. L. Burrows




LEAVE THE DARKNESS AND COME INTO THE LIGHT



Thank you for reading Hunted by Darkness,


If you found yourself identifying with James, and his journey, but aren't sure what to do to change the direction of your eternity, then you are recognizing the call of Jesus on your life. If the strain and pull of darkness is active and draining your joy, and if you are looking for freedom from the darkness, then all you have to do is turn to Jesus, who is waiting and wants you just as you are. The invitation is from Jesus Himself, “Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle at heart, and you will find rest for your souls.”  Matthew 11:28 & 29.
You don't have to be good or make yourself better, perfection is not required. You don't have to try harder or forsake yourself to the same ending as James (Good news, Rulers of Darkness, book 2 in the Balance Keepers series is all about James. He's not done yet, and neither are you.) 
Jesus did not come to seek out perfect people.  He came to save the needy, the broken, the sick. He once told the religious leaders of His day, “They that are whole have no need of the physician, but they that are sick: I came not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” Mark 2:17
You simply need to turn to Jesus and give him all of you, your burdens, your hurts, your struggles, and He will become your savior, freedom, healing, and release.  The Bible tells us that, “whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord, shall be saved.”  Romans 10:13  
He loves you more than you could ever imagine, and He wants to save you from the darkness trying to devour you at every step.  Jesus told Nicodemus, a religious leader in Jerusalem, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved.” John 3:16-17  
Bow your head today and call on the One who came to deliver this fallen world from the powers of darkness and sin.  Discover for yourself this remarkable freedom in Christ.
I always remember an easy way to ask Jesus into your heart is to use the ABC’s.


Admit you have sinned. 
We all have. Our lives are not the way they were intended by God to be. The consequence of our sin is eternal death. 
“For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Romans 3:23 NIV
“For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Rom 6:23 NIV


Believe in Jesus.
If you put your trust in Jesus, He will never fail or forsake you. He will carry you through every trial and temptation. 
“For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to his Son and believes in him shall have eternal life.” John 6:40 NIV


Confess that Jesus is Lord. 
“If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” Romans 10:9 NIV
If the words are a stumbling block, feel free to borrow mine. 
Lord, I have sinned. I understand I’ve earned eternal death. But today, I choose to put my trust in you. Jesus you are Lord, and I ask you into my heart. I ask you to save me. Amen.
After you pray this prayer, and it can be in your own words, go and find a Bible believing church near you and start attending. 
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